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A B S T R A C T  

THE SURVIVAL OP THE UNFITTEST:

EVOLUTIONARY SOCIAL THOUGHT IN THE WORXS OF HENRY ADAMS

by

David Spear Barber 

Chairman: L y a ll  H. Powers

The in f lu e n c e  o f  e v o lu tio n a ry  thought on the  s o c ia l  

th e o r ie s  in  Henry Adams1a l a t e r  w r i t in g  i s  widely reco g n ised . 

Because the  e a r l i e r  works have been r e l a t i v e l y  n e g le c te d ,  I 

have em phasised them in  fo llow ing  h is  s o c ia l  theo ry  from the 

o p t im is t i c  e v o lu tio n ism  o f  h ie  youth t o  the  p e s s im is t i c  

ca t as troph ism  o f  h is  o ld  age. Two background chapter’s s u r ­

vey the  v a r i e t i e s  o f  e v o lu t io n a ry  s o c i a l  th eo ry  in  the  n in e ­

te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  d is c u s s in g  such w r i t e r s  as Comte, Darwin, 

Spencer, W illiam 0. Sumner, and W illiam James. C hapter I I I  

concerns Adams’ s essay s  from 1858 to  1877i IV, The L ife  of 

A lber t G a l l a t i n  (1879) and Democracy ( l8 8 0 ) i  V, E s th e r  (l88A)i 

H is to ry  o f  th e  United S ta te s  (1889-91)i and V II , The Edu­

c a t io n  o f  Henry Adams (1S07) and o th e r  l a t e r  works* In ad d i­

t io n  to  Adams's p u b lish ed  works and l e t t e r s ,  I  have co n su lted  

h is  Harvard C lass  Day O ra t io n ,  the Adams C o l le c t io n  a t  the 

M assachusetts  H i s to r i c a l  S o c ie ty ,  and the  m icrofilm ed Adams 

Papers .

The most im portan t o f  the  e v o lu t io n a ry  concepts th a t  

Adams a p p l ie d  to  s o c i a l  change was t h a t  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n .  

In  Democracy he c o n t ra s te d  th e  " n a tu ra l  world" o f  p o l i t i c s ,
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dominated by the  s t r u g g le  f o r  e x i s te n c e ,  w ith  th e  c i v i l i s e d  

world in  which m o ra li ty  c o n t ro l l e d  th e  urge to  power. This 

v is io n  d e r iv ed  from Darwin’s theory  th a t  as a n a t io n  becomes 

more c i v i l i s e d ,  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t io n  a f f e c t s  i t  l e s s .  In  the  

H is to ry  Adams concluded t h a t  the  s t ru g g le  f o r  e x is te n c e  i s  a 

law o f  n a tu re  which a l l  s o c i e t i e s ,  u n lik e  in d iv id u a l s ,  must 

obey. E ven tua lly  Adams r e j e c te d  Darwinism as a s c i e n t i f i c  

th e o ry ,  mostly f o r  n o n - s c l e n t l f i c  re a s o n s .  He d i s l i k e d  the 

th e o r y 's  common a s s o c ia t io n  w ith p ro g re s s ,  the  l e i s u r e l y  u n i­

fo rm ity  o f  Darwinian e v o lu t io n ,  th e  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  of Darwin­

ism, and th e  e n t i r e  o b je c t iv e  Darwinian u n iv e rse  which con­

f l i c t e d  w ith  h is  own growing su b je c t iv is m .

Young Adams formed no p r e c i s e  theory  o f  s o c i a l  evo lu ­

t io n  u n t i l  h i s  r e - in t r o d u c t io n  to  America in  1666-70 made him 

q u e s t io n  A m erica 's  p ro g re s s .  Then, p a r t ly  to  reduce th e  s i g ­

n i f ic a n c e  o f  h e r  p o s s ib le  f a i l u r e ,  he developed a philosophy 

o f  s o o ia l  ev o lu tio n ism  which i n s i s t e d  t h a t  humar: s o c ie ty  p ro ­

g re sse s  in  accordance w ith n a t u r a l  law s, but n o t  t h a t  every 

s o c ie ty  p ro g re s s e s .  P rog ress  i s  in e v i t a b l e  bu t slow , and 

government oannot h a s te n  i t  but may r e t a r d  i t .  G a l l a t i n  

in d ic a t e s  how Adams's ev o lu t io n ism  d e r iv e d  from th e  R epubli­

canism o f  J e f f e r s o n  and G a l l a t i n ,  which s t ro n g ly  appealed  to  

him. But he e v e n tu a l ly  gave up t h i s  o p t im is t i c  s o o ia l  theory  

r e a l i s i n g  ( in  E s th e r ) t h a t  i t  was a v a lu e le s s  p e rso n a l  p h l lo s  

ophy, and doub ting  more and more t h a t  s o o ia l  p ro g re ss  i s  i n ­

e v i t a b l e  o r  even l i k e l y .  We can see  th e se  doubts i n t e n s i f y  

in  th e  novels  and e s p e c i a l ly  the  H is to ry , in  which Adams
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examined th e  v a r io u s  k inds o f  p ro g ress  in  America and concluded 

t h a t  they  worked a g a in s t  each o th e r .  A f te r  th e  1870 's  he moved 

toward a s o c i a l  Darwinism t h a t  valued s t r u g g le  and lacked  

f a i t h  in  p ro g re s s ,  tie s topped assuming th a t  s o o ia l  change 

was slow , and conceived n a tu re  more s t ro n g ly  as man's an tag ­

o n is t  , whose p ro cesses  must n o t ,  however, he d is tu rb e d .  His 

s o c i a l  Darwinism was m ild ly  i m p e r i a l i s t  and a t  tim es m i l i t a ­

r i s t ,  bu t no t r a c i s t ,  and a  f i e r c e  commitment to  in d iv id u a l  

freedom was a t  i t s  c e n te r .  E ven tua lly  Adams r e j e c te d  s o c i a l  

Darwinism i n s o f a r  as he came to  d esp ise  c a p i ta l i s m .

The c e n t r a l  problem o f  Adams's s o c i a l  thought i s  

whether th e  in d iv id u a l  should  a d ju s t  t o  s o c i a l  fo rc e s  o r  r e ­

s i s t  them. The novels and the  Education make c l e a r  t h a t  he 

favored  r e s i s t a n c e ,  b e l ie v in g  t h a t  th e  moral in d iv id u a l  can­

no t conform to  s o c ie ty  w ithou t lo s in g  h i s  I n t e g r i t y .  A t ta in ­

in g  in  h i s  o ld  age an e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  v is io n  o f  the  u n iv e rse  

as c h a o t ic  and th e  in d iv id u a l  as i s o l a t e d  from a s tu p id ,  

decadent s o c i e ty ,  Adams t r i e d  to  conceive th e  in d iv id u a l  as 

f r e e  from s o c i a l  and n a t u r a l  f o r c e s .  His sea rch  f o r  laws o f  

s o c i a l  and h i s t o r i c a l  development was u l t im a te ly  an a ttem pt 

to  impose on a s o c ie ty  which he r e j e c t e d  l im i t a t i o n s  which 

h e ,  th e  f re e  i n d iv id u a l ,  escaped .
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INTRODUCTION

B e c a u se  Henry  Adams c o n t i n u a l l y  a l t e r e d  h i s  i d e a s ,  

t h e  c r i t i c  m ust  a v o i d  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  t o  f r e e z e  t h e m ,  t o  t a k e  

o p i n i o n s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  any one book  a s  t h e  o p i n i o n s  o f  Adams. 

The p u r p o s e  o f  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  i s  t o  f o l l o w  one o f  h i s  most  

s i g n i f i c a n t  l i n e s  o f  t h o u g h t  a s  i t  d e v e l o p e d  i n  h i s  e a r l i e r  

w r i t i n g .  As a  y o u n g  man Adams a b s o r b e d  t h e  d o m in a n t  A n g lo -  

A m e r ic a n  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  t h e  t i m e :  a  f a i t h  i n  s o c i a l  e v o l u ­

t i o n  w h ic h  a s su m ed  man t o  be  p e r f e c t i b l e  a n d  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  

i n e v i t a b l e .  I n  t h e  l 8 6 0 ' s  he r e a d  Com te ,  B u c k l e ,  D a r w in ,  

L y e l l ,  an d  o t h e r  s c i e n t i f i c  an d  s o c i a l  t h i n k e r s  who s t i m u ­

l a t e d  i n  h im  t h e  u r g e  t o  a p p l y  u n i v e r s a l  l a w s  t o  m a n ' s  d e v e l ­

o p m e n t .  The s l o w l y  e v o l v i n g  D a r w i n i a n  u n i v e r s e ,  g o v e r n e d  by 

law b u t  p o s s i b l y  s u b j e c t  a t  some p o i n t s  t o  c h a n c e ,  a p p e a l e d  

t o  a  y o u n g  man who a p p r e c i a t e d  b o t h  o r d e r  a n d  n o v e l t y .  Adams 

d i d  n o t  d e v e l o p  any  p r e c i s e  s o c i a l  t h e o r y ,  h o w e v e r ,  u n t i l  h i s  

r e - i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  A m e r ic a  i n  1 8 6 8 -7 0  r a i s e d  d o u b t s  i n  h i s  

m ind  a b o u t  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  p r o g r e s s .  T h e n ,  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  

e n o r m i t y  o f  A m e r i c a ' s  p o s s i b l e  f a i l u r e  he  d e v e l o p e d  a  b r o a d  

f a i t h  i n  human e v o l u t i o n  w h ic h  d i d  n o t  demand t h a t  e v e r y  s o ­

c i e t y  p r o g r e s s .  I n  t h e  1 8 8 0 ' s ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h i s  p h i l o s o p h y  l o s t  

much o f  i t s  v a l i d i t y  f o r  Adams. As h e  came t o  d o u b t  t h a t  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  p r o g r e s s e s  i n e v i t a b l y ,  h e  w r o t e  ( i n  Democracy  

a n d  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ) o f  A m e r ic a n  d em o cracy
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a s  t h e  m os t  a d v a n c e d  p h a s e  o f  W e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  on whose 

d e v e l o p m e n t  t h e  f a t e  o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  w o r l d  d e p e n d e d .  Adams 

d i d  n o t  know w here  W e s t e r n  s o c i e t y  was g o i n g ,  b u t  he  was co n ­

v i n c e d  A m e r ic a  was a t  i t s  h e a d .

A d am s 's  e a r l y  e s s a y s  and  r e v i e w s ,  h i s  two n o v e l s ,  and  

h i s  H i s t o r y  show t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h o u g h t  i n  

v a r i o u s  w a y s .  The e s s a y s  and  r e v i e w s  t h r o u g h  1877 r e v e a l  a 

b r o a d  t h e o r y  o f  s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  w h i c h ,  w i t h o u t  i n s i s t i n g  

t h a t  s o c i e t y  o b ey s  la w s  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  e v o l u t i o n ,  saw i n  Amer­

i c a  "a  s i l e n t  p u l s a t i o n  t h a t  r e s e m b l e s  i n  i t s  mode o f  o p e r a ­

t i o n  t h e  m e c h a n i c a l  a c t i o n  o f  N a t u r e  h e r s e l f . " 1 I n  Democracy  

(1 8 8 0 )  Adams a p p l i e d  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  t h e o r y  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c ­

t i o n ,  h a l f  l i t e r a l l y  an d  h a l f  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y ,  t o  a s o c i e t y  

w h ic h  seem ed  t o  be d e t e r i o r a t i n g .  I n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  p o l i t ­

i c a l  e x i s t e n c e  t h e  " f i t t e s t "  s u r v i v e d  by p o w er  a l o n e ,  a n d  i n  

W a s h in g to n  t h e  o n l y  p r o g r e s s  seem ed  t o  be i n  c o r r u p t i o n .  But  

d i d  c o r r u p t i o n  i n  t h e  C a p i t o l  r e f l e c t  t h e  e n t i r e  n a t i o n ?  What 

f o r c e  c o n t r o l l e d  s o c i e t y :  t h e  u r g e  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  an d  s o c i a l

p o w er  w h ic h  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  t h e  n o n m o r a l  w o r l d  o f  " n a t u r a l  s e ­

l e c t i o n , "  o r  t h e  w o r l d  o f  i n t e g r i t y  an d  c u l t u r a l  g e n t i l i t y  i n  

w h ic h  t h e  b e s t  c h a r a c t e r s  o f  t h e  n o v e l  moved? I n  h i s  H i s t o r y  

( 1 8 8 9 - 9 1 )  Adams t r e a t e d  t h e  i d e a  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  more 

l i t e r a l l y ,  and  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  i s  

a  law  o f  n a t u r e  w h ic h  e v e r y  s o c i e t y  m us t  o b e y .  When a p p l i e d  

t o  n a t i o n s ,  h e  f o u n d ,  n a t u r a j .  s e l e c t i o n  r a i s e d  e n t i r e l y

^ e n r y  Adams an d  H enry  C a b o t  Lodge ,  "Von H o l s t ' s  
H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s , "  N o r t h  A m e r ic a n  Rev iew  ( 1 8 7 6 ) ,  
p .  361 .
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d i f f e r e n t  m o r a l  q u e s t i o n s  t h a n  when a p p l i e d  t o  i n d i v i d u a l s .  

The H i s t o r y  i s  a l s o  A dam s 's  d e f i n i t i v e  a t t e m p t  t o  a p p l y  t h e  

t h e o r y  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  t o  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  an a c t u a l  s o ­

c i e t y .  The s t u d y  d i d  l i t t l e  t o  i n c r e a s e  h i s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  

t h e o r y  o f  p r o g r e s s  o r  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  A m e r i c a ,  f o r  a f t e r  i s o ­

l a t i n g  t h e  v a r i o u s  k i n d s  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  h e  fo u n d  t h a t  

one k i n d  w o rk ed  a g a i n s t  a n o t h e r .  The n e t  r e s u l t  a p p e a r e d  n o t  

t o  be p r o g r e s s .  I n  h i s  s e c o n d  n o v e l ,  E s t h e r  ( 1 8 8 4 ) ,  Adams 

t e s t e d  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e o r y  i n  a n o t h e r  way.  He ex a m in e d  e v o ­

l u t i o n i s m  a s  a  p h i l o s o p h y  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  who l i v e s  i n  t h e  

n o n - p r o g r e s s i n g  p r e s e n t ,  and  f o u n d  i t  i r r e l e v a n t  and  u s e l e s s .  

E s t h e r  e x p r e s s e s ,  f a r  more s t r o n g l y  t h a n  D em o c ra c y , t h e  n a ­

t u r e  o f  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  A l r e a d y  Adams f e l t  t h a t  t h e  m o r a l  

i n d i v i d u a l  was n e c e s s a r i l y  a l i e n a t e d  f ro m  modern  s o c i e t y .  A 

p e r s o n  i n  t r o u b l e  g o t  no  h e l p  f ro m  r e l i g i o n ,  s o c i e t y ,  o r  e v o ­

l u t i o n i s m .  One h a d  o n ly  o n e s e l f .

A dam s 's  l a t e r  w o r k ,  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  "The Tendency  o f  

H i s t o r y "  i n  1 8 9 4 ,  h a s  r e c e i v e d  more c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  t h a n  

t h e  e a r l i e r  w r i t i n g .  He c o n t i n u e d  t o  a p p l y  s c i e n c e ,  l i t e r ­

a l l y  and  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y ,  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  s o c i e t y ,  b u t  he 

t u r n e d  f ro m  b i o l o g y  and  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s  t o  t h e  p h y s i c a l  

s c i e n c e s  f o r  m ost  o f  h i s  t h e o r i e s  and a n a l o g i e s .  He c e a s e d  

t o  w r i t e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  h i s t o r y  and  c o n c e n t r a t e d  on v a s t  law s  

and  an a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  h i s t o r y .  B e c a u s e  o f  

t h i s  n a t u r a l  b r e a k  i n  A dam s 's  t h o u g h t  and  t h e  u n e v e n n e s s  o f  

c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  p a i d  t o  h i s  w o r k s ,  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  w i l l  

e m p h a s iz e  t h e  e a r l i e r  w o r k s .
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I n  d i s c u s s i n g  A dam s 's  s o c i a l  t h e o r i e s ,  we n e e d  t o  d i s ­

t i n g u i s h  b e tw e e n  s o c i a l  D a rw in i sm  and  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m ,  

t e r m s  w h ich  o f t e n  a r e  i m p r e c i s e l y  u s e d .  S o c i a l  D a rw in i sm  was 

b a s e d  on t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  s t r u g g l e  i s  a  u n i v e r s a l  f e a t u r e  o f  

s o c i e t y  an d  t h e  main  f o r c e  b e h i n d  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  I t  owed l i t ­

t l e  t o  D a r w i n ' s  b i o l o g i c a l  t h e o r y ,  s i n c e  D arw in  h a r d l y  d i s ­

c o v e r e d  s t r u g g l e ;  b u t  i t  d i d  u s e  t h e  t h e o r y  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c ­

t i o n  as  an  a n a l o g y  an d  a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  s o c i a l  and eco n o m ic  

c o m p e t i t i o n .  The s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t  d i d  n o t  h av e  t o  b e l i e v e  

t h a t  s o c i e t y  i s  g o v e r n e d  by laws  o f  upward  e v o l u t i o n ,  so  he 

c o u l d ,  l i k e  W i l l i a m  Graham Sum ner ,  be s k e p t i c a l  a b o u t  s o c i a l  

p r o g r e s s .  B e c a u se  h e  g l o r i f i e d  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e ,  

he i n s i s t e d  on t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  f r e e d o m  t o  s t r u g g l e  a s  b e s t  

he c o u l d ,  and  t h e r e f o r e  o p p o s e d  g o v e rn m e n t  i n t e r f e r e n c e  i n  

p r i v a t e  a f f a i r s .  He m ig h t  a l s o  i n s i s t  on t h e  r i g h t  o f  a  s o ­

c i a l ,  n a t i o n a l ,  o r  r a c i a l  g r o u p  t o  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  o t h e r  

g r o u p s ;  t h e n  he t u r n e d  m i l i t a r i s t ,  i m p e r i a l i s t ,  o r  r a c i s t .  

S o c i a l  r e f o r m  he r e g a r d e d  a s  an  i n t r u s i o n  i n t o  i n d i v i d u a l  

l i v e s  and  a  f u t i l e  e f f o r t  t o  a l t e r  n a t u r e :  n a t u r e  b e i n g  d e ­

f i n e d  as  " t h e  way t h i n g s  a r e . "  P o l i t i c s  and  g o v e rn m e n t  c a n ­

n o t ,  he t h o u g h t ,  h a s t e n  a s o c i e t y ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  t h o u g h  t h e y  

may s lo w  i t  down.

The main  t e n e t  o f  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m  was t h a t  s o c i ­

e t y  does  and  must  f o l l o w  la w s  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  But a c -  - 

c o r d i n g  t o  Comte an d  B u c k l e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e s e  law s  n e e d  

n o t  be t h e  laws  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  e v o l u t i o n  o r  any o t h e r  law s



w h ic h  g o v e r n  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d . ^  Though t h e  s o c i a l  e v o l u ­

t i o n i s t  r e c o g n i z e d  t h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  s t r u g g l e  i n  s o c i a l  g r o w t h ,  

he  o f t e n  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  a s  a  s o c i e t y  d e v e l o p s ,  s t r u g g l e  g i v e s  

way t o  c o o p e r a t i o n  among men. He a g r e e d  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l  D a r ­

w i n i s t  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s — i n c l u d i n g  p o l i t i c i a n s — c a n n o t  a f f e c t  

s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  But  u n l i k e  t h e  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t ,  he  b e l i e v e d  

t h a t  p r o g r e s s  i s  i n e v i t a b l e .  He b e l i e v e d  a l s o  t h a t  i t  i s  i n ­

e v i t a b l y  v e r y  s l o w ,  an d  man c a n n o t  h a s t e n  t h e  p r o c e s s .  At 

d i f f e r e n t  t i m e s  Henry  Adams h e l d  i d e a s  o f  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  p h i ­

l o s o p h i e s ,  t h o u g h  he  was n e v e r  c o n t a i n e d  i n  t h e  b o u n d s  o f  

e i t h e r .  I n  g e n e r a l ,  a f t e r  t h e  1 8 7 0 ' s he  moved f ro m  an  o p t i ­

m i s t i c  e v o l u t i o n i s m  t o w a r d  a  s o c i a l  D a r w in i s m  t h a t  d e n i e d  

p r o g r e s s  an d  e n v i s i o n e d  r a p i d  an d  c a t a s t r o p h i c  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .

T h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  w i l l  d e a l  l a r g e l y  w i t h  t h e  i n f l u ­

e n c e  o f  v a r i o u s  t h i n k e r s  on Adams. As R. G. C o l l i n g w o o d  s a y s ,  

"An i n t e l l i g e n t  i n q u i r y  . . . s e e k s  t o  d i s c o v e r  n o t  t h e  

p o i n t s  o f  a g r e e m e n t ,  b u t  t h e  way i n  w h ic h  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n s
2

r e a c h e d  by one t h i n k e r  g i v e  r i s e  t o  p r o b l e m s  f o r  t h e  n e x t . "

The p r o b l e m s  w h ic h  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e o r i e s  o f  s c i e n c e  a n d  s o c i ­

e t y  p o s e d  f o r  Adams w e re  n u m e ro u s  and  c o m p le x ;  some p r o v e d

1The b e l i e f  t h a t  man and  s o c i e t y  f o l l o w  t h e  la w s  o f  
b i o l o g i c a l  a n d  c o s m ic  e v o l u t i o n  may be c a l l e d  e v o l u t i o n a r y  
n a t u r a l i s m .  T h i s  p h i l o s o p h y  made n a t u r e  t h e  s t a n d a r d  o f  
m o r a l i t y .  H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  a r g u e d  t h a t  s i n c e  
n a t u r e  i s  t h e  d i r e c t  s o u r c e  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  and  s i n c e  
p r o g r e s s  i s  g o o d ,  t h e r e f o r e  n a t u r e  i s  good  an d  t o  " f o l l o w  
n a t u r e "  i s  a l w a y s  t h e  m o r a l  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n .  N e i t h e r  t h e  
s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t ,  who c o u l d  r e g a r d  n a t u r e  as  m a n ’ s a n t a g ­
o n i s t ,  n o r  t h e  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t ,  who c o u l d  f i n d  i n  s o ­
c i a l  e v o l u t i o n  an  e x c e p t i o n  t o  n a t u r e ' s  l a w s ,  was c o m m i t t e d  
t o  t h i s  m o r a l  t h e o r y .

^ The I d e a  o f  H i s t o r y , p .  313*



6

i n s o l u b l e .  I t  i s  w o r t h w h i l e  t o  m e n t i o n  some o f  t h e  m o s t  im ­

p o r t a n t  p r o b l e m s  a t  t h e  s t a r t .

1)  How t o  a p p l y  t h e o r i e s  an d  m e th o d s  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  

s c i e n c e  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  s o c i e t y ?  Adams p r o v e d  u n a b l e ,  a s  h a d  

Comte ,  D a r w i n ,  an d  S p e n c e r ,  t o  e s t a b l i s h  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  r e l a ­

t i o n s  o f  s c i e n c e  an d  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  t o  human s o c i e t y .  The 

law o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  m ig h t  j u s t i f y  i g n o r i n g  t h e  p o o r  o r  

r e j e c t i n g  t h e  E n l i g h t e n m e n t  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  R i g h t s  o f  Man; i t  

m ig h t  j u s t i f y  i m p e r i a l i s m ,  l a i s s e z - f a i r e , r a c i s m ,  o r  w a r ;  o r  

i t  m ig h t  n o t .  The s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  ( o r  p r e - e m i n e n c e )  

among i n d i v i d u a l s  h a s  l i t t l e  r e l a t i o n  t o  s t r u g g l e  among n a ­

t i o n s ,  c u l t u r e s ,  o r  r a c e s ,  e v e n  i f  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  law a p p l i e s  

o n l y  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  t o  s o c i e t y .  But  a  m e t a p h o r ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  

d o e s  n o t  n e e d  t o  be  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  v a l i d .

2) How t o  d e c i d e  w h e t h e r  n a t u r e  (Adams f r e q u e n t l y  

c a p i t a l i z e d  t h e  w o rd )  i s  m o r a l l y  good o r  c r u e l  and  w a s t e f u l ?  

P e r h a p s  h e r  means a r e  b a d  b u t  h e r  e n d s  g o o d .  P e r h a p s  n a t u r e  

h a s  no m o r a l  q u a l i t i e s  a t  a l l ,  t h o u g h  Adams l i k e d  t o  p e r s o n ­

i f y  " N a t u r e "  and  g i v e  h e r  m o r a l — o r  i m m o r a l — a t t r i b u t e s .  H is  

t r e a t m e n t  o f  n a t u r e  v a r i e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  h i s  p u r p o s e s  i n  p a r ­

t i c u l a r  w o r k s .

3) How t o  a p p l y  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e o r y  t o  t h e  b r i e f  h i s ­

t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ?  A h i s t o r i a n  m i g h t  l o o k  t o  s e e  

t h e  e n t i r e  r a n g e  o f  s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  c a p s u l i z e d  i n  A m e r i c a ,  

o r  he  m i g h t  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  n a t i o n  r e p r e s e n t e d  one  d e f i n i t e  

s t a g e  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t .  The s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t  t h o u g h t  t h a t  

c h a n g e  was s l o w ,  b u t  Adams e v e n t u a l l y  f o u n d  t h i s  v iew  t o o
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r e s t r i c t i n g .  A m e r ic a n  h i s t o r y  was b r i e f ;  a n d  u n h u r r i e d ,  e v e n  

c h a n g e  was t o  Adams as  d u l l  i n  h i s t o r y  as  i n  g e o l o g y .  The 

c h a o s  o f  d a i l y  a n d  y e a r l y  e v e n t s ,  m o r e o v e r ,  o b s c u r e d  w h a t ­

e v e r  e v o l u t i o n a r y  la w s  m ig h t  c o n t r o l  th e m .  One h a d  t o  p e e r  

t h r o u g h  t h e  t r e e s  t o  f i n d  t h e  f o r e s t .

4) How t o  d e f i n e  p r o g r e s s ?  S o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t s  

w e re  n o t o r i o u s  f o r  i g n o r i n g  t h i s  q u e s t i o n .  One c o u l d  h a r d l y  

know w h a t  any n a t i o n ' s  m a t e r i a l ,  m o r a l ,  o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

p r o g r e s s  was u n l e s s  h e  knew w h a t  i t s  c a u s e s  w e r e .  H a v in g  d e ­

t e r m i n e d  t h e  c a u s e s , he  m i g h t  t h e n  c o n s i d e r  how i n  a  s o c i e t y  

one k i n d  o f  p r o g r e s s  a f f e c t s  a n o t h e r  k i n d .  Adams t h o u g h t  

t h i s  p r o b l e m  m i g h t  a t  b o t t o m  be c a p a b l e  o f  m a t h e m a t i c a l  f o rm u ­

l a t i o n ;  b u t  w h a t  was t h e  c o r r e c t  f o r m u l a ?

5)  How t o  a d j u s t  a  g e n e r a l  t h e o r y  o f  p r o g r e s s  t o  t h e  

f a c t s  o f  A m e r ic a n  h i s t o r y ?  Or:  how t o  a d j u s t  A m e r ic a n  h i s ­

t o r y  t o  a  t h e o r y  o f  p r o g r e s s ?  I f  A m e r i c a  was a r a d i c a l l y  

new k i n d  o f  s o c i e t y  b a s e d  on  a  s w e e p i n g  r e j e c t i o n  o f  E u r o p e a n  

i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  one m i g h t  f i n d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  com pare  h e r  t o  

E u r o p e .  Did  A m e r ic a  r e p r e s e n t  p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  

W e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n ?  And d i d  1870 r e p r e s e n t  p r o g r e s s  f ro m  

1 7 8 9 ,  o r  G r o v e r  C l e v e l a n d  f ro m  J o h n  Adams? T h i s  l a s t  q u e s ­

t i o n  demanded t h a t  Henry  Adams e v a l u a t e  A m e r ic a n  d e m o c r a c y .

He h ad  t o  r e c o n c i l e ,  i f  he  c o u l d ,  h i s  s e n s e  o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  

( i n f l u e n c e d  p r o b a b l y  by s o c i a l - D a r w i n i s t  e l i t i s m  a s  w e l l  a s  

by h i s  f a m i l y  b a c k g r o u n d )  w i t h  h i s  sy m p a th y  f o r  d e m o c r a c y .

What was d e m o c r a c y ,  anyway: a  q u a l i t y  o f  A m e r i c a ' s  p o l i t ­

i c a l  s y s t e m ,  o r  i t s  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e ,  o r  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f



I t s  p e o p l e ,  o r  i t s  e co n o m ic  s y s t e m ,  o r  i t s  g e o g r a p h y ?

6)  How t o  r e c o n c i l e  h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  p o l i t i c s  and  i n ­

d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l - e v o l u t i o n i s t  an d  s o c i a l - D a r w i n i s t  

t h e o r y  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  an d  g o v e r n m e n t  do n o t  a f f e c t  s o c i a l  

c h a n g e ,  e x c e p t  f o r  t h e  w o r se ?  The more Adams s t u d i e d  h i s ­

t o r y  a n d  p o l i t i c s ,  t h e  more  he  d o u b t e d  t h a t  human a c t i o n  a f ­

f e c t e d  s o c i a l  c h a n g e  a t  a l l .  W hat ,  t h e n ,  o f  t h e  Adams fam­

i l y ' s  f a i t h  t h a t  m o r a l  p o l i t i c i a n s  c o u l d  g u i d e  t h e  c o u n t r y  

i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  p r o g r e s s ?

7) How t o  r e c o n c i l e  t h e  d e t e r m i n i s m  i m p l i c i t  i n  m o s t  

e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h o u g h t  w i t h  h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  on e a c h  m a n ' s  m o r a l  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  o r  w i t h  h i s  t h e o r y  o f  a n  e l i t e  g r o u p  t h a t  

g u i d e s  s o c i e t y ,  o r  w i t h  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  men n e e d  n o b l e  i d e a l s  

i n  o r d e r  t o  s u r v i v e ,  o r ,  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t ,  w i t h  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l ­

i s m  t h a t  s t e a d i l y  grew more i n t e n s e ,  s u b j e c t i v e ,  and  d e f i a n t ?  

I n s e p a r a b l e  f ro m  A d a m s 's  i n t e r e s t  i n  f i n d i n g  t h e  la w s  o f  h i s ­

t o r y  a n d  s o c i e t y  was a  n e e d  t o  c o n c e i v e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a s  

f r e e  f ro m  t h e  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e s e  l a w s ,  f r e e  f ro m  t h e  d o m i n a t i o n  

o f  n a t u r e  and  o f  s o c i e t y .  T h i s  n e e d  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  Adams f ro m  

many o f  t h e  g r e a t  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e o r i s t s  o f  h i s  t i m e ,  s u c h  a s  

Comte a n d  M arx ,  whom Adams c o n s i d e r e d  " t h e  two  w r i t e r s  o f  h i s  

t i m e  who m ost  i n f l u e n c e d  i t s  t h o u g h t , " ' * '  and  who i g n o r e d  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  i n  t h e i r  c o n c e r n  w i t h  t h e  movement o f  t h e  s o c i a l  

m a s s .  F o r  Marx t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  was n e g l i g i b l e ,  an d  i n  C o m t e ' s  

o p i n i o n  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  was t h e  d i s e a s e  o f  m odern  s o c i e t y .  

Though t h e y  i n f l u e n c e d  Adams,  t h e i r  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l

•*~The E d u c a t i o n  o f  H enry  Adams, p . 60 .
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was o p p o s e d  t o  h i s ,  and  i t  was p a r t l y  t h i s  o p p o s i t i o n  t h a t  

t u r n e d  him a g a i n s t  th em .

A l b e r t  Camus w r o t e  i n  The R e b e l  t h a t  " T h e re  i s  no 

s u c h  t h i n g  as  a s o l i t a r y  man, t h a t  i s  t h e  i n d i s p u t a b l e  d i s ­

c o v e r y  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y . " ' 1' One d o es  n o t  e x i s t  i n  a 

v o i d  b u t  i n  s o c i e t y  an d  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d .  What ,  t h e n ,  i s  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  r e l a t i o n  t o  s o c i e t y  and  n a t u r e ?  A c c o r d i n g  

t o  t h a t  a p o s t l e  o f  a d j u s t m e n t  and  i n d i v i d u a l  f r e e d o m ,  H e r b e r t  

S p e n c e r ,  f r e e d o m  i n c r e a s e s  a s  s o c i e t y  e v o l v e s ,  an d  t h r o u g h  s o ­

c i a l  e v o l u t i o n  men become b e t t e r  a d j u s t e d  t o  t h e i r  e n v i r o n ­

ment an d  l e a r n  t o  c o o p e r a t e  f r e e l y  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r .  C o o p e r ­

a t i o n  comes n a t u r a l l y  w i t h o u t  g o v e r n m e n t a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e ;  i n  

t h e  m e a n t im e ,  o n e ' s  d u t y  t o  s o c i e t y  i s  t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  h im ­

s e l f  an d  n o t  r e s t r i c t  t h e  l i b e r t y  o f  o t h e r s .  The young  Henry 

Adams l e a n e d  t o w a r d  t h i s  o p i n i o n ,  b u t  h i s  l i f e l o n g  u r g e  t o  

r e s i s t  and  o p p o s e  s o c i e t y ,  h i s  s c i e n t i f i c  and  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d y ,  

h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  change  i n  A m e r i c a ,  h i s  f r u s t r a t e d  

l i t e r a r y  a m b i t i o n s ,  h i s  g e n e r a l  s e n s e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  and  s o c i a l  

u s e l e s s n e s s ,  an d  t h e  c o l l a p s e  o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e  a t  t h e  

s u i c i d e  o f  h i s  w i f e ,  a l l  com bined  t o  c o n v i n c e  him t h a t  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s  b e tw e e n  i n d i v i d u a l  and  s o c i e t y  an d  n a t u r e  were  f a r  

o t h e r w i s e  t h a n  t h e  S p e n c e r i a n s  b e l i e v e d .  What was one t o  do: 

r e s i s t  s o c i a l  and  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s ,  o r  a d j u s t  t o  them? T h i s  

i s  t h e  c e n t r a l  p r o b l e m  o f  A d am s 's  s o c i a l  t h o u g h t .  More and  

more a s  he grew o l d e r ,  h i s  h e a r t  was i n  r e s i s t a n c e ,  t h o u g h  he

^ T r .  by Anthony  Bower (London:  Hamish H a m i l t o n ,  L t d . ,
1 9 5 3 ) ,  P .  170 .
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l a c k e d  t h e  d e c i s i v e n e s s  o f  t h e  h e r o i n e s  o f  h i s  n o v e l s .  He 

h o p e d  t h a t  by u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  and  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s  o f  

h i s  a g e ,  he c o u l d  overcom e th em — t h a t  i s ,  e s c a p e  t h e i r  c o n ­

t r o l .  I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t  Adams s t o o d  s u g g e s t i v e l y  c l o s e  t o  such  

i n d i v i d u a l i s t s  a s  N i e t z s c h e  and  K i e r k e g a a r d ,  o f  whom K a r l  

J a s p e r s  w r i t e s :

They d i d  n o t  f e e l  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  be a  p o s i t i v e  e x p r e s s i o n  
o f  t h e i r  t i m e s ;  t h e y  r a t h e r  e x p r e s s e d  what  i t  was n e g a ­
t i v e l y  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  v e r y  b e i n g :  an  age  a b s o l u t e l y  r e ­
j e c t e d  by them  and  s e e n  t h r o u g h  i n  i t s  r u i n .  T h e i r  p r o b ­
lem a p p e a r e d  t o  be t o  e x p e r i e n c e  t h i s  ep o c h  t o  t h e  e n d  i n  
t h e i r  own n a t u r e s ,  t o  be i t  c o m p l e t e l y  i n  o r d e r  t o  o v e r ­
come i t .  T h i s  h a p p e n e d  a t  f i r s t  i n v o l u n t a r i l y ,  b u t  t h e n  
c o n s c i o u s l y  t h r o u g h  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  were  n o t  r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i v e s  o f  t h e i r  e p o c h ,  b u t  n e e d l i n g  an d  s c a n d a l o u s  e x c e p -  
t i o n s . 1

"Reason  and  E x i s t e n z , "  t r .  by W i l l i a m  E a r l e ,  i n  
E x i s t e n t i a l i s m  From D o s t o e v s k y  t o  S a r t r e , e d .  by W a l t e r  
K aufmann,  p .  l65~!



CHAPTER I

THE EVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT OF COMTE, BUCKLE,

SPENCER, AND DARWIN

P r e - D a r w i n i a n  A p p l i c a t i o n s  o f  S c i e n c e  
t o  t h e  S tu d y  o f  S o c i e t y

To a p p l y  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  t h e  s c i e n c e s  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  

s t u d y  o f  s o c i e t y ,  an d  t o  d i s c o v e r  laws  o f  s o c i a l  change  by 

w h ich  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  and p r e d i c t  t h e  f u t u r e ,  were 

g o a l s  o f  many n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  t h i n k e r s .  Henry Adams w r o t e  

i n  1894 t h a t  "any  s c i e n c e  o f  h i s t o r y  m ust  be a b s o l u t e ,  l i k e  

o t h e r  s c i e n c e s ,  and  m us t  f i x  w i t h  m a t h e m a t i c a l  c e r t a i n t y  t h e  

p a t h  w h ic h  human s o c i e t y  h a s  g o t  t o  f o l l o w . " ' ' '  I n  t h i s  e s s a y  

Adams t r e a t e d  D arw in  as  t h e  d i s c o v e r e r  o f  a  law e n a b l i n g  t h e  

s c i e n t i s t  i n f a l l i b l y  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  p a s t  and  p r e d i c t  t h e  f u ­

t u r e .  Not  t h a t  D arw in  a c c o m p l i s h e d  t h i s ,  o r  t h a t  Adams r e a l l y  

t h o u g h t  he d i d .  D a r w i n ' s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h -  

c e n t u r y  s o c i o l o g i s t  o r  h i s t o r i a n  was r a t h e r  t h a t  he p r e s e n t e d  

laws  w h ic h  seem ed  a p p l i c a b l e  t o  human s o c i e t y  a s  w e l l  a s  t o  

t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d .  The vogue o f  a p p l y i n g  s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r i e s  

and  m e th o d s  t o  s o c i e t y ,  h o w e v e r ,  h a d  b e e n  e s t a b l i s h e d  w e l l  

b e f o r e  The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s  a p p e a r e d  i n  1859*

" M o n t e s q u i e u ;  e v e n  M a c c h i a v e l l i ; T u r g o t ,  Adam S m i t h ,

lnThe  T e ndency  o f  H i s t o r y , "  i n  The D e g r a d a t i o n  o f  t h e  
D e m o c r a t i c  Dogma, e d .  by Brooks  Adams, p .  129-

11
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and t h e  p o l i t i c a l  e c o n o m i s t s  u n i v e r s a l l y ,  b o t h  i n  P r a n c e  and  

i n  E n g l a n d ;  Ben tham ,  and  a l l  t h i n k e r s  i n i t i a t e d  by h i m , — h a d  

a f u l l  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  s o c i a l  phenomena c o n fo rm  t o  i n v a r i a ­

b l e  l a w s , "  w r o t e  J o h n  S t u a r t  M i l l  i n  h i s  book  on C om te .^

Comte made a  more s u s t a i n e d  e f f o r t  t h a n  anyone  b e f o r e  h im ,  

h o w e v e r ,  t o  f i n d  t h e  law s  o f  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  Much o f  h i s

a c h i e v e m e n t  was t h a t  h a v i n g  e n v i s i o n e d  an  o r d e r l y ,  u n i f i e d
2w o r l d ,  he t h e n  t o l d  how we can  come t o  know t h a t  w o r l d .  He 

a s s e r t e d  t h a t  we c an  know o n l y  phenom ena:  " T h e re  can  be no

r e a l  k n o w le d g e  b u t  t h a t  w h ich  i s  b a s e d  on o b s e r v e d  f a c t s . "

We a c q u i r e  o u r  f a c t s  by s t u d y i n g  m a t h e m a t i c s ,  a s t r o n o m y ,  

p h y s i c s ,  c h e m i s t r y ,  b i o l o g y ,  and " s o c i a l  p h y s i c s . "  H i s t o r ­

i c a l l y ,  t h e  s c i e n c e s  were  d e v e l o p e d  i n  t h i s  o r d e r ,  and e a c h  

d e p e n d s  on t h o s e  p r e c e d i n g  i t  f o r  h e l p  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  i t s  

own t r u t h s .  "We c o u l d  n o t  p u r s u e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e , "  Comte b e ­

l i e v e d ,  " w i t h o u t  h a v i n g  b e e n  p r e p a r e d  by t h e  s t u d y  o f  phenom­

e n a  l e s s  c o m p l i c a t e d  t h a n  t h o s e  o f  s o c i e t y ,  and  f u r n i s h e d  

w i t h  a  k n o w le d g e  o f  law s  an d  a n t e r i o r  f a c t s  w h ich  h a v e  a
O

b e a r i n g  on s o c i a l  s c i e n c e . "

The s t u d y  o f  s o c i e t y  i s  m os t  o f  a l l  t h e  s t u d y  o f  

i d e a s  and  o p i n i o n s .  " I d e a s  g o v e r n  t h e  w o r l d , "  Comte a s s e r t e d ,  

" o r  th ro w  i t  i n t o  c h a o s ;  a l l  s o c i a l  m echan ism  r e s t s  on

^The P o s i t i v e  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  A u g u s t e  Com te , p .  ^9*
2

Comte showed h i s  c o n c e r n  f o r  o r d e r  when he w r o t e :
"The m ost  t e r r i b l e  s e n s a t i o n  we a r e  c a p a b l e  o f ,  i s  t h a t  
w h ic h  we e x p e r i e n c e  when any phenomenon seems t o  a r i s e  i n  
v i o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a m i l i a r  law s  o f  n a t u r e . "  The P o s i t i v e  
P h i l o s o p h y  o f  A u g u s te  C o m te , t r .  an d  e d .  by H a r r i e t  Mar-  
t i n e a u ,  I ,  2 0 .

3Ibid., I, 3, 8.
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o p i n i o n s . " ' 1' F o r  t h i s  r e a s o n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  s o c i ­

e t y ,  w h ich  he c o n s i d e r e d  one o f  t h e  s o c i o l o g i s t ' s  m ost  u s e f u l  

m e t h o d s ,  d e a l s  m a i n l y  w i t h  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  human n a t u r e  and  

t h o u g h t .  T h ro u g h  s u c h  s t u d y  Comte d i s c o v e r e d  w h a t  he t o o k  t o  

be an  a b s o l u t e  law o f  t h e  human mind a n d  human s o c i e t y .  T h i s  

i s  t h e  famous  law o f  t h e  t h r e e  s t a t e s  o f  s o c i e t y  and  t h e  i n d i ­

v i d u a l  mind:  t h e  t h e o l o g i c a l ,  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l ,  and  t h e  p o s i ­

t i v e .  A man i n  t h e  p r i m i t i v e  t h e o l o g i c a l  s t a t e  a t t r i b u t e s  

n a t u r a l  phenomena t o  t h e  c o n s c i o u s  w i l l s  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l  b e ­

i n g s .  M o n o th e i sm  i s  t h e  m os t  a d v a n c e d  s t a g e  o f  t h e o l o g i c a l  

t h i n k i n g .  I n  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  m e t a p h y s i c a l  s t a t e ,  one c o n ­

c e i v e s  o f  a b s t r a c t  " e s s e n c e s "  o f  o b j e c t s ,  e t e r n a l  q u a l i t i e s  

o f  w h ic h  t h e  c o n c r e t e  fo rm s  a r e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s .  I n  t h e  f i n a l  

p o s i t i v e  s t a t e ,  one e x a m in e s  phen o m en a— t h e  o n l y  k n o w a b le  

r e a l i t y — i n  o r d e r  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  law s  w h ich  g o v e r n  th e m .

The law  o f  t h e  t h r e e  s t a g e s  i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  

human h i s t o r y  o r  t h e  g r o w th  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  Comte b e l i e v e d ,  

b u t  a n  a c t i v e  law  w h ic h  g u i d e s  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  No human 

f o r c e  can  c h a n g e  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  p r o g r e s s  w h ic h  t h i s  law  

d e t e r m i n e s ,  t h o u g h  men may s lo w  down t h e  r a t e .  D e v e lo p m e n t

e n d s  when s o c i e t y  a c h i e v e s  a  s t a t i c  c o n d i t i o n  o f  n e a r -
2

p e r f e c t i o n .  S o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n  h a s  an  u l t i m a t e  l i m i t .

S o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  Comte m a i n t a i n e d ,  i s  " s u b j e c t  t o  i n ­

v a r i a b l e  n a t u r a l  l a w s ,  i n s t e a d  o f  t o  any w i l l  w h a t e v e r . "  I n  

s u c h  a  w o r l d  i n d i v i d u a l s  c o u n t  f o r  l i t t l e ;  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  "The

1Ibid., I, 14.
2Ibid., II, 88-89.



men o f  g e n i u s ,  t o  whom [ s o c i a l ]  p r o g r e s s i o n  h a s  b e e n  t o o  e x ­

c l u s i v e l y  a t t r i b u t e d ,  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  o n l y  t h e  p r o p e r  o r g a n s  

o f  a  p r e d e t e r m i n e d  movement ,  w h ich  w o u ld ,  i n  t h e i r  a b s e n c e ,  

h a v e  fo u n d  o t h e r  i s s u e s . "  The i n d i v i d u a l  e x i s t s  o n ly  as  a 

f u n c t i o n i n g  p a r t  o f  s o c i e t y ,  and  t h e  g o a l  o f  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n  

i s  t o  make him an e x a c t  m ic ro c o sm  o f  h i s  s o c i e t y ,  " t o  s u b ­

o r d i n a t e  t h e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  t h e  p e r s o n a l  i n s t i n c t s  t o  t h e  

h a b i t u a l  e x e r c i s e  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  f a c u l t i e s ,  . . . w i t h  t h e  

v iew  o f  i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  more and more w i t h  t h e  

s p e c i e s . C o m t e  s l i g h t e d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  by r e v e r s i n g ,  i n  

s o c i o l o g y ,  t h e  n o r m a l  o r d e r  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  and 

p r o c e e d i n g  f ro m  t h e  compound t o  t h e  s i m p l e , t h e  mass  t o  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l .  O b s e s s e d  by a n e e d  f o r  o r d e r ,  he f e a r e d  t h e  d i s ­

o r d e r  i n h e r e n t  i n  i n d i v i d u a l i t y .  So he a d v o c a t e d  an  a u t h o r i ­

t a r i a n  s o c i a l  s y s t e m  ( p a t t e r n e d  a f t e r  h i s  f o r m e r  C a t h o l i c i s m )  

t o  k e ep  t h e  m a sse s  i n  l i n e .  At t h i s  p o i n t  C o m te ’ s d e s i r e  f o r  

o r d e r  s h a t t e r e d  h i s  l o g i c ,  f o r  a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  d o e s  n o t  f o l ­

low f ro m  h i s  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  p a s t .  Thus M i l l  c o m p l a i n e d :

We f a i l  t o  s e e  any s c i e n t i f i c  c o n n e x i o n  b e t w e e n  h i s  t h e ­
o r e t i c a l  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  p a s t  p r o g r e s s  o f  s o c i e t y ,  and 
h i s  p r o p o s a l s  f o r  f u t u r e  i m p r o v e m e n t .  The p r o p o s a l s  a r e  
n o t ,  a s  we m ig h t  e x p e c t ,  recommended a s  t h a t  t o w a r d s  w hich  
human s o c i e t y  h a s  b e e n  t e n d i n g  and  w o r k i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  
whole  o f  h i s t o r y . 2

Henry  B u c k le  was t h e  f i r s t  E n g l i s h m a n  t o  a t t e m p t  

" s c i e n t i f i c  h i s t o r y "  i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  laws  o f

1I b l d . , I I ,  85 ,  86 ,  151 .  

^Com te , p .  107 .



s o c i a l  an d  h i s t o r i c a l  c h a n g e . ' 1' He l e a r n e d  much f ro m  Comte 

b u t  d i d  n o t  f o l l o w  him u n c r i t i c a l l y .  B u c k le  saw t h e  s c i e n c e s  

as  p a r a l l e l  r a t h e r  t h a n  h i e r a r c h i c a l ,  a n d ,  r e l y i n g  on s t a t i s ­

t i c a l  a v e r a g e s ,  he  f a i l e d  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  

t h e  s o c i a l  and  m o r a l  w o r l d  o f  men and  t h e  w o r l d  o f  p h y s i c s .

He d e v e l o p e d  no p r e c i s e  p r i n c i p l e  l i k e  C o m t e ' s  law  o f  t h e  

t h r e e  s t a g e s  o f  t h o u g h t ,  n o r  any  c l e a r  c o n c e p t  o f  a  p e r f e c t
p

s o c i e t y .  The i d e a  most  o f t e n  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  B u c k le  i s  t h a t  

g e o g r a p h y  an d  p h y s i c a l  e n v i r o n m e n t  c o n t r o l  t h e  g r o w th  o f  s o ­

c i e t i e s .  P r o g r e s s  d e p e n d s  on m a n ' s  o v e r c o m i n g  t h e  d om inance  

o f  n a t u r e ;  t h e  p r e - e m i n e n c e  o f  E u ro p e  r e s u l t e d  f ro m  t h e  a b ­

s e n c e  o f  p o w e r f u l  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s  s u c h  a s  d e s e r t s  o r  e x t r e m e  

c o l d ,  a n d  t h e  c o n s e q u e n t  a b i l i t y  o f  E u r o p e a n s  t o  d o m i n a t e  n a ­

t u r e .  The m ec h a n ism  o f  human h i s t o r y  i s  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  man 

and  n a t u r e  upon  one a n o t h e r ;  t h e  m ec h an ism  o f  p r o g r e s s  i s  

m a n ' s  c o n t r o l  o v e r  n a t u r e .

The h i s t o r i a n  i n  s e a r c h  o f  u n i t y  i s  t e m p t e d  t o  r e ­

j e c t  w h a t e v e r  v i o l a t e s  i t .  So B u c k le  b r u s h e d  a s i d e  a s  b a r r e n  

and  u n p r o g r e s s i v e  t h e  i d e a s  o f  m o r a l i s t s ,  t h e o l o g i a n s ,  m e t a ­

p h y s i c i a n s ,  and  p a s t  t h i n k e r s  i n  g e n e r a l .  The e s t h e t i c  and 

m o r a l  v a l u e s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  he i g n o r e d  c o m p l e t e l y :  "The v a l u e

o f  l i t e r a t u r e  d e p e n d s  on t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h ic h  i t  c o m m u n ic a te s

■^Giles S t .  Aubyn,  A V i c t o r i a n  E m i n e n c e : The L i f e  and
Works o f  Henry Thomas B u c k l e , p .  161 .

2
On B u c k l e ' s  r e l a t i o n  t o  Comte s e e  M i l l ,  C o m te , p p .  

1 0 2 - 0 4 ,  an d  R i c h a r d  L. H a w k in s ,  P o s i t i v i s m  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  ( 1 8 5 3 - 1 8 6 1 ) , p p .  1 6 - 1 7 .

J Henry  Thomas B u c k l e ,  H i s t o r y  o f  C i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  Eng­
l a n d ,  I ,  1 4 2 - 4 3 .
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e i t h e r  a  k n o w le d g e  o f  t h e  [ p h y s i c a l  and  m e n t a l ]  l a w s ,  o r  t h e  

m a t e r i a l s  by w h ic h  t h e  l a w s  may be d i s c o v e r e d . " ^  B u c k le  a s ­

s e r t e d ,  m o r e o v e r ,  t h a t  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  h i s t o r i a n  s h o u l d  c o n f i n e  

h i m s e l f  t o  i l l u s t r a t i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  law  by c h o o s i n g  t h a t  c o u n ­

t r y  o r  s o c i e t y  w h ic h  i t  h a s  i n f l u e n c e d  m ost  d i r e c t l y .  A m e r i c a ,  

f o r  e x a m p l e ,  was i d e a l  f o r  a  s t u d y  o f  t h e  "way i n  w h ic h  t h e  

a v e r a g e  t e m p e r a t u r e  o f  a  c o u n t r y  a f f e c t s  i t s  c i v i l i z a t i o n . "  

B u c k l e  d i d  n o t  w a n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t o  s k i p  f ro m  one c o u n t r y  t o  a n ­

o t h e r  e x a m i n i n g  s c a t t e r e d  l a w s ;  he w a n t e d  t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  on 

one s o c i e t y .  The p r o b l e m  i s ,  how d o e s  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  c h o o s e  

h i s  s o c i e t y ?  B u c k le  d e c i d e d  t h a t

In a sm u c h  as  t h e  g r e a t  a d v a n t a g e  o f  s t u d y i n g  p a s t  e v e n t s  
c o n s i s t s  i n  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a s c e r t a i n i n g  t h e  law s  by 
w h ic h  t h e y  w e re  g o v e r n e d ,  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  any p e o p l e  w i l l  
become more v a l u a b l e  i n  p r o p o r t i o n  a s  t h e i r  movements  
h a v e  b e e n  l e a s t  d i s t u r b e d  by a g e n c i e s  n o t  a r i s i n g  f rom  
t h e m s e l v e s .  E v e ry  f o r e i g n  o r  e x t e r n a l  i n f l u e n c e  w h ich  
i s  b r o u g h t  t o  b e a r  upon  a  n a t i o n  i s  an  i n t e r f e r e n c e  w i t h  
i t s  n a t u r a l  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  and  t h e r e f o r e  c o m p l i c a t e s  t h e  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  we s e e k  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e .  To s i m p l i f y  c o n ­
d i t i o n s ,  i s ,  i n  a l l  b r a n c h e s  o f  k n o w l e d g e ,  t h e  f i r s t  e s ­
s e n t i a l  o f  s u c c e s s . 2

He c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  E n g l a n d  was m os t  f r u i t f u l  f o r  s t u d y ,  b e ­

c a u s e  i t s  n a t u r a l  p r o g r e s s  h a d  n o t  b e e n  much d i s t u r b e d  by 

o u t s i d e  f o r c e s .  T h a t  s u c h  i n t e r f e r e n c e  m ig h t  be f u l l - f l e d g e d  

h i s t o r y  B u c k l e  d i d  n o t  c o n s i d e r ,  b e c a u s e  h e  was n o t  i n t e r ­

e s t e d  i n  any  s o c i e t y  e x c e p t  a s  an  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  l aw s  o f  s o ­

c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t .

^ I b i d . , I ,  24 6 .  On B u c k l e ' s  v iew  o f  t h e  p a s t  s e e  
i b i d . ,  I ,  1 2 2 - 2 5 .  On h i s  o p i n i o n  o f  m o r a l i s t s  et^ aJL. s e e  I ,  
3 1 - 3 2 .

2Ibid.5 I, 86, 211.
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B u c k le  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  m o r a l  law s  a r e  u n p r o g r e s s i v e .

The a n c i e n t s  knew as  many m o ra l  t r u t h s  a s  we,  b u t  we know
t

many more I n t e l l e c t u a l  t r u t h s ,  s o  i n t e l l e c t u a l  t r u t h s  a r e  

s u p e r i o r  t o  m o r a l  ones. '* '  J o h n  S t u a r t  M i l l  c o n s i d e r e d  t h i s  

a t t i t u d e  one o f  two m a j o r  f l a w s  i n  B u c k l e ’ s t h o u g h t .  The 

o t h e r  was h i s  i n c l i n a t i o n  t o  " a s c r i b e  a l l  t o  g e n e r a l  c a u s e s ,  

an d  i m a g in e  t h a t  n e i t h e r  c a s u a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s , n o r  g o v e r n ­

m en ts  by t h e i r  a c t s ,  n o r  i n d i v i d u a l s  o f  g e n i u s  by t h e i r
2

t h o u g h t s ,  m a t e r i a l l y  a c c e l e r a t e  o r  r e t a r d  human p r o g r e s s . "  

More t h a n  Comte,  who a l l o w e d  a t  l e a s t  f o r  v a r y i n g  r a t e s  o f  

c h a n g e ,  B u c k le  saw s o c i e t y  a s  i n e x o r a b l y  g r i n d i n g  o u t  p r o g r e s s  

u n a f f e c t e d  by i n d i v i d u a l s .  T h i s  i d e a  d e r i v e d  f ro m  h i s  f a i t h  

i n  s t a t i s t i c s .  H is  s t a t i s t i c a l  method a b s o r b s  and  e l i m i n a t e s  

d i f f e r e n c e s  among i n d i v i d u a l s .  L ike  Comte,  B u ck le  b e g a n  w i t h  

t h e  compound,  n o t  t h e  s i m p l e ;  i t  i s  a  d e l u s i o n  o f  t h e  m e t a ­

p h y s i c i a n  t h a t  "by s t u d y i n g  a  s i n g l e  m in d ,  h e  can  g e t  t h e  

l a w s  o f  a l l  m in d s .

Though h i s  m e thod  i g n o r e s  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  B u ck le  v a l u e d  

i n d i v i d u a l  f r e e d o m .  He r e g a r d e d  t h e  " p r o t e c t i v e  s p i r i t ;  by 

w h ic h  I  mean t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  s o c i e t y  c a n n o t  p r o s p e r ,  u n l e s s  

t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  l i f e  a r e  w a t c h e d  o v e r  a n d  p r o t e c t e d  a t  n e a r l y  

e v e r y  t u r n  by t h e  s t a t e  and  t h e  c h u r c h "  a s  t h e  g r e a t  enemy o f  

c i v i l i z a t i o n .  He was n e a r l y  a s  h o s t i l e  t o  g o v e rn m e n t  as  was 

S p e n c e r .  "To m a i n t a i n  o r d e r , "  B u ck le  c o n c l u d e d ,  " t o  p r e v e n t

1 I b i d . , p p .  1 6 4 - 6 6 .

2M i l l ,  C o m te , p .  102.

•^Buckle,  C i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  E n g l a n d , I ,  144.
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t h e  s t r o n g  f ro m  o p p r e s s i n g  t h e  w eak ,  an d  t o  a d o p t  c e r t a i n  p r e ­

c a u t i o n s  r e s p e c t i n g  t h e  p u b l i c  h e a l t h ,  a r e  t h e  o n l y  s e r v i c e s  

w h ic h  any  g o v e r n m e n t  c a n  r e n d e r  t o  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  c i v i l i z a ­

t i o n .  1,1

H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r ' s  S o c i a l  S t a t i c s  ( 1 8 5 1 )  i s  a  p o n d e r o u s  

hymn i n  p r a i s e  o f  n a t u r e  and t h e  f r e e  i n d i v i d u a l .  L ik e  Comte 

and  B u c k l e ,  S p e n c e r  u s e d  s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r i e s  t o  d i s c o v e r  t h e  

law s  o f  s o c i a l ~ ~ e v o l u t i o n ;  b u t  S p e n c e r ' s  f a i t h  i n  b i o l o g i c a l  

an d  c o s m ic  e v o l u t i o n  s e p a r a t e s  h i s  s o c i a l  t h e o r y  m a r k e d l y  f ro m  

t h o s e  o f  Comte a n d  B u c k l e .  Though S p e n c e r  d i d  n o t  s a y  s o ,  h i s  

t h e o r y  o f  i n e v i t a b l e  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  s t a n d s  o r  f a l l s  w i t h  

L a m a r c k i a n  e v o l u t i o n .  S o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  i s  d e t e r m i n e d  by t h e  

e v o l u t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  and " o r g a n s ,  f a c u l t i e s ,  p o w e r s ,

c a p a c i t i e s ,  o r  w h a t e v e r  e l s e  we c a l l  t h e m ,  grow by u s e  and
2

d i m i n i s h  f ro m  d i s u s e . "  A c c o r d i n g  t o  S p e n c e r ,  s o c i a l  e v o l u ­

t i o n  d e p e n d s  n o t  on l a w s  o f  t h e  mind o r  on c l i m a t e ,  b u t  on 

t h e  i n h e r i t a b l e  e f f e c t s  o f  u s e  and  d i s u s e  among i n d i v i d u a l s .  

S o c i e t y  i s  m o re ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a n  a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s :  

" I n s t e a d  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  b e i n g  a r t i f i c i a l ,  i t  i s  a  p a r t  o f  

n a t u r e ;  a l l  o f  a  p i e c e  w i t h  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e  embryo o r  

t h e  u n f o l d i n g  o f  a f l o w e r . "  Thus S p e n c e r  i d e n t i f i e d  s o c i e t y  

w i t h  t h e  r e s t  o f  n a t u r e  more c l o s e l y  t h a n  d i d  Comte an d  B u c k l e .  

The i n d i v i d u a l  h i m s e l f ,  whose f r e e d o m  S p e n c e r  g u a r d e d  s o  

z e a l o u s l y ,  i s  b u t  "an  a g e n t  t h r o u g h  whom n a t u r e  w o r k s ;  and  

when n a t u r e  g i v e s  b i r t h  i n  h im  t o  a c e r t a i n  b e l i e f ,  sh e

1 I b i d . , I I ,  1 ;  I ,  2 5 7 - 5 8 .
2

S o c i a l  S t a t i c s , p .  6 5 .



t h e r e b y  a u t h o r i z e s  h im t o  p r o f e s s  and t o  a c t  o u t  t h a t  b e l i e f .  

I n  s u c h  a w o r l d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h i s  v a g u e l y  p e r s o n i f i e d  

" n a t u r e "  i s  a l l - i m p o r t a n t .  N a t u r e  i s  S p e n c e r ’ s m o r a l  i d e a l ;  

sh e  i s  g o o d ,  i f  s l i g h t l y  i n e f f i c i e n t ,  and h e r  means a r e  c r u e l  

b e c a u s e  h e r  e n d s  a r e  k i n d . 2 S t r u g g l e  and  c o m p e t i t i o n  w i l l  a l  

ways be n e c e s s a r y  u n t i l  t h e  " b e s t "  i n d i v i d u a l s  become dom­

i n a n t  .

N a t u r e ,  t h e n ,  i s  m o r a l ;  i n  f a c t ,  a l l  m o r a l i t y ,  d e r i v ­

i n g  f ro m  n a t u r e ,  " i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  one w i t h  p h y s i c a l  t r u t h — i s ,
•3

i n  f a c t ,  a s p e c i e s  o f  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  p h y s i o l o g y . "  T h i s  i n ­

t r i g u i n g  t h e o r y  r e s t s  on S p e n c e r ' s  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  w h a t e v e r  

i s  u n c h a n g i n g  and  e t e r n a l  s u p p l i e s  t h e  s t a n d a r d  by w h ich  t o  

ju d g e  a l l  e l s e .  But w h a t ,  i n  an  e v o l v i n g  w o r l d ,  r e m a i n s  u n ­

c h a n g ed ?  C e r t a i n l y  n o t  human n a t u r e .  Only t h e  law s  o f  p h y s ­

i c a l  n a t u r e  s t a n d  e t e r n a l .  So n a t u r e  p r o v i d e s  t h e  s t a n d a r d ,  

and  i s  b ey o n d  c r i t i c i s m ;  w h a t e v e r  i s ,  i s  r i g h t ;  man goes  

wrong by f a i l i n g  t o  a d j u s t  t o  n a t u r a l  c o n d i t i o n s .  " A l l  e v i l ,  

S p e n c e r  i n s i s t e d ,  " r e s u l t s  f ro m  t h e  n o n - a d a p t a t i o n  o f  c o n s t i ­

t u t i o n  t o  c o n d i t i o n s .  T h i s  i s  t r u e  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  l i v e s .  

Here i s  a  m a r v e l o u s l y  s i m p l e  and  o r d e r l y  w o r l d ,  u n b u r d e n e d  by 

sin.

S p e n c e r ' s  a p p r o v a l  o f  u n l i m i t e d  s t r u g g l e  i n  n a t u r e  

p r o b a b l y  i n t e n s i f i e d  h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  on t h e  f r e e d o m  o f  t h e

1 I b i d . , p p .  6 5 , 475 .

2 I b i d . , p .  3 2 2 .

^ I b l d . , p . 436 .

4Ibid., pp. 3^-37, 59.
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i n d i v i d u a l ,  b u t  t h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  d i d  n o t  d e r i v e  f rom  h i s  s c i ­

e n t i f i c  t h e o r i e s .  The g o a l  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  t h e  " e n t i r e  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  e v e r y  d e s i r e ,  o r  p e r f e c t  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  i n d i ­

v i d u a l  l i f e " ;  and  t h e  f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e  o f  s o c i e t y  i s  t h a t  

" e v e r y  man may c l a i m  t h e  f u l l e s t  l i b e r t y  t o  e x e r c i s e  h i s  f a c ­

u l t i e s  c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  t h e  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  l i k e  l i b e r t y  by e v e r y  

o t h e r  m a n . " 1 S o c i e t y  p r o g r e s s e s  a s  i t s  i n d i v i d u a l s  g a i n  more 

and  more f r e e d o m .  (G overnm ent  g r a d u a l l y  w i t h e r s  a w a y . )  

S p e n c e r ' s  c o n c e r n  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  h i s  b e ­

l i e f ,  w h ic h  he s u p p o r t e d  by a n a l o g i e s  f ro m  p h y s i c s ,  t h a t  

" t h e r e  i s  no way o f  coming a t  a  t r u e  t h e o r y  o f  s o c i e t y ,  b u t
2

by i n q u i r i n g  i n t o  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  i t s  component  i n d i v i d u a l s . "

Not t h a t  S p e n c e r  a c t u a l l y  p r o c e e d e d  i n  t h i s  way;  he b e g a n  

r a t h e r  w i t h  " f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e s "  f rom  w h ic h  he t r i e d  t o  draw 

i n e v i t a b l e  c o n c l u s i o n s  by any l o g i c a l  d e v i c e  a v a i l a b l e .  But 

a t  l e a s t  he showed t h a t ,  i n  l a b o r i n g  t o  p r o v e  s o c i e t y ' s  c o n ­

f o r m i t y  t o  im m u ta b le  n a t u r a l  l a w s ,  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  s o c i o l o g i s t  

n e e d  n o t  i g n o r e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  man.

C h a r l e s  D arw in :  The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s

The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s  (1 8 5 9 )  seems a  v a s t  i n d u c t i v e  

s t r u c t u r e  b a s e d  on m u l t i t u d e s  o f  f a c t s .  "When on b o a r d  

H. M. S. ' B e a g l e '  a s  n a t u r a l i s t , "  D arw in  b e g a n ,  " I  was much 

s t r u c k  w i t h  c e r t a i n  f a c t s .  . . . The  s t r e a m  o f  f a c t s  f rom

1 I b i d . , p p .  43 4 ,  7 8 .

2 I b i d . , p p .  1 2 ,  1 6 - 1 7 .

^The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s , r e p r i n t  o f  f i r s t  e d i t i o n ,  p . l .
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w h ich  D arw in  drew h i s  law s  n e v e r  s t o p s  f l o w i n g ,  a n d  t h e i r  v e r y  

number  makes i t  d i f f i c u l t — l o g i c  a s i d e — f o r  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  d i s ­

a g r e e  w i t h  h im .  D arw in  k e p t  l o g i c a l  r e l a t i o n s  i n  t h e  f o r e ­

g r o u n d ,  a l w a y s  m ak ing  c l e a r  what  f a c t  s u p p o r t s  w h a t  t h e o r y ,  

w ha t  c a u s e  h a s  w h a t  e f f e c t .  His  m ain  l o g i c a l  m e thod  i s  com­

p a r i s o n .  H is  c a s e  m ig h t  d i s a p p e a r ,  i n  f a c t ,  w i t h o u t  s u c h  com­

p a r i s o n s  an d  a n a l o g i e s  a s  t h e  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  m an’ s e f f e c t  on 

d o m e s t i c a t e d  a n i m a l s  and n a t u r e ’ s e f f e c t  on w i l d  o n e s ,  o r  t h e  

a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  M a l t h u s ' s  d o c t r i n e  t o  p l a n t s  and  a n i m a l s ,  o r  

t h e  c o m p a r i s o n s  s u p p l i e d  by m o rp h o lo g y ,  e m b r y o l o g y ,  and  r u d i ­

m e n t a r y  o r g a n s .  O t h e r  c o m p a r i s o n s  a r e  m a i n l y  d e c o r a t i v e ,  su ch  

a s  t h a t  b e t w e e n  t h e  eye  and  t h e  t e l e s c o p e ,  o r  b e t w e e n  s p e c i e s  

and  l a n g u a g e s . " 1' Some o f  t h e  m ost  i n t e r e s t i n g  c o m p a r i s o n s  a r e  

m e t a p h o r s :  i n a d v e r t a n t  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  o f  a n i m a l s  and o f  n a ­

t u r e ,  and c a r e f u l l y  t h o u g h t - o u t  m e t a p h o r s  su c h  as  ' t h e  g r e a t  

T r e e  o f  L i f e . "  D a r w i n ' s  m e t a p h o r s ,  t h e  d e l i g h t  o f  l i t e r a r y

c r i t i c s  l i k e  S t a n l e y  E d g a r  Hyman, may c o n f u s e  t h e  r e a d e r  who
2

i s  l o o k i n g  o n ly  f o r  s c i e n t i f i c  e x p l a n a t i o n s .

L ik e  t h e  o l d e r  Henry  Adams, D arw in  was a b l e  t o  make 

l i t t l e  e v i d e n c e  go a l o n g  way.  He t o o k  t h e  f a c t ,  f o r  exam­

p l e ,  t h a t  e x p e r t s  c o u l d  n o t  a g r e e  on t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  a

1P o r  D a r w i n ' s  i d e a s  on M a l t h u s  s e e  i b i d . ,  p p .  4 ,  55 .
F o r  Darwin  on t e l e s c o p e s  a n d  l a n g u a g e s  s e e  i b i d . , p p .  1 6 2 ,  3 5 8 .

2
On D a r w i n ' s  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  o f  a n i m a l s  s e e  Hyman,

The  T a n g l e d  B an k : D a r w i n , M a rx , F r a z e r , and  F r e u d  a s  I m a g i n a ­
t i v e  w r i t e r s , p .  31 .  On t h e  " G r e a t  T re e  o f  L ife '*  s e e  O r i g i n , 
f i r s t  e d . , p p .  1 1 2 - 1 3 .  I n  t h e  t h i r d  e d i t i o n  o f  t h e  O r i g i n  
(1 8 6 1 )  D arw in  ad d e d  a p a r a g r a p h  j u s t i f y i n g  h i s  m e t a p h o r s .
H is  a d m i s s i o n  t h a t  " a n a l o g y  may be  a  d e c e i t f u l  g u i d e "  i s  i n  
a l l  e d i t i o n s .  The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s  by C h a r l e s  D a r w i n , a  
V a r io ru m  T e x t , e d .  by M orse  Peckham,  p p .  1 6 4 - 6 6 ,  752 .
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s p e c i e s  a s  s u p p o r t  f o r  h i s  own c o n c e p t  o f  s p e c i e s .  D e v o t i n g  

a c h a p t e r  t o  " t h e  i m p e r f e c t i o n  o f  t h e  g e o l o g i c a l  r e c o r d , "  he 

managed t o  make t h e  l a c k  o f  g e o l o g i c a l  e v i d e n c e  seem a  p o i n t  

i n  h i s  f a v o r .  S i n c e  he  was a p i o n e e r  i n  a  new f i e l d ,  he c o u l d  

a d m i t  i g n o r a n c e  w i t h o u t  s e r i o u s l y  w e a k e n i n g  h i s  p o s i t i o n ;  an d  

w h a t e v e r  t h e  i m p e r f e c t i o n s  o f  h i s  t h e o r y ,  he c o u l d  e a s i l y  

p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  i t  e x p l a i n e d  t h e  f a c t s  b e t t e r  t h a n  t h e  o n l y  

r i v a l  d o c t r i n e ,  t h a t  o f  " s p e c i a l  c r e a t i o n s . " 1 D arw in  was a  

m a s t e r  a t  m a r s h a l l i n g  f a c t s  an d  a t  d r a w i n g  d e d u c t i o n s  f ro m  

t h e s e  f a c t s ,  b u t  h i s  d e d u c t i o n s  c o u l d  n o t  be  d e c i s i v e l y  p r o v e d .  

And i f  a t h e o r y  d e p e n d s  on a  s e r i e s  o f  u n c e r t a i n  d e d u c t i o n s , 

e a c h  u n c e r t a i n t y  w eak en s  t h e  t h e o r y .  "The l o g i c  o f  t h e  

O r i g i n , 11 G e r t r u d e  H im m e lfa rb  a s s e r t s ,  "was one  i n  w h ic h  p o s s i ­

b i l i t i e s  w e re  a s su m ed  t o  add up t o  p r o b a b i l i t i e s . "  She goes  

on t o  a s s e r t ,  w i t h  some e x a g g e r a t i o n ,  t h a t  "As p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

w e re  p r o m o t e d  i n t o  p r o b a b i l i t i e s ,  and  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  i n t o  c e r ­

t a i n t i e s ,  s o  i g n o r a n c e  i t s e l f  was r a i s e d  t o  a  p o s i t i o n  o n l y
2

on ce  r em oved  f ro m  c e r t a i n  k n o w l e d g e . "

What M i l l  s a i d  o f  Comte ,  t h a t  h e  c o n f u s e d  t h e  i d e a s

o f  s e q u e n c e  and  c a u s e ,  c a n  be s a i d  o f  D arw in  a l s o .  As E r n s t

C a s s i r e r  w r i t e s ,

T h e r e  was a  g r e a t  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  s i m p l y  f o l l o w i n g  an  
e v e n t  i n  i t s  t e m p o r a l  c o u r s e  and  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  d i s t i n ­
g u i s h  t h e  s e p a r a t e  s t a t e s  o f  t h i s  c o u r s e ,  on t h e  one 
h a n d ,  a n d  on t h e  o t h e r ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  i t  c a u s a l l y . H ere  
we a r e  d e a l i n g  n o t  w i t h  t h e  s t u d y  o f  m e r e l y  f a c t u a l  q u e s ­
t i o n s ,  . . . b u t  r a t h e r  w i t h  t h e  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  q u e s t i o n

"^Darwin on s p e c i e s :  O r i g i n , f i r s t  e d . ,  p p .  1 4 ,  41 .
D a rw in  on " s p e c i a l  c r e a t i o n s " :  i b i d . ,  p p .  1 4 4 ,  3 6 9 ,  399 .

n
D arw in  an d  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  R e v o l u t i o n , p p .  274-75*
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o f  w hat  i s  m ean t  by t h e  i d e a  o f  c a u s e  a n d  u n d e r  w h a t  c o n ­
d i t i o n s  t h e  c o n c e p t  may be  e m p lo y ed  i n  b i o l o g y .

The n e x t  q u e s t i o n  i s  w h e t h e r  t h e  d e s c r i p t i v e  h i s t o r i c a l  m e thod

o r  t h e  c a u s a l  a n a l y t i c a l  m e th o d  i s  b e t t e r  i n  b i o l o g y .  M e re ly

t o  s t a t e  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  w h ic h  D arw in  f a i l e d  t o  s e e ,  was a

g a i n  f o r  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  s c i e n c e .  "The ' h i s t o r i c a l , ' "

w r i t e s  C a s s i r e r ,  " h a s  i t s  r i g h t s  i n  e v e r y  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e

p henom ena  o f  l i f e ,  b u t  i t  d o e s  n o t  c o n t a i n  f o r t h w i t h  t h e  w h o le

e x p l a n a t i o n  an d  i t  c a n n o t  a n s w e r  e v e r y  q u e s t i o n  o f  ' w h y . ' " ' 1'

To a s k  "why" i s  t o  a s k  w h a t  a r e  t h e  law s  o f  c a u s a t i o n  and  t h e

f o r c e s  t h r o u g h  w h ic h  t h e y  w o r k .  The q u e s t i o n  l e a d s  e v e n t u a l l y

t o  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t e l e o l o g y .  D a r w i n ' s  l e t t e r s  s u g g e s t  s t r o n g -
2

ly  t h a t  he r e j e c t e d  s u p e r n a t u r a l  d e s i g n ,  an d  i f  he d i d  n o t ,  

h i s  t h e o r y  d o e s :  s u p e r n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  w o u ld  make n a t u r a l

s e l e c t i o n  s u p e r f l u o u s .  I t  i s  r e a s o n a b l e  t o  r e a d  t h e  O r i g i n  

as  a n t i - t e l e o l o g i c a l . But  t h e r e  i s  a  m e c h a n i s t i c  t e l e o l o g y  

c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  t h e  b o o k ,  f o r  t h e  m ech an ism  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c ­

t i o n  h a s  f i x e d ,  a l l  u n k n o w i n g ,  a  d e s i g n  upon  t h e  w o r l d .  C a s ­

s i r e r  s u g g e s t s  t h a t

No e a r l i e r  b i o l o g i c a l  t h e o r y  a s c r i b e d  q u i t e  so  much s i g ­
n i f i c a n c e  t o  t h e  i d e a  o f  p u r p o s e ,  o r  a d v o c a t e d  i t  s o  em­
p h a t i c a l l y ,  s i n c e  n o t  o n l y  i n d i v i d u a l s  b u t  a b s o l u t e l y  
a l l  t h e  phenom ena  o f  l i f e  a r e  r e g a r d e d  f ro m  t h e  s t a n d ­
p o i n t  o f  t h e i r  s u r v i v a l  v a l u e .  A l l  o t h e r  q u e s t i o n s  r e ­
t r e a t  i n t o  t h e  b a c k g r o u n d  b e f o r e  t h i s  o n e .3

But  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  c o m f o r t  f o r  m ost  men i n  t h e  i d e a  o f  a

1The P r o b le m  o f  K n o w le d g e , p p .  1 7 9 ,  183*

2C h a r l e s  D a r w i n , H is  L i f e  T o l d  i n  an  A u t o b i o g r a p h ­
i c a l  C h a p t e r  a n d  i n  a  S e l e c t e d  S e r i e s  o f  H is  P u b l i s h e d  L e t ­
t e r s  , e d .  by F r a n c i s  D a r w i n ,  p p .  5 9 - 6 9 ,  2 ^ 7 - ^ 9 ,  2 6 3 - 6 4 .

•3
• ^ C a s s i r e r ,  P r o b le m  o f  K n o w le d g e , p .  179 .
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p u r e l y  m e c h a n i s t i c  t e l e o l o g y .  To a v o i d  a  r i g i d  d e t e r m i n i s m ,

one m ust  i n s i s t  on t h e  w o r k i n g  o f  c h a n c e  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  I n

t h e  O r i g i n  Darwin  u s e d  " c h a n c e "  t o  e x p r e s s  o u r  i g n o r a n c e  o f  

l a w ;  b u t  a t  l e a s t  t h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  l i k e  s p o n t a n e i t y  i n  t h e  

D a r w i n i a n  w o r l d ,  an d  w h ere  we c a n n o t  p r o v e  t h a t  law g o v e r n s  

we c a n n o t  d i s p r o v e  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  c h a n c e .

The p o p u l a r i t y  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  o f  t h e  " g e n ­

e t i c  f a l l a c y " — e x p l a i n i n g  t h i n g s  s t r i c t l y  by t h e i r  o r i g i n s — 

owed s o m e t h i n g  t o  D a r w i n ' s  i d e a  o f  c a u s a l i t y  i n  t h e  O r i g i n :

When we r e g a r d  e v e r y  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  n a t u r e  a s  one w h ic h  
h a s  h ad  a  h i s t o r y ;  when we c o n t e m p l a t e  e v e r y  com plex  
s t r u c t u r e  and  i n s t i n c t  a s  t h e  summing up o f  many c o n ­
t r i v a n c e s ,  e a c h  u s e f u l  t o  t h e  p o s s e s s o r ,  n e a r l y  i n  t h e
same way as  when we lo o k  a t  any g r e a t  m e c h a n i c a l  i n v e n ­
t i o n  a s  t h e  summing up o f  t h e  l a b o u r ,  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  
t h e  r e a s o n ,  a n d  e v e n  t h e  b l u n d e r s  o f  num erous  workmen; 
when we t h u s  v iew  e a c h  o r g a n i c  b e i n g ,  how f a r  more i n ­
t e r e s t i n g — I  s p e a k  f ro m  e x p e r i e n c e — w i l l  t h e  s t u d y  o f  
n a t u r a l  h i s t o r y  b e c o m e .^

I t  i s  t h i s  s o r t  o f  i d e a  w h ich  makes J a c q u e s  B a rz u n  s a y ,  "With

i t s  m e c h a n i c a l  and  h i s t o r i c a l  b i a s ,  e v o l u t i o n  r e d u c e d  e v e r y -
p

t h i n g  t o  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e . "  To e x p l a i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  i n  t e r m s  o f  

t h e  p a s t  w a s ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  l e g i t i m a t e  b u s i n e s s  o f  t h e  O r i g i n . 

Darwin  h a p p i l y  a v o i d e d  p r e d i c t i n g  t h e  f u t u r e ,  e x c e p t  once  n e a r  

t h e  b o o k ' s  en d  when he s u r m i s e d  t h a t  " a s  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  

works  s o l e l y  by an d  f o r  t h e  good o f  e a c h  b e i n g ,  a l l  c o r p o r e a l  

and  m e n t a l  endowments  w i l l  t e n d  t o  p r o g r e s s  t o w a r d s  p e r f e c ­

t i o n . "  When D arwin  u s e d  "good" i n  s u c h  c o n t e x t s ,  i t  meant

"^Darwin, O r i g i n , f i r s t  e d .  , p .  411 .
2

J a c q u e s  B a r z u n ,  D a r w i n , M arx ,  W ag n er : C r i t i q u e  o f
a  H e r i t a g e , p .  97 .  But  B a rzu n  b lam es  m a i n l y  Comte f o r  t h e  
g e n e t i c  f a l l a c y .
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' ‘b i o l o g i c a l l y  a d v a n t a g e o u s , "  b u t  he  c o u l d  h a r d l y  e x p e c t  h i s  

r e a d e r s  t o  a v o i d  t h i n k i n g  o f  m o ra l  g o o d ,  o r  t o  a v o i d  a t t a c h ­

i n g  m o r a l  m e a n in g s  t o  " p r o g r e s s "  a n d  " p e r f e c t i o n . "  D a r w i n ' s  

p r e d i c t i o n  s u g g e s t e d  t o  many t h a t  n a t u r e  i s  m o r a l l y  good and  

t h a t  human p r o g r e s s  w i l l  e n d  i n  m a n ' s  p e r f e c t i o n .  But  e l s e ­

w here  D arw in  c a u t i o n e d  t h e  r e a d e r  n o t  t o  be d i s t u r b e d  i f  some 

a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e  "be a b h o r r e n t  t o  o u r  i d e a s  o f  f i t n e s s , "  and 

he a d m i t t e d  t h e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  d e f i n i n g  " h i g h e r "  an d  " lo w ­

e r . "  Nor d i d  he  r e a l l y  b e l i e v e  i n  u n l i m i t e d  p e r f e c t i o n ,  s i n c e  

" n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  t e n d s  o n l y  t o  make e a c h  o r g a n i c  b e i n g  as  

p e r f e c t  a s ,  o r  s l i g h t l y  more p e r f e c t  t h a n ,  t h e  o t h e r  i n h a b ­

i t a n t s  o f  t h e  same c o u n t r y  w i t h  w h ic h  i t  h a s  t o  s t r u g g l e  f o r  

e x i s t e n c e .  And we s e e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  t h e  d e g r e e  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  

a t t a i n e d  u n d e r  na ture .""*"  I t  seems t h a t  D arw in  was c a r r i e d  

away f o r  one i n s t a n t  by a  S p e n c e r i a n  e x u b e r a n c e ,  t h e  r e c k l e s s ­

n e s s  o f  t h e  p r o p h e t .

C h a r l e s  D arw in :  The D e s c e n t  o f  Man

I n  The D e s c e n t  o f  Man (1 8 7 1 )  D a rw in  s u b j e c t e d  m ank ind  

t o  h i s  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e o r y .  The q u e s t i o n  o f  p r o g r e s s  t o o k  on 

i n c r e a s e d  i m p o r t a n c e ,  b u t  h e  s t i l l  r e f u s e d  t o  d o g m a t i z e .  Hav­

i n g  r i s e n  h i g h  i n  " t h e  o r g a n i c  s c a l e , "  man may "h o p e  f o r  a
p

s t i l l  h i g h e r  d e s t i n y  i n  t h e  d i s t a n t  f u t u r e . "  As f o r  s o c i a l

e v o l u t i o n ,  i t  may be  p r o g r e s s i v e ,  b u t  h i s t o r y  r e f u t e s  t h e  n o -
3

t i o n  t h a t  p r o g r e s s  i s  n o r m a l  i n  human s o c i e t i e s .  D arw in  saw

"*"Darwin, O r i g i n , p p .  4 1 4 ,  3 7 ^ j  1 7 2 - 7 3 .  

^The D e s c e n t  o f  Man, p .  707-

3 I b i d . , p .  150 .
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s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n  a s  p a r t  o f  o r g a n i c  e v o l u t i o n ,  an d  b e l i e v e d  

t h a t  t h e  law  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  s t r o n g l y  i n f l u e n c e s  m a n ’ s 

m e n t a l  an d  s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  a  s o c i e t y ’ s 

e a r l i e r  s t a g e s .  T h ro u g h  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  c i v i l i z e d  n a t i o n s  

ov e rco m e  b a r b a r i c  o n e s :  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e ,  t h e

s t r o n g e s t  s o c i e t i e s  p r e v a i l .  They do s o  by means o f  i n d u s ­

t r i a l  an d  m i l i t a r y  " a r t s "  ( D a r w i n ' s  w o r d ) ,  w h ic h  a r e  p r o d u c t s  

o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t .  " I t  i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  h i g h l y  p r o b a b l e , "  he 

c o n c l u d e d ,  " t h a t  w i t h  m a n k in d  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  f a c u l t i e s  h a v e  

b e e n  m a i n l y  an d  g r a d u a l l y  p e r f e c t e d  t h r o u g h  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n . "  

N a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  " t h e  w o n d e r f u l  p r o g r e s s  

o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  p e o p l e ,

. . . The more  e n e r g e t i c ,  r e s t l e s s ,  and  c o u r a g e o u s  men f ro m  

a l l  p a r t s  o f  E u r o p e  h a v e  e m i g r a t e d  . . . an d  h a v e  [ i n  Amer­

i c a ]  s u c c e e d e d  b e s t . "  D a rw in  a l s o  saw n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n ,  i n  

a p a r t l y  m e t a p h o r i c a l  s e n s e ,  as  t h e  f o r c e  b e h i n d  t h e  d e v e l o p ­

m ent  o f  l a n g u a g e :  t h e  m o s t  u s e f u l  w o rd s  and  g r a m m a t i c a l  f o rm s

s u r v i v e . ^

As a  s o c i e t y  becom es  more a d v a n c e d ,  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n

a f f e c t s  i t  l e s s .

W ith  h i g h l y  c i v i l i z e d  n a t i o n s  c o n t i n u e d  p r o g r e s s  d e p e n d s  
i n  a  s u b o r d i n a t e  d e g r e e  on n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n ;  f o r  s u c h  
n a t i o n s  do n o t  s u p p l a n t  an d  e x t e r m i n a t e  one  a n o t h e r  a s  
do s a v a g e  t r i b e s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s  t h e  more  i n t e l l i g e n t  mem­
b e r s  w i t h i n  t h e  same com m uni ty  w i l l  s u c c e e d  b e t t e r  i n  t h e  
l o n g  r u n  t h a n  t h e  i n f e r i o r ,  a n d  l e a v e  a  more  n u m ero u s  
p r o g e n y ,  a n d  t h i s  i s  a  fo rm  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n .  The 
more  e f f i c i e n t  c a u s e s  o f  p r o g r e s s  seem  t o  c o n s i s t  o f  a  
good  e d u c a t i o n  . . . a n d  o f  a  h i g h  s t a n d a r d  o f  e x c e l ­
l e n c e ,  i n c u l c a t e d  by t h e  a b l e s t  a n d  b e s t  men,  e m b o d ie d  
i n  t h e  l a w s ,  c u s to m s  a n d  t r a d i t i o n ,  a n d  e n f o r c e d  by p u b ­
l i c  o p i n i o n .

1Ibid., pp. 146, 160-6 1 , 102-03.
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D arw in  h e l d ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h a t  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  h a d  p r o d u c e d  

a l l  o f  t h e  " s o c i a l  i n s t i n c t s " — s y m p a t h y ,  r a t i o n a l i t y ,  t h e  d e ­

s i r e  t o  i m i t a t e  and  t o  l e a r n — on w h ic h  a l l  o u r  m o r a l i t y  r e s t s .  

A f t e r  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  s t r e n g t h e n s  t h e  s o c i a l  i n s t i n c t s ,  t h e y ,  

" w i t h  t h e  a i d  o f  a c t i v e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o w e rs  and  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  

h a b i t ,  n a t u r a l l y  l e a d  t o  t h e  g o l d e n  r u l e ,  'As ye  w o u ld  t h a t  

men s h o u l d  do t o  y o u ,  do ye t o  th em  l i k e w i s e ' ;  and  t h i s  l i e s  

a t  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  m o r a l i t y . " ' 1'

A c o n s i s t e n t  e v o l u t i o n a r y  n a t u r a l i s t  c o u l d  n o t  a c c e p t  

t h e  g o l d e n  r u l e  a s  a m o r a l  s t a n d a r d ,  f o r  i f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  

f o l l o w s  t h e  p a t h  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  e v o l u t i o n ,  t h e n  t h e  s o c i a l  good 

(w h ic h  i s  t h e  o n l y  m o r a l  good)  i s  a l w a y s  t h e  b i o l o g i c a l  goo d .  

M o ra l  v a l u e s  m u s t  c o n f o rm  t o  b i o l o g i c a l  a d v a n t a g e ,  and  t h e  

" f i t "  m u s t  n o t  a p p l y  t h e  g o l d e n  r u l e  t o  t h e  " u n f i t . "  D arw in  

a p p a r e n t l y  d i d  n o t  r e a l i z e  t h a t  he r e j e c t e d  t h e  g o l d e n  r u l e  

when he condemned  a s y l u m s ,  p o o r - l a w s ,  and  v a c c i n a t i o n ,  c o n ­

c l u d i n g ,  "Thus t h e  weak members o f  c i v i l i z e d  s o c i e t i e s  p r o p a ­

g a t e  t h e i r  k i n d .  No one who h a s  a t t e n d e d  t o  t h e  b r e e d i n g  o f

d o m e s t i c  a n i m a l s  w i l l  d o u b t  t h a t  t h i s  m ust  be  h i g h l y  i n j u r i -
2

ous  t o  t h e  r a c e  o f  m a n ."  H e re  D arw in  showed a n a i v e  f a i t h  

i n  t h e  b e n e v o l e n t  e f f e c t s  o f  c o m p e t i t i o n  i n  n a t u r e  and  s o c i ­

e t y .  I n  t h e  n e x t  p a r a g r a p h ,  h o w e v e r ,  D a rw in  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  

we must  a i d  t h e  weak .  Not t o  do s o  w o u ld  i n j u r e  t h e  n o b l e s t  

p a r t  o f  o u r  n a t u r e :  t h e  m o r a l  s e n s e .  Thus D arw in  a b a n d o n e d

t h e  m o r a l i t y  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  n a t u r a l i s m .  He s t a t e d ,  m o r e o v e r ,

^Ibid., pp. 162, 143.
2Ibid., pp. 151-52.
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t h a t  " I f  we w e re  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  t o  n e g l e c t  t h e  weak an d  h e l p ­

l e s s ,  i t  c o u l d  o n l y  be f o r  a  c o n t i n g e n t  b e n e f i t , w i t h  an  o v e r ­

w h e lm in g  p r e s e n t  e v i l . "■L Here  he c o n t r a d i c t e d  s o c i a l  e v o l u ­

t i o n i s m ,  by a s s e r t i n g  t h e  c l a i m s  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  a g a i n s t  t h o s e  

o f  t h e  f u t u r e .  D a rw in  a v o i d e d  t h e  g r e a t e s t  f a i l i n g  o f  M a r x i s t s  

and  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t s :  t h a t  t h e y  condone  p r e s e n t  e v i l  f o r

t h e  s a k e  o f  some t e n t a t i v e  f u t u r e  a d v a n t a g e .

D arw in  and  S p e n c e r

D arw in  made h i s  " s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t "  comments  t e n t a t i v e ­

l y  and  s p e c u l a t i v e l y , b u t  H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r  a r g u e d  w i t h  a l l  t h e  

vehem ence  and  c e r t a i n t y  he  c o u l d  m u s t e r .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  he 

w r o t e :

F o s t e r i n g  t h e  g o o d - f o r - n o t h i n g  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  t h e  g o o d ,  
i s  an  e x t r e m e  c r u e l t y .  I t  i s  t h e  d e l i b e r a t e  s t o r i n g - u p  o f  
m i s e r i e s  f o r  f u t u r e  g e n e r a t i o n s .  T h e re  i s  no g r e a t e r  c u r s e  
t o  p o s t e r i t y  t h a n  t h a t  o f  b e q u e a t h i n g  them  a n  i n c r e a s i n g  
p o p u l a t i o n  o f  i m b e c i l e s  an d  i d l e r s  an d  c r i m i n a l s .  To a i d
t h e  bad  i n  m u l t i p l y i n g ,  i s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  same a s  m a l i ­
c i o u s l y  p r o v i d i n g  f o r  o u r  d e s c e n d a n t s  a m u l t i t u d e  o f  
e n e m i e s .2

I t  i s  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  S p e n c e r  s o u n d s  so  a g g r e s s i v e l y  s u r e  o f  

h i s  s t a n d a r d s  t h a t  he  seems more c a l l o u s  t h a n  D a r w i n .  I n

f a c t ,  he w a s ; b u t  n e i t h e r  jwas a  b r u t a l  man,  an d  we may f i n d

i t  h a r d  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  how p l a u s i b l e  t h e  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i a n  a t t i ­

t u d e  seemed i n  t h e  l a s t  c e n t u r y .  D a rw in  an d  S p e n c e r  b a s e d  

t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  on a  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  L a m a r c k i a n  i n h e r i t a n c e  o f  

a c q u i r e d  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  D i s e a s e ,  i n c o m p e t e n c e ,  an d  v i c e  i n  

a l l  fo rm s  a r e  i n h e r i t a b l e .  W h e th e r  t h e  s i c k  o r  " t h e  b ad "  a r e

^ I b l d . , p .  1 5 2 .  I t a l i c s  m in e .

2The S tu d y  o f  S o c i o l o g y , p .  31^*
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t o  b lam e f o r  t h e i r  f a u l t s  i s  i r r e l e v a n t ;  t h e  j o b  o f  n a t u r a l  

s e l e c t i o n  i n  s o c i e t y  i s  t o  weed o u t  i n f e r i o r  q u a l i t i e s ,  w h a t ­

e v e r  t h e i r  c a u s e .  T h a t  by h e l p i n g  " b a d "  p e o p l e  s o c i e t y  m ig h t  

make them b e t t e r ,  S p e n c e r  and  Darwin  seem n o t  t o  h a v e  c o n s i d ­

e r e d .

L ik e  D a rw in ,  S p e n c e r  r e l i e d  h e a v i l y  on t h e  c o m p a r a ­

t i v e  m e th o d ,  b u t  he h a n d l e d  i t  l e s s  p r e c i s e l y .  His  c o m p a r i s o n  

o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  o r g a n i s m  t o  t h e  s o c i a l  " o r g a n i s m , "  f o r  exam­

p l e ,  i s  s i m p l i s t i c .  " S o c i e t y  a s  a  w h o l e ,  c o n s i d e r e d  a p a r t  

f rom  i t s  l i v i n g  u n i t s ,  p r e s e n t s  phenomena o f  g r o w t h ,  s t r u c ­

t u r e ,  and f u n c t i o n ,  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  g r o w t h ,  s t r u c t u r e ,  and f u n c ­

t i o n  i n  an  i n d i v i d u a l  b o d y . " 1 S p e n c e r  p u s h e d  t h e  a n a l o g y  h a r d  

when e x p l a i n i n g  h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  p r o g r e s s .  As t h e  o r g a n i s m  i n ­

e v i t a b l y  g r o w s ,  so  d o e s  s o c i e t y .  As t h e  o r g a n i s m  grows s l o w l y , 

so  does  s o c i e t y .  S o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  c a n n o t  be h u r r i e d ;  b u t ,  j u s t  

a s  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  g r o w th  c an  be s t u n t e d  a n d  d i s t o r t e d ,  so

can  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  ( g e n e r a l l y  by g o v e r n m e n t a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e
2

w i t h  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n ) .  I t  was when S p e n c e r  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  

p r e c i s e  n a t u r e  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  t h a t  h i s  a n a l o g y  b e tw e e n  

s o c i e t y  and  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  f a i l e d .  He d i d  n o t  know how t o  

h a n d l e  d e a t h  when he  d i s c u s s e d  h i s  h y p o t h e t i c a l l y  p r o g r e s s i n g  

s o c i e t y .  More i m p o r t a n t ,  he d i d  n o t  r e a l i z e  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l

1 I b i d . , p .  3 0 1 .
2

Thus i t  seems t h a t  men a r e  f r e e  o n l y  t o  harm th e m ­
s e l v e s .  S p e n c e r  t r i e d  t o  m a i n t a i n  a  b r o a d e r  f r e e  w i l l  i n  h i s  
u n i v e r s e ,  h o w e v e r ,  by m ak ing  v o l u n t a r y  a c t i o n  t h e  e f f e c t i v e  
means o f  p r o g r e s s .  Men h av e  f r e e  w i l l — b u t  t h e i r  w i l l  i s  con­
t r o l l e d  by t h e i r  human n a t u r e ,  w h ich  i s  c o n t r o l l e d  by n a t u r a l  
l a w .  So t h e  w i l l  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  f r e e ;  S p e n c e r  c o u l d  n o t  a v o i d  
a  r i g i d  b i o l o g i c a l  d e t e r m i n i s m .  See i b i d . , 3 7 5 - 7 6 .
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f r e e d o m  i n  h i s  i d e a l  s o c i e t y  c a n n o t  be r e c o n c i l e d  w i t h  t h e  

e x t r e m e  c e n t r a l i s m  i n  t h e  b i o l o g i c a l  o r g a n i s m :  i t s  s u b o r d i n a ­

t i o n  o f  t h e  p a r t s  t o  t h e  w h o l e . 1

S p e n c e r ' s  u l t i m a t e  p u r p o s e ,  he  s a i d ,  was " t h a t  o f  f i n d ­

i n g  f o r  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  r i g h t  a n d  w rong  i n  c o n d u c t  a t  l a r g e ,
2

a s c i e n t i f i c  b a s i s . "  Bo th  S p e n c e r  and  D arw in  b e g a n  w i t h  a 

b a s i c a l l y  C h r i s t i a n  e t h i c  an d  l o o k e d  t o  s c i e n c e  f o r  s u p p o r t .

But  w h e r e a s  D arw in  w a n t e d  t o  a p p l y  t h e  g o l d e n  r u l e  t o  c o n te m ­

p o r a r y  s o c i e t y ,  S p e n c e r  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e  g o l d e n  r u l e  m us t  be 

s u s p e n d e d  u n t i l  t h e  u n f i t  h a v e  b e e n  e l i m i n a t e d .  Even h e ,  how­

e v e r ,  i n s i s t e d  on c o o p e r a t i o n  an d  m u t u a l  a i d  among i n d i v i d u a l s .  

I n  a w ay ,  S p e n c e r  and  D arw in  w ere  s e n t i m e n t a l i s t s  i n  t h e i r  n e e d  

t o  g i v e  s u r v i v a l  a  m o r a l  v a l u e .  T h i s  n e e d  l e d  S p e n c e r  t o  s ay  

s u c h  t h i n g s  as  " s u c c e s s ,  e v e n  o f  a  m a t e r i a l  k i n d ,  g r e a t l y  d e ­

p e n d i n g  a s  i t  does  on t h e  good  o f f i c e s  o f  o t h e r s ,  i s  f u r t h e r e d  

by w h a t e v e r  c r e a t e s  g o o d w i l l  i n  o t h e r s . "  Both  men b e l i e v e d  

o r  h o p e d  t h a t  a s  s o c i e t y  became more p e r f e c t ,  g o o d w i l l  and

a l t r u i s m  w o u ld  i n c r e a s e .  The s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  w o u ld  

4c e a s e .

E v o l u t i o n a r y  E t h i c s  

To a t t e m p t  a  " s c i e n c e  o f  e t h i c s "  demands g r e a t  f a i t h

i n  s c i e n c e .  The S p e n - e r i a n  e v o l u t i o n i s t  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  we can

1 L e s t e r  Ward e m p h a s i z e d  t h i s  p o i n t .  See R i c h a r d  
H o f s t a d t e r ,  S o c i a l  D a r w in i s m  i n  A m e r ic a n  T h o u g h t , p .  80 .

2The D a t a  o f  E t h i c s , p .  v .

3 I b i d . , p .  2 11 .

^ J o h n  C. G r e e n e ,  The D e a t h  o f  Adam, p p .  3 2 8 -2 9 -
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know o n l y  t h o s e  f a c t s  w h ic h  s c i e n c e  d i s c o v e r s ,  and  t h a t  t h r o u g h  

s c i e n c e  we can  know a l l  r e a l i t y .  F u r t h e r m o r e  he  a s sum ed  t h a t  

w h a t e v e r  i s  n a t u r a l  i s  r i g h t , b o r r o w i n g  t h e  c e n t u r i e s - o l d  a r ­

gument by w h ich  C h r i s t i a n  " o p t i m i s t s "  j u s t i f i e d  e v i l  i n  G o d ' s  

w o r l d ,  b u t  s u b s t i t u t i n g  e v o l u t i o n  f o r  God. As W i l l i a m  F. 

Q u i l l i a n  p o i n t s  o u t ,  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s  p e r f o r m e d  some v a l u ­

a b l e  s e r v i c e s .  I t  e m p h a s i z e d ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  t h a t  m o r a l  s t a n d ­

a r d s  and  c u s to m s  a r e  p r o d u c t s  o f  l o n g  d e v e l o p m e n t  and  d i f f e r  

s t r i k i n g l y  i n  d i f f e r e n t  s o c i e t i e s .  E v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s  a l s o  

r e v e a l e d  t h e  r o l e  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  and t h e  i n s t i n c t s  i n  

t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  m o r a l i t y .  Most  i m p o r t a n t ,  Q u i l l i a n  t h i n k s ,  

i s  t h e  e m p h a s i s  t h a t  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s  p l a c e d  on s o c i e t y ;  

i t  c o n c e n t r a t e d  on t h e  g r o u p ,  t h e  s o c i a l  u n i t . 1

T h e se  s e r v i c e s  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s  w ere  b a l a n c e d ,  

h o w e v e r ,  by c o r r e s p o n d i n g  d e f e c t s .  E m p h a s i z i n g  t h e  r o l e  o f  

i n s t i n c t s  and  e m o t i o n s  i n  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  m o r a l i t y ,  f o r  

e x a m p l e ,  l e d  t o  m i s c o n c e p t i o n s .  B e l i e v i n g  t h a t  c o n d u c t  i s  

d e t e r m i n e d  s o l e l y  by s e n s a t i o n s  o f  p a i n  and  p l e a s u r e ,  t h e  

e v o l u t i o n a r y  n a t u r a l i s t  r e d u c e d  f e e l i n g s  t o  p h y s i c a l  f o r c e s  

and  made m o r a l i t y  a  s u b d i v i s i o n  o f  p h y s i o l o g y .  Thus he  d i m i n ­

i s h e d  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  and  i g n o r e d  w i l l  and  s p i r i t u a l

m o t i v a t i o n .  He l e f t  o u t  o f  a c c o u n t ,  i n  s h o r t ,  most  o f  what
2

we t h i n k  o f  as  d i s t i n c t i v e  i n  m a n ' s  n a t u r e .  E v o l u t i o n a r y

1The_ M o ra l  T h e o ry  o f  E v o l u t i o n a r y  N a t u r a l i s m , p p .  73-  
7^4. T h i s  s e c t i o n  on e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s  r e l i e s  h e a v i l y  on 
Q u i l l i a n ' s  b o o k .  B a r z u n ' s  D a r w i n , M a rx , Wagner  makes many 
o f  t h e  same p o i n t s  b u t  w i t h  l e s s  p r e c i s i o n .

2Quillian, Moral Theory, pp. vii, 10 M.
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e t h i c s  c o u l d  n o t  a c h i e v e  an  a d e q u a t e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  i n ­

d i v i d u a l ,  b e c a u s e  i t s  n a t u r a l i s t i c  b i a s  o v e r s i m p l i f i e d  human 

n a t u r e ,  and  b e c a u s e  i n  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on s o c i e t y  i t  i g n o r e d  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l .

The e v o l u t i o n i s t  t e n d e d  t o  s e e  t h e  s e l f  as m e r e l y  a 

c o l l e c t i o n  o f  i n h e r i t e d  and  a c q u i r e d  t e n d e n c i e s ;  he i g n o r e d  

t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  and s u b t l e t y  o f  human c h a r a c t e r ,  w h ich  c a n ­

n o t  be f u l l y  e x p l a i n e d  by l i s t i n g  i t s  c o m p o n e n t s .  The e v o l u ­

t i o n i s t  c o u l d  n o t  e x p l a i n  human g u i l t ,  o r  t h e  p e r s i s t e n t  

s t r e n g t h  o f  m o r a l  dem ands ,  o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  s t r o n g  s e n s e  

o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  F i n a l l y ,  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s ,  b a s i n g  i t s  

c r i t e r i a  o f  m o r a l i t y  on t h e  w e l f a r e  o f  s o c i e t y  and t h e  p r e s e r ­

v a t i o n  o f  l i f e ,  c o n s i d e r e d  o n l y  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  a c t i o n s ,  n o t  

t h e  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  t h e  d o e r .  T h u s ,  as  a  c r i t i c  o f  S p e n c e r  

a r g u e d ,  i f  a  man t r i e s  t o  m u r d e r  me by s t a b b i n g  me, b u t  o n ly  

o pens  a tu m o r  and  t h e r e b y  r e s t o r e s  my h e a l t h ,  I  must  c o n s i d e r  

h i s  a c t  as  m o r a l l y  g o o d . ' 1'

E v o l u t i o n a r y  m o r a l  t h e o r i s t s  made s e v e r a l  d u b i o u s  

l o g i c a l  c o n n e c t i o n s .  Among t h e  most  i m p o r t a n t  o f  t h e s e  was 

a s w i t c h ,  a t  some p o i n t  i n  t h e  t h e o r y ,  f ro m  d e s c r i p t i v e  i d e a s  

t o  p r e s c r i p t i v e ,  o r  n o r m a t i v e ,  o n e s .  T h a t  i s ,  he  b e g a n  by 

d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  m o r a l i t y  i n  s o c i e t y .  He a s s e r t e d  

t h a t  t h o s e  m o r a l  c o n c e p t s  and cu s to m s  w h ich  h a v e  b e e n  most  

h e l p f u l  t o  s o c i e t y  h av e  s u r v i v e d  l o n g e s t .  T h i s  i s  a  mere 

s t a t e m e n t  o f  f a c t ;  b u t  t h e n  t h e  t h e o r i s t  s l i p p e d  i n  a  v a l u e

^ I b l d . , p .  8 5 . Q u i l l i a n  i s  p a r a p h r a s i n g  a s t a t e m e n t  
made by A. C. S e w e l l  i n  1 8 8 3 .
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j u d g m e n t :  n a m e ly ,  t h a t  w h a t e v e r  h e l p s  t o  p r e s e r v e  s o c i e t y  i s

m o r a l l y  g o o d .  P r e s e r v a t i o n ,  t h e n ,  became t h e  s o l e  m o ra l  v a l u e  

i n  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s ;  u t i l i t y  i n  p r e s e r v i n g  l i f e  became 

m o ra l  v a l u e ,  and  t h e  " f i t t e s t "  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  s u r v i v a l  

t u r n e d  o u t  t o  be t h e  m o r a l l y  b e s t . ' 1'

The w e ak n e s s  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s  i s  i n  t h e  a s sum p­

t i o n  t h a t  one can  know a l l  r e a l i t y  t h r o u g h  s c i e n t i f i c  i n v e s t i ­

g a t i o n .  We can  a g r e e  t h a t  man i s  s u b j e c t  t o  n a t u r a l  law s  and  

p r o c e s s e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  w i t h o u t  a c c e p t i n g  t h e  e v o l u t i o n i s t ' s  c o n ­

t e n t i o n  t h a t  man i s  " n o t h i n g  b u t "  a p h y s i c a l  phenomenon who 

can  know o n ly  h i s  own f e e l i n g s  i n  r e a c t i o n  t o  o t h e r  phenom ena .  

T h i s  c o n c e p t  d e n i e s  m a n ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o w e r s ,  h i s  w i l l ,  h i s  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  m o r a l  q u e s t i o n s ,  h i s  s e n s e  o f  o b l i g a t i o n  and  

o f  m o ra l  i n a d e q u a c y .  A man c o u l d  hav e  no m o r a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  

i f  he w ere  m e r e l y  a  b u n d l e  o f  p h y s i c a l  f o r c e s  c a p a b l e  o n ly  o f  

r e a c t i n g  t o  p h y s i c a l  u r g e s .  I f  we b e l i e v e  man does  hav e  a 

m o r a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  we must  r e j e c t  t h e  e v o l u t i o n a r y  n a t u r a l ­

i s t ' s  v iew  o f  man, o r  a t  l e a s t  i n s i s t  t h a t  i t  i s  i n c o m p l e t e .  

" J u s t  as  t h e  mere a n a l y s i s  o f  K r e i s l e r ' s  m u s i c , "  Q u i l l i a n  

w r i t e s ,  " a s  t h e  ' d r a g g i n g  o f  t h e  t a i l  o f  a  d e a d  h o r s e  a c r o s s  

t h e  I n t e s t i n e s  o f  a d e a d  c a t '  does  n o t  g i v e  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  

t h a t  m u s i c ,  s i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  m o r a l  l i f e  as  t h e  

e x p r e s s i o n  o f  n a t u r a l  u r g e s  and  s e n t i m e n t  does  n o t  g i v e  i t s  

r e a l i t y . " 2

B e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  can  a lw a y s  be e x p l a i n e d

^Ibid., pp. 6 0 , 83-84.
2Ibid., pp. 106-07.
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i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  p a s t ,  t h e  e v o l u t i o n a r y  m o r a l i s t  d e r i v e d  t h e  

e s s e n c e  o f  m o r a l i t y  f ro m  t h e  n o n - m o r a l  n a t u r a l i s t i c  p a s t .

Most n a t u r a l i s t s  ( i n c l u d i n g  D arw in )  r e f u s e d  t o  a l l o w  m o ra l  

q u a l i t i e s  t o  a n i m a l s ,  y e t  t h e y  t r a c e d  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  h u ­

man m o r a l i t y  f ro m  i t s  o r i g i n s  i n  a n i m a l  i n s t i n c t s .  A v e r s i o n  

o f  t h e  g e n e t i c  f a l l a c y  i s  i n v o l v e d  h e r e .  E v o l u t i o n i s t s  t e n d e d  

t o  r e d u c e  t h i n g s  t o  t h e i r  l o w e s t  t e r m s  and  t h e i r  e a r l i e s t  

a n t e c e d e n t s ,  a s s u m in g  t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  i s  m e r e l y  a compound 

o f  p a s t  i n f l u e n c e s .  Thus t h e y  o f t e n  m i s s e d  w h a t  i s  m ost  d i s ­

t i n c t i v e  a b o u t  a  p r e s e n t  c o n d i t i o n .  I n  t h e i r  e t h i c a l  t h e o r y ,  

t h e y  f a i l e d  t o  a s k  w h a t  t h e  m o r a l  s e n s e  i s ,  w h a t  i s  m eant  by 

m o ra l  s t a n d a r d s ,  and  how we s h o u l d  e v a l u a t e  m o r a l  s t a n d a r d s .  

Not t h a t  t h e y  c o u l d  h a v e  a n s w e re d  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  i f  t h e y  

h a d  a s k e d  th e m ;  f o r  t h e  m o r a l i t y  o f  an  a c t  c a n n o t  be c o n s i d ­

e r e d  a p a r t  f rom  t h e  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  t h e  d o e r ,  and  t h e  e v o l u ­

t i o n a r y  m o r a l i s t  i g n o r e d  i n t e n t i o n s .



CHAPTER I I

EVOLUTIONARY THOUGHT IN AMERICA: 1860-1900

D arw in  i n  A m e r ic a :  A g a s s i z ,  G r a y ,  and W r ig h t

I n  a  n a t i o n  b e s e t  by c i v i l  w a r ,  The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s  

h ad  l i t t l e  i m p a c t .  The s c i e n t i s t s ,  n a t u r a l l y ,  p a i d  c l o s e s t  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  i t .  L o u i s  A g a s s i z  an d  Asa Gray  ( t e a c h e r s  o f  

Henry Adams a t  H a r v a r d )  e a c h  r e a c t e d  i n  a  d i s t i n c t l y  A m er ican  

way t o  D a r w i n ’ s b o o k ,  and  t h e i r  a r t i c l e s  o f  i8 6 0  d i r e c t e d  t h e  

c o u r s e  o f  e a r l y  D a r w i n i a n  t h o u g h t  i n  A m e r ic a .  A g a s s i z  r e ­

p o r t e d  t h a t  D a r w i n ’s t h e o r i e s  "have  n o t  made t h e  s l i g h t e s t  

i m p r e s s i o n  on my m i n d . "  He a r g u e d  t h a t  " i f  s p e c i e s  do n o t  

e x i s t  a t  a l l ,  a s  t h e  s u p p o r t e r s  o f  t h e  t r a n s m u t a t i o n  t h e o r y  

m a i n t a i n ,  how can  t h e y  v a r y ?  and i f  i n d i v i d u a l s  a l o n e  e x ­

i s t ,  how can  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  w h ic h  may be  o b s e r v e d  among 

them  p r o v e  t h e  v a r i a b i l i t y  o f  s p e c i e s ? "  T h i s  a p p r o a c h e d  

s o p h i s t r y ,  s i n c e  D arw in  d e n i e d  o n l y  t h a t  s p e c i e s  a r e  f i x e d ,  

n o t  t h a t  t h e y  e x i s t .  A g a s s i z  h e l d  t h a t  o n l y  i n d i v i d u a l s  

h a v e  a  m a t e r i a l  e x i s t e n c e ;  s p e c i e s  e x i s t  a s  " c a t e g o r i e s  o f  

t h o u g h t , "  f i x e d  P l a t o n i c  f o r m s .  V a r i a t i o n s ,  w h ic h  c o m p r i s e  

i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  a r e  n o t  c o m p reh en d ed  w i t h i n  t h e s e  f o r m s ;  t h a t  

i s ,  t h e y  a r e  n o t  i n h e r i t a b l e .  " A l l  t h a t  i s  n o t  i n d i v i d u a l  

p e c u l i a r i t y  i s  u n c e a s i n g l y  and  i n t e g r a l l y  r e p r o d u c e d  w h i l e  

a l l  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  as  s u c h ,  c o n t a n t l y

35
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d i s a p p e a r s . "  A g a s s i z  i n t e r p r e t e d  D a rw in ,  who d e n i e d  t h e  

f i x i t y  o f  s p e c i e s ,  a s  t h e r e b y  d e n y i n g  o r d e r  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  

Darwin  e r r e d  i n  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  " t h e  m ost  c o m p l i c a t e d  s y s t e m  

o f  com bined  t h o u g h t s  can  be  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  a c c i d e n t a l  c a u s e s .

. . . S e l e c t i o n  i m p l i e s  d e s i g n ;  t h e  p o w e rs  t o  w h ic h  D arw in  

r e f e r s  t h e  o r d e r  o f  s p e c i e s ,  can  d e s i g n  n o t h i n g . " 1 T h i s  was 

a t e n a b l e  p o i n t ,  b u t  A g a s s i z  h u r t  h i s  a rg u m e n t  f o r  d e s i g n  by 

m a i n t a i n i n g  t h a t  s p e c i e s  a r e  c r e a t e d  anew a f t e r  e a c h  g e o l o g ­

i c a l  c a t a s t r o p h e ,  i n  s l i g h t l y  more a d v a n c e d  fo rm s  e a ch  t i m e .  

Such a  t h e o r y  was so  s t r o n g l y  s u p e r n a t u r a l i s t i c  t h a t ,  a s  Wood- 

b r i d g e  R i l e y  p o i n t s  o u t ,  A g a s s i z  l o s t  t h e  a r g u m e n t s  f ro m  d e ­

s i g n  i n  n a t u r e  by w h ich  s c i e n t i s t s  and  d e i s t s  h a d  t r a d i ­

t i o n a l l y  k e p t  God i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  As a  r e s u l t ,  R i l e y  a s -
2s e r t s ,  A g a s s i z ' s  p u p i l s  d e s e r t e d  en  m asse  t o  D a rw in i sm .

I n  h i s  r e v i e w  A g a s s i z  d i d  n o t  d i s c u s s  t h e  O r i g i n ' s 

i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  m a n k in d .  But  Asa G r a y ,  a l s o  w r i t i n g  i n  i 8 6 0 ,  

d e c i d e d  t h a t  we "m ust  n e e d s  b e l i e v e  i n  t h e  s e p a r a t e  and  s p e ­

c i a l  c r e a t i o n  o f  m an ."  Thus he c o u l d  s u p p o r t  t h e  O r i g i n  w i t h ­

o u t  h o p e l e s s l y  o f f e n d i n g  t h e  o r t h o d o x .  C o n c e d in g  t h a t  Darwin  

h a d  n o t  p r o v e d  h i s  c a s e ,  Gray a s s e r t e d  t h a t  t e n t a t i v e  h y p o t h ­

e s e s  a r e  v a l u a b l e  t o  s c i e n c e  i f  t h e y  e x p l a i n  pheno m en a .  D ar ­

w i n ' s  t h e o r y  d i d  t h i s  s p l e n d i d l y ,  and  "what  more t h a n  t h i s  

c o u l d  be s a i d  f o r  s u c h  an h y p o t h e s i s ? "  I n  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  

A g a s s i z ,  Gray a r g u e d  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e

l n P r o f .  A g a s s i z  on t h e  O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s , "  The Amer­
i c a n  J o u r n a l  o f  S c i e n c e  and  A r t s  ( i 8 6 0 ) ,  p p .  1 ^ 3 ,  1 5 0 ,  T5T7

p
A m er ica n  T h o u g h t  From P u r i t a n i s m  t o  P r a g m a t i s m ,

p. 187.
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i n h e r i t a b l e ,  an d  t h a t  no form  o f  " t h o u g h t , "  human,  d i v i n e ,  o r

P l a t o n i c ,  p r e v e n t s  s p e c i e s  f ro m  c h a n g i n g  t h e i r  f o r m s .  G r a y ' s

main c o m p l a i n t  a g a i n s t  A g a s s i z  and  o t h e r  h o s t i l e  r e v i e w e r s  o f

t h e  O r i g i n  was t h a t  t h e y  t r i e d  t o  p r o v e  t h a t  D a r w i n ' s  t h e s i s

" o u g h t  n o t  t o  be t r u e , o r  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e ,  p h i l o s o p h i c a l ,  o r

t h e i s t i c , b e c a u s e  i t  d e s t r o y e d  s u p e r n a t u r a l  d e s i g n  i n  t h e

u n i v e r s e .  Gray s e t  o u t  t o  show,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  a c c i d e n t a l

means a r e  c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  d e s i g n e d  e n d s ,  g i v i n g  a s  an  exam ple

p e a t  b o g s ,  w h ich  a r e  p r o d u c e d  by b l i n d  p h y s i c a l  f o r c e s ,  b u t

d e s i g n e d — t h e i s t s  b e l i e v e — f o r  t h e  u s e  o f  man. Gray d i d  n o t

commit Darwin  t o  t h e i s m ,  b u t  gave  h im  t h i s  a d v i c e :

W h e r e f o r e ,  so  l o n g  as  g r a d a t o r y ,  o r d e r l y ,  and  a d a p t e d  
fo rm s  i n  n a t u r e  a r g u e  d e s i g n ,  and  a t  l e a s t  w h i l e  t h e  
p h y s i c a l  c a u s e  o f  v a r i a t i o n  i s  u t t e r l y  unknown an d  mys­
t e r i o u s ,  we s h o u l d  a d v i s e  Mr. D arw in  t o  a s su m e ,  i n  t h e  
p h i l o s o p h y  o f  h i s  h y p o t h e s i s ,  t h a t  v a r i a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  
l e d  a l o n g  c e r t a i n  b e n e f i c i a l  l i n e s . 2

Though Darwin  d i d  n o t  t a k e  t h e  t i p ,  most  A m e r ic an s  d i d ,  i n ­

c l u d i n g  S p e n c e r i a n s  l i k e  J o h n  F i s k e .

Chauncey W r i g h t ,  l i k e  Henry Adams a  p u p i l  o f  Asa 

G ra y ,  was no t y p i c a l  A m er ican  t h i n k e r .  He was v i r t u a l l y  t h e  

o n ly  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  A m er ican  t o  i n s i s t  on s e p a r a t i n g  s c i ­

e n t i f i c  q u e s t i o n s  f ro m  e t h i c a l  and  t h e o l o g i c a l  o n e s .  W i l l i a m  

James  s a i d  o f  W r ig h t  t h a t  "when t h e  mere a c t u a l i t y  o f  phenom­

e n a  w i l l  s u f f i c e  t o  d e s c r i b e  th e m ,  he  h e l d  i t  p u r e  e x c e s s  and  

s u p e r s t i t i o n  t o  s p e a k  o f  a m e t a p h y s i c a l  whence o r  w h i t h e r ,

^ " N a t u r a l  S e l e c t i o n  Not I n c o n s i s t e n t  W ith  N a t u r a l  
T h e o l o g y , "  D a r w i n i a n a : E s s a y s  and  Rev iew s  P e r t a i n i n g  t o  D a r ­
w i n i s m , p p .  9 2 ,  1 0 8 - 0 9 ,  137 .

2"Ibid.," pp. 155, 148.
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o r  a  s u b s t a n c e ,  a  m e a n i n g ,  o r  an  e n d . " ' 1' W r ig h t  d i d  n o t  d e n y ,  

h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  f a c t s  may be u s e d  i n  d e t e r m i n i n g  o u r  e t h i c s .  As 

he a d v i s e d  a  f r i e n d :

T ru e  s c i e n c e  d e a l s  w i t h  n o t h i n g  b u t  q u e s t i o n s  o f  
f a c t s , — an d  i n  t e r m s ,  i f  p o s s i b l e ,  w h ic h  s h a l l  n o t  d e t e r ­
mine b e f o r e h a n d  how we o u g h t  t o  f e e l  a b o u t  t h e  f a c t s ;  f o r  
t h i s  i s  one o f  t h e  m o s t  c e r t a i n  an d  f a t a l  means o f  c o r ­
r u p t i n g  e v i d e n c e .

I f  t h e  f a c t s  a r e  d e t e r m i n e d ,  a n d ,  a s  f a r  a s  may b e ,  
f r e e  f ro m  m o r a l  b i a s e s ,  t h e n  p r a c t i c a l  s c i e n c e  [ e t h i c s ]  
comes i n  t o  d e t e r m i n e  w h a t ,  i n  v iew  o f  t h e  f a c t s ,  o u r  
f e e l i n g s  and  r u l e s  o f  c o n d u c t  o u g h t  t o  b e ; b u t  p r a c t i c a l  
s c i e n c e  h a s  no  i n h e r e n t  p o s t u l a t e s  any more t h a n  s p e c u l a ­
t i v e  s c i e n c e .  I t s  u l t i m a t e  g r o u n d s  a r e  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  
goods  o r  e n d s  o f  human l i f e .

T h e se  goods  an d  e n d s  i n c l u d e  more t h a n  mere s u r v i v a l .

One o f  D a r w i n ’ s e a r l i e s t  A m e r ic an  s u p p o r t e r s ,  W r ig h t  

a lw a y s  a s su m ed  e v o l u t i o n  t o  be  s t r i c t l y  a  s c i e n t i f i c  h y p o t h ­

e s i s .  Thus he  was i n e v i t a b l y  a n t i - S p e n c e r i a n .  R e l y i n g  on 

" t h e  t o o  l i t t l e  r e g a r d e d  d o c t r i n e  o f  A r i s t o t l e ,  w h ic h  b a n ­

i s h e s  co sm o lo g y  f ro m  t h e  r e a l m  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  i n q u i r y , "  W r ig h t  

s u p p o r t e d  n o t  t h e  c o s m o l o g i c a l  " d e v e l o p m e n t  h y p o t h e s i s , "  b u t  

w ha t  he c a l l e d  t h e  " d e r i v a t i v e  h y p o t h e s i s , "  " w h ic h  i m p l i e s  

o n l y  c o n t i n u i t y ,  n o t  g r o w th  o r  p r o g r e s s ,  i n  t h e  s u c c e s s i o n  o f  

r a c e s  on t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  e a r t h . "  B e h i n d  t h i s  r a r e  i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n  o f  D a r w in i s m  was W r i g h t ' s  t h e o r y  o f  " c o u n t e r ­

m o v e m e n t s , "  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  " t h e r e  i s  no a c t i o n  i n  n a t u r e  

t o  w h ic h  t h e r e  i s  n o t  some c o u n t e r - a c t i o n ,  an d  no p r o d u c t i o n  

i n  n a t u r e  by w h ic h  i n  i n f i n i t e  a g e s  t h e r e  c a n  r e s u l t  an

■^Joseph L. B l a u ,  Men a n d  Movements  i n  A m e r ica n  
P h i l o s o p h y , p .  1 70 .

2P h i l i p  P .  W i e n e r ,  E v o l u t i o n  an d  t h e  F o u n d e r s  o f  
P r a g m a t i s m , p p .  ^ 4 - ^ 5 .



39

i n f i n i t e  p r o d u c t . ” E v o l u t i o n  h a s  no e t e r n a l  p a t t e r n ,  o n ly  

" c o s m i c a l  w e a th e r . " '* '

W r ig h t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  s a n i t y  w i t h  w h ich

he j u d g e d  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e o r i e s  and  s e p a r a t e d  s c i e n t i f i c  f rom

e t h i c a l  s u b j e c t s .  But t h e  t r e n d  i n  A m e r ic a  was a g a i n s t  h im.

A m e r i c a ,  i n  R i c h a r d  H o f s t a d t e r ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  "was l i k e  a  v a s t
2

human c a r i c a t u r e  o f  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e . "  

S p e n c e r ' s  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m  w i t h  i t s  a p p r o v a l  o f  c o m p e t i t i o n  

e x a c t l y  s u i t e d  t h e  n a t i o n ’ s e co n o m ic  f r e n z y  and  t r a d i t i o n a l  

P u r i t a n  e t h i c .  A m e r ic an s  succum bed  t o  su c h  u t o p i a n  v e r s i o n s  

o f  D a rw in ism  as  t h a t  o f  C h a r l e s  L o r i n g  B r a c e ,  who b e l i e v e d

t h a t  " i f  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  t h e o r y  be t r u e ,  t h e  law o f  n a t u r a l  s e ­

l e c t i o n  a p p l i e s  t o  a l l  t h e  m o r a l  h i s t o r y  o f  m a n k in d ,  as  w e l l  

a s  t h e  p h y s i c a l .  E v i l  m u s t  d i e  u l t i m a t e l y  as  t h e  w e a k e r  e l e -  

m e n t ,  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  g o o d . " J E n l i s t e d  i n  t h e  c a u s e  o f

good was t h e  g r o w in g  pow er  o f  A m er ican  i n d u s t r y .

The M o ra l  T h e o ry  o f  D r .  Holmes

Of a l l  t h e  p o p u l a r  A m er ican  w r i t e r s  i n  t h e  1 8 6 0 ' s ,  

p r o b a b l y  O l i v e r  W en d e l l  H o lm es ,  S r . ,  knew m ost  a b o u t  s c i e n c e .  

R e b e l l i n g  a g a i n s t  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  C a l v i n i s m ,  Dr.  Holmes b e l i e v e d  

t h a t  i n t e l l e c t u a l  ch a n g e  g u a r a n t e e d  t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  s c i e n c e  

and  s o c i e t y ,  and  he h e l d  t h o s e  who f e a r e d  s u c h  ch an g e  i n  g o o d -  

humored  c o n t e m p t .  He e n j o y e d  s h o c k i n g  an d  a m u s in g  h i s  r e a d e r s

"*"[Chauncey W r i g h t ] ,  "A P h y s i c a l  T h eo ry  o f  t h e  U n i v e r s e , "  
N o r th  A m e r ic a n  Review ( 1 8 6 4 ) ,  p p .  7 - 1 0 ,  17.

2 H o f s t a d t e r ,  S o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m , p .  44.

^ I b i d . , p . 1 6 .
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w i t h  s c i e n t i f i c  and  p s e u d o - s c i e n t i f i c  r e f e r e n c e s .  E l s i e  

V en n e r  ( 1 8 6 1 ) ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  i s  f u l l  o f  c a v a l i e r  a n a l o g i e s  b e ­

tw ee n  p e o p l e  and  a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e :  f a m i l i e s  and  p l a n t s ,  i n ­

d i v i d u a l s  and p l a n t  g r a f t s ,  g l a s s  b l o w e r s  and " N a t u r e , "  s o u l s  

and  r i v e r s . 1 He o f t e n  d i s c u s s e d  m ank ind  f a c e t i o u s l y  as  an  

e v o l v i n g  s p e c i e s ,  as  when t h e  h e r o  o f  E l s i e  V e n n e r , d e t e s t i n g  

t h e  r a t - l i k e  p r i n c i p a l  o f  h i s  s c h o o l ,  f e e l s  " t h e  i m p u l s e  o f  

e x t e r m i n a t i o n ,  a  d i v i n e  i n s t i n c t ,  i n t e n d e d  t o  k e e p  down v e r m in  

o f  a l l  c l a s s e s  t o  t h e i r  w o r k i n g  a v e r a g e s  i n  t h e  economy o f  

n a t u r e . "  H o lm es ,  who r e a d  The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s  as  soon  as  

soon  as  i t  r e a c h e d  t h e  A m er ican  s h o r e ,  r e m a r k e d  t h a t  young  

l a d i e s  a t  d a n c e s  must  l e a r n  t h a t  " t h e  ' s t r u g g l e  f o r  l i f e 1 

t h a t  Mr. C h a r l e s  Darw in  t a l k s  a b o u t  r e a c h e s  t o  v e r t e b r a t e s  

c l a d  i n  c r i n o l i n e ,  as  w e l l  a s  t o  m o l l u s k s  i n  s h e l l s ,  o r  a r ­

t i c u l a t e s  i n  j o i n t e d  s c a l e s ,  o r  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  f i g h t s  f o r  

b r e a t h i n g  room and f o o d  and  l o v e  i n  any c o a t  o f  f u r  o r  

f e a t h e r .

P l a y i n g  w i t h  e v o l u t i o n a r y  i d e a s  was good f u n ,  b u t  

Holmes h a d  a s e r i o u s  p u r p o s e  a s  w e l l :  he  was u s i n g  su c h  i d e a s

t o  d e v e l o p  an e t h i c a l  t h e o r y  w h ic h  m e d i a t e d  b e t w e e n  r e l i g i o u s  

and  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s .  I n  E l s i e  V e n n e r  he  k e p t  r e m i n d i n g  

us  o f  t h e  b i o l o g i c a l  a s p e c t s  o f  man i n  o r d e r  t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  

c e n t r a l  m o r a l  p o i n t  o f  t h e  n o v e l .  I t s  h e r o i n e ,  a s  Holmes 

s t a t e d  i n  h i s  " S e co n d  P r e f a c e , "  " f o u n d  h e r  o r i g i n ,  n o t  i n  a

^ l s i e  V e n n e r ,  i n  The Works o f  O l i v e r  W e n d e l l  H o lm es ,  
V, 15 2 ,  25TZ277 7 7 W

2 I b i d . ,  p p .  1 6 8 , 94 .
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f a b l e  o r  r o m a n c e ,  b u t  i n  a  p h y s i o l o g i c a l  c o n c e p t i o n  f e r t i l i z e d  

by a  t h e o l o g i c a l  d o g m a . " 1 The " c o n c e p t i o n "  i s  t h a t  o f  p r e ­

n a t a l  i n f l u e n c e :  a  s n a k e  b i t  E l s i e ’s m o t h e r  d u r i n g  p r e g n a n c y ,

an d  t h i s  m i s f o r t u n e  was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  a l l  o f  E l s i e ’ s f a u l t s .  

The "dogma” i s  O r i g i n a l  S i n .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  dogma we a l l  

i n h e r i t  s i n ;  a c c o r d i n g  t o  Holmes we may i n h e r i t  t e n d e n c i e s ,  

a p t i t u d e s ,  an d  f l a w s ,  b u t  n e v e r  s i n .  O nly  w ha t  one c a n  c o n ­

t r o l  can  be  s i n ,  f o r  t h e  m o r a l  l i f e  i s  l i m i t e d  by t h e  b o u n d s  

o f  f r e e  w i l l .  I n  h i s  n o v e l s  Holmes was p r i m a r i l y  a m o r a l i s t ,  

a t t e m p t i n g  t o  d e f i n e  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  m o r a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  The 

e f f e c t  o f  h i s  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  n a t u r e  I n  E l s i e  V e n n e r  i s  t o  em­

p h a s i z e  t h e  p e r v a s i v e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  on  men, 

an d  t h e  l i m i t s  i t  im p o s e s  upon  f r e e  w i l l .

I n  The G u a r d i a n  A n g e l  (1 8 6 7 )  D r .  Holmes t r i e d  t o  d e ­

f i n e  t h e  l i m i t s  w h ic h  h e r e d i t y  an d  u p b r i n g i n g  im p o se  on m o r a l  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y  he  f a i l e d  t o  d r a m a t i z e  t h e  

them e a d e q u a t e l y ,  f o r  t h e  h e r e d i t a r y  i n f l u e n c e s  on t h e  b o o k ' s  

h e r o i n e ,  M y r t l e  H a z a r d ,  a r e  b e n e f i c i a l ,  and  h e r  g u a r d i a n s ’ 

m i s t r e a t m e n t  d o es  h e r  no l a s t i n g  h a rm .  U n l i k e  E l s i e ,  m ore­

o v e r ,  M y r t l e  n e v e r  d o e s  a n y t h i n g  w r o n g ,  so  we n e v e r  e v e n  f e e l  

t h e  n e e d  t o  a b s o l v e  h e r  o f  m o r a l  b l a m e .  But  t h i s  f l a w  does  

n o t  n e g a t e  H o l m e s ' s  t h e s i s  t h a t  h e r e d i t y  l i m i t s  t h e  r a n g e  o f  

m o r a l  c h o i c e ,  o r  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  b e h i n d  i t  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

i s  o n l y  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  r a c e ,  f o rm e d  an d  c o n t r o l l e d  by a n c e s t r a l  

i n f l u e n c e s .  As a  c h a r a c t e r  e x p l a i n s  i n  E l s i e  V e n n e r , "Each  

o f  u s  i s  o n l y  t h e  f o o t i n g - u p  o f  a  d o u b l e  co lumn o f  f i g u r e s

1Ib id . , p . x .
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t h a t  g o e s  b a c k  t o  t h e  f i r s t  p a i r .  . . .  We a r e  m a i n l y  n o t h i n g  

b u t  t h e  a n s w e r  t o  a  l o n g  sum i n  a d d i t i o n  and  s u b t r a c t i o n . " ^  

Thus Holmes s u b o r d i n a t e d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  t h e  r a c e ,  t h o u g h  

w i t h o u t  n e g a t i n g  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  s i n c e  e a c h  d i g i t  c h a n g e s  t h e  

sum.

But  i n  t h e  m o r a l  w o r l d ,  t h e r e  i s  no sum, o n l y  t h e  

d i g i t .  I t  was by s e p a r a t i n g  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  m o ra l  w o r l d  f ro m  

t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  t h a t  Holmes e s c a p e d  b o t h  t h e  m o r a l  d e t e r m i n ­

i s m  o f  C a l v i n i s m  and  t h e  m e c h a n i s t i c  d e t e r m i n i s m  o f  t h e  p o s i ­

t i v i s t s  a n d  S p e n c e r i a n s .  As he  i n s i s t e d  i n  "M echanism  i n  

T h o u g h t  a n d  M o r a l s "  ( 1 8 7 0 ) :

I  r e j e c t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  m e c h a n i c a l  d o c t r i n e  w h ic h  makes 
me t h e  s l a v e  o f  o u t s i d e  i n f l u e n c e s ,  w h e t h e r  i t  work  w i t h  
t h e  l o g i c  o f  E d w a rd s ,  o r  t h e  a v e r a g e s  o f  B u c k le  . . . b u t  
I  c l a i m  t h e  r i g h t  t o  e l i m i n a t e  a l l  m e c h a n i c a l  i d e a s  w h ic h  
h a v e  c ro w d ed  i n t o  t h e  s p h e r e  o f  i n t e l l i g e n t  c h o i c e  b e t w e e n  
r i g h t  an d  w r o n g .  The pound  o f  f l e s h  I  w i l l  g r a n t  t o  
N e m e s i s ;  b u t ,  i n  t h e  name o f  human n a t u r e ,  n o t  one d ro p  
o f  b l o o d , — n o t  one d r o p . ^

Holmes a v o i d e d  an  e v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s ,  f o r  h e  d i d  n o t  r e g a r d  

m o r a l  s t a n d a r d s  a s  p r o d u c t s  o f  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n ;  n o r  d i d  he  

a t t a c h  m o r a l  a t t r i b u t e s  t o  n a t u r e .  He d i d  n o t  q u e s t i o n  t h e  

s o u r c e s  o f  m o r a l  s t a n d a r d s ;  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a c t s  f r e e l y ,  b a s ­

i n g  h i s  m o r a l  c h o i c e  on e t e r n a l  m o r a l  i d e a l s .  The o n l y  d i f ­

f i c u l t y  w i t h  H o l m e s ' s  t h e o r y  i s  t h a t  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  n a t ­

u r a l  w o r l d ' s  i n f l u e n c e  a r e  n e a r l y  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  d e f i n e .  I n  

h i s  c o n c e r n  f o r  i s o l a t i n g  t h e  m o r a l  w o r l d ,  Holmes d r a s t i c ­

a l l y  r e d u c e d  i t s  s c o p e ,  an d  t h e  r e a d e r  o f  h i s  n o v e l s  may

1I b i d . , p .  74 .
2 P a g e s  From an O ld  Volume o f  L i f e , i n  The Works o f  

O l i v e r  W e n d e l l  H o lm e s , V I I I ,  303*
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w o n d e r  i f  he  d i d  n o t  i n  f a c t  r e d u c e  t h e  m o r a l  w o r l d  a l m o s t  t o  

n o t h i n g  a t  a l l .

S o c i a l  D a rw in i sm  i n  A m e r ic a :  W i l l i a m  Graham Sumner

W i l l i a m  Graham S um ner ’ was t h e  m ost  i n f l u e n t i a l  s o c i a l  

D a r w i n i s t  i n  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  A m e r i c a .  We c a n n o t  c a l l  h im  

a  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t ,  h o w e v e r ,  f o r  a s  R i c h a r d  H o f s t a d t e r  w r i t e s ,  

h e  " d i d  n o t  a c c e p t  S p e n c e r ’ s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  e v o l u t i o n  w i t h  

p r o g r e s s ,  an d  S p e n c e r ' s  o p t i m i s m  was m e a n i n g l e s s  t o  h i m . " ^

The i d e a s  o f  s t r u g g l e  a n d  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  i n  s o c i e t y  dom­

i n a t e d  h i s  t h o u g h t ,  b u t  he d o u b t e d  t h a t  p r o g r e s s  i n e v i t a b l y  

r e s u l t s  f r o m  t h e  s t r u g g l e .  P r o g r e s s ,  s u c h  as  t h e r e  i s ,  d e ­

p e n d s  on o u r  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  law o f  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  f i t t e s t ,  

w h i c h ,S u m n e r  a s s e r t e d ,  "was n o t  made by man and  c a n n o t  be a b r o ­

g a t e d  by man. We can  o n l y ,  by i n t e r f e r i n g  w i t h  i t ,  p r o d u c e  

t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  u n f i t t e s t . "  Bu t  u n l i k e  S p e n c e r ,  who b e ­

l i e v e d  t h a t  man p r o g r e s s e s  i n  c o o p e r a t i o n  w i t h  b e n e f i c e n t  Na­

t u r e ,  Sumner  saw m a n ' s  p r o g r e s s  a s  v i c t o r y  o v e r  a  s t e r n  an d  

s t i n g y  N a t u r e .  S o c i e t y  im p r o v e s  t h r o u g h  a d v a n c e s  " i n  t h e  

a r t s ,  i n  s c i e n c e ,  i n  m o r a l s ,  i n  p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  t o  

w id e n  a n d  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e  p o w er  o f  man o v e r  n a t u r e . "  P r o g r e s s  

i n  s o c i e t y ' s  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  n a t u r e  means t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  h a v e

more c h a n c e s  t o  s u c c e e d .  But  c o m p e t i t i o n  n e v e r  e n d s ,  and  t h e
3

b e s t  a lw a y s  s u c c e e d  b e s t .

■ ^ H o f s t a d t e r ,  S o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m , p .  2 2 3 .
p

" S o c i o l o g y , "  S e l e c t e d  E s s a y s  o f  W i l l i a m  Graham Sum­
n e r , e d .  by Stow P e r s o n s ,  p p .  1 7 ,  2 4 .  My I t a l i c s .

^What S o c i a l  C l a s s e s  Owe t o  Each  O t h e r  ( 1 8 8 3 ) ,  P P •
167-69.
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Sum ner ,  l e s s  c o n c e r n e d  t h a n  S p e n c e r  a b o u t  o r d e r  and  

s y m m e t ry ,  d i d  n o t  t r y  t o  f i t  a l l  phenomena i n t o  a  v a s t  o r g a n i c  

o r  co sm ic  s c h e m e .  He was a s  s t r o n g l y  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  as  

S p e n c e r ,  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  "One man, i n  a  f r e e  s t a t e ,  c a n n o t  

c l a i m  h e l p  f r o m ,  and  c a n n o t  be c h a r g e d  t o  g i v e  h e l p  t o ,  a n ­

o t h e r . " 1 W hile  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  s o c i a l  ch an g e  must  be s l o w ,  

Sumner d i d  n o t  s u p p o r t  t h i s  t h e o r y  w i t h  t h e  S p e n c e r i a n  a n a l o g y  

b e t w e e n  t h e  s o c i a l  and  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  o r g a n i s m .  Sumner  u s e d ,  

i n  f a c t ,  a d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  two t o  e x p l a i n  why s o c i a l  

r e f o r m e r s  s h o u l d  n o t  t r y  t o  make q u i c k  s o c i a l  c h a n g e s :  " I t

c a n n o t  pay  t o  e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h  a s o c i e t y ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  s o c i e t y  

does  n o t  d i e  a n d  can  a f f o r d  t o  w a i t . "  P e r h a p s  t h e  most  f r u i t ­

f u l  c o m p a r i s o n  b e tw e e n  Sumner and  S p e n c e r  i s  t h a t  b o t h  saw 

t h e m s e l v e s  p r i m a r i l y  as  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  m o r a l i s t s ,  t r y i n g  t o  

b a s e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  c o n d u c t  on t h e  n a t u r a l  an d  t h e  s o c i a l  w o r l d s ,  

as  u n d e r s t o o d  by s c i e n c e .  The " p r a c t i c a l  u t i l i t y "  o f  s o c i ­

o l o g y ,  Sumner w r o t e  c o n f i d e n t l y ,

c o n s i s t s  i n  d e r i v i n g  t h e  r u l e s  o f  r i g h t  s o c i a l  l i v i n g  f ro m  
t h e  f a c t s  and  laws w h ic h  p r e v a i l  by n a t u r e  i n  t h e  c o n s t i ­
t u t i o n  and  f u n c t i o n s  o f  s o c i e t y .  I t  m u s t ,  w i t h o u t  d o u b t ,  
come i n t o  c o l l i s i o n  w i t h  a l l  o t h e r  t h e o r i e s  o f  r i g h t  l i v ­
i n g  w h ich  a r e  f o u n d e d  on  a u t h o r i t y ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  a r b i t r a r y  

__ i n v e n t i o n ,  o r  p o e t i c  i m a g i n a t i o n . ^

S u m n e r ' s  t h o u g h t  co m p re h e n d s  t h e  A m er ican  p i o n e e r  t r a ­

d i t i o n ,  a  v a g u e l y  C a l v i n i s t i c  d e t e r m i n i s m  and  p e s s i m i s m ,  t h e  

P u r i t a n  e t h i c  o f  m a t e r i a l  r e w a r d  f o r  v i r t u e ,  a  d e m o c r a t i c  

i n s i s t e n c e  on i n d i v i d u a l  f r e e d o m ,  a n d  an a b i d i n g  d i s t r u s t  o f

1Ibid., p. 27.
2"Sociology," pp. 13, 10.
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t h e  S t a t e .  H is  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  h a r d s h i p  a s  a  c o n d i t i o n  o f  l i f e

i s  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e  s e t t l e r s  and p i o n e e r s  who f o u g h t

t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  s u r v i v e .  " N a t u r e ' s  f o r c e s  know

no p i t y , "  Sumner b e l i e v e d ,  b u t  he  c o n s i d e r e d  n a t u r e  p e r f e c t l y

f a i r  t h o u g h  s t e r n .

N a t u r e ' s  r e m e d i e s  a g a i n s t  v i c e  a r e  t e r r i b l e .  She removes  
t h e  v i c t i m s  w i t h o u t  p i t y .  A d r u n k a r d  i n  t h e  g u t t e r  i s  
j u s t  w h e re  he o u g h t  t o  b e ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  f i t n e s s  and 
t e n d e n c y  o f  t h i n g s .  N a t u r e  h a s  s e t  up on him t h e  p r o c e s s  
o f  d e c l i n e  and  d i s s o l u t i o n  by w hich  s h e  rem oves  t h i n g s  
w h ic h  h av e  s u r v i v e d  t h e i r  own u s e f u l n e s s .

I n  s u c h  a  w o r l d  one h a s  no " n a t u r a l  r i g h t s " — Sumner d e n i e d  

t h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  E n l i g h t e n m e n t .  One g e t s  n o t h i n g  f o r  n o t h ­

i n g ;  one h a s  o n l y  d u t i e s ,  and  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  g r e a t  s o c i a l  d u t y :  

t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  o n e s e l f .  Here  t h e  e t h i c  o f  P u r i t a n s  and  p i ­

o n e e r s  i s  g i v e n  a  s t r i c t l y  n a t u r a l i s t i c  b a s i s .  H a r d s h i p  i s  

t h e  p r i c e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  f r e e d o m .  N a t u r e  h a s  a r r a n g e d  i t  s o .

I f  t h e  s i l l y  s o c i a l  r e f o r m e r s  w i l l  n o t  b o t h e r  u s ,  "We s h a l l  

have  no t r o u b l e s  b u t  what  b e l o n g  t o  N a t u r e .  Those  we w i l l  

e n d u r e  o r  combat  as  b e s t  we can." '* '

Man, Sumner b e l i e v e d ,  i s  an  eco n o m ic  a n i m a l .  He even  

s t a t e d  t h a t  o n l y  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  a c q u i r e  c a p i t a l  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  

man f ro m  t h e  l o w e r  a n i m a l s .  The most  i m p o r t a n t  v i r t u e s  f o r  

Sumner  a r e  t h e  econom ic  o n e s :  t h r i f t ,  i n d u s t r i o u s n e s s ,  m oder ­

a t i o n .  T h e s e ,  t h e  v i r t u e s  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  P r o t e s t a n t i s m ,  a r e  

t h e  s e l f - c e n t e r e d  v a l u e s ,  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  D arw in  c a l l e d  " l o w e r . "  

Sumner  l a c k e d  S p e n c e r ' s  f a i t h  t h a t  a l t r u i s m  i n c r e a s e s  a s  s o c i ­

e t y  p r o g r e s s e s ;  f o r  Sumner i t  w ou ld  a lw a y s  be t r u e  t h a t  " t h e

~*~What S o c i a l  C l a s s e s  Owe, p p .  1 5 4 ,  131* 113? 1 2 1 - 2 2 .
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r e l a t i o n s  o f  sym pa thy  and  s e n t i m e n t  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  l i m i t e d  

t o  two p e r s o n s  o n l y ,  and  t h e y  c a n n o t  be  made a b a s i s  f o r  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s  o f  g r o u p s  o f  p e r s o n s . " ' 1" C o m p e t i t i o n  c a n  be t h e  o n ly  

b a s i s .  Thus Sumner  o f f e r e d  e v e n  more c o m f o r t  t h a n  S p e n c e r  t o  

t h e  a d v o c a t e  o f  l a l s s e z  f a i r e .

Sumner  h e l d  t h r e e  i d e a l s  w h ich  a r e  s o l i d l y  i n  t h e  t r a ­

d i t i o n  o f  A m e r ic an  d e m o c r a c y .  One was a  deep  d i s t r u s t  o f  t h e  

S t a t e ,  w h ich  he w ou ld  a l l o w  o n l y  t o  p r o t e c t  p r o p e r t y  and 

women’ s h o n o r .  The s e c o n d ,  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  assum ed  t h a t  

good men w an t  t o  be i n d e p e n d e n t ,  an d  t h a t  c o l l e c t i v e  s o c i a l  

a i d  i s  an  i n j u r y  an d  an a f f r o n t  t o  b o t h  g i v e r s  a n d  r e c e i v e r s .

"Such p r o j e c t s  d e b a s e  b o t h  p a r t i e s ,  f l a t t e r i n g  t h e  v a n i t y  o f
2

one an d  c o ndem ning  t h e  s e l f - r e s p e c t  o f  t h e  o t h e r . "  The t h i r d  

i d e a l  was S u m n e r ' s  e g a l i t a r i a n i s m .  He b e l i e v e d  i n  e q u a l i t y  

n o t  o f  p o s s e s s i o n s  b u t  o f  o p p o r t u n i t y ,  an d  i n  " t h e  d e m o c r a t i c  

p r i n c i p l e "  t h a t  " e a c h  man s h o u l d  be  e s t e e m e d  f o r  h i s  m e r i t  

and  w o r t h ,  f o r  j u s t  w ha t  he  i s ,  w i t h o u t  r e g a r d  t o  b i r t h ,  

w e a l t h ,  r a n k ,  o r  o t h e r  a d v e n t i t i o u s  c i r c u m s t a n c e s . "  Men a r e  

n o t  e q u a l ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i n  m e r i t ,  and  one h a s  no c o n t r o l  o v e r  

h i s  w o r t h .  We c an  d e t e c t  h e r e  r e m n a n t s  o f  t h e  C a l v i n i s t  d o c ­

t r i n e  o f  t h e  " e l e c t . "  I t  i s ,  as  Sumner  c o o l l y  o b s e r v e d ,  "a 

t o u g h  o l d  w o r l d .

S y m p a t h e t i c  a s  he  was t o  A m er ica n  d e m o c r a c y ,  Sumner

1 I b i d . , p p .  5 9 - 6 0 ,  160 .

2 I b i d . , p p .  1 0 1 ,  128 .

^"The A b s u rd  E f f o r t  t o  Make t h e  World O v e r , "  Forum 
( 1 8 9 4 ) ,  p .  101 .
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was one  o f  t h e  f i r s t  A m er ican  s k e p t i c s  r e g a r d i n g  t h a t  t r a d i ­

t i o n .  He d i d  n o t  c o n s i d e r  d em ocracy  t h e  most  a d v a n c e d  p o l i t ­

i c a l  f o r m ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a  q u a l i t y  o f  u n d e r p o p u l a t e d  s t a t e s ,  i n
1w hich  o p p o r t u n i t y  e n s u r e s  e q u a l i t y .  "Democracy i s  r o o t e d  i n  

t h e  p h y s i c a l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  and  s o c i a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s .  T h i s  c o u n t r y  c a n n o t  be o t h e r  t h a n  d e m o c r a t i c  f o r  an 

i n d e f i n i t e  p e r i o d  i n  t h e  f u t u r e . "  Sumner  r e s p e c t e d  dem ocracy  

b u t  saw g r a v e  w e a k n e s s e s  i n  i t .  One d a n g e r  was t h a t  t h e  l o w e r  

c l a s s e s  w ou ld  g a i n  p o l i t i c a l  power  an d  "assum e a l l  t h e  r i g h t s  

and r e j e c t  a l l  t h e  d u t i e s — t h a t  i s ,  t h e y  w i l l  u s e  t h e  p o l i t i c a l
p

power  t o  p l u n d e r  t h o s e - w h o - h a v e . "  A n o t h e r  was t h a t  t h e  w e a l t h y  

would  g r a b  pow er  an d  t u r n  t h e  dem ocracy  i n t o  a  p l u t o c r a c y .  

Sumner was t o o  much a  d e m o c r a t  t o  a l l o w  t h i s .  He b e l i e v e d  

t h a t  t o  u se  w e a l t h  t o  g a i n  p o l i t i c a l  pow er  i s  i l l e g i t i m a t e ,  

a u s u r p a t i o n  o f  r i g h t s  w i t h o u t  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  d u t i e s .

P o l i t i c i a n s  e s p e c i a l l y  l i k e  t o  u s u r p  r i g h t s  w i t h o u t

a c c e p t i n g  d u t i e s ,  and  when t h e y  d o ,  Sumner f e l t ,  t h e  p e o p l e

who e l e c t e d  th em  hav e  o n ly  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  b l a m e .  But Sumner

f e a r e d  t h a t  A m e r ic an s  were  i n  u n i q u e l y  g r a v e  d a n g e r  o f  g e t t i n g

t h e  r u l e r s  t h e y  d e s e r v e ,  b e c a u s e  A m e r ic a n s  h ad  an  i n f l a t e d

i d e a  o f  t h e i r  c o u n t r y .

One o f  t h e  o l d e s t  and m ost  m i s c h i e v o u s  f a l l a c i e s  i n  t h i s  
c o u n t r y  h a s  b e e n  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  we a r e  b e t t e r  t h a n  o t h e r  
n a t i o n s ,  and  t h a t  G overnm ent  h a s  a s m a l l e r  an d  e a s i e r  t a s k  
t h a n  e l s e w h e r e .  T h i s  f a l l a c y  h a s  k e p t  us  f ro m  r e c o g n i z ­
i n g  o u r  o l d  f o e s  as  s o o n  as  we s h o u l d  h av e  d o n e . 3

■'""Sociology, "  p p .  2 2 -2 3 -
2

What S o c i a l  C l a s s e s  Owe, p p .  1 0 6 ,  37.

3I b i d . , p .  1 0 9 -
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The f o e s ,  a lw a y s  f o r  Sumner,  w ere  t h o s e  who u p s e t  t h e  n a t u r a l  

o r d e r  I n  w h ic h  j u s t i c e  and m e r i t  r e i g n .

J o h n  H a y ' s  U p p e r - C l a s s  S o c i a l  D a rw in ism

B r e a d - W i n n e r s  (1 8 8 4 )  i s  an  anonymous n o v e l  by Henry 

Adam s 's  good f r i e n d  J o h n  Hay w h ich  d i s c u s s e s  e c o n o m i c ,  s o c i a l ,  

and p o l i t i c a l  p r o b l e m s .  The m o ra l  o f  H a y ' s  s t o r y  i s  t h a t  t h e  

lo w e r  c l a s s e s  s h o u l d  work h a r d  and  a c c e p t  t h e i r  s t a t i o n  i n  

l i f e .  M e r i t  b r i n g s  r e w a r d ,  b u t  i t  i s  b e s t  t o  i n h e r i t  o n e ' s  

money, s i n c e  b u s i n e s s  i s  v u l g a r ;  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  s y s t e m  i s  

b a s i c a l l y  s o u n d ,  h o w e v e r ,  and  o n ly  w o r t h l e s s  m i s f i t s  r e j e c t  

i t .  I n  t h i s  s y s t e m  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ' s  o n l y  d o m e s t i c  t a s k  i s  t o  

p r o t e c t  p r o p e r ty ^ .  B r e a d - W i n n e r s  shows t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  s o c i a l  

D a r w i n i a n  t h i n k i n g  on a  man who d i s t r u s t e d  t h e  l a b o r i n g  m asse s  

and r e g a r d e d  t h e  b u s i n e s s  w o r l d  a s  a  v u l g a r  ( t h o u g h  p r o d u c t i v e )  

b l i g h t  upon t h e  l a n d .  Hay was an  u p p e r - c l a s s  s o c i a l  D a rw in ­

i s t :  h e  a p p r o v e d  o f  e co n o m ic  and s o c i a l  c o m p e t i t i o n  among

t h e  m a s s e s ,  b u t  t h o u g h t  i t  c r u d e  a n d  b e n e a t h  t h e  b e s t  p e o p l e .

The t h e o r y  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n ,  l o o s e l y  a p p l i e d ,  

s t i m u l a t e d  s n o b b e r y  i n  many p e o p l e ,  who c o n s i d e r e d  t h e m s e l v e s  

s o c i a l l y  e l i t e  b e c a u s e  t h e y  w ere  s u r v i v i n g  so  s u c c e s s f u l l y . 1 

T h a t  Hay had  t h i s  s e n s e  o f  s o c i a l  f i t n e s s  i s  s u g g e s t e d  by t h e  

b a c k g r o u n d  o f  h i s  n o v e l ' s  h e r o ,  A r t h u r  F a rn h am .  F a rnham  i s  

a  C i v i l  War v e t e r a n  an d  a  p i o n e e r  who h a s  known e x t r e m e  h a r d ­

s h i p  an d  h a s  s p l e n d i d l y  s u r v i v e d  i t  a l l .  He h a s  e a r n e d  h i s  

c u r r e n t  l e i s u r e ,  an d  does  l i t t l e  work e x c e p t  t o  d a b b le  i n

1See M er le  C u r t i ,  The Growth  o f  A m e r ic a n  T h o u g h t , 
p p .  6 4 1 - 4 4 .
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p o l i t i c a l  r e f o r m ,  d i r e c t  a  l i b r a r y ,  and  i n d u l g e  i n  p h i l a n t h r o p y .  

H a v in g  i n h e r i t e d  h i s  w e a l t h ,  F arnham  i s  u n t o u c h e d  by b u s i n e s s  

c o n c e r n s ,  t h o u g h  he a c c e p t s  r e n t  f ro m  t h e  t e n a n t s  on h i s  l a n d s .  

He i s  a  c u l t i v a t e d  man, " d e l i c a t e l y  b r e d , "  " e q u a l l y  a t  home 

i n  f i e l d  and  c o u r t , "  whose h an d s  "had  t h e  f i r m ,  h a r d  symmetry  

w h ich  showed t h e y  had  done  no w o r k . "  D e s p i t e  h i s  p a s t  h e r o i c s ,  

Farnham  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  "one  o f  t h o s e  f o r t u n a t e  n a t u r e s ,  who, 

h ow ever  b o r n ,  a r e  a lw a y s  w e l l  b r e d ,  and  come by p r e s c r i p t i o n  

t o  m ost  o f  t h e  good t h i n g s  t h e  w o r l d  c a n  g i v e . " 1 He i s  H a y ' s  

m o ra l  and  s o c i a l  i d e a l .

Hay f e l t  t h a t  A m er ican  s o c i e t y  was i n  a  d a n g e r o u s  

s t a t e ,  s i n c e  t h e  young  p e o p l e  o f  t h e  l a b o r i n g  c l a s s e s  l a c k e d  

t h e  i n d u s t r i o u s n e s s  and  h u m i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  e l d e r s .  I n  B r e a d -  

W inners  , t h e  c h i l d r e n  o f  S a u l  M a t c h i n ,  a  h a r d - w o r k i n g  c a r ­

p e n t e r ,  hav e  a l l  t u r n e d  o u t  b a d l y .  His  d a u g h t e r  Maud i s  e s ­

p e c i a l l y  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y ;  s h e  r e s e n t s  b e i n g  t h e  d a u g h t e r  o f  a 

mere c a r p e n t e r ,  h a s  t h e  p r e s u m p t i o n  t o  go t o  h i g h  s c h o o l  and 

t o  p r o p o s e  m a r r i a g e  t o  F a rn h am .  T h e re  I s  o n ly  one n o b l e  l o w e r -  

c l a s s  s o u l  i n  t h e  b o o k ,  and  he i s  s t u p i d .  T h i s  i s  Sam S l e e n y ,  

t h e  j o i n e r :  i n d u s t r i o u s ,  s k i l l e d ,  h u m b le ,  an d  p o l i t e , — b u t

ev en  he s u f f e r s  a  b r i e f  l a p s e  when he i s  h o o d w in k ed  i n t o  j o i n ­

i n g  a  s t r i k e .

Hay i n s i s t e d  on s o c i a l  o r d e r  and  s t a b i l i t y ,  by w hich  

he m ean t  t h a t  l a b o r e r s  s h o u l d  be s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  t h e i r  l o t .  

W h e th e r  he c o n c e i v e d  o f  s o c i e t y  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  

i s  h a r d  t o  s a y ;  p e r h a p s  n o t ,  s i n c e  h i s  s o c i a l  i d e a l s  h a v e  no

1B r e a d - W i n n e r s : A S o c i a l  S t u d y , p p .  5 - 6 .
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a p p a r e n t  f o u n d a t i o n  i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d .  The s t r u g g l e  f o r  

eco n o m ic  e x i s t e n c e  l e a v e s  one w i t h  d i r t y  h a n d s ,  and  t h e  g o a l  

o f  t h e  c u l t i v a t e d  man i s  t o  keep  h i s  h a n d s  c l e a n .  The i m p u l s e  

t o  s t r u g g l e ,  s a c r e d  t o  S um ner ,  was a v e r y  m ixed  b l e s s i n g  t o  

Hay.  "The r e s t l e s s  h a s t e  and h u n g e r  t o  r i s e "  w h ich  i s  t y p ­

i c a l  o f  A m e r i c a n s ,  he b e l i e v e d ,  was " t h e  s o u r c e  o f  much t h a t  

i s  good a n d  most  t h a t  i s  e v i l  i n  A m er ica n  l i f e . "  Hay n e v e r  

s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  s t r u g g l e  w o u ld  l e a d  t o  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  b u t  he 

n e v e r t h e l e s s  a p p r o v e d  o f  c a p i t a l i s m .  T hose  who r e j e c t  t h e  

s y s t e m ,  members o f  t h e  " B r o t h e r h o o d  o f  B r e a d - W i n n e r s , "  a r e  " t h e  

l a z i e s t  an d  m ost  i n c a p a b l e  workmen i n  t h e  t o w n . "  To t h e  h a r d ­

w o r k i n g  Sam S l e e n y ,  whose " d a i l y  l i f e  was a  p r a c t i c a l  a r g u ­

ment a g a i n s t  s o c i a l i s m , "  t h e  m em b ersh ip  r e a d s  l i k e  " a  r o l l -  

c a l l  o f  s h i r k s . "  Of t h e s e ,  t h e  w o r s t  i s  Andrew J a c k s o n  O f f i t ,  

an  " a g i t a t o r "  who l i v e s  o f f  u n i o n  d u e s .  O f f i t  o p p o s e s  s o c i a l  

o r d e r ,  r e l i g i o n ,  an d  m a r r i a g e  a s  i n v e n t i o n s  " o f  p r i e s t s  and  

t y r a n t s  t o  e n s l a v e  and  d e g r a d e  m a n k i n d . " ' 1' "We a r e  g o i n '  t o

make w ar  on c a p i t a l , "  h e  s a y s ,  and  he d o e s ,  and  l o s e s .  __

T h a t  g o v e r n m e n t  h a s  f a i l e d  i n  i t s  t a s k  o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  

e co n o m ic  s t a b i l i t y  i s  a  m a j o r  them e  o f  B r e a d - W i n n e r s ♦ N e i t h e r  

g o v e r n m e n t  o f f i c i a l s  n o r  t h e  t h r e a t e n e d  r i c h  p e o p l e  r e c o g n i z e  

t h e  d a n g e r  p r e s e n t e d  by a n a r c h i c  s t r i k e r s .  A f t e r  t h e  s t r i k e ,

The r i c h  and  p r o s p e r o u s  p e o p l e ,  a s  t h e i r  m anner  i s ,  c o n ­
g r a t u l a t e d  t h e m s e l v e s  on t h e i r  e s c a p e ,  an d  gav e  no t h o u g h t  
t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  w h ic h  had  come s o  n e a r  t o  an  i s s u e  o f  
f i r e  an d  b l o o d .  I n  t h i s  c i t y  o f  two h u n d r e d  t h o u s a n d  
p e o p l e ,  two o r  t h r e e  d o z e n  p o l i t i c i a n s  c o n t i n u e d  a s  b e ­
f o r e  t o  g o v e r n  i t ,  t o  a s s e s s  and  t o  s p e n d  i t s  t a x e s ,  t o

1Ibid., pp. 1 9, 8 2 , 86, 8 7 .
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u s e  i t  a s  t h e i r  p r o p e r t y  and  t h e i r  c h a t t e l .  The r i c h  and 
i n t e l l i g e n t  k e p t  on m ak ing  money,  b u i l d i n g  f i n e  h o u s e s ,  
and  b r i n g i n g  up c h i l d r e n  t o  h a t e  p o l i t i c s  a s  t h e y  d i d ,  
and i n  f i n e  t o  f a t t e n  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  s h e e p  w h ich  s h o u l d  
be m u t to n  w h e n e v e r  t h e  b u t c h e r  was r e a d y .

The d a n g e r  t o  s o c i e t y  i s  a  d a n g e r  t o  c a p i t a l  and  t h e  r i c h .

The c a u s e  o f  g o v e r n m e n t ' s  i n e p t i t u d e  i s  t h a t  i n  o u r  dem ocracy  

t h e  m a s s e s  e l e c t  t h e  o f f i c i a l s ,  an d  t h e  o f f i c i a l s  t h e r e f o r e  

f a v o r  t h e  m a s s e s .  U n l i k e  S p e n c e r  and Sumner ,  who d i s t r u s t e d  

g o v e rn m e n t  a s  an  a r t i f i c i a l  i n t r u s i o n  i n t o  t h e  n a t u r a l  w ork­

i n g s  o f  s o c i e t y ,  Hay d i s t r u s t e d  g o v e rn m e n t  b e c a u s e  i t  r e p r e ­

s e n t e d  t h e  m a s s e s .  I n  A m er ic an  d em ocracy  t h o s e  who a r e  f i t ­

t e s t  f o r  p o l i t i c s  a r e  m o r a l  w r e t c h e s  l i k e  O f f i t ,  who " n e v e r  

h a d  an o p i n i o n  he was n o t  w i l l i n g  t o  s e l l ;  he was a lw a y s  p r e ­

p a r e d  t o  s a c r i f i c e  a f r i e n d ,  i f  r e q u i r e d ,  and t o  a s k  f a v o r s  

f ro m  h i s  w o r s t  e n e m i e s . "  R efo rm  i n  p o l i t i c s ,  t h e n ,  i s  a  m a t ­

t e r  o f  r e p l a c i n g  c o r r u p t  o f f i c i a l s  ( s i n c e  t h e  m a s s e s  a r e  i n ­

c o r r i g i b l e ) .  Fa rnham  i s  a  r e f o r m e r  i n  t h i s  s e n s e ;  he h a s  

t r i e d  u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  t o  o u s t  a p o l i t i c a l  b o s s ,  a  p o p u l a r  op ­

p o n e n t  o f  " t h e  w e a l t h  an d  a r i s t o c r a c y "  o f  t h e  B l u f f l a n d  e l i t e ,  

whose s u p p o r t e r s  t h e  n a r r a t o r  c a l l s  "a  f l o a t i n g  crowd o f  p u b ­

l i c a n s  and  s i n n e r s . "  S o c i a l  r e f o r m  f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  p u b ­

l i c a n s  and  s i n n e r s  i s  an  a b s u r d  i d e a  t o  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  men 

l i k e  S l e e n y ,  who knows t h a t  "he c o u l d  e a r n  a  good  l i v i n g  by 

h i s  t r a d e  no m a t t e r  who went  t o  C o n g r e s s ,  and  he  h a t e d  t h o s e  

' c h i n n y  b u m m e rs , '  a s  he c a l l e d  t h e m ,  who t a l k e d  a b o u t  ' S t a t e  

h e l p  and  s e l f  h e l p 1 o v e r  t h e i r  b ee r ." '* '  A l l  one n e e d s  i s  a 

good t r a d e  and  no a m b i t i o n s .

1Ibid., pp. 246-47, 89, 55-57, 81.
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S i n c e  Hay made no c o n n e c t i o n s  b e tw e e n  t h e  s o c i a l  and 

n a t u r a l  o r d e r  o r  b e t w e e n  s o c i a l  and  o r g a n i c  e v o l u t i o n ,  and  

s i n c e  he d i d  n o t  v a l u e  c o m p e t i t i o n  v e r y  h i g h l y ,  he c a n n o t  be 

c a l l e d  an o r t h o d o x  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t  o r  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t .

He d i d  n o t ,  l i k e  some o f  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l i s t s  who come 

a f t e r  h im ,  s e e  man a s  an  a n i m a l  h e l p l e s s  i n  t h e  g r i p  o f  n a t ­

u r a l  f o r c e s .  The w o r l d  o f  B re a d - W in n e r s  i s  n o t  d e t e r m i n i s t i c ;  

t h e  b o o k ' s  p h i l o s o p h y  i s  n o t  m a t e r i a l i s t i c ;  i t s  p e o p l e  ( e x c e p t  

t h e  v i l l a i n s )  a r e  n o t  b e a s t s .  Most  s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  H a y ' s  n o v e l  

l a c k s  t h e  p e r v a s i v e  s e n s e  o f  d e s p a i r  and  o u t r a g e  w h ich  Sumner 

f e l t  a t  t h r e a t s  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  i n t e g r i t y ,  o r  w h ich  t h e  

n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l i s t s  f e l t  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  u n i v e r s e  g e n e r a l l y ,  

o r  w h ich  Henry Adams f e l t  a t  t h e  c o r r u p t  w o r k i n g s  o f  dem ocracy  

and t h e  c r u m b l i n g  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  o r d e r .  The d o m in a n t  mood o f  

B r e a d - W i n n e r s  i s  a  c r o t c h e t y  i r r i t a t i o n  a t  t h e  l o w e r  c l a s s e s  

f o r  d i s t u r b i n g  t h e  t r a n q u i l l i t y  o f  t h e  s o c i a l l y  and  e c o n o m ic ­

a l l y  f i t .

R e a c t i o n s  A g a i n s t  S o c i a l  D a rw in i sm  
and  E v o l u t i o n a r y  E t h i c s

The u n w i l l i n g n e s s  q f  s o c i a l  t h i n k e r s  t o  i n t e r f e r e  

w i t h  " p r i m e v a l  n a t u r e , "  L o ren  E i s e l e y  w r i t e s ,  was " t h e  g r e a t ­

e s t  p e r s i s t e n t  b l i n d  s p o t  i n  t h e  t h i n k i n g  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y . " ^  As t h e  c e n t u r y  n e a r e d  i t s  c l o s e ,  h o w e v e r ,  men 

saw l e s s  an d  l e s s  r e a s o n  t o  r e g a r d  s o c i a l  r e f o r m  as  u n n a t u r a l ,  

f u t i l e ,  o r  i m m o r a l .  The c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t ,  b e c a u s e  a n i m a l s

^D a r w i n ' s  C e n t u r y : E v o l u t i o n  and  t h e  Men Who D i s ­
c o v e r e d  I t , ~p . pT8 .
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hav e  e v o l v e d  t h r o u g h  c o m p e t i t i o n  and  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n ,  s o c i ­

e t y  must  p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e  same way, came t o  be w i d e l y  s e e n  as  

a d a n g e r o u s  f o l l y .  L e s t e r  Ward, t h e  a n t a g o n i s t  o f  W. G. Sum­

n e r ,  e m p h a s i z e d  s t r u g g l e  among d i f f e r e n t  s p e c i e s  ( s o c i e t i e s ) ,  

r a t h e r  t h a n  among i n d i v i d u a l s  o f  t h e  same s p e c i e s ,  and  a s ­

s e r t e d  t h a t  i n  s o c i e t y  c o m p e t i t i o n  a c t u a l l y  k e e p s  t h e  f i t t e s t  

f ro m  s u r v i v i n g . 1 Ward t r i e d  t o  r e c o n c i l e  h i s  t h e o r y  and  D a r ­

w i n ' s  by r e g a r d i n g  s o c i e t y  a s  a s o r t  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  

a  s p e c i e s .  S o c i e t y  " s h o u l d  i m a g in e  i t s e l f  a s  an  i n d i v i d u a l ,  

w i t h  a l l  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  an  i n d i v i d u a l ,  and  b eco m in g  f u l l y  

c o n s c i o u s  o f  t h e s e  i n t e r e s t s  s h o u l d  p u r s u e  them w i t h  t h e  same

i n d o m i t a b l e  w i l l  w i t h  w h ich  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  p u r s u e s  h i s  i p t e r -
2

e s t s . "  Ward saw s o c i e t y  a s  an o r g a n i c  u n i t ,  b u t  u n l i k e  

S p e n c e r ,  he r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  o r g a n i s m  im- 

p l i e s  n o t  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  i n  s o c i e t y  b u t  e x t r e m e  c e n t r a l i z a t i o n .  

T h e r e f o r e  he d i d  n o t  p r e s s  t h e  i d e a  v e r y  f a r .

L ik e  S p e n c e r ,  Ward b e l i e v e d  i n  u n i v e r s a l  e v o l u t i o n

and t h e  u n i t y  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  b r a n c h e s  o f  k n o w le d g e .  But  he 

c o n t r a s t e d  t h e  a n i m a l ' s  a d j u s t m e n t  t o  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h r o u g h  

n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  t o  m a n 's  a b i l i t y  t o  a d j u s t  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t
ii

t o  h i m s e l f  t h r o u g h  s o c i a l  a c t i o n .  T h i s  i s  t u r n i n g  D a rw in i sm  

on i t s  h e a d .  The i d e a  a l s o  i m p l i e s  a h e a l t h y  d i s r e s p e c t  f o r

1B l a u ,  A m er ic an  P h i l o s o p h y , p .  159 .  H o f s t a d t e r ,
S o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m , p p .  7 4 - 7 5 .

?
L e s t e r  Ward,  The P s y c h i c  F a c t o r s  o f  C i v i l i z a t i o n ,

P .  324.

^ H o f s t a d t e r ,  S o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m , p .  80.

^ I b i d . , p p . 84,  74.
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n a t u r e :  " T h ese  m u c h - t a l k e d - o f  law s  o f  n a t u r e  a r e  v i o l a t e d

e v e r y  t im e  t h e  h ighw ay  r o b b e r  I s  a r r e s t e d  and s e n t  t o  j a i l . " 1

N a t u r e  I s  w a s t e f u l ,  m o r e o v e r ,  a n d  Ward b e l i e v e d  t h a t  we can
2

Im prove  on h e r  m e t h o d s ;  we a r e  n o t  h e r  s l a v e s .  His  a t t i t u d e  

was r o u g h l y  t h a t  o f  Henry G e o r g e ,  who h e l d  t h a t  s o c i a l  e v o l u ­

t i o n  b e g i n s  w here  o r g a n i c  e v o l u t i o n  e n d s  and t h a t  c i v i l i z e d  

man c o u l d  im p ro v e  s o c i e t y — i f  h e  would  o n ly  t r y  h a r d e r .  "D id  

you e v e r  s e e  a  p a i l  o f  s w i l l  g i v e n  t o  a  p en  o f  h u n g ry  h ogs?  

T h a t  i s  s o c i e t y  a s  i t  i s .  Did  you  e v e r  s e e  a company o f  w e l l -  

b r e d  men and  women s i t t i n g  down t o  a  good d i n n e r  . . . ?  T h a t
"3

i s  human s o c i e t y  a s  i t  m ig h t  b e . "

E v o l u t i o n a r y  e t h i c s  d e c l i n e d  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  b e l i e f  

t h a t  s o c i a l  r e f o r m  s h o u l d  be l e f t  t o  n a t u r e ,  a s  men i n c r e a s ­

i n g l y  r e j e c t e d  e v o l u t i o n a r y  a c c o u n t s  o f  t h e  o r i g i n  an d  d e v e l -  

oment o f  m o r a l s .  W i l l i a m  J a m e s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  d o u b t e d  t h a t  

a n i m a l  g r e g a r i o u s n e s s  was t h e  d i r e c t  a n c e s t o r  o f  human sym­

p a t h y ,  and  he q u e s t i o n e d  t h e  i n h e r i t a n c e  o f  a c q u i r e d  c h a r a c -  

t e r i s t i c s  a s  an  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  i n s t i n c t s .  

H is  r e a s o n s  f o r  r e j e c t i n g  t h e s e  i d e a s  h ad  l e s s  t o  do w i t h  s c i ­

e n c e  t h a n  w i t h  h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  I n d i v i d u a l  man. B e l i e v i n g  

t h a t  e a c h  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  f r e e ,  u n i q u e ,  and  m o r a l l y  a c c o u n t a b l e  

f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s ,  James  n e e d e d  t o  r e j e c t  t h e o r i e s  w h ic h  empha­

s i z e d  a n c e s t r a l  i n f l u e n c e  on i n d i v i d u a l s .  F o r  t h i s  r e a s o n

^Ward, P s y c h i c  F a c t o r s  o f  C i v i l i z a t i o n , p .  322 .
2Hofstadter, Social Darwinism, pp. 73s 81.
^Social Problems, pp. 102-03.
^Wiener, Evolution and Pragmatism, pp. 114-15.
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he made much o f  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  i d e a  o f  s p o n t a n e o u s ,  u n c a u s e d  

( a s  f a r  a s  we know) v a r i a t i o n s .

Many who a g r e e d  t h a t  s c i e n c e  c a n  e x p l a i n  t h e  d e v e l o p ­

ment o f  m a n ' s  m o r a l  s e n s e  d e n i e d  t h a t  s c i e n c e  c a n  t e l l  us w ha t  

t h e  m o ra l  s e n s e  i s  o r  w ha t  o u r  m o r a l  s t a n d a r d s  s h o u l d  b e .

T. H. H ux ley  m a i n t a i n e d  t h a t  " c o s m ic  e v o l u t i o n  may t e a c h  us 

how t h e  good  and  t h e  e v i l  t e n d e n c i e s  o f  man may h a v e  come 

a b o u t ,  b u t ,  i n  i t s e l f ,  i t  i s  i n c o m p e t e n t  t o  f u r n i s h  any  b e t ­

t e r  r e a s o n  why w h a t  we c a l l  good i s  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  w hat  we c a l l  

e v i l  t h a n  we had  b e f o r e . T h e  e v o l u t i o n a r y  m o r a l i s t s  a t ­

t e m p t e d  t o  f u r n i s h  s u c h  r e a s o n s  by  a s s u m i n g  t h a t  w h a t e v e r  i s  

n a t u r a l  i s  a l s o  g o o d ,  t h a t  s u r v i v a l  i s  g o o d ,  a n d  t h a t  e v i l  i s  

m a l a d j u s t m e n t  t o  n a t u r e  an d  f a i l u r e  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t ­

e n c e .  T h i s  p o s i t i o n  was v i g o r o u s l y  a t t a c k e d  on a l l  s i d e s .

To W i l l i a m  James  n a t u r e  c o n t a i n s  a l l  g o o d  and a l l  e v i l :

T r u l y ,  a l l  we know o f  good a n d  d u t y  p r o c e e d s  f ro m  n a t u r e ;  
b u t  none  t h e  l e s s  so  a l l  we know o f  e v i l .  V i s i b l e  n a t u r e  
i s  a l l  p l a s t i c i t y  an d  i n d i f f e r e n c e — a m o r a l  m u l t i v e r s e ,  
a s  one m ig h t  c a l l  i t ,  and  n o t  a  m o r a l  u n i v e r s e .  To s u c h  
a  h a r l o t  we owe no a l l e g i a n c e ;  w i t h  h e r  a s  a  w ho le  we c a n  
e s t a b l i s h  no m o r a l  communion;  and we a r e  f r e e  i n  o u r  d e a l ­
i n g s  w i t h  h e r  s e v e r a l  p a r t s  t o  obey  o r  d e s t r o y ,  and  t o  
f o l l o w  no law  b u t  t h a t  o f  p r u d e n c e  i n  com ing  t o  t e r m s  
w i t h  s u c h  o f  h e r  p a r t i c u l a r  f e a t u r e s  a s  w i l l  h e l p  u s  t o  
o u r  p r i v a t e  e n d s . 2

The n a t u r a l  w o r l d ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  H u x l e y ,  i s  b o t h  d i v o r c e d  f ro m

e t h i c s  a n d  i n i m i c a l  t o  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  He b e l i e v e d  t h a t

" S o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  means a  c h e c k i n g  o f  t h e  c o s m ic  p r o c e s s  a t

^T.  H. H u x l e y ,  " E v o l u t i o n  and  E t h i c s , "  E v o l u t i o n  and  
E t h i c s  an d  O t h e r  E s s a y s , .p.  80 .

2W i l l i a m  J a m e s ,  " I s  L i f e  Worth L i v i n g ? "  The W i l l  t o  
B e l i e v e  a n d  O t h e r  E s s a y s  i n  P o p u l a r  P h i l o s o p h y , p p . M 3-44 .
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e v e r y  s t e p  a n d  t h e  s u b s t i t u t i o n  f o r  i t  o f  a n o t h e r ,  w h ic h  may

be  c a l l e d  t h e  e t h i c a l  p r o c e s s ;  t h e  end  o f  w h ich  i s  n o t  t h e

s u r v i v a l  o f  t h o s e  who may h a p p e n  t o  be  t h e  f i t t e s t  . . . b u t
t 1

o f  t h o s e  who a r e  e t h i c a l l y  t h e  b e s t . "  Henry  G eo rg e  and

L e s t e r  Ward,  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on s o c i a l  p r o b l e m s ,  d e n i e d  t h a t

s u r v i v a l  i s  v i r t u e  o r  t h a t  m a l a d j u s t m e n t  i s  v i c e .  "At t h e

b o t t o m  o f  e v e r y  s o c i a l  p r o b l e m , "  G eorge  i n s i s t e d ,  "we w i l l
2

f i n d  a  s o c i a l  w r o n g . "  "The s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  f i t t e s t , "  a c c o r d ­

i n g  t o  Ward,  " i s  s i m p l y  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  s t r o n g ,  w h ic h  im­

p l i e s  and  w ou ld  b e t t e r  be  c a l l e d  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  w eak .  

I f  n a t u r e  p r o g r e s s e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  w eak ,  man 

p r o g r e s s e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  t h e  w e a k . " J

S o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m  d e c l i n e d  f o r  two r e a s o n s ,  one o f  

w h ic h  was i t s  i m p l a u s i b i l i t y . However f i r m l y  one b e l i e v e d  

i n  e v o l u t i o n ,  i t  was d i f f i c u l t  t o  m a i n t a i n  f a i t h  i n  u n i v e r s a l  

p r o g r e s s ;  t h e  e v i d e n c e  o f f e r e d  by h i s t o r y  a n d  s c i e n c e  was n o t  

e n c o u r a g i n g .  The o t h e r  r e a s o n  was t h a t  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m  

gav e  l i t t l e  c o m f o r t ,  h e l d  no g r e a t  h o p e ,  a n d  was a  r a t h e r  

p a l e  c o sm ic  v i s i o n .  I f  we c a n n o t  i n f l u e n c e  e v e n t s ,  i f  we 

do n o t  b e n e f i t  f ro m  t h e  l o n g ,  s lo w  p r o c e s s  o f  e v o l u t i o n ,  why 

s h o u l d  we c a r e ?  As C h a r l e s  L. B r a c e  c o m p l a i n e d ,

Would n o t  m an k in d  t a k e  c h l o r o f o r m  i f  t h e y  h a d  no f u t u r e  
b u t  S p e n c e r ' s ?  No i n d i v i d u a l  c o n t i n u a n c e ,  no God,  no 
s u p e r i o r  p o w e r s ,  o n l y  e v o l u t i o n  w o r k i n g  t o w a r d s  a  b e n e v ­
o l e n t  s o c i e t y  h e r e  a n d  p e r f e c t i o n  on e a r t h ,  w i t h  g r e a t

E v o l u t i o n  a n d  E t h i c s , "  p .  81 .  

^ S o c i a l  P r o b l e m s , p .  21 .

% o f s t a d t e r ,  S o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m ,  p .  7 9 .
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d o u b t  w h e t h e r  i t  c o u l d  s u c c e e d ,  a n d ,  i f  i t  s u c c e e d e d ,  
w h e t h e r  t h e  en d  w ould  p a y . 1

The t h o u g h t  o f  a  s t a b l e ,  p e r f e c t  s o c i e t y  on e a r t h  o r  e l s e w h e r e  

s t i m u l a t e d  i n  W i l l i a m  Jam es  a  g r e a t  co sm ic  yawn.  "The w h i t e -  

r o b e d  h a r p - p l a y i n g  h e a v e n  o f  o u r  s a b b a t h - s c h o o l s , an d  t h e  t e a -  

t a b l e  e l y s i u m  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  Mr. S p e n c e r ' s  D a t a  o f  E t h i c s , a s

t h e  f i n a l  c o n s u m m a t io n  o f  p r o g r e s s ,  a r e  . . . l u b b e r l a n d s ,
2

p u r e  a n d  s i m p l e ,  one an d  a l l . "  J am e s  v a l u e d  t h e  r i c h n e s s  

an d  f a s c i n a t i o n  o f  l i f e ,  an d  g r a n d i o s e  sch em es  o f  p r o g r e s s  

b o r e d  h im .  "The S p e n c e r i a n  ' p h i l o s o p h y '  o f  s o c i a l  an d  i n ­

t e l l e c t u a l  p r o g r e s s  i s  an  o b s o l e t e  a n a c h r o n i s m , "  he  t h o u g h t ,
■3

" r e v e r t i n g  t o  a  p r e - D a r w i n i a n  t y p e  o f  t h o u g h t .

S c i e n c e  a n d  P r a g m a t i s m

L a t e  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  t h e  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  t h e  

e a r t h  was o n l y  a  few m i l l i o n  y e a r s  o l d  a n d  t h a t  t h e  u s a b l e  

e n e r g y  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e  was s t e a d i l y  d e c r e a s i n g  came t o  dom­

i n a t e  p h y s i c s ,  g e o l o g y ,  an d  b i o l o g y .  D a r w in i s m  was t h r e a t e n e d  

b e c a u s e  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  n e e d e d  more t i m e  t h a n  t h a t  t o  a c ­

c o m p l i s h  i t s  w o rk .  S p e n c e r i a n  e v o l u t i o n i s m  was t h r e a t e n e d  

b e c a u s e ,  i f  t h e  u n i v e r s e  i s  r u n n i n g  down, u n l i m i t e d  p r o g r e s s  

i s  i m p o s s i b l e .  I n  t h e  c l o s i n g  y e a r s  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  t h e  mech­

a n i s t i c  and  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  p h y s i c s  o f  L o rd  K e l v i n  was h e l p i n g

^ I b i d . , p p .  8 6 - 8 7 . F o r  B r a c e ' s  o p t i m i s t i c  e a r l i e r  
v i e w ,  s e e  a b o v e ,  p .  39 .

^"The Dilemma o f  D e t e r m i n i s m , "  The W i l l  t o  B e l i e v e ,
p .  254 .

^ " G r e a t  Men an d  T h e i r  E n v i r o n m e n t , "  The W i l l  t o  Be­
l i e v e  , p .  2 54 .
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t o  d e s t r o y  V i c t o r i a n  o p t i m i s m .  I n  A m e r i c a ,  t h e  d e c l i n e  o f  

S p e n c e r i a n i s m  h e l p s  e x p l a i n  why n a t u r a l i s t  n o v e l i s t s  s u c h  a s  

London and  D r e i s e r ,  men who i n  t h e i r  y o u t h  h ad  b e e n  e n t h r a l l e d  

by S p e n c e r ,  d e v e l o p e d  p e s s i m i s t i c  v i ew s  o f  l i f e .  I n  v a r y i n g  

d e g r e e s  t h e y  l o s t  f a i t h  i n  p r o g r e s s ,  a b a n d o n e d  t h e  i d e a  o f  h u ­

man r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  an d  r e g a r d e d  man as  a  p i t i a b l e  a n i m a l .  

T h e i r  d i f f i c u l t y ,  a s  M a lc o lm  Cowley p o i n t s  o u t ,  d i d  n o t  r e s u l t  

p r i m a r i l y  f r o m  s c i e n t i f i c  o r  s o c i o l o g i c a l  t h e o r y .  They w e re  

r e b e l l i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  g e n t e e l  t r a d i t i o n  i n  A m e r ic a n  l i t e r a t u r e  

a n d ,  more i m p o r t a n t l y ,  a g a i n s t  t h e  s o r d i d n e s s  an d  m e d i o c r i t y  

o f  s o  much o f  A m e r ica n  l i f e .  "A g r e a t  d e a l  o f  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

w r i t i n g , ” M a lc o lm  Cowley o b s e r v e s ,  " i s  an  e l o q u e n t  hymn t o  

l o n e l i n e s s  a n d  f a i l u r e  a s  t h e  d e s t i n y ,  i n  A m e r i c a ,  o f  m o s t  

s u p e r i o r  m e n . " ^  D a r w in i s m  d i d  n o t  make th e m  n a t u r a l i s t s ,  b u t  

e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h o u g h t  e n c o u r a g e d  a t t i t u d e s  l i k e  t h e i r  t e n d e n c y  

" a l w a y s  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  co m p le x  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  s i m p l e , "  an d

t h e i r  s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  man i s  a  h e l p l e s s  s l a v e  o f  n a t u r a l  ( i n -
2

e l u d i n g  s o c i a l )  l a w s .

The A m e r ic a n  p r a g m a t i s t s  made t h e  most  s u c c e s s f u l  e s ­

ca p e  f ro m  p e s s i m i s t i c  d e t e r m i n i s m .  P r a g m a t i s m ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  

W i l l i a m  J a m e s ,  was n o t  a  d o c t r i n e  b u t  an  a t t i t u d e ,  " t h e  a t t i ­

t u d e  o f  l o o k i n g  away f ro m  f i r s t  t h i n g s ,  p r i n c i p l e s ,  ' c a t e ­

g o r i e s , 1 s u p p o s e d  n e c e s s i t i e s ;  an d  o f  l o o k i n g  t o w a r d s  l a s t  

t h i n g s ,  f r u i t s ,  c o n s e q u e n c e s ,  f a c t s . T h i s  was a  f l a t

^ ' N a t u r a l i s m  i n  A m e r ic a n  L i t e r a t u r e , "  i n  E v o l u t i o n a r y  
T h o u g h t  i n  A m e r i c a , e d .  by Stow P e r s o n s ,  p .  321 .

2 " I b i d . , "  3 1 3 - 1 5 ,  3 2 8 - 3 0 .

^P r a g m a t i s m : A New Name F o r  Some Old Ways o f  T h i n k ­
i n g , p p .  5 ^ - 5 5 .
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r e j e c t i o n  o f  S p e n c e r ,  as  was t h e  r e l a t e d  c o n c e p t  t h a t  James

c a l l e d  i n d e t e r m i n i s m .

I n d e t e r m i n i s m  . . . s a y s  t h a t  t h e  p a r t s  h a v e  a  c e r t a i n  
amount o f  l o o s e  p l a y  on one a n o t h e r ,  so  t h a t  t h e  l a y i n g  
down o f  one o f  them  does  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  d e t e r m i n e  what
t h e  o t h e r s  s h a l l  b e .  I t  .adm i ts  t h a t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  may
be i n  e x c e s s  o f  a c t u a l i t i e s ,  and  t h a t  t h i n g s  n o t  y e t  r e ­
v e a l e d  t o  o u r  k n o w le d g e  may r e a l l y  i n  t h e m s e l v e s  be am­
b i g u o u s .  . . . I n d e t e r m i n i s m  t h u s  d e n i e s  t h e  w o r l d  t o  be 
one u n b e n d i n g  u n i t  o f  f a c t .  I t  s a y s  t h e r e  i s  a  c e r t a i n
u l t i m a t e  p l u r a l i s m  i n  i t . 1

The p r a g m a t i s t s  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  man c an  m a n i p u l a t e  and 

im p ro v e  h i s  e n v i r o n m e n t .  The mind does  n o t h i n g ,  i n  S p e n c e r ' s  

o p i n i o n ,  b u t  p a s s i v e l y  a d j u s t  t o  i t s  e n v i r o n m e n t ;  b u t  C h a r l e s  

S. P e i r c e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  h e l d  t h a t  t h e  mind i s  an  a c t i v e  f o r c e :

"The whole  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h o u g h t  i s  t o  p r o d u c e  h a b i t s  o f  a c t i o n , "
2

and  a c t i o n  can  ch a n g e  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  J a m e s ,  r e j e c t i n g  t h e  

S p e n c e r i a n  v iew  t h a t  e v e n  g r e a t  men a r e  s t r i c t l y  p r o d u c t s  o f  

t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  com pared  g r e a t  men t o  D a r w i n i a n  s p o n t a n e o u s  

v a r i a t i o n s :

I  a f f i r m  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n  o f  t h e  v i s i b l e  e n v i r o n m e n t  t o  
t h e  g r e a t  man i s  i n  t h e  main e x a c t l y  what  i t  i s  t o  t h e  
' v a r i a t i o n '  i n  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  p h i l o s o p h y .  I t  c h i e f l y  
a d o p t s  o r  r e j e c t s ,  p r e s e r v e s  o r  d e s t r o y s ,  i n  s h o r t  s e ­
l e c t s  h im .  And w h e n e v e r  i t  a d o p t s  and  p r e s e r v e s  t h e  
g r e a t  man, i t  becomes m o d i f i e d  by h i s  i n f l u e n c e  i n  an 
e n t i r e l y  o r i g i n a l  and  p e c u l i a r  w a y .3

Jam es  was a s s u m i n g  t h a t  v a r i a t i o n s  a p p e a r  by c h a n c e ,  a l t h o u g h

D arw in  b e l i e v e d  t h e y  a r e  g o v e r n e d  by u n d i s c o v e r e d  l a w s .

P e i r c e  and  James  f u r t h e r  d i m i n i s h e d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f

lnThe Dilemma of Determinism," pp. 150-51.
2C h a r l e s  S. P e i r c e ,  "How t o  Make Our I d e a s  C l e a r , "  

i n  P o p u l a r  S c i e n c e  M o n th ly  ( 1 8 7 8 ) ,  p .  292 .

^ " G r e a t  Men and  T h e i r  E n v i r o n m e n t , "  p .  226.
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p h y s i c a l  l a w s — and i n  so  d o i n g  i n c r e a s e d  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  r a n g e  

o f  m a n ' s  f r e e d o m — , by c o n c e i v i n g  law s  as  mere  a p p r o x i m a t i o n s ,  

s t a t e m e n t s  o f  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  o f  u n a l t e r a b l e  r e l a ­

t i o n s h i p s .  P e i r c e  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l  f a c t s  d e p a r t  

f ro m  l a w s ,  i m p l y i n g  t h a t  w h a t e v e r  i s  t r u e  o f  phenom ena  on a 

l a r g e  s c a l e  i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  t r u e  o f  s m a l l e r  u n i t s . ^  J a m e s ,  

i n  m ak in g  t h e  same p o i n t s ,  managed t o  p u t  h i m s e l f ,  he  t h o u g h t ,  

i n  t h e  v a n g u a r d  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  t h o u g h t .  When men d i s c o v e r e d  

t h e  f i r s t  l a w s ,

t h e y  b e l i e v e d  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  h av e  d e c i p h e r e d  a u t h e n t i c a l l y  
t h e  e t e r n a l  t h o u g h t s  o f  t h e  A l m i g h t y .  His  mind  a l s o  t h u n ­
d e r e d  a n d  r e v e r b e r a t e d  i n  s y l l o g i s m s .  He a l s o  t h o u g h t  i n  
c o n i c  s e c t i o n s ,  s q u a r e s  and  r o o t s  and  r a t i o s .  . . . But  
a s  t h e  s c i e n c e s  h a v e  d e v e l o p e d  f u r t h e r ,  t h e  n o t i o n  h a s  
g a i n e d  g r o u n d  t h a t  m o s t ,  p e r h a p s  a l l ,  o f  o u r  la w s  a r e  
o n l y  a p p r o x i m a t i o n s .  The law s  t h e m s e l v e s ,  m o r e o v e r ,  hav e  
grown s o  n um erous  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no c o u n t i n g  th e m ;  an d  s o  
many r i v a l  f o r m u l a t i o n s  a r e  p r o p o s e d  i n  a l l  t h e  b r a n c h e s  
o f  s c i e n c e  t h a t  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  hav e  become a c c u s t o m e d  t o  
t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  no t h e o r y  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  a  t r a n s c r i p t  o f  
r e a l i t y ,  b u t  t h a t  any one o f  th e m  may f ro m  some p o i n t  o f  
v iew  be u s e f u l .  T h e i r  g r e a t  u s e  i s  t o  s u m m a r iz e  o l d  
f a c t s  a n d  t o  l e a d  t o  new o n e s .  They a r e  o n l y  a  man-made 
l a n g u a g e ,  a  c o n c e p t u a l  s h o r t h a n d ,  a s  some one c a l l s  t h e m ,  
i n  w h ic h  we w r i t e  o u r  r e p o r t s  o f  n a t u r e ;  and  l a n g u a g e s ,  
a s  i s  w e l l  known,  t o l e r a t e  much c h o i c e  o f  e x p r e s s i o n  and  
many d i a l e c t s . 2

Jam es  a p p l i e d  t h i s  l i n e  o f  t h o u g h t  n o t  o n l y  t o  p h i l o s o p h e r s

an d  s c i e n t i s t s ,  b u t  a l s o  t o  h i s t o r i a n s .  " I t  i s  f o l l y , "  he

a s s e r t e d ,  " t o  s p e a k  o f  t h e  ' l a w s  o f  h i s t o r y 1 a s  o f  s o m e t h i n g

i n e v i t a b l e ,  w h ic h  s c i e n c e  h a s  o n l y  t o  d i s c o v e r ,  an d  whose

c o n s e q u e n c e s  any one  can  t h e n  f o r e t e l l  b u t  do n o t h i n g  t o
•2

a l t e r  o r  a v e r t .

■ ^ H o f s t a d t e r ,  S o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m , p p .  1 2 6 - 2 7 -  W i e n e r ,  
E v o l u t i o n  a n d  P r a g m a t i s m , p .  2 00 .

pPragmatism, p. 5 6 .
^ " G r e a t  Men and  T h e i r  E n v i r o n m e n t , "  p .  2 4 4 .
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W i l l i a m  James w r o t e  f o r  t h o s e  who ( l i k e  Henry J a m e s ’ s 

I s a b e l  A r c h e r )  i n s i s t  on m a t t e r i n g , who b e l i e v e  i n  f r e e  w i l l  

a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  and who hope  t o  im p ro v e  t h e  w o r l d .  He 

f o u g h t  d e t e r m i n i s m  b e c a u s e  " i n  d e n y i n g  t h a t  a n y t h i n g  e l s e  can  

be i n  i t s  s t e a d ,  [ i t ]  v i r t u a l l y  d e f i n e s  t h e  u n i v e r s e  as  a  p l a c e  

i n  w h ich  w ha t  o u g h t  t o  be  i s  i m p o s s i b l e . "  I n  s u c h  a  w o r l d ,  

one h a s  o n ly  two c h o i c e s :  p e s s i m i s m ,  o r  t h e  " o p t im is m "  t h a t

s e e s  e v i l  a s  an  i n e v i t a b l e  p a r t  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r .  The 

l a t t e r  p o s i t i o n ,  w h ich  was S p e n c e r ' s ,  d u l l s  t h e  s y m p a t h i e s ,  

d e h u m a n i z e s .  Jam es  w a rn e d  t h a t  "when m u rd e r s  and  t r e a c h e r i e s  

c e a s e  t o  be s i n s ,  r e g r e t s  a r e  t h e o r e t i c a l  a b s u r d i t i e s  and  e r ­

r o r s . " 1 S i n c e  e v i l  i s  r e a l ,  r e g r e t  i s  e s s e n t i a l ;  w i t h o u t  a c ­

c e p t i n g  s i n  and  r e g r e t t i n g  o u r  s i n s ,  we l o s e  o u r  g r i p  on t h e  

w o r l d .  James  f a c e d  l i f e  h o n e s t l y  b u t  w i t h o u t  p e s s i m i s m ,  an 

u n u s u a l  a c h i e v e m e n t  f o r  an A m er ican  i n  t h e  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y .

Beyond S o c i a l  E v o l u t i o n i s m

S o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m  e v e n t u a l l y  c e a s e d  t o  be t h e  s p e ­

c i a l  p r o p e r t y  o f  t h o s e  who, l i k e  S p e n c e r ,  d i s t r u s t e d  t h e  s t a t e  

and  v a l u e d  i n d i v i d u a l  f r e e d o m  above  a l l .  V a r i o u s  s o c i a l i s t s  

a p p l i e d  D a rw in i sm  t o  s o c i e t y .  Marx a l t e r e d  D a r w i n ' s  i d e a  o f  

s t r u g g l e  t o  e m p h a s iz e  s t r u g g l e  among r a t h e r  t h a n  w i t h i n  

c l a s s e s  ( t h e  human e q u i v a l e n t ,  f o r  M arx ,  o f  s p e c i e s ) .  He 

a l t e r e d  D a rw in i sm  f u r t h e r  by c o n c e i v i n g  s o c i a l  c h an g e  i n  

a b r u p t  l e a p s  ( m u t a t i o n s )  r a t h e r  t h a n  g r a d u a l  c h a n g e ,  and by

lnThe Dilemma of Determinism," pp. 161-62, 1 6 3.
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p o s t u l a t i n g  t h e  end  o f  . e v o l u t i o n  a t  some t i m e . ’'" N o n - M a r x i s t  

s o c i a l i s t s  u r g e d  an end  t o  econom ic  s t r u g g l e  i n  s o c i e t y  t h r o u g h  

c o o p e r a t i o n .  C a p i t a l i s t s ,  e m p h a s i z i n g  s t r u g g l e  among n a t i o n s  

and  s o c i e t i e s  ( t h e i r  e q u i v a l e n t  o-f s p e c i e s ) ,  e n l i s t e d  s o c i a l  

D a rw in i sm  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  o f  i m p e r i a l i s m  and  r a c i s m .  The j u s ­

t i c e  o f  i m p e r i a l i s m  and  t h e  r a c i a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  C a u c a s i a n s  

w ere  w i d e l y  t a k e n  f o r  g r a n t e d ;  t h e  r a c i s t  v a r i e t y  o f  s o c i a l  

D a rw in i sm  d i e d  i n  E n g l a n d  and  A m er ica  o n ly  when t h e  Germans 

u s u r p e d  t h e  d o c t r i n e .

Most  A m e r ic a n s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  i n s e r t  s u p e r n a t u r a l  d e ­

s i g n  i n t o  t h e  e v o l u t i o n a r y  p r o c e s s ,  t h u s  m a i n t a i n i n g  r e ­

l i g i o n ' s  g r i p  on t h e  u n i v e r s e .  R e l i g i o u s  b e n e v o l e n c e  g r a d u ­

a l l y  o v ercam e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i a n  e t h i c .

The s o c i a l  g o s p e l  movement ,  a r e l i g i o u s  r e a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  s o ­

c i a l  D a r w in i s m ,  r e c o g n i z e d  t h e  o b l i g a t i o n s  o f  t h e  f o r t u n a t e  

t o  t h e  u n f o r t u n a t e ,  and  h e l p e d  d i s c r e d i t  t h e  e q u a t i o n  b e tw e e n  

" p o o r "  and  " u n f i t . "  Most  p e o p l e  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  m ust  

l e a r n  t o  l i v e  w i t h  e v o l u t i o n ,  b u t  t h e  more a m b i t i o u s  a t t e m p t s  

t o  b a s e  r e l i g i o u s  d o c t r i n e  on e v o l u t i o n a r y  i d e a s  f a i l e d .

James McCosh, f o r  e x a m p l e ,  u s e d  t h e  i d e a  o f  s p o n t a n e o u s  v a r i ­

a t i o n s  i n  a  w o r l d  o t h e r w i s e  g o v e r n e d  by law  t o  s u p p o r t  C a l ­

v i n i s t  d o c t r i n e s  o f  a r b i t r a r y  e l e c t i o n ,  G o d ’ s s p e c i a l  p r o v i ­

d e n c e ,  and  a  w o r ld  i n  w h ic h  d e t e r m i n i s m  and  i n d i v i d u a l  r e -
2

s p o n s i b i l i t y  c o - e x i s t .  Pew were  c o n v i n c e d .  F r a n c i s

^ H im m e l fa r b , D a r w i n , p p .  347-49*

2H e r b e r t  W. S c h n e i d e r ,  A H i s t o r y  o f  A m er ican  P h i l o s ­
ophy , p .  395- H im m e l fa r b ,  D a r w i n , p p .  325-25"!!
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E l l i n g t o n  Abbot f o u n d e d  t h e  F r e e  R e l i g i o u s  A s s o c i a t i o n  i n  1866  

i n  an  a t t e m p t  t o  b a s e  a  r e l i g i o n  on e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h o u g h t ;  i t  

was t h e  o n ly  s u c h  e f f o r t  i n  A m e r i c a ,  an d  t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  f a i l e d  

w i t h i n  a  few y e a r s .  P e r h a p s  t h e  most  i m p o r t a n t  o f  t h e  r e l i g ­

i o u s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h o u g h t  was t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  

e v o l u t i o n i s m  as_ r e l i g i o n . The d ream  o f  u n c o v e r i n g  t h e  m e t a ­

p h y s i c a l  and  e t h i c a l  s e c r e t s  o f  n a t u r e  had  t o  e n d ;  a l l  who 

l i v e d  i n t o  t h e  new c e n t u r y  h a d  t o  wake up."'" One c o u l d  t h e n

r e t r e a t  t o  o r t h o d o x  r e l i g i o n .  Or one c o u l d  f o l l o w  t h e  p r a g ­

m a t i s t s  a n d ,  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e  cosmos l a c k s  u n i t y  and  c e r ­

t a i n t y ,  s e e k  h i s  v a l u e s  n o t  i n  s c i e n c e  o r  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  

b u t  i n  i n d i v i d u a l  e x p e r i e n c e  an d  t h e  s t r u g g l e s  o f  t h e  m o ra l  

l i f e .  But  n o t  e v e r y o n e  c o u l d  s t a n d  t h e  J a m e s i a n  u n i v e r s e ;  t o  

some,  s u c h  as  a  f r i e n d  whom James  m e n t i o n s ,  w i t h  minds  " p o s ­

s e s s e d  o f  t h e  l o v e  o f  u n i t y  a t  any c o s t ,  i t  w i l l ,  no  d o u b t ,

r e m a i n  f o r e v e r  u n a c c e p t a b l e . "  T h i s  f r i e n d ,  who may r e m in d  us 

o f  Henry  Adams, once t o l d  Jam es  t h a t  " t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  my u n i ­

v e r s e  made h im  s i c k ,  l i k e  t h e  s i g h t  o f  t h e  h o r r i b l e  m o t i o n  o f
2

a mass o f  m ag g o ts  i n  t h e i r  c a r r i o n  b e d . "  What p h i l o s o p h y ,  

i n d e e d ,  a t  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  c o u l d  s a t i s f y  s u c h  a  mind?

■''Himmelfarb, D a r w i n , p .  339.

2 "The Dilemma o f  D e t e r m i n i s m , "  p .  177.



CHAPTER III

FORMING A THEORY OF SOCIAL PROGRESS: 1 858-1877

The C l a s s  Day O r a t i o n :  1858

V i o l a t i n g  a  H a r v a r d  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  C l a s s  Day O r a ­

t i o n  s h o u l d  d i s c u s s  t h e  p l e a s u r e s  o f  c o l l e g e  l i f e ,  Henry Adams 

u s e d  t h e  o c c a s i o n  t o  a t t a c k  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  h i s  c o u n t r y m e n .

The o r a t i o n  e x p r e s s e s  h i s  a w a r e n e s s  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c a n ­

n o t  e a s i l y  c o n fo rm  t o  s o c i e t y ' s  s t a n d a r d s  w i t h o u t  l o s i n g  h i s  

i n t e g r i t y .  I t  a l s o  shows h i s  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  i d e a s  ( i f  n o t  

t h e  book i t s e l f )  w h ic h  B u c k le  had  made p o p u l a r  t h e  y e a r  b e ­

f o r e  i n  h i s  H i s t o r y  o f  C i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  E n g l a n d . A s e c t i o n  o f  

t h e  o r a t i o n  r e a d s  l i k e  a d i r e c t  com m entary  on B u c k l e ' s  e x ­

p r e s s e d  c o n te m p t  f o r  t h e  p a s t  and h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  human p r o g ­

r e s s  d ep e n d s  n o t  on m o r a l  im p ro v e m e n t  b u t  on i n t e l l e c t u a l  and  

s c i e n t i f i c  a d v a n c e s :

We h av e  l e a r n e d  a c e r t a i n  s o r t  o f  r e s p e c t ,  e v e n  f o r  p a s t  
a g e s ;  w h ich  i s  t h e  more r e m a r k a b l e  b e c a u s e  t h e  t e n d e n c y  
o f  t h e  w o r l d  i n  t h i s  c e n t u r y ,  i s  i n  t h e  o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n .
I t  i s  p u f f e d  up by i t s  s e l f - c o n c e i t  b e c a u s e  a c e r t a i n  
F r a n c i s  B acon ,  some two c e n t u r i e s  a g o ,  h a p p e n e d  t o  p u t  
i t  upon t h e  r i g h t  t r a c k  an d  i t  h a s  r u n  a l o n g  down t h e  
h i l l  e v e r  s i n c e .  I t  i s  t h e  c u s to m  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  day t o  
s a y  t h a t  we know more t h a n  o u r  f a t h e r s ,  and  o u r  f a t h e r s  
knew more t h a n  t h e i r  a n c e s t o r s .  We a c q u i e s c e  i n  t h i s ,  
a l t h o u g h  we t h e r e b y  show g r e a t  d i s r e s p e c t  t o  some o f  o u r  
a c q u a i n t a n c e ,  whose a n c e s t o r s  must  hav e  h a d  a  v e r y  l i m -  
i t e d  s h a r e  o f  k n o w led g e  t o  j u d g e  f ro m  t h e i r  d e s c e n d a n t s .

U n p u b l i s h e d .  I n  t h e  A r c h i v e s  o f  t h e  H a r v a r d  U n i ­
v e r s i t y  L i b r a r y .

64
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Here t h e  o r a t o r  was t r y i n g  t o  work o u t  a  compromise  

b e t w e e n  t h e  o p i n i o n s  o f  h i s  B o s to n  l i s t e n e r s  and t h o s e  o f  t h e  

p o s i t i v i s t  p h i l o s o p h e r s .  R e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  p a s t  was an i n h e r ­

i t e d  r e f l e x  o f  h i s  New E n g la n d  a u d i e n c e .  P r o f e s s o r  L o u is  

A g a s s i z  m i g h t ,  a s  E r n e s t  Sam uels  s p e c u l a t e s ,  h av e  n odded  i n  

s o le m n  a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  A dam s 's  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  " s e l f - c o n c e i t "  

o f  t h e  a g e .  Yet  t h e  key  word i n  t h a t  s e n t e n c e  i s  " r i g h t . "

The w o r l d ,  now on t h e  r i g h t  t r a c k ,  i s  r u n n i n g  down h i l l — mov­

i n g  f a s t e r  and more e a s i l y .  A dam s 's  a s s e r t i o n  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

p r o g r e s s  i s  a c c o m p a n ie d  by a  s a r c a s t i c  comment n o t  on s c i e n c e  

b u t  on New E n g la n d  e d u c a t i o n  and  h i s  f e l l o w  s t u d e n t s .  Adams 

r e s p e c t e d  t h e  a n c i e n t s  f o r  t h e i r  a c h i e v e m e n t s  i n  p h i l o s o p h y ,  

a r t ,  an d  m o r a l s ,  b u t  n o t  i n  s c i e n c e .  T h i s  does  n o t  mean t h a t  

he b e l i e v e d  p r o g r e s s  comes p u r e l y  t h r o u g h  i n t e l l e c t u a l  and 

s c i e n t i f i c  a d v a n c e s  i n  k n o w le d g e ,  th o u g h  he d i d  e m p h a s iz e  s c i ­

e n c e  i n  o u t l i n i n g  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  f u t u r e  s o c i a l  a d v a n c e m e n t .

We h a v e  l e a r n e d  t h a t  th o u g h  man h a s  r e d u c e d  t h e  u n i ­
v e r s e  t o  a m a c h i n e ,  t h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  w a n t i n g  s t i l l ;  
t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  s e c r e t s  o f  n a t u r e  w h ich  h a v e  p u z z l e d  chem­
i s t  and p h i l o s o p h e r  e v e n  i n  t h e s e  d a y s  o f  s c i e n c e ,  and 
w h ic h  s t i l l  w a i t  f o r  a s o l u t i o n ;  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  n e b u l a e  
i n  t h e  sky w h ic h  no t e l e s c o p e  t h a t  t h e  g e n i u s  o f  a s t r o n ­
omers as y e t  h a s  c r e a t e d ,  h a s  b e en  a b l e  t o  r e s o l v e  i n t o  
i t s  g roup  o f  s i n g l e  s t a r s ;  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  p r o b l e m s  i n  
t h e  r e l a t i o n s  o f  man t o  man w h ic h  p o l i t i c a l  economy has  
t r i e d  t o  s o l v e  a g a i n  and a g a i n  and n e v e r  s u c c e e d e d ;  t h a t  
t h e r e  a r e  q u e s t i o n s  i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  o f  man t o  t h e  u n i ­
v e r s e  and t o  t h e  f u t u r e ,  w h ic h  a l l “ m e t a p h y s i c i a n s  f rom  
T h a l e s  downwards h av e  worn away t h e i r  w ho le  l i v e s  i n  
s t r i v i n g  t o  a n s w e r ,  b u t  hav e  f a i l e d ,  a lw a y s  f a i l e d .

And so  we h a v e  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  k n o w led g e  o f  how v e r y  
l i t t l e  we r e a l l y  do know, a n d  how w id e  a  f i e l d  i s  s t i l l  
o p en  i n  e v e r y  b r a n c h  o f  s c i e n c e  and  a r t .  We c a n n o t  b e ­
l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  h a s  b e e n  g r o w in g  f o r  h a l f - a - ! t i i l l i o n  
y e a r s  o r  m o re ,  and  o n l y  t o  p r o d u c e  a t  l a s t  s u c h  q u e s t i o n ­
a b l e  f r u i t s  a s  we a r e .  We h a v e  b e e n  t a u g h t  t o  l o o k  f o r ­
w a rd  t o  a b e t t e r  a g e ,  and  t o  hope f o r  a  h i g h e r  c i v i l i z a ­
t i o n .
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A dam s 's  vague  m e r g in g  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  ( o r  c o s m i c )  g ro w th  w i t h  

s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  h e  saw h u m a n i t y  a s  a  d i v i s i o n  

o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d ;  b u t  m o s t l y  i t  shows t h a t  he e n j o y e d  r h e ­

t o r i c a l  m e t a p h o r s .  What i s  m ost  s i g n i f i c a n t  i s  t h a t  he e n ­

t r u s t e d  " t h e  r e l a t i o n s  o f  man t o  man" t o  p o l i t i c a l  economy;  

i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e  a b o u t  human p r o g r e s s  he d i d  n o t  m e n t i o n  human 

r e l a t i o n s  i n  t h e i r  m o r a l  a s p e c t s .  I t  i s  a  p l a u s i b l e  i n f e r e n c e  

t h a t  y o u n g  Adams, l i k e  B u c k l e ,  d i d  n o t  s e e  m o r a l i t y  as  a  c a u s e  

o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .

Adams d e v o t e d  much t i m e  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z i n g  and  d e f e n d ­

i n g  h i s  c l a s s m a t e s  f ro m  t h e  p r e d i c t a b l e  c h a r g e s  o f  t h e i r  

e l d e r s .  "Though we a c k n o w le d g e  o u r  own i g n o r a n c e ,  we know 

t h a t  e v e r y  one e l s e  i s  i g n o r a n t  a l s o . "  He p r e s e n t e d  h i s  

c l a s s  a s  a  g ro u p  o f  n o r m a l  y o u n g  men who h a d  b e e n  s h a p e d  by 

t h e i r  s o c i e t y .  "We a r e  n o t  o r i g i n a l s  n o r  g e n i u s e s ,  b u t  o n l y  

an  o r d i n a r y  s e t  o f  y o u n g  men w i t h  f a i r  a c q u i r e m e n t s  and  a v e r ­

age  a b i l i t i e s ,  who h a v e  g o t  t o  hammer o u t  t h e i r  f o r t u n e s  as  

w e l l  as  t h e y  c a n . "  And w h a t  h a d  s o c i e t y ,  a s  r e p r e s e n t e d  by 

H a r v a r d ,  done t o  them ? Adams c o n t e n d e d  t h a t  i t  h a d  made them  

d o c i l e ,  c o n f o r m i n g ,  m a t e r i a l i s t i c ,  and d u l l .  The a m b i t i o n s  

o f  modern  H a r v a r d  y o u t h  w ere  d e p r e s s i n g l y  low .

The g r e a t e r  p a r t  o f  us  a r e  u n w i l l i n g  t o  a c k n o w le d g e  h a v ­
i n g  w ha t  a r e  c a l l e d  t h e  h o p e s  o f  y o u t h .  T h e i r  a m b i t i o n  
i s  w e a l t h  an d  t h e  p o s i t i o n  w h ic h  w e a l t h  g i v e s .  They 
w i s h  t o  l e a d  l i v e s  d e v o t e d  n e i t h e r  t o  t h e  w e l f a r e  n o r  t o  
t h e  harm o f  o t h e r s ,  b u t  s i m p l y  t o  g o i n g  a l o n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  
w o r l d  as  c o m f o r t a b l y  a s  may b e ;  t o  w o r k i n g  t o  t h e  b e s t  o f  
t h e i r  a b i l i t y  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s ;  t o  d o i n g  a s  l i t t l e  e v i l  and  
a s  much good  as  t h e y  e a s i l y  c a n ;  and  t o  b e c o m in g  as  w e a l t h y , 
as  s e l f - s a t i s f i e d  an d  a s  s t r i c t l y  r e s p e c t a b l e  as  F o r t u n e  
w i l l  p e r m i t .
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These  y o u t h s  r e j e c t e d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  s c i e n c e ,  and t h e  c l e r i c a l  

l i f e  a s  n o t  l e a d i n g  t o  p r a c t i c a l  s u c c e s s .  The b lam e f o r  such  

low a m b i t i o n s ,  Adams t h o u g h t ,  r e s t e d  w i t h  t h e i r  e l d e r s ,  who 

s n e e r e d  a t  t h e  i d e a l s  o f  y o u t h .

I t  i s  w ha t  many s o - c a l l e d  p h i l o s o p h e r s  h av e  t a u g h t  by 
g r o a n i n g  o v e r  t h e  b i t t e r n e s s  and  t h e  e m p t i n e s s  o f  l i f e ,  
an d  t h e  d i s e n c h a n t i n g  pow er  o f  e x p e r i e n c e .  I t  i s  what  
some o f  o u r  s t u d i e s  h av e  t a u g h t  u s .  P o l i t i c a l  Economy 
f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  when i t  d e c l a r e s  t h a t  n a t i o n a l  w e a l t h  i s  
t h e  s u r e s t  g u a r a n t e e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  p r o s p e r i t y  and h a p p i ­
n e s s ,  and  t h e n  l e a v e s  i t  t o  us  t o  i n f e r  t h a t  t h e  b e s t  
c h a r i t y  an d  p h i l a n t h r o p y  i s  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  w o r t h  o f  what  
we h a v e ,  a s  f a s t  a s  we c a n .  . . .

How l o n g  i t  w i l l  t a k e  us t o  o u tg ro w  t h e s e  i d e a s ,  i s  
a q u e s t i o n  f o r  o u r  e l d e r s  t o  a n s w e r .  However  b i t t e r  t h e  
e x p e r i e n c e  o f  l i f e  may b e ,  l e t  us h o p e  t h a t  i t  i s  w h o l e ­
some enough  t o  c u r e  us o f  t h e s e  f a n c i e s .  But  we o u g h t  
n e v e r  t o  h a v e  h a d  them .

The i d e a l  o f  most  H a r v a r d  men was " t h e i r  own c o m f o r t "  

and "a  r e s p e c t a b l e  i n c o m e , "  b u t  some d i d  hope  f o r  m o re ,  and 

some " b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e i r  d u t i e s  l i e  i n  a  h i g h e r  s p h e r e  t h a n  

t h a t  o f  mere s e l f i s h n e s s ,  and  t h a t  no f e a r  o f  t h e  f u t u r e  

s h o u l d  p r e v e n t  them  f ro m  a t  l e a s t  t r y i n g  t o  a i d  t h e  h o p e s  o f  

h u m a n i ty  e v e n  i f  t h e y  a r e  l a u g h e d  a t  f o r  t h e  w i l d n e s s  o f  t h e i r  

f a n c i e s . "  T h e i r  f a n c i e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  were  n o t  r e a l l y  w i l d ,  and 

i n  A m er ica  n o b l e  i d e a l s  were  n o t  t o  be w a s t e d .  Adams_ d i s t i n ­

g u i s h e d  b e tw e e n  h i s  c o u n t ry m e n  and h i s  c o u n t r y  when he  i n ­

s i s t e d  t h a t  " t h i s  n a t i o n  o f  o u r s  f u r n i s h e s  t h e  g r a n d e s t  t h e a ­

t r e  i n  t h e  w o r l d  f o r  t h e  e x e r c i s e  o f  t h a t  r e f i n e m e n t  o f  mind 

and  t h o s e  h i g h  p r i n c i p l e s  w h ic h  i t  i s  a  d i s g r a c e  t o  u s  i f  we 

h a v e  n o t  a c q u i r e d .  T h e re  a r e  s t i l l  some,  who b e l i e v e  i t  t o  

be t r u e  t h a t  Knowledge i s  Power  no l e s s  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  and 

i n  t h i s  age t h a n  i n  o t h e r  l a n d s  and  i n  p a s t  t i m e s ;  and  t h e s e  

a t  l e a s t  w i l l  s t i l l  hav e  t r u s t  i n  what  t h e y  were  t a u g h t  t o
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t h i n k  t h e  n o b l e s t  a m b i t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  p e r m i t t e d  t o  m an ."  Thus 

Adams a s s e r t e d  h i s  f a i t h  t h a t  A m er ica  w ou ld  n o t  b e t r a y  i t s  

b e s t  p e o p l e .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a  p a t h e t i c  s u s p i c i o n  p e r v a d e s  t h e  

o r a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  i d e a l s  o f  m o ra l  men a r e  n o t  t h o s e  o f  t h e i r  

s o c i e t y .  T h e re  i s  a l s o  a  n a i v e t e  i n  A dam s 's  b l i n d n e s s  t o  t h e  

p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  s c i e n c e  w o u ld  c o o p e r a t e  w i t h  t h e  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  

s p i r i t ,  as  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  f a c i l e  o p t im i s m  w i t h  w h ic h  he l o o k e d  

f o r w a r d  t o  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  Read i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  Adam s 's  l a t e r  

c a r e e r ,  t h e  o r a t i o n ,  a  y oung  m a n 's  p l e a  t h a t  h i s  n a t i o n  be 

w o r th y  o f  i t s  b e s t  p e o p l e ,  seems an  i r o n i c  j o k e  on t h e  s p e a k e r .

E d u c a t i o n  i n  E n g la n d :  186 0 -1 8 6 8

Then came t h e  j o u r n e y  up t o  London t h r o u g h  B irm ingham  
and  t h e  B la c k  D i s t r i c t ,  a n o t h e r  l e s s o n ,  w h ich  n e e d e d  much 
more t o  be r i g h t l y  f e l t .  The p l u n g e  i n t o  d a r k n e s s  l u r i d  
w i t h  f l a m e s ;  t h e  s e n s e  o f  unknown h o r r o r  i n  t h i s  w e i r d  
gloom w h ich  t h e n  e x i s t e d  now here  e l s e ,  . . . — t h e  r e v e l a ­
t i o n  o f  an  unknown s o c i e t y  o f  t h e  p i t — made a  boy uncom­
f o r t a b l e ,  t h o u g h  he  h a d  no i d e a  t h a t  K a r l  Marx was s t a n d ­
i n g  t h e r e  w a i t i n g  f o r  h i m ,  . . . The B la c k  D i s t r i c t  was 
a  p r a c t i c a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  b u t  i t  was i n f i n i t e l y  f a r  i n  t h e  
d i s t a n c e .  The boy r a n  away f ro m  i t ,  a s  he r a n  away f rom  
e v e r y t h i n g  he d i s l i k e d . 1

Adams n e v e r  s t o p p e d  r u n n i n g  f ro m  s u c h  g l i m p s e s  o f  

w r e t c h e d  p e o p l e  and  p l a c e s ,  phenomena t h a t  s h o u l d  n o t  e x i s t  

i n  a  w o r l d  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  He a v o i d e d  e x a m i n i n g  s o c i a l  

p r o b le m s  t o o  c l o s e l y ;  when n o t  p o n d e r i n g  t h e  p r o b le m s  o f  t h e  

i s o l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l ,  he p r e f e r r e d  t o  c o n s i d e r  b r o a d  s o c i a l  

and  h i s t o r i c a l  movements  t o  w h ich  t h e  s u f f e r i n g s  o f  human­

i t y  seemed i r r e l e v a n t .  I n t e l l e c t u a l  t r e n d s  o f  t h e  l 8 6 o ' s  

p r e p a r e d  Adams f o r  h i s  l i f e - l o n g  a t t i t u d e s ; n e i t h e r  B u c k le

"̂ Adarns, Education, pp. 72-73*
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n o r  Comte e n c o u r a g e d  a  y o u n g  man t o  m e d i t a t e  on t h e  B la c k  D i s ­

t r i c t .  Adams g a i n e d  s o m e t h i n g  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  f rom  s u c h  w r i t ­

e r s  a s  t h e s e .  I t  was Comte,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  who i m p r e s s e d  upon 

h i s  mind t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n  g o v e r n e d  by n a t u r a l  

laws w h ich  c o u l d  be s t u d i e d  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y . ' 1' Comte may a l s o  

have  i n f l u e n c e d  A dam s 's  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  s c i e n c e ;  a t  t h e  l e a s t ,  

t h e  two were  k i n d r e d  s p i r i t s ,  a s  A dam s 's  mark by t h i s  p a s s a g e  

o f  The P o s i t i v e  P h i l o s o p h y  s u g g e s t s :  "They [ s c i e n t i s t s ]  a r e

t h e m s e l v e s  d e f e c t i v e  i n  s c i e n t i f i c  d i s c i p l i n e .  They a b h o r

g e n e r a l i t i e s ,  and h a v e  a  s y m p a t h e t i c  p r e d i l e c t i o n  f o r  s p e c i a l -
2

t i e s . "  Adams l o v e d  g e n e r a l i t i e s ,  w h ich  was p a r t l y  why g e o l o g y ,  

h i s  f a v o r i t e  s u b j e c t  a t  H a r v a r d ,  c o n t i n u e d  t o  i n t e r e s t  h im  i n  

t h e  i 8 6 0 ' s .  When he  r e a d  i n  1863  S i r  C h a r l e s  L y e l l ' s  The An­

t i q u i t y  o f  Man, he f o u n d  human p r o g r e s s  t r e a t e d  as  a  p r o c e s s  

a n a l o g o u s  t o  t h a t  o f  p h y s i c a l  c h a n g e .  L y e l l  d i d  n o t  h e s i t a t e  

t o  a p p l y  m a t h e m a t i c a l  law s  t o  m a n ' s  c u l t u r a l  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

d e v e l o p m e n t ,  a s s e r t i n g  t h a t " i n  o u r  own t i m e s  . . . t h e  r a t e  

o f  p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e  a r t s  a n d  s c i e n c e s  p r o c e e d s  i n  a g e o m e t r i c a l  

r a t i o  a s  know ledge  i n c r e a s e s ,  an d  s o ,  when we c a r r y  b a c k  o u r  

r e t r o s p e c t  i n t o  t h e  p a s t ,  we m ust  be p r e p a r e d  t o  f i n d  t h e  s i g n s

^A l e t t e r  t o  h i s  b r o t h e r  C h a r l e s  i n d i c a t e s  C o m te ' s  
i n f l u e n c e  on Adams: "The t r u t h  i s ,  a s  you  j u s t l y  o b s e r v e ,
t h e  w o r l d  i s  i n  a t r a n s i t i o n a l  s t a t e  an d  no f e l l o w  can  t e l l  
t h e  r e s u l t .  But my s t u d i e s  o f  A u g u s t e  Comte and  h i s  a l l i e s  
l e a d  me t o  d o u b t  v e r y  much w h e t h e r  y o u r  c h a r m in g  f a t a l i s t i c o -  
o p t i m i s t i c o - s c i e n t i f i c o - p h i l o s o p h y  i s  e i t h e r  i n  h i s  s p i r i t ,  
o r  l o g i c a l l y  d e f e n s i b l e . "  A p r i l  30 ,  1 8 6 7 , i n  t h e  Adams P a ­
p e r s ,  M i c r o f i l m  #582.

2
P o s i t i v e  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  C om te , t r .  by M a r t l n e a u .

A dam s 's  copy i s  i n  t h e  Adams C o l l e c t i o n  a t  t h e  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  
H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t y .
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o f  r e t a r d a t i o n  a u g m e n t i n g  i n  a  l i k e  g e o m e t r i c a l  r a t i o . "  Most

r e l e v a n t  t o  Adams’ s l a t e r  w r i t i n g  were L y e l l ' s  a p p l i c a t i o n s

o f  D a r w i n i a n  t h o u g h t  t o  s o c i a l  change  a n d  h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t

e v o l u t i o n  n e e d  n o t  a lw ay s  c o n s t i t u t e  p r o g r e s s .

The more c i v i l i z a t i o n  a d v a n c e s  t h e  l e s s  w i l l  mere b o d i l y  
s t r e n g t h  and a c u t e n e s s  o f  t h e  s e n s e s  c o n f e r  s o c i a l  s u p e ­
r i o r i t y .  But  s t i l l ,  a s  D arw in  s a y s ,  t h e r e  i s  no f i x e d  
and  n e c e s s a r y  law o f  p r o g r e s s .  The i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  a 
c o u n t r y  may be  s o  f r a m e d  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  p o s s e s s i n g  mod­
e r a t e  o r  e v e n  i n f e r i o r  q u a l i t i e s  may have  t h e  b e s t  c h a n c e  
o f  s u r v i v i n g .  . . . [H e re  L y e l l  g i v e s  t h e  ex am ple  o f  t h e  
S p a n i s h  I n q u i s i t i o n . ]  But  s u c h  e x c e p t i o n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
w i l l  n o t  a r r e s t  t h e  onw ard  march o f  t h e  human r a c e . ^

R e a d in g  R i c h a r d  Owen's  P a l e o n t o l o g y  i n  1 8 6 7 ,  Adams 

p i c k e d  up a n o t h e r  i d e a  w h ic h  he  would  u s e  i n  l a t e r  y e a r s .

Owen b e l i e v e d  t h a t  e v o l u t i o n  was a p r o c e s s  o f  m u t a t i o n ,  n o t  o f  

p r o g r e s s i o n .  Such e v o l u t i o n  c o u l d  be much s w i f t e r  t h a n  D a r ­

w i n ' s  t h e o r y  a l l o w e d — a s w i f t n e s s  t h a t  Adam s 's  l a t e r  s p e c u l a -  

t i o n s  w ou ld  demand. We know f rom  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  and  f ro m  h i s  

1868 r e v i e w  o f  L y e l l ' s  P r i n c i p l e s  o f  G eo lo g y  t h a t  Adams r e a d  

The O r i g i n  o f  S p e c i e s  a b o u t  t h i s  t i m e .  S i n c e  Adams i n  h i s  

r e v i e w  t r i e d  t o  r e m a i n  s c r u p u l o u s l y  o b j e c t i v e ,  h i s  o p i n i o n s  

on D a rw in i sm  a r e  n o t  e a s y  t o  d e t e r m i n e .  E r n e s t  Sam uels  d e ­

c i d e d  i n  1948 t h a t  Adams f a v o r e d  A g a s s i z  o v e r  Darwin  and  

L y e l l .  W i l l i a m  J o r d y  d i s a g r e e d  i n  1 9 5 2 ,  c i t i n g  A dam s 's  l e t t e r  

t o  C h a r l e s  E l i o t  N o r t o n  i n  w h ic h  Adams w r o t e  t h a t  "My own

"'’S i r  C h a r l e s  L y e l l ,  The G e o l o g i c a l  E v i d e n c e s  o f  t h e  
A n t i q u i t y  o f  Man, p p .  4 2 2 ,  489 .

2
P a l e o n t o l o g y , Or a  S y s t e m a t i c  Summary o f  E x t i n c t  

A n im a ls  and  T h e i r  G e o l o g i c a l  R e l a t i o n s  ( a t  t h e  M ass .  H i s t .  
S o c . ) .  A dam s 's  m arks  i n  t h e  book  and  i n  t h e  p r i v a t e l y  p r i n t ­
ed  1907 e d i t i o n  o f  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  i t  was Owen 
( n o t  H u x l e y ,  a s  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  s t a t e s )  who p r o v i d e d  Adams 
w i t h  h i s  sym bo l  o f  P t e r a s p i s  t h e  g a n o i d  f i s h .
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l e a n i n g ,  th o u g h  n o t  s t r o n g ,  i s  s t i l l  t o w a r d s "  Darwin and  L y e l l .  

Sam uels  h a d  t h e  l a s t  w o rd ,  a r g u i n g  i n  1964 t h a t  Adams, who d i d  

h i s  f i n a l  r e s e a r c h  and  w r i t i n g  o f  t h e  e s s a y  a f t e r  h i s  l e t t e r  

t o  N o r t o n ,  chan g ed  h i s  mind i n  t h e  p r o c e s s . ^  The p r o b le m  does  

seem i n s o l u b l e .  Adams c a r e f u l l y  s u s p e n d e d  j u d g m e n t  on D a r w i n ' s  

t h e o r y .  S i n c e  he t o o k  c a r e  t o  r e j e c t  A g a s s i z ' s  t h e o r y  o f  " s p e ­

c i a l  c r e a t i o n , "  he m us t  h a v e  a c c e p t e d  e v o l u t i o n — t h e r e  b e i n g  

no t h i r d  c h o i c e — , b u t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  D a r w i n ' s  v e r s i o n .  I n

any c a s e ,  Adams a s s u r e d  h i s  r e a d e r s  t h a t  " t h e  r a c e  o f  man
2

among t h e  r e s t  may e x p e c t  t o  c a r r y  on i t s  d e v e l o p m e n t . "  Ac­

c e p t a n c e  o f  human e v o l u t i o n  came e a s i l y  t o  h im .

I n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  Adams a s s o c i a t e d  D a r w in i s m ,  M arx ism ,  

and Comtism a s  t h r e e  t h e o r i e s  o f  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  I f  he  had  n o t  

h e a r d  o f  Marx y e t  i n  t h e  l 8 6 0 ' s ,  t h e  r e a s o n  was n o t  t h a t  he 

f a i l e d  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  s o c i a l  t h e o r i e s .  As he w r o t e  t o  h i s  

b r o t h e r  C h a r l e s ,  " I  am i n  t h e o r y  a  v i o l e n t  r a d i c a l , i n c l i n e d  

to w a r d  e v e r y  " i s m " i n  t h e  f a i n t  hope  o f  d e t e c t i n g  w i t h i n  i t  

some key  t o  t h e  e v e r l a s t i n g  en ig m a  o f  p r o g r e s s . How t h e  

d e v i l  does  one add two and  tw o ,  and  w h a t  i s  t h e  a n s w e r ? "

S c i e n c e  p r o v i d e d  v ag u e  c l u e s ,  he  t h o u g h t .

1See E r n e s t  S a m u e l s ,  The Young Henry Adams, p p .  16 3- 
67 ;  W i l l i a m  H. J o r d y ,  Henry Adams: S c i e n t i f i c  H i s t o r i a n , p p .
1 7 8 - 7 9 ;  E r n e s t  S a m u e l s ,  Henry Adams: The M a jo r  P h a s e , p .  6 3 8 .
The e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  f a v o r s  S a m u e l s ,  t h o u g h  he does  
n o t  m e n t i o n  i t ;  f o r  i n  A dam s 's  r e c o l l e c t i o n  i t  was a f t e r  u n ­
d e r t a k i n g  t o  w r i t e  t h e  r e v i e w  o f  L y e l l  t h a t  he  h ad  h i s  f i r s t  
d o u b t s  a b o u t  D a rw in i sm .  E d u c a t i o n , p p .  2 2 6 - 3 1 .

^Henry Adams, " L y e l l ' s  P r i n c i p l e s  o f  G e o l o g y , "  N o r th  
A m e r ica n  Review ( 1 8 6 8 ) ,  p p .  5 0 1 ,  4 6 9 - 7 0 ,  481 .

^May 1 0 ,  1 8 6 5 ,  i n  Adams P a p e r s ,  M i c r o f i l m  #575.
I t a l i c s  m in e .



72

E v e r y t h i n g  i n  t h i s  u n i v e r s e  h a s  i t s  r e g u l a r  t i d e s  and  
w a v e s .  E l e c t r i c i t y ,  s o u n d ,  t h e  w i n d ,  and  I  b e l i e v e  e v e r y  
p a r t  o f  o r g a n i c  n a t u r e  w i l l  be b r o u g h t  some day w i t h i n  
t h i s  l aw .  But  my p h i l o s o p h y  t e a c h e s  me, and  I  f i r m l y  b e ­
l i e v e  i t ,  t h a t  t h e  law s  w h ich  g o v e r n  a n i m a t e d  b e i n g s  w i l l  
be u l t i m a t e l y  f o u n d  t o  be a t  b o t t o m  t h e  same w i t h  t h o s e  
w h ic h  r u l e  i n a n i m a t e  n a t u r e .  . . .  I  l o o k  f o r  r e g u l a r  
t i d e s  i n  t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  men, and  o f  c o u r s e ,  i n  o u r  own a f ­
f a i r s .  I n  e v e r y  p r o g r e s s i o n ,  somehow o r  o t h e r ,  t h e  n a ­
t i o n s  move by t h e  same p r o c e s s  w h ich  h a s  n e v e r  b e e n  e x ­
p l a i n e d  b u t  i s  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  o c e a n  and  t h e  a i r .

But t h e n ,  r e a l i z i n g  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  b i n d i n g  h u m a n i ty  and

i n d i v i d u a l  e v e n t s  w i t h  im m u ta b l e  p h y s i c a l  l a w s ,  he  b a c k e d  away

f ro m  h i s  t h o u g h t .  "On t h i s  t h e o r y  I  s h o u l d  e x p e c t  a t  a b o u t

t h i s  t im e  [ 1 8 6 3 ] ,  a  t u r n  w h ich  w ould  c a r r y  us b a c k w a r d .  The

d e v i l  o f  i t  i s ,  s u p p o s i n g  t h e r e  comes a  t i m e  when t h e  r e b s

s u d d e n l y  cave  i n ,  how am I  t o  e x p l a i n  t h a t ? " " ' '

Adams saw t h a t  a  c y c l i c  t h e o r y  was t o o  p r e c i s e ,  

c a l l e d  f o r  t o o  much r e g u l a r i t y ,  t o  be w o r k a b l e :  t h e  f a i l u r e ,

o f  one t u r n  i n  t h e  c y c l e  t h r e w  o f f  t h e  t h e o r y ;  human a f f a i r s ,  

a t  l e a s t  o v e r  s h o r t  p e r i o d s  o f  t i m e ,  c a n n o t  be made t o  f i t  any 

n e a t  p a t t e r n .  More i m p o r t a n t ,  s u c h  a  t h e o r y  e l i m i n a t e d  t h e  

i n f l u e n c e  o f  men, and  y o u n g  Adams c o u l d  n o t  y e t  t o l e r a t e  t h e  

i d e a  o f  h i m s e l f  o r  h i s  s o c i a l  c l a s s  b e i n g  d e p r i v e d  o f  power  

by any f o r c e s ,  p h y s i c a l  o r  human. T a l k  as  he d i d  o c c a s i o n a l l y  

o f  n a t u r a l  laws g o v e r n i n g  m a n k in d ,  a  more f r e q u e n t  them e i n  

h i s  e a r l y  l e t t e r s  was t h a t  he  and  h i s  e l i t e  p e e r s  w ere  t h e  

f r e e  g u i d e s  o f  A m er ican  s o c i e t y .  " I n  A m er ic a  t h e  man who c a n ’ t  

g u i d e  h a d  b e t t e r  s i t  s t i l l  and  l o o k  o n . "  (1859)  The t a s k  o f  

New E n g l a n d e r s ,  " so  f a r  as  we a t t e m p t  a  p u b l i c  w o rk ,  i s  t o

^A C y c le  o f  Adams L e t t e r s : 1 8 6 1 -1 8 6 5  , e d .  by W or th ­
i n g t o n  C. F o r d ,  I I ,  89 - 9 0 .
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blow up s o p h i s t r y  an d  jam  down h a r d  on m o r a l i t y . "  ( i 8 6 0 ) ' 1' "We 

w an t  a  n a t i o n a l  s e t  o f  y o u n g  men l i k e  o u r s e l v e s  o r  b e t t e r ,  t o  

s t a r t  new i n f l u e n c e s  n o t  o n l y  i n  p o l i t i c s ,  b u t  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  

i n  l a w ,  i n  s o c i e t y ,  an d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  w h o le  s o c i a l  o r g a n i s m . "  

(1 8 6 2 )  "When I  t h i n k  o f  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  s i n c e  l a s t  y e a r ,  my 

b l o o d  b o i l s .  . . . Depend upon  i t  t h a t  w h a t  a f f e c t s  me s o  v i o ­

l e n t l y  w i l l  a f f e c t  t h e  a v e r a g e  man a t  l a s t . "  (1 8 6 7 )  Such  an 

a t t i t u d e  demands  a h i g h  o p i n i o n  o f  o n e s e l f  and a  r a t h e r  low 

one o f  t h e  mass o f  h u m a n i t y .  We m ust  c o n c e d e  t h a t  Henry Adams, 

who o b s e r v e d  t o  h i s  b r o t h e r  C h a r l e s  i n  1 8 6 9  t h a t  "we a r e  s m a l l

enough  c r e a t u r e s  a b s o l u t e l y ,  b u t  r e l a t i v e l y  t o  t h e  mass o f
■3

f o i l s  who make m a n k in d ,  we a r e  a t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  l a d d e r , " J 

q u a l i f i e d  on b o t h  c o u n t s .

The e l i t e  g u i d e s  c o u l d  n o t  a l t e r  A m e r i c a ' s  p r e ­

o r d a i n e d  " t r u e  c o u r s e " ;  t h e  j o b  o f  " t h e  New E n g l a n d  e l e m e n t "  

w a s ,  r a t h e r ,  t o  k ee p  h e r  on t h i s  c o u r s e  by g u i d i n g  t h e  m a s s e s .  

W h e th e r  Adams t h o u g h t  t h i s  c o u r s e  was d i c t a t e d  by n a t u r a l  laws  

o r  by some human t r a i t  o r  n a t i o n a l  q u a l i t y  i s  n o t  c l e a r  f rom  

h i s  l e t t e r s  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d .  I t  i s  c l e a r ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  he 

saw A m er ica  a s  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  p r o g r e s s  t o w a r d  w h ich  E u r o p e a n  

n a t i o n s  were  s t r i v i n g  t o  move.  E x u l t i n g  o v e r  t h e  r e - e l e c t i o n  

o f  L i n c o l n ,  he  w r o t e  t o  C h a r l e s :

I  n e v e r  y e t  hav e  f e l t  s o  p r o u d  a s  now o f  t h e  g r e a t  q u a l ­
i t i e s  o f  o u r  r a c e ,  o r  s o  c o n f i d e n t  o f  t h e  c a p a c i t y  o f  men

^L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams: 1 8 5 8 - 1 9 1 8 , e d .  by W o r t h in g ­
t o n  C. F o r d ,  I ,  5 3 ,  58 .

o
F o r d ,  C y c le  o f  Adams L e t t e r s , I ,  196.

% o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, I ,  12 6 ,  151 .
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t o  d e v e l o p  t h e i r  f a c u l t i e s  i n  t h e  m a ss .  I  b e l i e v e  t h a t  a 
new e r a  o f  t h e  movement o f  t h e  w o r l d  w i l l  d a t e  f ro m  t h a t  
d a y ,  w h ic h  w i l l  d r a g  n a t i o n s  up s t i l l  a n o t h e r  s t e p ,  and 
c a r r y  us  o u t  o f  a  q u a n t i t y  o f  o l d  f o g s .  E u ro p e  h a s  a 
l o n g  way t o  go y e t  t o  c a t c h  us u p . 1

E l s e w h e r e  i n  t h e  l e t t e r  he  gave  c r e d i t  t o  t h e  A m er ica n  s y s t e m  

o f  g o v e r n m e n t ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  " r a c e . "  And a t  o t h e r  t i m e s ,  

a s  i n  a  l e t t e r  o f  i 8 6 0  a b o u t  G a r i b a l d i ,  Adams a t t r i b u t e d  Amer­

i c a ' s  p r e - e m i n e n c e  t o  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  and  s o c i a l  i d e a s  o f  h e r  

p e o p l e .  "To us  A m e r i c a n s ,  a l l  t h e s e  I t a l i a n  t r o u b l e s  r e d u c e  

t h e m s e l v e s  s im p l y  t o  a  s i n g l e  p r o c e s s ,  by w h ic h  one more o f  

t h e  c i v i l i z e d  r a c e s  i s  f o r m i n g  i t s e l f  on t h e  g r o u n d  t h a t  we 

h a v e  a lw a y s  s t o o d  o n ,  and  t a k i n g  up as  i t s  c r e e d  t h e  same

l i s t  o f  i d e a s  t h a t  we hav e  a lw a y s  d e c l a r e d  t o  be t h e  h e a r t
2

and  s o u l  o f  modern c i v i l i z a t i o n . "

B e h in d  A m e r i c a ' s  e m in e n c e  t h e r e  seem ed some k i n d  o f  

m o r a l  and  c u l t u r a l  i d e a l ,  e m b o d ied  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  

b e s t  p e o p l e .  Some c r i t i c s ,  G eorge  H o c h f i e l d  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

t r e a t  A dam s 's  c o n c e p t s  o f  m o r a l i t y  a s  f i x e d  P l a t o n i c  p r i n c i ­

p l e s  w h ic h  e x i s t e d ,  Adams t h o u g h t ,  b ey o n d  t h e  r e a l  w o r l d  and  

w h i c h ,  when s h a t t e r e d ,  l e f t  an u n f i l l a b l e  v o i d  i n  h i s  mind.

I  t h i n k ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  Adams was t o o  much aw are  o f  t h e  new 

c o n c e p t s  o f  e v o l v i n g  m o r a l i t y  t o  be so  r i g i d .  I n  1865 he 

s t a t e d  h i s  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  m o ra l  l a w s :  "He [ C h a r l e s  F r a n c i s

Adams, S r . ]  b a s e s  h i s  w o r l d  upon m o ra l  l a w s .  I  r a n k  m o ra l

"' 'Ford, C y c le  o f  Adams L e t t e r s , I ,  152 ;  I I ,  229 .
Adams u s e d  t h e  word  " r a c e "  i n  a  n o n - b i o l o g i c a l  s e n s e .  A 
r a c e  was a  l a r g e  g ro u p  o f  p e o p l e  w i t h  a  common c u l t u r a l  
b a c k g r o u n d .

^"H enry  Adams and  G a r i b a l d i ,  i 8 6 0 , "  i n  A m er ic an  H i s ­
t o r i c a l  Review ( 1 9 2 0 ) ,  p p .  2 5 3 - 5 4 .
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law s  w i t h  a l l  o t h e r  l a w s ,  a s  m a t t e r  f o r  s t u d y ,  d e v e l o p m e n t  and  

p e r h a p s  o f  c h a n g e .  I  am c o n t i n u a l l y  p u z z l e d  t o  know how we 

g e t  a l o n g  t o g e t h e r . " ' 1’ Adams h a d  no m y s t i q u e  a b o u t  m o r a l  a b s o ­

l u t e s ,  t h o u g h  h e r e  he v a g u e l y  e q u a t e d  m o r a l  w i t h  p h y s i c a l  l a w s .  

H is  c o n c e r n ,  q u i t e  p r o n o u n c e d  i n  t h e  l 8 6 0 ' s ,  a b o u t  t h e  w o r l d ' s  

f l a w s ,  came n o t  f ro m  any  p a r t i c u l a r  m o r a l  s t a n d a r d  so  much a s  

f ro m  h i s  v e r y  p e r s o n a l  s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  he  was u n s u i t e d  f o r  s u c ­

c e s s  i n  t h i s  w o r l d .  F e e l i n g  a  d a n g e r  t o  h i m s e l f ,  he b e g a n  t o  

s e a r c h  f o r  t h e o r e t i c a l  ways t o  f r e e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  f ro m  t h e  

t y r a n n y  o f  s o c i a l  and  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s .  (The w a r n i n g s  o f  M i l l  

an d  De T o c q u e v i l l e  on t h e  g r o w in g  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  i n d i ­

v i d u a l  i n  m odern  d e m o c ra c y  c e r t a i n l y  i n f l u e n c e d  h i s  t h i n k i n g . ) 

Som et im es  h i s  u n e a s e  t o o k  t h e  fo rm  o f  mere g r i p i n g ,  a s  i n  a 

l e t t e r  o f  1862 w h ic h  i n s p i r e d  t h i s  r e p l y  f ro m  h i s  b r o t h e r  

C h a r l e s :

You a r e  b e a t e n  b a c k  e v e r y w h e r e  b e f o r e  you  a r e  t w e n t y - f o u r ,  
and  f i n a l l y  w r i t i n g  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  l e t t e r s  you  g ru m b le  a t  
t h e  s t r a n g e  m adness  o f  t h e  t i m e s  an d  h a v e n ’ t  e v e n  f a i t h  
i n  God and  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  y o u r  a g e .  What do you mean by 
t h i n k i n g ,  much l e s s  w r i t i n g  s u c h  s t u f f ?  ’No l o n g e r  any 
c h a n c e  l e f t  o f  s e t t l e d  l i v e s  and C h r i s t i a n  c a r e e r s ! ’ Do 
y o u  s u p p o s e  t h e  w o r l d  i s  com ing  t o  a n  en d  now?

At o t h e r  t i m e s  Henry a t t a i n e d  a  c a l m e r  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  a s  i n  h i s

l e t t e r  o f  1863 t o  C h a r l e s  d e s c r i b i n g  h i s  new f a t a l i s m .  "The

w o r l d  grows j u s t  l i k e  a  c a b b a g e , ’’ he  b e g a n ,  " o r ,  i f  t h e  s i m i l e

i s  v u l g a r ,  w e ’ l l  s a y ,  l i k e  an o a k .  The r e s u l t  w i l l  come when

t h e  t i m e  i s  r i p e ,  and  t h e  o n l y  t h i n g  t h a t  d i s g u s t s  me much i s

t h e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  t h a t  we a r e  u n a b l e  t o  g o v e r n  i t . "  The

■'’L e t t e r  f ro m  H enry  Adams t o  C h a r l e s  F .  Adams, J r . ,
J u l y  1 4 ,  1 8 6 5 , i n  Adams P a p e r s ,  M i c r o f i l m  # 5 7 6 .
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c o n c e p t  o f  s low  and I n e v i t a b l e  change  i s  a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  s o ­

c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m ,  b u t  A dam s 's  r e s e r v a t i o n s  a b o u t  h i s  t h e o r y  

a r e  more s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a n  t h e  t h e o r y  i t s e l f .  He c o n t i n u e d :

I t  d o e s  v e r y  w e l l  f o r  a  t h e o r y  o f  e x i s t e n c e  so  l o n g  as  i t  
h a s  no o c c a s i o n  t o  r e g u l a t e  t h e  r e l a t i o n  b e tw e e n  one man 
and  a n o t h e r .  But t h e r e ,  I  c o n f e s s ,  i t  r u b s ,  and  n a t u r a l ­
l y  e n o u g h .  . . . The r a c e  w i l l  go on a l l  r i g h t  o r  w rong ;  
e i t h e r  way i t ' s  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  c a u s e s  e x i s t i n g ,  b u t  n o t  
w i t h i n  o u r  r e a c h ;  b u t  u n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  i f  y o u  were  t o  g e t  
i n t o  t r o u b l e ,  you  m ig h t  n o t  go on a t  a l l ,  w h ich  . . . 
would  n o t  a d m i t  o f  t h a t  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  y o u r  o l d  th o u g h  
f a l l a c i o u s  maxim t h a t  l i f e  i s  a s y s t e m  o f  c o m p e n s a t i o n s ,  
a  maxim p r o b a b l y  j u s t ,  i f  we s p e a k  o f  t h e  r a c e  a s  a 
u n i t . 1

But one can  t h i n k  o f  t h e  r a c e  a s  a  u n i t  o n l y  a t  a  s a f e  d i s ­

t a n c e .  The i d e a  o f  human p o w e r l e s s n e s s  i n  a  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  

w o r l d  i s  i n t o l e r a b l e  when one a p p l i e s  i t  t o  i n d i v i d u a l s .

Adams d i s c u s s e d  t h i s  them e l i g h t l y  i n  1863 ;  l a t e r  he  would  

d e v e l o p  i t  more s e r i o u s l y  i n  E s t h e r .

A dam s 's  s o c i a l  t h e o r y  i n  t h e  l 8 6 0 ' s  was n o t  v e r y  f u l l y  

d e v e l o p e d .  He b e l i e v e d  t h a t  A m e r ic a  was s u b j e c t  t o  a  v a g u e l y  

p r e - o r d a i n e d  c o u r s e  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  w h ic h  made i t  s u p e r i o r  t o  

E u r o p e a n  n a t i o n s .  The C i v i l  War had t h r e a t e n e d  t h i s  d e v e l o p ­

m e n t ,  b u t  u n d e r  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  h e r  b e s t  p e o p l e ,  t h e  n a t i o n  

c o u l d  r e g a i n  h e r  c o u r s e .  I n  d u b i o u s  harmony w i t h  t h e s e  i d e a s  

was A dam s 's  t h e o r y  t h a t  n a t u r a l  law c o n t r o l s  t h e  movement o f  

n a t i o n s  an d  m asses  ( t h o u g h  n o t  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s ) .  T h i s  l a s t  

i d e a  i s  v a g u e ,  h o w e v e r ,  and  Adams d i d  n o t ,  i n  a c c e p t i n g  i t ,  

p o s t u l a t e  any law s  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  r~  Tf h e  fo u n d  any "key 

t o  t h e  e v e r l a s t i n g  en ig m a  o f  p r o g r e s s , "  he k e p t  i t  t o  h im ­

s e l f .  But  no m a t t e r  how s o p h i s t i c a t e d  h i s  t h o u g h t s  m ig h t

^Pord, Cycle of Adams Letters, I, 102-03; II, 96-97.
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h a v e  b e e n ,  i t  was i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t  t h e  r e t u r n  t o  A m er ica  and 

G r a n t ' s  W a s h in g to n  s h o u l d  r a d i c a l l y  a l t e r  th em .

R e - I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  A m er ica :  1868-1870

Soon a f t e r  t h e  f a m i l y  r e t u r n e d  f rom  E n g la n d  i n  18 6 8 ,  

Henry Adams w en t  t o  W a s h in g to n  t o  l e a r n  t h e  w o r k in g s  o f  Amer­

i c a n  p o l i t i c s  an d  s o c i e t y .  The s h o c k  h i s  n o t i o n s  o f  p r o g r e s s  

r e c e i v e d  when P r e s i d e n t  G r a n t  a n n o u n c e d  h i s  c a b i n e t  i s  r e ­

c o r d e d  i n  The E d u c a t i o n  o f  Henry Adams, w here  he c o n c l u d e d  

t h a t  " t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  e v o l u t i o n  f ro m  P r e s i d e n t  W a s h in g to n  t o  

P r e s i d e n t  G r a n t ,  was a l o n e  e v i d e n c e  enough  t o  u p s e t  Darwin ." ' ' "  

The a r t i c l e s  o f  1869  an d  1870 l e a v e  no d o u b t  t h a t  t h e  sh o c k  

was a  s e v e r e  o n e ,  and t h e y  c l a r i f y  f a r  b e t t e r  t h a n  t h e  E d u c a ­

t i o n  j u s t  what  Adams fo u n d  so  r e p u l s i v e  and p r i m i t i v e  i n  

G r a n t .  G r a n t ' s  m o r t a l  s i n  was t h a t  he f a i l e d  t o  u p h o l d  what  

Adams c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  m o ra l  i d e a l  o f  t h e  A m er ican  C o n s t i t u t i o n .  

Adams b e s t  e x p l a i n e d  t h i s  i d e a l  i n  h i s  a r t i c l e  "The S e s s i o n :  

1869-7 0 ."

S u p rem e ,  i r r e s i s t i b l e  a u t h o r i t y  must  e x i s t  somewhere  i n  
e v e r y  g o v e r n m e n t— was t h e  E u r o p e a n  p o l i t i c a l  b e l i e f ;  and 
E n g l a n d  s o l v e d  h e r  p r o b l e m  by i n t r u s t i n g  I t  t o  a  r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i v e  a s s e m b l y  t o  be  u s e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  b e s t  j u d g ­
ment o f  t h e  n a t i o n .  A m e r i c a ,  on t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  a s s e r t e d  
t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  was n o t  t r u e ;  t h a t  no s u c h  suprem e  
p o w er  n e e d  e x i s t  i n  a  g o v e r n m e n t ;  t h a t  i n  t h e  A m er ican  
g o v e rn m e n t  none  s u c h  s h o u l d  be a l l o w e d  t o  e x i s t ,  b e c a u s e  
a b s o l u t e  pow er  i n  any fo rm  was i n c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  f r e e d o m ,  
an d  t h a t  t h e  new g o v e rn m e n t  s h o u l d  s t a r t  f rom  t h e  i d e a  
t h a t  t h e  p u b l i c  l i b e r t i e s  d e p e n d e d  upon d e n y i n g  u n c o n ­
t r o l l e d  a u t h o r i t y  t o  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s y s t e m  i n  i t s  p a r t s  
o r  i n  i t s  w h o l e . ^

■'‘Adams, E d u c a t i o n , p .  2 6 6 .

^ N o r th  A m er ican  Review ( 1 8 7 0 ) ,  p .  30*
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The e f f e c t  o f  Adam s 's  two y e a r s  I n  W ash in g to n  was t o  d e s t r o y  

h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  p o l i t i c i a n s  c o u ld  l i v e  up t o  t h i s  i d e a l  o f  t h e  

C o n s t i t u t i o n ,  and he b lamed m a in ly  G r a n t  f o r  h a v i n g  a l l o w e d  

t h e  L e g i s l a t u r e  t o  u s u r p  t o o  much pow er .  We must  " c o n f r o n t  

f a c e  t o  f a c e  t h e  b a l d  and d i s g u s t i n g  f a c t  t h a t  members o f  Con­

g r e s s  c a n n o t  be h o n e s t  w i t h  s u c h  a power  i n  t h e i r  h a n d s . "  But  

Adam s 's  o p i n i o n  o f  Congressm an  was so  low t h a t  he d i d  n o t  q u i t e  

h o l d  them r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  p ro b le m :  " I t  i s  n o t  C o n g res s

t h a t  h a s  b e t r a y e d  t h e  e x e c u t i v e ,  b u t  a  lo n g  l i n e  o f  P r e s i d e n t s  

who h a v e  f a i l e d  t o  r e s p e c t  t h e i r  t r u s t . " 1

In  1906 i t  seemed t o  Adams t h a t  G r a n t  h a d  been  Amer­

i c a ' s  l a s t  ch an ce  t o  s a v e  t h e  o l d  R e p u b l i c .  But i n  1 8 6 9 , 

when he w r o te  " C i v i l  S e r v i c e  R e f o r m ,"  Adams h a d  n o t  y e t  g i v e n  

up on t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n .  The b a l a n c e  and  l i m i t a t i o n  o f  pow ers  

c o u l d  be r e s t o r e d ,  he t h o u g h t ,  by " t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  su c h  a 

sound  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  as  w i l l  h o l d  f u t u r e  P r e s i d e n t s  more 

c l o s e l y  t o  t h e i r  c h a r g e . "

To e f f e c t  t h i s  t h e r e  i s  no way b u t  t o  a t t a c k  c o r r u p t i o n  
i n  a l l  i t s  h o l e s ,  t o  d r a g  i t  b e f o r e  t h e  p u b l i c  e y e ,  t o  
d i s s e c t  i t  and h o l d  t h e  d i s e a s e d  members up t o  p o p u l a r  
d i s g u s t ,  t o  g i v e  t h e  n a t i o n a l  c o n s c i e n c e  no  r e s t  n o r
p e a c e  u n t i l  mere vehemence o f  t h e  p a s s i o n  overcom es  t h e
s l u g g i s h  s e l f - c o m p l a c e n c y  o f  t h e  p u b l i c  m i n d . 2

I t  would  t a k e  a  l o n g  t im e  f o r  t h e  e l i t e  and t h e  r e f o r m e r s  t o

p e r s u a d e  t h e  p u b l i c ;  " su c h  a  movement must  n e c e s s a r i l y  be

s l o w . "  By t h e  n e x t  y e a r  ( i n  "The S e s s i o n ,  1 8 6 9 - 7 0 ") h i s  o p i n ­

i o n  h ad  s h i f t e d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y .  He b e l i e v e d  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n

1Henry Adams, " C i v i l  S e r v i c e  R e f o r m ,"  N o r th  Am er ican  
Review ( 1 8 6 9 ) ,  p p .  451 ,  460.

2"Ibid.," pp. 460, 474-75.
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h a d  f a i l e d ,  and  h i s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  G r a n t  f o r  a l l o w i n g  t h e  f a i l ­

u r e  was s e v e r e ;  b u t  he a l s o  saw s o m e t h i n g  i n e v i t a b l e  and b e ­

yond human c o n t r o l  i n  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n ’ s d e c l i n e .  ’’The o r i g ­

i n a l  b a s i s  o f  r e s e r v e d  powers  on w h ich  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n  was 

f r a m e d  h a s  y i e l d e d  and  i s  y i e l d i n g  t o  t h e  n a t u r a l  p r e s s u r e ,  

and  t h e  g r a d u a l  c o n c e s s i o n  o f  power  t o  t h e  c e n t r a l  g o v e rn m en t

h a s  a l r e a d y  gone so  f a r  a s  t o  l e a v e  l i t t l e  d o u b t  t h a t  t h e

g r e a t  p o l i t i c a l  p r o b le m  o f  a l l  ag e s  c a n n o t ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  a  com­

m u n i ty  l i k e  t h a t  o f  t h e  f u t u r e  A m e r i c a ,  be s o l v e d  by t h e  t h e ­

o ry  o f  t h e  A m er ica n  C o n s t i t u t i o n . ” M o r e o v e r ,  he h a d  so  f a r  

l o s t  h i s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  i n t e l l i g e n t  men t o  g u i d e  c u r ­

r e n t  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  t h a t  he d i r e c t e d  h i s  a p p e a l  t o  a l l  a g e s  

and a l l  h u m a n i t y .  The l a s t  s e n t e n c e s  o f  "The S e s s i o n :  1 8 6 9 -

70" p r o v i d e  an e x c e l l e n t  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  The E d u c a t i o n  o f  

Henry Adams.

The s y s t e m  o f  s e p a r a t e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  r e a l i z e d  i n  
t h e  m echan ism  o f  t h e  A m er ican  g o v e rn m e n t  a s  a c o n s e q u e n c e  
o f  t h e  j e a l o u s  r e s t r i c t i o n  o f  s u b s t a n t i a l  p o w ers  w i l l  i n ­
e v i t a b l y  y i e l d ,  a s  i t s  f o u n d a t i o n  h a s  y i e l d e d ,  t o  t h e  
p r e s s u r e  o f  n e c e s s i t y .  The r e s u l t  i s  n o t  p l e a s a n t  t o  
c o n t e m p l a t e .  . . . The d i s c u s s i o n  o f  so  l a r g e  a  s u b j e c t  
i s  m a t t e r  f o r  a l i f e t i m e ,  an d  w i l l  occupy  g e n e r a t i o n s .
The A m er ican  s t a t e s m a n  o r  p h i l o s o p h e r  who e n t e r s  upon 
t h i s  d e b a t e  must  make h i s  a p p e a l ,  n o t  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  o p i n ­
i o n  o f  a  day o r  o f  a  n a t i o n ,  h o w e v e r  l a r g e  o r  i n t e l l i g e n t ,  
b u t  t o  t h e  minds  o f  t h o s e  p e r s o n s  who i n  e v e r y  age  and  i n  
a l l  c o u n t r i e s  a t t a c h  t h e i r  c h i e f  i n t e r e s t  t o  w o r k i n g  o u t  
t h e  p r o b le m s  o f  human s o c i e t y . ^

G eorge  H o c h f i e l d  s e e s  Adams a s  s u f f e r i n g  f ro m  a  s u c ­

c e s s i o n  o f  r u i n e d  i d e a l s  w h i c h ,  b u r s t i n g  l i k e  b a l l o o n s ,  l e f t
2

v o i d s  t h a t  Adams c o u l d  n e v e r  f i l l .  A dam s 's  C o n s t i t u t i o n a l

^■"The Session: 1869-70," pp. 61-62.
2

Henry  Adams: An I n t r o d u c t i o n  and  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , p p .
1 - 1 0 .  " I n t r o d u c t i o n "  t o  The G r e a t  S e c e s s i o n  W i n t e r  and  O t h e r  
E s s a y s  by Henry Adams, e d .  by G eorge  H o c h f i e l d ,  p p .  x v - x v i i i .
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i d e a l  was one  o f  t h o s e  t h a t  f a i l e d ,  c e r t a i n l y ;  b u t  I  b e l i e v e  

he s u c c e e d e d  a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y  i n  r e p l a c i n g  i t  w i t h  a n o t h e r :  

a  t h e o r y  o f  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m .  The p r i n c i p l e  o f  l i m i t e d  

g o v e r n m e n t a l  p o w e r ,  we s h o u l d  n o t e ,  i s  p e r f e c t l y  c o m p a t i b l e  

w i t h  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m .  When Adams d e c i d e d  t h a t  g o v e rn m en t  

c o u l d  n o t  o p e r a t e  w i t h o u t  any f a c t i o n  g a i n i n g  undue p o w e r ,  he 

h a d  t o  r e - e x a m i n e  t h e  r o l e  o f  g o v e rn m e n t  i n  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  

B e l i e v i n g  t h a t  a  g o v e rn m e n t  d o m i n a t e d  by C ong res sm en  c o u l d  do 

no g o o d ,  h e  c o u l d  n o t  m a i n t a i n  f a i t h  i n  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  u n i q u e  

c a p a c i t y  f o r  p r o g r e s s  u n l e s s  he d i s s o c i a t e d  s o c i a l  movement 

f ro m  t h e  pow er  o f  g o v e r n m e n t — a s  t h e  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t s  d i d .  

S o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m  h a d  much t o  recommend i t  t o  a  f r u s t r a t e d  

p o l i t i c a l  i d e a l i s t  who h a d  j u s t  w i t n e s s e d  g o v e r n m e n t a l  in c o m ­

p e t e n c e  a t  f i r s t  h a n d .  I  w i l l  n o t  a r g u e  t h a t  Adams s u c c e s s ­

f u l l y  q u i e t e d  h i s  d o u b t s  a b o u t  A m er ica  by r e v i s i n g  a  few i d e a s  

i n  t h e  1 8 7 0 ' s .  But  a t  l e a s t ,  by e m p h a s i z i n g  more f u l l y  t h e  

g e n e r a l  p r o g r e s s  o f  h u m a n i t y ,  he c o u l d  m a i n t a i n  a  t h e o r y  o f  

p r o g r e s s  no m a t t e r  what  h a p p e n e d  t o  A m e r ic a .  T h i s  f o c u s  on 

t h e  mass o f  h u m a n i ty  e n c o u r a g e d ,  p e r h a p s  f o r c e d  Adams t o  b e ­

l i e v e  t h a t  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s ,  n o t  m o r a l i t y  o r  i n d i v i d u a l  a c t i o n ,  

c o n t r o l l e d  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  To m a i n t a i n  h i s  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  

A m e r i c a ' s  p r e - e m i n e n c e ,  he  w o u ld  now n e e d  t o  know t h a t  A m er ica  

r e s p o n d e d  more p o s i t i v e l y  t h a n  o t h e r  n a t i o n s  t o  t h e  n a t u r a l  

f o r c e s  b e h i n d  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  But  he was n o t  a t  a l l  s u r e  w hat  

t h e s e  f o r c e s  w e r e .
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S c h o l a r s h i p  and  C a u t i o u s  T h e o r i z i n g :  1870-1877

As p r o f e s s o r  o f  h i s t o r y  a t  H a r v a r d  and  e d i t o r  o f  t h e  

N o r th  A m er ic an  R ev ie w ,  Adams w r o t e  no more p o l i t i c a l  a r t i c l e s .  

I n  1876  he  made one l a s t  a t t e m p t  a t  d i r e c t  p o l i t i c a l  i n f l u e n c e  

by o r g a n i z i n g  a  r e f o r m  g ro u p  i n  s u p p o r t  o f  C a r l  S c h u r z ,  b u t  

S c h u rz  d e f e c t e d  b a c k  t o  t h e  R e p u b l i c a n s ,  and  t h e  d i s a p p o i n t e d  

Adams t o o k  r e f u g e  i n  c o n d e s c e n s i o n :  "The p o l i t i c a l  f i e l d  i s

am u s in g  th o u g h  somewhat  s a d d e n i n g  t o  t h e  b e l i e v e r  i n  human p e r ­

f e c t i b i l i t y . "  He d i r e c t e d  h i s  i r o n y  h e r e  a t  t h e  i d e a  o f  p e r ­

f e c t i b i l i t y  a s  w e l l  a s  a t  p o l i t i c i a n s ;  b u t  d u r i n g  t h e s e  y e a r s  

g e n e r a l l y  h i s  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  h u m a n i ty  seemed 

f i r m .  T h i s  c o n f i d e n c e  showed t h r o u g h  h i s  f r e q u e n t  i m p a t i e n c e  

w i t h  t h e  A m er ican  p u b l i c .  He w r o t e  a f t e r  t h e  r e f o r m  f i a s c o  

t h a t

t h e  o n ly  good r e s u l t  o f  a l l  t h e  p a s t  e i g h t e e n  months  o f  
w orks  h a s  b e e n  t h e  s a v a g e  h u n t i n g - d o w n  o f  p o w e r f u l  s c o u n ­
d r e l s  and  t h e  d i s p l a y  o f  a w f u l  c o r r u p t i o n  o f  o u r  s y s t e m  
i n  r o o t  an d  b r a n c h .  But  o u r  p e o p l e  a s  y e t  seem q u i t e  
c a l l o u s .  I f  any s t o r m  o f  p o p u l a r  d i s g u s t  i s  i m p e n d i n g ,  
no s i g n  o f  i t  as  y e t  d a r k e n s  t h e  a i r .  We s h a l l  keep  a t  
i t ,  and good w i l l  come i n  time.-*-

The p a s s a g e  shows t h a t  Adams k e p t  h i s  o l d  i n t e r e s t  i n  p o l i t i c s ,  

b u t  we can  a l s o  s e e  i n  him a g r o w in g  a w a r e n e s s  o f  s o c i a l  d e ­

v e lo p m e n t  as  a  f o r c e  b ey o n d  p o l i t i c a l  and  a l l  human c o n t r o l ,  

e v e n  th o u g h  men s u p p l y  t h e  pow er  f o r  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  An u n ­

p u b l i s h e d  l e t t e r  o f  187^ shows t h a t  Adams was b e g i n n i n g  t o  

s e e  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  m a sse s  o f  man as  i r r e s i s t i b l e  n a t u r a l  

f o r c e s .  His  f e a r  o f  t h e  l a b o r i n g  m asse s  and  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  

e s t a b l i s h m e n t  i s  a p p a r e n t .  H e r e ,  p e r h a p s  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e ,

1F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, p p .  29 7 ,  2 8 8 - 8 9 .
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we s e e  Adams o f  t h e  o l d  a r i s t o c r a t i c  o r d e r  f e e l i n g  t h r e a t e n e d

n o t  by p o l i t i c a l  c o r r u p t i o n  b u t  by t h e  r i s e  o f  two new and

f r i g h t e n i n g  pow ers  i n  t h e  l a n d :

I  c o n f e s s  t h a t  t h e  f u t u r e  seems t o  me a t  t h i s  d i s t a n c e  
s u f f i c i e n t l y  v a g u e .  T h e re  i s  o n ly  one d a n g e r  t h a t  I  c an  
s e e ,  w h ich  i s  t h a t  t h e  l a b o r i n g  c l a s s  and  t h e  c a p i t a l ­
i s t s  may u l t i m a t e l y  make t h e  l i b e r a l  and  c o n s e r v a t i v e  
p a r t i e s ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  I f  t h a t  h a p p e n s ,  n o t h i n g  b u t  a 
c l e a n  sweep o f  o l d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  can  be  t h e  r e s u l t .  But 
I  am b e g i n n i n g  a l r e a d y  t o  s e e  t h e  hope  t h a t  o u r  g e n e r a ­
t i o n  h a s  s e e n  i t s  g r e a t e s t  r e v o l u t i o n s  and t h a t  r a i l w a y s  
and  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  h a v e  e x e r c i s e d  n e a r l y  a l l  t h e  im m e d ia te  
i n f l u e n c e  t h e y  c a n .  _

Adams d i d  n o t  e x p r e s s  any hope t h a t  m o r a l i t y  o r  i n d i v i d u a l

a c t i o n  c o u l d  a f f e c t  t h i s  u n c e r t a i n  s i t u a t i o n .  The e f f e c t i v e

f o r c e s  were  t h e  m a s s e s ,  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t s ,  a n d — i n  a p p a r e n t

o p p o s i t i o n  t o  t h e s e — s c i e n c e  and  t e c h n o l o g y .  " S c i e n c e , "

Adams c o n c l u d e d ,  "m ust  h e l p  us o u t . " ' 1'

We m ig h t  compare  t h i s  f a t a l i s t i c  a p p e a l  t o  s c i e n c e  

w i t h  E r n e s t  S a m u e l s ' s  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  "Henry  c l u n g  t o  t h e  fam ­

i l y  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  remedy f o r  t h e  a b u s e  o f  econom ic  power  

l a y  i n  p r i v a t e  m o r a l i t y .  E s s e n t i a l l y  i t  was a r e l i g i o u s  c o n ­

c e p t i o n ,  f o r  i t  e x h o r t e d  e a c h  man t o  r e f o r m  f rom  w i t h i n ,  d i s ­

r e g a r d i n g  t h e  a c t u a l  s y s t e m  o f  r e w a r d s  and  p u n i s h m e n t s  d e -
2

c r e e d  by t h e  m a r k e t p l a c e . "  Bo th  t h e  a p p e a l  t o  s c i e n c e  and  

t o  p r i v a t e  m o r a l i t y  were  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n ­

i s m  i n  t h e  1 8 7 0 ' s .  D i s t u r b e d  by t h e  d i s c o n t e n t e d  m a sse s  and  

t h e  p o w e r f u l  c a p i t a l i s t s ,  and  w a n t i n g  t o  keep  them  f ro m  pow er  

i n  g o v e r n m e n t ,  Adams n e v e r t h e l e s s  d i d  n o t ,  l i k e  J o h n  Hay,

^ " L e t te r  t o  R o b e r t  A. C u n l i f f e ,  J u l y  6 ,  187*1, i n  
Adams P a p e r s ,  M i c r o f i l m  #59^ .

2Samuels, Young Henry Adams, p. 195.
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s u g g e s t  t h a t  g o v e rn m e n t  s h o u l d  t r y  t o  k e ep  them i n  t h e i r  p l a c e .  

W h e th e r  r e l y i n g  on s c i e n c e  o r  on t h e  m o ra l  i n d i v i d u a l ,  he  i g ­

n o r e d  g o v e r n m e n t .  The i n d i v i d u a l i s m  o f  t h e  Adams f a m i l y  a g r e e d  

w i t h  t h a t  o f  S p e n c e r  and  Sumner.  E v e n t u a l l y  Adams w ou ld  c e a s e  

t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  p o l i t i c a l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  s o c i a l  a b u s e s  a r e  c o r r e c t -  

i b l e  a t  a l l  i n  a  c a p i t a l i s t i c  s o c i e t y .  The i n d i v i d u a l ,  he 

w ould  f e e l ,  c an  c o r r e c t  o n l y  h i m s e l f .

I n  t h e  l 8 7 0 ' s ,  h o w e v e r ,  Adams was r e l u c t a n t  t o  c o n ­

c l u d e  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  c o u l d  n o t  c o n t r o l  s o c i a l  f o r c e s .  Yet 

e v e n  a  k i n g  w i t h  t h e  pow er  o f  L o u i s  XIV c o u l d  n o t  overcom e 

" t h e  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s  w h ich  were  u n c e a s i n g l y  i n  a c t i o n  t o  n e u ­

t r a l i z e  t h e  k i n g ' s  e f f o r t s  and  t o  undo h i s  w ork .  Of t h e s e

t h e  two most  p o t e n t  a p p e a r  t o  h a v e  b e en  t h e  b e a v e r - t r a d e  and 

t h e  I n d i a n  woman." '1' Such f o r c e s  p o s e d  no t h r e a t  t o  t h e  f r e e ­

dom o f  any i n d i v i d u a l  e x c e p t  one who, l i k e  L o u i s  XIV, t r i e d  

t o  combat  them .  (The k i n g ,  i n  f a c t ,  h e l d  h i s  own a g a i n s t  

t h e s e  f o r c e s ;  p e r h a p s  Adams t h o u g h t  o f  h i m ,  w i t h  t h e  power  o f  

h i s  n a t i o n  b e h i n d  h im ,  a s  a  f o r c e  a n a l o g o u s  t o  " t h e  b e a v e r  

t r a d e . " )  Adams e x p r e s s e d  no f e a r s  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  when i n  

1876  he  f o u n d  i n  " t h e  n a t i o n a l  movement"  o f  A m er ica  " a  s i l e n t  

p u l s a t i o n  t h a t  commands h i s  r e s p e c t ,  a  s t e a d y  movement t h a t

r e s e m b l e s  i n  i t s  mode o f  o p e r a t i o n  t h e  m e c h a n i c a l  a c t i o n  o f
2

N a t u r e  h e r s e l f . "

I n  t h e  same r e v i e w  Adams d i s c u s s e d  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n

^ " P a r k m a n ' s  Old Regime i n  C a n a d a , "  N o r th  A m er ican
Review ( 1 8 7 5 ) ,  p .  176.

2 "Von H o l s t ' s  H i s t o r y , "  p .  3 6 1 .
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a s  an e f f e c t i v e  w o r k i n g  f o r c e  b e h i n d  t h e  movement o f  A m er ican  

s o c i e t y ;  b u t  now he saw t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n  n o t  a s  a  m o r a l  b u t  a s  

a  n a t u r a l  f o r c e ,  o r  r a t h e r ,  a  human docum ent  w h ic h  was c o n ­

s i s t e n t  w i t h  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s .  T h i s  i s  n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  he r e ­

j e c t e d  m o ra l  s t a n d a r d s  i n  e v a l u a t i n g  t h e  n a t i o n a l  movement,  

b u t  t h a t  he a p p r o v e d  m o r a l l y  o f  t h e  way " N a t u r e "  w o r k s ,  a t  

l e a s t  when he  was n o t  e x a m i n i n g  A m er ican  s o c i e t y  and  p o l i t i c s  

v e r y  c l o s e l y .  The C o n s t i t u t i o n ,  once  f o r  Adams t h e  s o u r c e  o f  

m o ra l  s t a n d a r d s ,  was now t o  be v a l u e d  b e c a u s e  i t  d i d  n o t  p u l l  

a g a i n s t  t h e  n a t u r a l  c o u r s e  o f  e v e n t s .  P o l i t i c s  f a d e d  i n t o  

t h e  b a c k g r o u n d ,  and  su c h  a  c o n t r a s t  a s  he n o t e d  i n  1 8 7 4 — "We 

a r e  g r o w in g  r a p i d l y  i n  w e a l t h ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  e v e n  i n  t h e  h i g h e r  

r e f i n e m e n t s  o f  t a s t e ,  b u t  p o l i t i c a l l y  we n e v e r  were  s o  low as  

now"— was l i t t l e  c a u s e  f o r  w o r r y . ^ Adams w o r r i e d  anyway,  

s i n c e  he  h a d  b e e n  b r o u g h t  up t o  c a r e  a b o u t  p o l i t i c s ;  b u t  he  

a g r e e d  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t s  t h a t  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  p r o ­

c e e d s  on i t s  own. G overnm ent  c a n n o t  h e l p ,  and  w i t h  l u c k  w i l l  

n o t  h i n d e r ,  p r o g r e s s .

At H a r v a r d  Adams t r i e d  i n d u s t r i o u s l y  t o  i n t e r p r e t  h i s ­

t o r y  as  an  e v o l u t i o n a r y  p r o c e s s .  He f o l l o w e d  t h e  " T e u t o n i c "  

t h e o r y  o f  t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  W e s te rn  d e m o c r a c y ,  t r y i n g  t o  t r a c e  

t h e  b e g i n n i n g s  o f  l e g a l  an d  d e m o c r a t i c  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t o  t h e  

e a r l y  A n g l o - S a x o n s .  Here was a  t e n t a t i v e  c l u e  t o  s o c i a l  d e ­

v e l o p m e n t .  "The A ry a n s  a r e  t h e  c r e a t o r s  o f  c i v i l  l a w , "  he 

w r o t e  t e n t a t i v e l y  t o  Lewis  Henry M organ ;  "The A ryan  mind seems 

t o  h a v e  a  n a t u r a l  b e n t  t o w a r d s  i t .  So t h e s e  c o m p l i c a t e d

^ L e t t e r  t o  C u n l i f f e ,  J u l y  6 ,  1 8 7 4 ,  i n  Adams P a p e r s .
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i n f l u e n c e s  a c t  an d  r e a c t  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  human p r o g r e s s . ”1 

R e s e a r c h  i n t o  T e u t o n i c  o r i g i n s  l e d  Adams t o  ex a m in e  t h e  r o l e  

o f  t h e  f a m i l y  and  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  p r o p e r t y  i n  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  

I n  1876  he  e x p r e s s e d  h i s  c o n c l u s i o n s  i n  a  l e c t u r e  e n t i t l e d  

" P r i m i t i v e  R i g h t s  o f  Women.” Adams showed t h a t  women 's  l e g a l  

r i g h t s  w e re  a l w a y s  s t r o n g  i n  p r i m i t i v e  s o c i e t i e s ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e  

m e d i e v a l  C hurch  t o o k  away most  o f  t h e s e  r i g h t s ,  w h ich  women 

h a d  o n ly  r e c e n t l y  r e g a i n e d .  T h i s  k i n d  o f  s o c i a l  ch an g e  seemed 

more c y c l i c  t h a n  p r o g r e s s i v e .  Adams, who d i s d a i n e d  t h e  fem­

i n i s t  movement and  a p p a r e n t l y  saw no r e a s o n  why women s h o u l d  
2

v o t e ,  a d v o c a t e d  w om en 's  l e g a l  r i g h t s  so l o n g  as  t h e y  d i d  n o t  

d i m i n i s h  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  f a m i l y .  A s o c i e t y  m ust  a c h i e v e  

t h e  r i g h t  b a l a n c e ,  a s  many p r i m i t i v e  s o c i e t i e s  h a d  d o n e ,  b e ­

tw e e n  t h e  h e a l t h  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  and  t h e  r i g h t s  o f  t h e  woman. 

L o o k in g  a h e a d  t o  A dam s 's  two n o v e l s ,  most  o f  whose c h a r a c t e r s  

h a v e  weak o r  no f a m i l y  t i e s ,  we s h o u l d  n o t e  how s t r o n g l y  Adams

Henry Adams a n d  His  F r i e n d s , e d .  by H a r o l d  D. C a t e r ,  
p .  84 .  I t  i s  w o r t h  n o t i n g  h e r e  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  t h e  T e u t o n i c  
t h e o r y  o f  h i s t o r y  p r o v i d e d  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  r a c i s t  v a r i e t y  o f  
s o c i a l  D a r w in i s m ,  Adams n e v e r  u s e d  i t  s o .  H is  a n t i - S e m i t i s m  
was l i k e  t h a t  o f  Henry J a m e s :  b o t h  men, r e p r e s e n t i n g  a  d y ­
i n g  s o c i a l  o r d e r ,  r e s e n t e d  I n t r u s i o n s  upon t h e i r  o r d e r l y ,  
a r i s t o c r a t i c  w o r l d .  See Edward N. S a v e t h ,  "Henry  Adam s 's  
Norman A n c e s t o r s , "  i n  h i s  A m e r ic an  H i s t o r i a n s  an d  E u ro p e a n  
I m m i g r a n t s , p p .  6 5 - 8 9 ;  an d  Leo B. L e v y , '‘Henry James  and  
t h e  J e w s j 1' i n  Commentary ( 1 9 5 8 ) ,  p p .  2 4 3 - 4 9 .

o
Adams w r o t e  t o  C h a r l e s  M. G a s k e l l :  "The women's

r i g h t s  p e o p l e  h a v e  made t h e m s e l v e s  so  o d i o u s  [ a b o u t  t h e  Henry 
B. Ward s c a n d a l ]  t h a t  I  t h i n k  we a r e  r i d  o f  them  f o r e v e r .
And I  a s s u r e  y o u  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a  j o y f u l  r i d d a n c e . ” A u g u s t  18 ,  
1 8 7 4 ,  i n  t h e  Adams P a p e r s ,  M i c r o f i l m  #59^ .  Adams r e a d  and  
t o o k  n o t e s  i n  H o ra c e  B u s h n e l l ' s  Women' s S u f f r a g e : The Reform
A g a i n s t  N a t u r e  ( 1 8 6 9 ) ,  i n  w h ic h  B u s h n e l l  a r g u e d  t h a t  women by 
n a t u r e  a r e  n o n - c o m b a t a n t  and  s u b s e r v i e n t ,  and  t h a t  t h e i r  a t ­
t a i n i n g  t h e  v o t e  w ould  r u i n  A m er ic an  s o c i e t y  ( a t  t h e  M ass .  
H i s t . S o c . ) .
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f e l t  I n  1876  a b o u t  t h e  f a m i l y :

A l l  new d i s c o v e r i e s  I n  t h e  r e c o r d  o f  human d e v e lo p m e n t  
p o i n t  t o  t h e  f a m i l i a r  f a c t s  t h a t  t h e  most  p o w e r f u l  i n ­
s t i n c t s  i n  man a r e  h i s  a f f e c t i o n s  and  h i s  l o v e  o f  p r o p e r ­
t y ;  t h a t  on t h e s e  t h e  f a m i l y  i s  b u i l t ;  t h a t  no o t h e r  i n ­
s t i t u t i o n  can  be  r a i s e d  on t h e  same o r  on e q u a l l y  s t r o n g  
f o u n d a t i o n s ;  t h a t  f o r  t h i s  r e a s o n  t h e  f a m i l y  i s  t h e  
s t r o n g e s t  and  h e a l t h i e s t  o f  a l l  human f a b r i c s ;  t h a t  i t  a l ­
ways h a s  and  p r o b a b l y  a lw ay s  w i l l  t r a m p l e  e v e r y  r i v a l  s y s ­
t em  u n d e r  i t s  f e e t ;  and  f i n a l l y ,  t h a t  j u s t  i n  t h e  m e a s u re  
t h a t  s o c i e t y  h a s  on t h e  one s i d e  c a r r i e d  t h e  t h e o r y  o f  
t h e  f a m i l y  t o  an e x a g g e r a t i o n ,  o r  h a s  a l l o w e d  i t  t o  f a l l  
i n t o  c o n t e m p t ,  h a s  b e e n  t h e  v i o l e n c e  o f  t h e  r e a c t i o n . 1

Here  Adams i n s i s t e d  on a b a l a n c e  o f  po w ers  b e tw e e n  s o c i e t y  

( t h e  f a m i l y )  and  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  Governm ent  i s  nowhere  i n ­

v o l v e d ;  a l l  i s  " n a t u r a l . "

The t h e o r y  t h a t  p r o p e r t y  i s  one o f  t h e  b a s i c  human 

d e s i r e s ,  t h o u g h  n o t  an  i d e a  o f  D a r w in ,  was h e l d  f i r m l y  by s o ­

c i a l  D a r w i n i s t s .  Adams t h o u g h t  t h e  l o v e  o f  p r o p e r t y  was an 

i n s t i n c t  w h ic h  ( l i k e  D a r w i n ' s  " s o c i a l  i n s t i n c t s " )  d e v e l o p e d  

as  a  s o c i e t y  became more c i v i l i z e d .  P r i m i t i v e  s o c i e t i e s  were  

o f t e n  c o m m u n i s t i c ,  a  s t a t e  t h a t  w orked  w e l l  enough  f o r  th em ;  

b u t  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  a c q u i r e  p r o p e r t y  was e s s e n t i a l  f o r  t h e  

g r o w th  o f  s o c i e t y ,  b e c a u s e  p r o p e r t y  s t i m u l a t e d  t h e  g ro w th  o f  

l a w ,  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,  an d  t e c h n o l o g y .  Adams d e v e l o p e d  h i s  

i d e a s  w i t h  t h e  h e l p  o f  S i r  Henry M a in e ,  J o h n  McLennan,  and 

Lewis  Henry Morgan.  When Morgan p u b l i s h e d  A n c i e n t  S o c i e t y  i n  

1 8 7 7 ,  Adams r e a d  i t  i m m e d i a t e l y  an d  w r o t e  s u c h  d e t a i l e d  q u e s ­

t i o n s  t o  Morgan t h a t  M o r g a n ' s  b i o g r a p h e r  C a r l  R esek  c o n c l u d e d
2

h e " h a d  no more c o n f i r m e d  d i s c i p l e  i n  B o s to n  t h a n  Henry Adams."

^ ' ' P r i m i t i v e  R i g h t s  o f  Women," i n  Henry Adams, H i s t o r ­
i c a l  E s s a y s  ( 1 8 9 1 ) .  The p u b l i s h e d  e s s a y  i s  a  r e v i s i o n  o f  t h e  
l e c t u r e  o f  I 8 7 6 , w h ic h  i s  l o s t ,  p p .  4 0 - 4 1 .

^Lewis  Henry M o rg an , A m e r ica n  S c h o l a r ,  p .  149.
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The p o i n t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  b e c a u s e  M o r g a n ' s  v a r i e t y  o f  s o c i a l  

e v o l u t i o n  com bined  an a p p r o v a l  o f  dem ocracy  w i t h  s u g g e s t i o n s  

t h a t  s o c i a l i s m  may be a more a d v a n c e d  s o c i a l  s y s t e m .  Morgan 

e x p r e s s e d  h i s  c e n t r a l  t h e s i s  t h i s  way: " S a v a g e r y  p r e c e d e d

b a r b a r i s m  i n  a l l  t h e  t r i b e s  o f  m a n k in d ,  a s  b a r b a r i s m  i s  known 

t o  h a v e  p r e c e d e d  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  The h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  human r a c e  

i s  one i n  s o u r c e ,  one i n  e x p e r i e n c e ,  one i n  p r o g r e s s . "  He 

t h e n  went  on t o  d e f i n e  t h e  many s t a g e s  o f  s a v a g e r y ,  b a r b a r i s m ,  

and  c i v i l i z a t i o n  a t  l e n g t h ,  i m p l y i n g  t h a t  t h e  p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  

t h e s e  s t a g e s  i s  a  p r i o r i  i n e v i t a b l e .  The i n s t i n c t  o f  d e s i r ­

i n g  p r o p e r t y ,  he t h o u g h t ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  m a n 's  p r o g r e s s :  

" S p r i n g i n g  i n t o  l i f e  i n  s a v a g e r y ,  i t  r e q u i r e d  a l l  t h e  e x p e r i ­

e n c e  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d  and  o f  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  p e r i o d  o f  b a r b a r i s m  

t o  d e v e l o p  t h e  g e rm ,  and  t o  p r e p a r e  t h e  human b r a i n  f o r  t h e  

a c c e p t a n c e  o f  i t s  c o n t r o l l i n g  I n f l u e n c e .  I t s  do m in an ce  a s  a 

p a s s i o n  o v e r  a l l  o t h e r  p a s s i o n s  marks  t h e  commencement o f  

c i v i l i z a t i o n . "  Thus f a r  M o r g a n ' s  o p i n i o n s  c o i n c i d e d  w i t h  

A d a m s ' s .  But  a t  t h e  b o o k ' s  end  Morgan e x p r e s s e d  i d e a s  a b o u t  

p r o p e r t y  w h ic h  i n d i c a t e  why E n g e l s  w r o t e  an  a p p r e c i a t i v e  book 

a b o u t  h im.

S i n c e  t h e  a d v e n t  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  t h e  o u t g r o w t h  o f  p r o p ­
e r t y  h a s  b e e n  so  im m ense ,  i t s  fo rm s  s o  d i v e r s i f i e d ,  i t s  
u s e s  so  e x p a n d i n g  and  i t s  management  s o  i n t e l l i g e n t  i n  
t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  i t s  o w n e r s ,  t h a t  i t  h a s  becom e,  on t h e  
p a r t  o f  t h e  p e o p l e ,  an  u n m a n a g e a b le  p o w e r .  The human 
mind s t a n d s  b e w i l d e r e d  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  i t s  own c r e a ­
t i o n .  The t i m e  w i l l  come,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  when human I n ­
t e l l i g e n c e  w i l l  r i s e  t o  t h e  m a s t e r y  o v e r  p r o p e r t y ,  and  
d e f i n e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  o f  t h e  s t a t e  t o  t h e  p r o p e r t y  i t  p r o ­
t e c t s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  o b l i g a t i o n s  and  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  
t h e  r i g h t s  o f  i t s  o w n e r s .  . . . The d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  s o c i e t y  
b i d s  f a i r  t o  become t h e  t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  a  c a r e e r  o f  w h ic h  
p r o p e r t y  I s  t h e  end and  a im ;  b e c a u s e  s u c h  a  c a r e e r  c o n ­
t a i n s  t h e  e l e m e n t s  o f  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n .  Democracy i n
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g o v e r n m e n t ,  b r o t h e r h o o d  i n  s o c i e t y ,  e q u a l i t y  i n  r i g h t s  
and  p r i v i l e g e s ,  and  u n i v e r s a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  f o r e s h a d o w  t h e  
n e x t  h i g h e r  p l a n e  o f  s o c i e t y  t o  w h ic h  e x p e r i e n c e ,  i n t e l ­
l i g e n c e  and  k n o w le d g e  a r e  s t e a d i l y  t e n d i n g . 1

T h i s  p a s s a g e  i s  more open  t o  a  s o c i a l i s t i c  t h a n  a  S p e n c e r i a n  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  I t  i s  c l e a r ,  i n  any c a s e ,  t h a t  t h e  k i n d s  o f  

r e f o r m  Adams d e s i r e d — d e f e a t i n g  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  p o l i t i c i a n s  and 

l i m i t i n g  t h e  p ow er  o f  c o r p o r a t i o n s — e i t h e r  a r e  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  

f o r  t h e  p r o g r e s s  Morgan l o o k e d  f o r w a r d  t o ,  o r  a r e  i r r e l e v a n t  

t o  i t s  a c h i e v e m e n t .  Adams n e v e r  s a i d  w h a t  he  t h o u g h t  o f  t h i s  

p a s s a g e ,  b u t  he r e s p e c t e d  t h e  book  g r e a t l y .  About  f i f t e e n  

y e a r s  l a t e r  he b e g a n  t o  e x p r e s s  f e a r s — e v e n t u a l l y  t o  become 

o b s e s s i v e — t h a t  t h e  W e s t e r n  w o r l d  was h e a d e d  f o r  s o c i a l i s m  

t h r o u g h  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  d e c a d e n t  c a p i t a l i s m .  Such a  d e ­

v e l o p m e n t  d i d  n o t  s t r i k e  h im a s  p r o g r e s s .

"A s c i e n t i f i c  t r a i n i n g  i s  as  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t h e  h i s -  

t o r i a n  a s  t o  t h e  m a t h e m a t i c i a n , "  w r o t e  Adams i n  1 8 7 4 , b u t  

he  was d o i n g  l i t t l e  s c i e n t i f i c  r e a d i n g  e x c e p t  i n  a n t h r o p o l o g y .  

He shows no p a r t i c u l a r  i n f l u e n c e  o f  The D e s c e n t  o f  Man. Of 

S p e n c e r ' s  w o rk ,  we know o n ly  t h a t  Adams r e a d  "The P h i l o s o p h y  

o f  S t y l e "  i n  1 8 7 ^ ,  and  d i s l i k e d  i t . ^  He d i d  p ay  a t t e n t i o n  t o

1Lewis Henry Morgan, A n c ie n t  S o c i e t y , pp .  v - v i , 5 - 6 ,
561- 6 2 .

2 " S tu b b s ' s  C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  H i s t o r y  o f  E n g la n d ,"  North  
American Review (187*0*  p .  2 3 3 .

JA f t e r  r e a d i n g  t h e  e s s a y ,  Adams c o n c lu d e d :  "I am n o t
e n c o u r a g e d  t o  r e a d  h i s  l a r g e r  w o rk s ."  F o rd ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry 
Adams, I ,  2 6 1 - 6 2 .  There i s  l i t t l e  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  Adams e v e r  
s t u d i e d  S p en cer  w i t h  c a r e ,  though  he d id  t a k e  n o t e s  i n  h i s  
1882 e d i t i o n  o f  F i r s t  P r i n c i p l e s  ( a t  t h e  M ass .  H i s t .  S o c . ) .
He t h o u g h t  S p e n ce r  was a European f a s h i o n ,  one o f  t h e  s t a p l e s  
o f  B o s to n  " c u l t u r e . "  See  l e t t e r  t o  R obert  A. C u n l i f f e ,  August  
3 1 ,  1 8 7 5 ,  i n  t h e  Adams P a p e r s ,  M i c r o f i l m  #59** •
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C l a r e n c e  K i n g ' s  e s s a y  " C a t a s t r o p h i s m  and  t h e  E v o l u t i o n  o f  E n v i ­

r o n m e n t , "  i n  w h ich  King a r g u e d  t h a t  o r g a n i s m s  can  a d a p t  q u i c k l y  

t o  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  c h a n g e s  d u r i n g  g e o l o g i c a l  u p h e a v a l s .  T h i s  

t h e o r y  o f  e v o l u t i o n ,  a p p l i e d  t o  s o c i e t y ,  m ig h t  h av e  a l t e r e d  

A dam s 's  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  r a t e  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  S in c e  

K ing  p o s t u l a t e d  a  vague  k i n d  o f  e m e r g e n t  e v o l u t i o n ,  m o r e o v e r ,  

s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  o r g a n i s m s  ch an g e  by t h e i r  own power  and i n ­

i t i a t i v e ,  one c o u l d  r e a d  f r e e  w i l l  i n t o  K i n g ' s  w o r l d .  But 

Adams, r e v i e w i n g  t h e  e s s a y  i n  The N a t i o n , c o n f i n e d  h i m s e l f  t o  

s c i e n t i f i c  q u e s t i o n s . " ^

Adams was a  r a t h e r  c a u t i o u s  t h i n k e r  d u r i n g  t h e s e

y e a r s ,  p a r t l y ,  I  i m a g i n e ,  b e c a u s e  i n  h i s  r e v i e w s  he t r i e d  t o

q u a l i f y  o r  d i s p u t e  t h e  t h e o r i e s  o f  o t h e r  men, and t h e r e f o r e

was wary o f  h i s  own. I n  h i s  r e v i e w s  Adams managed t o  f i n d

f l a w s  i n  t h e  s y s t e m s  o f  most  o f  t h e  w r i t e r s  h e  d i s c u s s e d ,  and

o c c a s i o n a l l y  t h e  mere a t t e m p t  t o  d e v e l o p  s y s t e m s  o f  s o c i a l

change w e a r ie d  him. Thus he w rote  i n  1875:

The m a n ia  f o r  p r o d u c i n g  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s y s t e m s  o f  s o c i a l  
d e v e l o p m e n t ,  l i k e  t h a t  o f  A u g u s t e  Comte;  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  
t o  make su c h  a  s y s t e m  s y m m e t r i c a l  and  t o  p a s s  e v e r y  i n d i ­
v i d u a l  b e i n g  t h r o u g h  e v e r y  p h a s e  w h ich  h a s  l e f t  a  t r a c e  
o f  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  b e h i n d  i t ;  t h e  f e r v o r  w i t h  w h ich  e a c h  
new i n v e s t i g a t o r  p u r s u e s  h i s  own h i s t o r i c a l  n o v e l t y ; —  
t h i s  i s  m e r e ly  t h e  symptom o f  a d v a n c i n g  k n o w l e d g e ,  b u t  
h a s  l i t t l e  i n t r i n s i c  v a l u e . 2

T h e re  i s  no d o u b t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  Adams, w h i l e  wary o f  o v e r ­

s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  and  e a g e r  t o  f i n d  e x c e p t i o n s  t o  any f o r m u l a t e d

^"King's  e s s a y  was an a d d r e s s  t o  t h e  S h e f f i e l d  S c i e n ­
t i f i c  S c h o o l  o f  Y a le  C o l l e g e ,  J u n e  2b, 1877 ( a t  t h e  M ass .
H i s t .  S o c . )  See A dam s 's  r e v i e w  i n  The N a t i o n  (A u g u s t  30,
1877), P. 137.

2 " M a i n e ' s  E a r l y  H i s t o r y  o f  I n s t i t u t i o n s , "  N o r th  Amer­
i c a n  Review (1875), p. ^37-
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l a w s 3 was h i m s e l f  l o o k i n g  f o r  a  c o h e r e n t  t h e o r y  o f  s o c i a l  

c h a n g e .  He c o n t i n u e d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  m ust  

be s l o w , an d  t h a t  i t  o b e y s  n a t u r a l  l a w s . 1 O t h e r w i s e  he  c o u l d  

n o t  h a v e  r e a d  Morgan as  e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  as  he d i d .  He r e a l ­

i z e d ,  f a r  more t h o r o u g h l y  t h a n  t h e  S p e n c e r i a n s , t h a t  t h e  law s  

o f  c h a n g e  a r e  e x t r e m e l y  c o m p le x .  Adams i n  t h e  l 8 7 0 ' s  h ad  

h i g h  s t a n d a r d s  o f  s c h o l a r s h i p .  At t i m e s ,  w h e n e v e r  he  l o o k e d  

c l o s e l y  a t  c o n t e m p o r a r y  e v e n t s ,  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  f i t  them  i n t o  

any scheme o f  s lo w  p r o g r e s s  d i s t u r b e d  h i m ,  a s  h i s  l e t t e r s  show. 

L i k e  a l l  b e l i e v e r s  i n  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  Adams h a d  t o  r e c o n c i l e  

t h e  t e l e s c o p i c  v i e w ,  i n  w h ic h  i n d i v i d u a l  men and  e v e n t s  m e rg ed  

i n t o  b r o a d  t r e n d s  an d  d i s a p p e a r e d ,  an d  t h e  m i c r o s c o p i c  v i e w ,  

i n  w h ic h  t h e  t r e n d s  c o u l d  n o t  be s e e n  among t h e  d e t a i l s .  I n  

t h e  1 8 7 0 ' s  Adams t h o u g h t  he  c o u l d  k e e p  t h e  two v iew s  s e p a r a t e ,  

l e t t i n g  t h e  o p t i m i s t i c  c o n c e p t  o f  p r o g r e s s  s o f t e n  t h e  d i s c o u r ­

a g i n g  p o l i t i c a l  an d  s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n .  He n e v e r  m a i n t a i n e d ,  

b e f o r e  o r  a f t e r ,  s u c h  a  c o n s i s t e n t l y  o p t i m i s t i c  a t t i t u d e  t o ­

w a rd  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  s c e n e  a s  d u r i n g  t h e  H a r v a r d  y e a r s .  The 

i n d i g n a t i o n  o f  t h e  C l a s s  Day o r a t i o n ;  h i s  s e n s e  i n  t h e  l 8 6 0 ' s  

o f  a  c r u m b l i n g  w o r l d  w h ic h  He ,  c l o s e t e d  i n  t h e  London L e g a t i o n ,  

c o u l d  do n o t h i n g  t o  s a v e ;  h i s  g r o w i n g  d e s p a i r  i n  t h e  1 8 8 0 ' s

On A d am s 's  i d e a  o f  t h e  r a t e  o f  s o c i a l  c h a n g e ,  s e e  
" P a r k m a n ' s  Old  Regime i n  C a n a d a , "  an d  A dam s 's  "The I n d e p e n d ­
e n t s  i n  t h e  C a n v a s s , "  N o r t h  A m e r ic a n  Review ( 1 8 7 6 ) ,  p .  454 .

I n  a  s y s t e m a t i c  a t t e m p t  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  p r o g r e s s  
o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i n  h e r  f i r s t  h u n d r e d  y e a r s ,  Adams r o u n d ­
e d  up an  i m p r e s s i v e  g r o u p  o f  w r i t e r s  t o  a n a l y z e  p r o g r e s s  i n  
v a r i o u s  f i e l d s  f o r  a  C e n t e n n i a l  i s s u e  o f  t h e  N o r t h  A m e r ic an  
R e v i e w . He p l a n n e d  " t o  m e a s u r e  t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  o u r  c o u n t r y  
by t h e  o n l y  s t a n d a r d  I  know o f ,  w o r t h  a p p l y i n g  t o  m a n k in d ,  
i t s  t h o u g h t . "  The r e s u l t ,  a s  S am u e ls  e x p l a i n s ,  was e q u i v o c a l ;  
o n l y  i n  law was u n q u a l i f i e d  p r o g r e s s  c l e a r .  S am ue ls  f e e l s  t h a t  
t h e  C e n t e n n i a l  i s s u e  " v o i c e d  h i s  d e e p e s t  f e a r s . "  Young Henry  
Adams, p .  2 7 6 . I f  s o ,  Adams showed no  s i g n s  o f  d e s p a i r .



o v e r  t h e  m o ra l  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  i s o l a t i o n  i n  A m e r i c a ;  and  t h e  o l d  

m a n 's  p r e m o n i t i o n  o f  u n i v e r s a l  c a t a s t r o p h e :  a l l  a r e  a b s e n t

f rom  h i s  a r t i c l e s  and  l e t t e r s  i n  t h e  1 8 7 0 ' s .  T h e se  were  p r o b ­

a b l y  A dam s 's  m ost  s a t i s f y i n g  y e a r s .  He m a r r i e d  i n  1872 a 

young  woman who seemed i d e a l l y  s u i t e d  t o  h im .  At H a r v a rd  he 

was e x t r e m e l y  b u s y ,  a s  he a lw a y s  n e e d e d  t o  b e ,  and  s u c c e s s f u l  

a t  t e a c h i n g  an d  e d i t i n g — as  he  knew p e r f e c t l y  w e l l .  L i v i n g  

i n  a  p e a c e f u l  to w n ,  he  s t u d i e d  h i s t o r i c a l  c h a n g e  i n  an age 

when most  men a s sum ed  t h a t  ch an g e  was p r o g r e s s .  The b r u t a l ­

i t i e s  o f  W a s h in g to n  p o l i t i c s  were  f a r  r e m o v e d .  N o t h i n g  i n  

h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e  gave  Adams c a u s e  t o  w o r ry  a b o u t  t h e  i n d i ­

v i d u a l ' s  r e l a t i o n  t o  s o c i e t y .  L i f e  was p l e a s a n t  i n  C a m b r id g e ,  

th o u g h  e v e n t u a l l y  i t  p r o v e d  d u l l  and Adams d e c i d e d  t o  r e t u r n  

t o  W a s h i n g to n .



CHAPTER IV

THE LIFE OF ALBERT GALLATIN AND DEMOCRACY

The L i f e  o f  A l b e r t  G a l l a t i n

When I n  1877 Adams g r a v i t a t e d  t o  W a s h in g to n  :'by a 

p r i m a r y  law o f  n a t u r e , "  a s  he s a i d ,  h i s  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  Amer­

i c a n  d em o cracy  was e m p h a t i c a l l y  p o s i t i v e .  "As I  b e l o n g  t o  

t h e  c l a s s  o f  p e o p l e  who h a v e  g r e a t  f a i t h  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y , "  

he w r o t e  t o  h i s  f r i e n d  C h a r l e s  M. G a s k e l l ,  "an d  who b e l i e v e  

t h a t  i n  a n o t h e r  c e n t u r y  i t  w i l l  be  s a y i n g  i n  i t s  t u r n  t h e  

l a s t  word o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  I  e n j o y  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  o f  t h e  

coming d a y ,  and  t r y  t o  im a g in e  t h a t  1 am m y s e l f ,  w i t h  my f e l ­

low g e l e h r t e  h e r e ,  t h e  f i r s t  f a i n t  r a y s  o f  t h a t  g r e a t  l i g h t  

w hich  i s  t o  d a z z l e  and  s e t  t h e  w o r l d  on f i r e  t h e r e a f t e r . " 1 

Adams r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  C a p i t o l  n o t  a s  a j o u r n a l i s t  b u t  a s  a 

p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n ,  an d  t h e  h i s t o r i a n ' s  j o b ,  a s  he a d ­

v i s e d  Henry C ab o t  L o d g e ,  was t o  f i n d  "some t h e o r y  o f  t h e  

p r o g r e s s  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  w hich  i s  o u t s i d e  and above  a l l  t em ­

p o r a r y  q u e s t i o n s  o f  p o l i c y . "  H a v in g  g a i n e d  a c c e s s  t o  t h e  

G a l l a t i n  p a p e r s ,  Adams c o u l d  now p u r s u e  h i s  two main i n t e r ­

e s t s :  s t u d y i n g  t h e  w o r k i n g s  o f  p a s t  and  p r e s e n t  p o l i t i c s ,

and  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  a  t h e o r y  o f  p r o g r e s s  by w h ich  t o  make s e n s e  

o f  h i s t o r y .  And The L i f e  o f  A l b e r t  G a l l a t i n  (1 8 7 9 )  shows

1F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, I ,  302.
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t h a t  Adams d i d  n o t  l e t  t h e  mass o f  p o l i t i c a l  e v e n t s  d u r i n g  t h e  

age  o f  J e f f e r s o n  t h w a r t  h i s  s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  p r i z e  he s t i l l  

s o u g h t ,  a  key  t o  " t h e  e v e r l a s t i n g  en igm a  o f  p r o g r e s s . "

G a l l a t i n  and  h i s  t e e n - a g e  Sw iss  f r i e n d s  were " e s s e n ­

t i a l l y  v i s i o n a r i e s .  . . . They b e l i e v e d  i n  human n a t u r e ,  and 

b e l i e v e d  t h a t  human n a t u r e  f r e e  f rom s o c i a l  t r a m m e l s  would 

d i s p l a y  n o b l e r  q u a l i t i e s  and  a c h i e v e  v a s t e r  r e s u l t s ,  n o t  o n ly  

i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  b u t  a l s o  i n  t h e  m o ra l  w o r l d . "  G a l l a t i n  b r o u g h t  

t h i s  f a i t h  t o  t h e  New World  w i t h  h im;  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  f a i t h  may 

h a v e  s t i m u l a t e d  h i s  voyage  s i n c e ,  as  Adams w r o t e ,  t h e  New 

World seemed t o  G a l l a t i n  t o  " o f f e r  t h e  human r a c e  t h e  f i r s t  

exam ple  o f  man i n  h i s  b e s t  c o n d i t i o n ,  f r e e  f ro m  a l l  t h e  e v i l s  

w h ich  i n f e c t e d  E u r o p e ,  and  i n t e n t  o n ly  on h i s  own im p ro v e m e n t . " ' ' '  

Such a v iew  i s  i n  a s e n s e  n o n - e v o l u t i o n a r y ; G a l l a t i n  t h o u g h t  

human n a t u r e  good enough  a l r e a d y ,  n e e d i n g  o n ly  t h e  r i g h t  c o n ­

d i t i o n s  t o  b l o s s o m .  The t h e o r y  a l s o  i m p l i e d  t h a t  s o c i a l  p r o g ­

r e s s  c o u l d  o c c u r  v e r y  f a s t ,  o n ce  t h e  " s o c i a l  t r a m m e l s "  were 

r e m o v e d .  G a l l a t i n  and  t h e  o t h e r  J e f f e r s o n i a n s  l o o k e d  f o r w a r d  

t o  r a p i d  p r o g r e s s  when t h e y  came i n t o  power  i n  1801.  Adams 

c r e d i t e d  G a l l a t i n  w i t h  a  " c o o l e r  h e ad "  t h a n  J e f f e r s o n ' s ,  b u t  

e v e n  t h a t  c o o l  h e a d  " f e l t  t h e  power  o f  t h e  s t r o n g  wine  s u c ­

c e s s .  He t o o  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  human n a t u r e  was t o  show i t s e l f  

i n  new a s p e c t s ,  and  t h a t  t h e  f a i l u r e s  o f  t h e  p a s t  were  due t o  

t h e  f a u l t s  o f  t h e  p a s t . "  With  a  s t r i c t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  

C o n s t i t u t i o n ,  a  minimum o f  g o v e r n m e n t a l  a c t i v i t y ,  g u a r a n t e e s  

o f  i n d i v i d u a l  f r e e d o m ,  an d  a  f r u g a l  f i s c a l  p o l i c y  d e d i c a t e d

‘'"The Life of Albert Gallatin, pp. 16, 272-73-
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t o  p a y i n g  a l l  d e b t s ,  t h e y  c o u ld  produce  ( i n  Adams 's p h r a s e ) "a 

f r e s h  r a c e  o f  men." Government would h e l p  by c r e a t i n g  a n a ­

t i o n a l  u n i v e r s i t y  ( f o r  m oral  p r o g r e s s )  and b u i l d i n g  ro a d s  and 

b r i d g e s  ( f o r  m a t e r i a l  p r o g r e s s ) . ' 1'

The d i p l o m a t i c  t r o u b l e s  l e a d i n g  t o  t h e  Embargo A ct  i n  

1808 r u i n e d  J e f f e r s o n  an d  G a l l a t i n ' s  scheme f o r  i n t e r n a l  im­

p r o v e m e n t ,  an d  p r o v i d e d  t h e  m ost  p a i n f u l  ex am p le  o f  s o c i e t y ' s  

f a i l u r e  t o  im p ro v e  a t  t h e  d e s i r e d  r a t e .  G a l l a t i n ' s  h o p e s  and 

p r i n c i p l e s  n e c e s s a r i l y  f a i l e d  h im ,  b e c a u s e  he h o p e d  f o r  t o o  

much; a s  Adams n o t e d ,  he " p u t  t o o  h i g h  an e s t i m a t e  on human 

n a t u r e . "  H is  t h e o r i e s  c o u l d  n o t  w o r k ,  m o r e o v e r ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  

w ere  o u t  o f  key w i t h  t h e  d o m in a n t  human f o r c e s  c o n t r o l l i n g  

t h e  n a t i o n a l  f o r t u n e s .  The s t r o n g e s t  o f  t h e s e  f o r c e s  w ere  

t h e  e c o n o m ic  g r o w th  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  w h ic h  r e q u i r e d  e c o ­

n o m ic  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  E u r o p e ,  and  t h e  h o s t i l e  an d  o p p o r t u n i s ­

t i c  p o l i c i e s  o f  E n g la n d  and  P r a n c e ,  b e n t  on t a k i n g  a d v a n t a g e  

o f  A m e r i c a ' s  w e a k n e s s .  To p u t  e c o n o m ic  p r e s s u r e  on E u r o p e ,  

J e f f e r s o n  and  G a l l a t i n  im p l e m e n t e d  t h e  Embargo A c t .  I n  d o ­

i n g  so  t h e y  v i o l a t e d  t h e i r  R e p u b l i c a n  p r i n c i p l e s .  "The a p o s ­

t l e s  o f  s t r i c t  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  o f  n a r r o w  g r a n t s ,  t h e  men who 

o f  a l l  o t h e r s  w ere  t h e  i n c a r n a t i o n  o f  t h a t  t h e o r y  w h ic h  r e p ­

r e s e n t e d  m ank ind  as  t o o  much g o v e r n e d "  t o o k  upon t h e m s e l v e s

1 I b i d . , p p .  2 6 6 , 49 1 ,  3 4 9 - 5 1 .

2 I b i d . , p .  492.

^ G a l l a t i n ,  i t  i s  t r u e ,  h a d  "no f a i t h  i n  t h e  embargo  
a s  a  m e a s u r e  o f  c o n s t r a i n t  upon t h e  b e l l i g e r e n t  p o w e r s ,  . . . 
b u t  he a c c e p t e d  t h e  p o l i c y  f i x e d  by h i s  p a r t y  and  by Con­
g r e s s  . . .  as  t h e  o n l y  a p p a r e n t  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  w a r ,  b u t  n o t  
a s  a  p e r m a n e n t  a l t e r n a t i v e . "  I b i d . ,  p .  3 6 8 .



95

"pow ers  by t h e  Embargo Act  w h ic h  p l a c e d  t h e  f o r t u n e s  o f  a t  

l e a s t  h a l f  t h e  community u n d e r  t h e i r  c o n t r o l . " ^  The Embargo 

Act  c o u l d  hav e  p r o v i d e d  H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r  w i t h  a  f i n e  exam ple  o f  

t h e  f u t i l i t y  and  h a r m f u l n e s s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t a l  a c t i o n ,  f o r  i t  

c r i p p l e d  b o t h  t h e  economy o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  and t h e  m o ra le  

o f  i t s  p e o p l e .  G a l l a t i n  r e a l i z e d ,  when h i s  h o p e s  w ere  " d a s h e d  

a w a y , "  t h a t  he was up a g a i n s t  f o r c e s  t h a t  p o l i t i c i a n s  and p r i n ­

c i p l e s  c o u l d  n o t  c o n t r o l .  He d i s c o v e r e d  " t h a t  t h e  f a i l u r e s  o f  

t h e  p a s t  were  n o t  due t o  t h e  f a u l t s  o f  t h e  p a s t  o n l y ,  and t h a t  

c i r c u m s t a n c e s  must  by t h e i r  n a t u r e  be  s t r o n g e r  and  more p e rm a ­

n e n t  t h a n  m en ."  As h i s  p r i n c i p l e s  c ru m b le d  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  n a ­

t i o n a l  u n i v e r s i t y ,  and  t h e  r o a d s  and b r i d g e s  r e m a i n e d  u n b u i l t ,  

G a l l a t i n  l e a r n e d  " t h e  o m n ip o te n c e  o f  c i r c u m s t a n c e . "

I t  i s  a m i s t a k e ,  made n o t a b l y  by G eorge  H o c h f i e l d  I n  

h i s  Henry Adams, t o  i d e n t i f y  Adams 's p r i n c i p l e s  w i t h  G a l l a t i n ' s  

and d e d u ce  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  Adams "s i d e a l s  f ro m  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  

h i s  b o o k ' s  h e r o .  Adams s t i l l  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  s o c i a l  chan g e  m ust  

o c c u r  s l o w l y ,  and  t h o u g h  he h e l d  on t o  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  

m o ra l  men can  i n f l u e n c e  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n ,  he was f u l l y  aware 

b e f o r e  1879  t h a t  t h e  " n a t u r a l "  f o r c e s  g e n e r a t e d  by e v e n t s  and  

m asse s  o f  men a r e  g e n e r a l l y  b ey o n d  t h e  pow er  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s  

t o  c o n t r o l .  I n  G a l l a t i n  Adams s t i l l  u s e d  t h e  o r g a n i s m i c  m e t a ­

p h o r  o f  s o c i e t y  w h ich  i m p l i e d  i n e v i t a b l e  g ro w th  a c c o r d i n g  t o

■'"Ibid. , p . 369 •
2 I b i d . ,  p .  379.  E l s e w h e r e  Adams a t t r i b u t e d  G a l l a t i n ' s  

f a i l u r e  t o  " f o r c e s  w h ic h  n e i t h e r  h e  n o r  any o t h e r  man o r  com­
b i n a t i o n  o f  men, n e i t h e r  h i s  p o l i c y  n o r  any o t h e r  p o l i c y  o r  
r e s o u r c e  o f  human w isdom ,  c o u l d  c o n t r o l . "  I b i d . ,  p .  355*



n a t u r a l  l a w s .  "When s t u d i e d  as  a  mere m a t t e r  o f  p o l i t i c a l  

p h i l o s o p h y , "  he w r o t e ,  " i t  i s  c l e a r  en o u g h  t h a t  t h i s  p a i n f u l  

p e r i o d  o f  p a r a l y s i s  [ I 8 0 8 - I 8 I I ]  was an  i n e v i t a b l e  s t a g e  i n  

t h e  n a t i o n a l  d e v e l o p m e n t . "  T h i s  was b e f o r e  n a t i o n a l i s m  had  

u n i t e d  t h e  c o u n t r y ;  and  f rom  t h e  s t a g n a n t  y e a r s  d u r i n g  t h i s  

p e r i o d  " t h e  n a t i o n  c o u l d  r e s c u e  i t s e l f  o n ly  by a  s lo w  p r o c e s s  

o f  g r o w t h . "  P o n d e r i n g  n e a r  t h e  b o o k ' s  end  t h e  " d e g r a d a t i o n "  

o f  t h e  y e a r s  b e tw e e n  1830 and  1 8 5 0 , Adams a g a i n  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  

n a t i o n a l  u n i t  a s  an o r g a n i s m  p a s s i n g  t h r o u g h  an i l l n e s s :  

" T h e re  can  be no p h i l o s o p h y  o f  h i s t o r y  t h a t  w ou ld  n o t  r e q u i r e  

some v a s t  d e r a n g e m e n t  o f  t h e  n a t i o n a l  h e a l t h  t o  a c c o u n t  f o r  

t h a t  m o r t a l  c o n v u l s i o n  [ t h e  C i v i l  War] w i t h  w h ic h  t h a t  h e a l t h  

was a t  l a s t  i n  p a r t  r e s t o r e d . " 1

A l l  t h i s  i s  n o t  t o  deny Adams *s s y m p a t h i e s  w i t h  t h e  

R e p u b l i c a n  i d e a l i s m  o f  J e f f e r s o n  and G a l l a t i n .  T h i s  i d e a l i s m  

was c o n s i s t e n t ,  e x c e p t  i n  i t s  v e n e r a t i o n  f o r  human n a t u r e  

and  f a i t h  i n  r a p i d  s o c i a l  c h a n g e ,  w i t h  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m :  

t h e  r e j e c t i o n  o f  g o v e r n m e n t a l  p o w e r ,  i n s i s t a n c e  on i n d i v i d u a l  

f r e e d o m ,  and  e v e n  f r u g a l i t y  an d  a b h o r r e n c e  o f  d e b t ,  w h ich  

b o t h  R e p u b l i c a n s  and s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t s  c o n s i d e r e d  a  c a r ­

d i n a l  m o r a l  v i r t u e .  The s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t ' s  g r e a t  a d v a n ­

t a g e  was t h a t  he c o u l d  c o n s i d e r  man p e r f e c t i b l e  w i t h o u t  t a k ­

i n g  human n a t u r e  as p e r f e c t  y e t ;  he was p a t i e n t  and  d i d  n o t  

e x p e c t  t o  g r e e t  t h e  m i l l e n i u m  p e r s o n a l l y .  But he t o o  w a n te d  

t o  s e e  man f r e e  o f  " s o c i a l  t r a m m e l s , "  and he r e s p e c t e d  t h e  

p e o p l e  w i t h o u t  a s s u m in g  t h a t  t h e y  n e e d e d  h e l p  o r  t h a t

1Ibid., pp. 397-98, 6 3 6.
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g o v e r n m e n t  c o u l d  p r o v i d e  i t  i f  t h e y  d i d .  Adams d i d  n o t  go so 

f a r  a s  t o  deny t h a t  g o v e rn m e n t  can  i n f l u e n c e  a  n a t i o n ' s  c o u r s e ,  

b u t  he r e c o g n i z e d  t h a t  so m e t im e s  i f  t h e  p e o p l e  a r e  " l e f t  t o  

t h e m s e l v e s ,  t h e y  w i l l  b l u n d e r  t h r o u g h  a l l  o b s t a c l e s ,  b l i n d l y  

e n o u g h ,  i t  i s  t r u e ,  b u t  e f f e c t u a l l y . "  At t i m e s  " g r e a t  r e s u l t s  

can  be r e a c h e d  o n ly  by s m a l l  m e n ,"  and by s m a l l  men Adams meant  

n o t  s m a l l  p o l i t i c i a n s  b u t  t h e  m a s s e s .  I m p l i c i t  i n  t h i s  v iew  

i s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  a vague  n a t u r a l  f o r c e  t h a t  g u i d e s  t h e  p e o p l e  

and  t h e  n a t i o n  s a f e l y  t h r o u g h  c r i s e s .  I t  may s u r p r i s e  t h e  

r e a d e r  o f  A dam s 's  l a t e r  work t o  n o t i c e  how a p p r o v i n g l y  he 

l o o k e d  upon t h e  common p e o p l e  i n  G a l l a t i n . P e r h a p s  a r o m a n t i c  

v iew  o f  t h e  A m er ic an  p a s t  i n c r e a s e d  h i s  sym pa thy  f o r  t h e  mass  

o f  e a r l y  A m e r i c a n s ;  b u t  a  s i m i l a r  a p p r o v a l — o r  a t  l e a s t  an  a b ­

s e n c e  o f  c o n d e s c e n s i o n  and  c o n t e m p t - - c o l o r e d  h i s  few comments  

on c o n t e m p o r a r y  s o c i e t y ,  a s  when he a s s e r t e d  t h a t  "The p e o p l e  

o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  h a v e  l e a r n e d  . . . t h a t  t h e y  h o l d  a l l  

c o r p o r a t i o n s  a t  t h e i r  m e rc y ,  and t h a t  i f  t h e r e  i s  any d a n g e r  

t o  l i b e r t y  i t  i s  q u i t e  a s  l i k e l y  t o  be t h e  l i b e r t i e s  o f  c o r ­

p o r a t i o n s  as  t h o s e  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  w h ich  s u f f e r . " 1 (The s u g ­

g e s t i o n  h e r e  i s  t h a t  t h e  m a ss e s  w ere  g a i n i n g  some c o n s c i o u s  

c o n t r o l  o f  t h e i r  own d e v e l o p m e n t . )  Adams seems t o  have  a b ­

s o r b e d ,  f o r  t h e  t im e  a t  l e a s t ,  some o f  t h e  R e p u b l i c a n s '  c o n ­

f i d e n c e  i n  man.

I n  G a l l a t i n  we s e e  o n l y  a  few h i n t s  o f  a D a r w i n i a n  

i n f l u e n c e  on Adams’ s s o c i a l  t h e o r y .  N a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  a p p a r ­

e n t l y  h a d  l e s s  r e l e v a n c e  t o  e a r l y  A m er ican  h i s t o r y  t h a n  t o

1Ibid., pp. 432, 6 3 9.
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a n c i e n t  and  m e d i e v a l  h i s t o r y .  But  Adams, p r e o c c u p i e d  by t h e  

p r o b le m  o f  p o w e r ,  was a lw a y s  aw are  o f  s t r u g g l e s  f o r  e x i s t e n c e .  

D u r i n g  t h e  embargo  New E n g la n d  " r e s i s t e d ,  r e v o l t e d ,  . . . Her 

s t r u g g l e  s a v e d  h e r ;  n e c e s s i t y  t a u g h t  h e r  new modes o f  e x i s t ­

e n c e  and made h e r  a t  l e n g t h  a l m o s t  i n d e p e n d e n t  o f  t h e  s e a .  

V i r g i n i a ,  h o w e v e r ,  . . . s u b m i t t e d ,  . . . Her  r u i n  was a c c e l ­

e r a t e d  b e c a u s e  she  made no s t r u g g l e  f o r  l i f e . " 1 T h i s  p a s s a g e  

i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  f o r  more t h a n  i t s  D a r w i n i a n  m e t a p h o r .  Adams 

g e n e r a l l y  t r e a t e d  New E n g la n d  i n  G a l l a t i n  w i t h  l o f t y  c o n t e m p t ;  

t h a t  i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e  he m e n t i o n e d  New E n g la n d  r e s p e c t f u l l y  

f o r  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  s t r u g g l e  s u g g e s t s  a  k i n d  o f  m o ra l  a m b iv a ­

l e n c e  w hich  a l l  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t s  c o n f r o n t e d  and w h ich  was 

t o  d i s t u r b  Adams o f t e n  i n  s u c c e e d i n g  y e a r s .  S t r u g g l e  i s  n e c ­

e s s a r y  f o r  s u r v i v a l  and t h e r e f o r e  v a l u a b l e ,  b u t  i t  may a l s o  

be im m o ra l  i f  i t  h u r t s  o t h e r s .  Most  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t s ,  j u s ­

t i f y i n g  s t r u g g l e  and  c o m p e t i t i o n  a s  n e c e s s a r y  i n  t h i s  h a r d ­

b i t t e n  w o r l d ,  l o o k e d  a h e a d  t o  a t i m e  when s t r u g g l e  w ould  no 

l o n g e r  be n e c e s s a r y  f o r  t h e  w e l f a r e  o f  s o c i e t y .  Adams grew 

s t e a d i l y  more a p p a l l e d  a t  t h e  s t r u g g l e s  o f  u n p r i n c i p l e d  p o l ­

i t i c i a n s ,  f i n a n c i e r s ,  and  i n d u s t r i a l i s t s ,  b u t  he  a l s o  r e g a r d e d  

s t r u g g l e  a s  a p o s i t i v e  f o r c e ,  e s s e n t i a l  n o t  o n l y  f o r  s o c i e t y ' s  

h e a l t h  b u t  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  m e n t a l  e n e r g y  and  i n d e p e n d e n c e .  

He condemned New E n g l a n d ' s  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  War o f  1812 b e ­

c a u s e  i t  h u r t  t h e  c o u n t r y .  Her  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  em b a rg o ,  

h o w e v e r ,  d i d  no ha rm  t o  A m e r ic a .

The s t r u g g l e  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s  t o  c o n t r o l  e v e n t s

1Ibid., p. 380.
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e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  p a r a d o x  t h a t  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  who y e a r n  more t h a n  

o t h e r  men f o r  p o w e r ,  a r e  t h e  most  p o w e r l e s s  o f  men i n  t h e  

s e n s e  t h a t  t h e y  t r y  t o  c o n t r o l  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  t h a t  p ro v e  t o  be 

b eyond  t h e i r  c o n t r o l .  Once a man l e a v e s  p r i v a t e  l i f e  and t h e  

p e r s o n a l  e v e n t s  w hich  m ost  men s p e n d  t h e i r  e n e r g i e s  t r y i n g  t o  

c o n t r o l ,  and c o n c e n t r a t e s  i n s t e a d  on p u b l i c  e v e n t s ,  he i s  

doomed t o  f a i l u r e .  H av in g  no r e a l  p o w e r ,  he l o s e s  h i s  f r e e ­

dom, a l l  he a c q u i r e s  i s  a  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  c o r r u p t i o n .  In  a 

l e t t e r  w h ich  Adams q u o t e s  b o t h  i n  G a l l a t i n  and h i s  J o h n  Ran­

d o l p h  , R a n d o lp h  s u g g e s t s  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  on t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l :

The l o n g e r  I  l i v e ,  t h e  more do I  i n c l i n e  t o  s o m eb o d y ’ s 
o p i n i o n ,  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  i n  t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  t h i s  w o r ld  a 
m echan ism  o f  w h ich  t h e  v e r y  a g e n t s  t h e m s e l v e s  a r e  i g n o r ­
a n t ,  and w h i c h ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e y  can  n e i t h e r  c a l c u l a t e  n o r  
c o n t r o l .  As much f r e e  w i l l  a s  you p l e a s e  i n  e v e r y t h i n g  
e l s e ,  o u t  i n  p o l i t i c s  I  must  e v e r  be  a n e c e s s i t a r i a n .
And t h i s  c o m f o r t a b l e  d o c t r i n e  s a v e s  me a d e a l  o f  t r o u b l e  
and  many a tw in g e  o f  c o n s c i e n c e  f o r  my h e e d l e s s  i n d o ­
l e n c e  . 1

T h e re  was more on R a n d o l p h ' s  c o n s c i e n c e  t h a n  i n d o l e n c e ,  Adams 

t h o u g h t ,  b u t  R an d o lp h  t o u c h e d  i n a d v e r t a n t l y  on a u s e f u l  l e s ­

s o n ,  w h ich  t h e  P r e s i d e n c i e s  o f  J o h n  Adams and J o h n  Quincy 

Adams a l s o  t a u g h t :  p o l i t i c s  d e s t r o y s  t h e  p o l i t i c i a n ' s  f r e e ­

dom.

I t  i s  t e m p t i n g  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  o l d e r  G a l l a t i n ' s  a t t i ­

t u d e s  w i t h  t h o s e  o f  Adams. We may p l a u s i b l y  do s o ,  i f  we r e ­

member t h a t  what  G a l l a t i n  l e a r n e d  i n  h i s  o l d  age  Adams knew 

as  a young  man. G a l l a t i n  l e a r n e d  l a t e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h a t  

deep  s o c i a l  p r o b le m s  c a n n o t  be s o l v e d  by g o v e r n m e n t ,  o n l y  by

1 I b i d . ,  p .  324 .
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t h e  p e o p l e ,  and t h a t  p o l i t i c a l  r e f o r m  does  n o t  g e t  a t  t h e  h e a r t

o f  s o c i a l  i l l s :

I  f i n d  no one who s u f f e r s  i n  mind as  I  do a t  t h e  c o r r u p ­
t i o n  and  d e g e n e r a c y  o f  o u r  g o v e r n m e n t .  But I  do n o t  d e ­
s p a i r ,  and  c a n n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  we have  l i v e d  u n d e r  a p e r ­
p e t u a l  d e l u s i o n ,  and t h a t  t h e  p e o p l e  w i l l  n o t  t h e m s e l v e s  
u l t i m a t e l y  c u r e  t h e  e v i l s  u n d e r  w h ich  we l a b o r .  T h e re  i s  
s o m e t h i n g  more w a n te d  t h a n  im p ro v ed  form s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t .  
T h e re  i s  s o m e t h i n g  w rong  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  s t a t e .  M o ra l  s t i l l  
more t h a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  e d u c a t i o n  and  h a b i t s  a r e  w a n te d .
Had I  a n o t h e r  l i f e  b e f o r e  me, my f a c u l t i e s  w ould  be 
t u r n e d  t o w a r d s  t h a t  o b j e c t  much r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  p o l i t i c a l  
p u r s u i t s .

G a l l a t i n  knew w hat  t h e  main  p r o b le m  was:  m a t e r i a l i s m  and i t s

h a r m f u l  e f f e c t  on t h e  n a t i o n a l  m o r a l s .  "The e n e r g y  o f  t h i s  

n a t i o n  i s  n o t  t o  be  c o n t r o l l e d , "  he o b s e r v e d  i n  1 8 3 6 , " i t  i s  

a t  p r e s e n t  e x c l u s i v e l y  a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  w e a l t h  

and t o  im p ro v em en ts  o f  s t u p e n d o u s  m a g n i t u d e .  . . . The a p p a r ­

e n t  p r o s p e r i t y  and  t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  c u l t i v a t i o n ,  p o p u l a t i o n ,  

commerce,  and  im p ro v em e n t  a r e  bey o n d  e x p e c t a t i o n .  But i t  

seems t o  me as  i f  g e n e r a l  d e m o r a l i z a t i o n  was t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e ;

I  d o u b t  w h e t h e r  g e n e r a l  h a p p i n e s s  i s  i n c r e a s e d ;  and  I  would  

h a v e  p r e f e r r e d  a g r a d u a l ,  s l o w e r ,  and more s e c u r e  p r o g r e s s . "  

D ecad es  l a t e r  Henry Adams saw A m e r ic a  i n  a  s i m i l a r  s t a t e ,  and 

a p p l i e d  s i m i l a r  s t a n d a r d s  and  r e m e d i e s  t o  i t .  T h e se  were  n o t  

v e r y  d y n am ic .  L ik e  G a l l a t i n ,  who r e s p o n d e d  t o  t h e  p r o o f s  o f  

g r e e d  and c o r r u p t i o n  o n ly  by i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  "We c a n n o t  and 

o u g h t  n o t  t o  r e s t r a i n  by l e g i s l a t i v e  e n a c t m e n t s  t h e  m a r v e l ­

l o u s  e n e r g y  o f  t h i s  n a t i o n  and  t h e  n a t u r a l  c o u r s e  o f  t h i n g s , " '* '  

Adams to o k  r e f u g e  f ro m  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  s c e n e  i n  a  v a s t  and  

vag u e  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  " n a t u r a l "  c o u r s e .  A l l  works

•*~I b i d . , p p .  6 5 0 , 6 5 3 } 664 .
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f o r  t h e  b e s t  i n  t h e  e n d ;  t h i s  was t h e  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t ' s  

c r e d o .  I t  was n o t  o n e ,  h o w e v e r ,  which  Adams c o u l d  h o l d  i n d e f ­

i n i t e l y .  His  d o u b t s  a b o u t  i t  a p p e a r  i n  h i s  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  De­

m ocracy  .

Democracy

The N a t u r e  o f  Democracy

A dam s 's  f i r s t  n o v e l  Democracy (1 8 8 0 )  seems a mass o f  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  The r e a d e r  c a n n o t  e a s i l y  s e p a r a t e  A dam s 's  

o p i n i o n s  f rom  t h o s e  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  e v e n  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  

n o v e l ' s  c e n t r a l  s u b j e c t ,  d e m o c ra c y .  I t  i s  w i d e l y  r e m a rk e d  

t h a t  E u ro p e  b r o u g h t  o u t  t h e  d e m o c r a t  i n  Adams,  a n d  A m er ica  

t h e  a r i s t o c r a t .  Most o f  h i s  o p t i m i s t i c  comments on dem ocracy  

i n  h i s  l e t t e r s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  a r e  d i r e c t e d  a t  G a s k e l l  and  o t h e r  

E n g l i s h  f r i e n d s .  I n  D e m o c r a c y , a  s a t i r i c a l  n o v e l  a im ed  a t  an 

A m er ican  a u d i e n c e ,  Adams n a t u r a l l y  t o o k  a  more c r i t i c a l  v i e w .  

So we s h o u l d  t a k e  t h e  n o v e l ' s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  A m er ica n  dem ocracy  

w i t h  a g r a i n  o f  o p t i m i s m .  Here  i s  p r o b a b l y  t h e  h a r s h e s t  c r i t ­

i c i s m  o f  A m e r ic a  i n  t h e  b o o k :

You A m er ica n s  b e l i e v e  y o u r s e l v e s  t o  be e x c e p t e d  f ro m  t h e  
o p e r a t i o n s  o f  n a t u r a l  l a w s .  You c a r e  n o t  f o r  e x p e r i e n c e .
. . . W e l l ,  I  d e c l a r e  t o  you  t h a t  i n  a l l  my e x p e r i e n c e  I  
hav e  fo u n d  no s o c i e t y  w h ic h  h a s  e l e m e n t s  o f  c o r r u p t i o n  
l i k e  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  The c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e  s t r e e t  a r e  
c o r r u p t ,  and  knoiv how t o  c h e a t  me. The c i t i e s  a r e  a l l  
c o r r u p t ,  and a l s o  t h e  tow ns  an d  t h e  c o u n t i e s  and  t h e  
S t a t e s '  l e g i s l a t u r e s  and  t h e  j u d g e s .  Every  day  men b e ­
t r a y  t r u s t s  b o t h  p u b l i c  and  p r i v a t e ,  s t e a l  money,  r u n  
away w i t h  p u b l i c  f u n d s .  Only i n  t h e  S e n a t e  men t a k e  no 
money .

T h a t  t h e  s p e a k e r ,  who goes  on t o  p r e d i c t  e s c a l a t i n g  c o r r u p ­

t i o n  i n  A m e r i c a ,  i s  t h e  f o r e i g n  m i n i s t e r  f rom  B u l g a r i a ,  m a t ­

t e r s ;  we s h o u l d  t a k e  h i s  v iew  as  a f o r e i g n e r ' s  a n d  t h e r e f o r e
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a v e r y  p a r t i a l  t r u t h .  On t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  when M a d e l e i n e  L e e ,  

t h e  n o v e l ' s  h e r o i n e ,  s a y s  t h a t  " ' S o c i e t y '  i n  A m er ica  means a l l  

t h e  h o n e s t ,  k i n d l y - m a n n e r e d ,  p l e a s a n t - v o i c e d  women, and  a l l -  - 

t h e  g o o d ,  b r a v e ,  u n a s s u m i n g  men, b e t w e e n  t h e  A t l a n t i c  and  t h e  

P a c i f i c , "  i t  m a t t e r s  t h a t  she  i s  s p e a k i n g  t o  an I t a l i a n ,  "one 

o f  t h o s e  b l a n d  y o u n g  S e c r e t a r i e s  o f  L e g a t i o n  [who]  seemed t o  

a c q u i e s c e  f a r  t o o  much a s  a m a t t e r  o f  c o u r s e  i n  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  

t h e r e  was no s o c i e t y  e x c e p t  i n  t h e  o l d  w o r l d . "  As M a d e l e i n e ' s  

s i s t e r  S y b i l  o b s e r v e s  t o  h e r s e l f ,  " I t  was n o t  o f t e n  t h a t  h e r  

s i s t e r  waved t h e  s t a r s  an d  s t r i p e s  so  e n e r g e t i c a l l y . " ' * '

M a d e l e i n e  h e r e  i s  d e s c r i b i n g  d em ocracy  as  t h e  A m er ican  

way o f  l i f e ,  n o t  a s  a fo rm  o f  g o v e r n m e n t .  The two s e n s e s  o f  

d e m o c r a c y ,  one e m p h a s i z i n g  t h e  w ho le  s o c i e t y  and  t h e  o t h e r ,  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  who r u n  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  a r e  e q u a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  

i n  D e m o c ra cy . The h i s t o r i a n  and  a m b a s s a d o r  N a th a n  G o r e ,  whom 

c r i t i c s  o f t e n  i d e n t i f y  a s  Adam s 's  s p o k e sm a n ,  s t r e s s e s  democ­

r a c y  i n  t h e  f o r m e r  s e n s e .  He b e l i e v e s  d em ocracy  t o  be t h e  

m ost  a d v a n c e d  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e ,  an  e x p e r i m e n t  i n  p o l i t i c a l  

and  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n  w h ic h  d e p e n d s  on t h e  m a s s e s ,  n o t  t h e  

p o l i t i c i a n s ,  f o r  i t s  s u c c e s s .

I  b e l i e v e  i n  d e m o c r a c y .  I  a c c e p t  i t .  I  w i l l  f a i t h f u l l y  
s e r v e  and d e f e n d  i t .  I  b e l i e v e  i n  i t  b e c a u s e  i t  a p p e a r s  
t o  me t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  w h a t  h a s  gone  b e f o r e  
i t .  Democracy a s s e r t s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  m asse s  a r e  now 
r a i s e d  t o  h i g h e r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  t h a n  f o r m e r l y .  A l l  o u r  
c i v i l i z a t i o n  a ims a t  t h i s  m a rk .  We w a n t  t o  do w h a t  we 
can  t o  h e l p  i t .  I  m y s e l f  w an t  t o  s e e  t h e  r e s u l t .  I  
g r a n t  i t  i s  an  e x p e r i m e n t ,  b u t  i t  i s  t h e  o n l y  d i r e c t i o n  
s o c i e t y  can t a k e  t h a t  i s  w o r t h  i t s  t a k i n g ;  t h e  o n l y  c o n ­
c e p t i o n  o f  i t s  d u ty  l a r g e  en o u g h  t o  s a t i s f y  i t s  i n s t i n c t s ;

^Democracy, An American Novel, pp. 72, 46, 47.
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t h e  o n l y  r e s u l t  t h a t  I s  w o r t h  an e f f o r t  o r  a r i s k .  Every  
o t h e r  p o s s i b l e  s t e p  i s  b a c k w a r d ,  and  I  do n o t  c a r e  t o  r e ­
p e a t  t h e  p a s t . ^

Of t h i s  a t t i t u d e ,  E r n e s t  S am uels  w r i t e s :  "T h e re  can  be l i t ­

t l e  d o u b t  t h a t  t h e  ' c a t e c h i s m '  came f rom  t h e  d e p t h s  o f  Adams's 

h e a r t . " 2

T e s t i n g  G o r e ' s  b e l i e f s  a g a i n s t  M a d e l e i n e ' s ,  h o w e v e r ,  

we s e e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  much room f o r  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  i n  t h e  d e p t h s  

o f  A d am s 's  h e a r t .  M a d e l e i n e  l a c k s  G o r e ' s  f a i t h  i n  human n a ­

t u r e  and i n  t h e  m a s s e s ;  h e r  o p i n i o n  f o l l o w s  t h a t  o f  t h e  o l d e r  

A l b e r t  G a l l a t i n .  She c a n n o t  " a c c e p t  t h e  B r o b d i n g n a g i a n  d o c ­

t r i n e  t h a t  he who made two b l a d e s  o f  g r a s s  grow w here  o n ly  

one grew b e f o r e  d e s e r v e d  b e t t e r  o f  m ank ind  t h a n  t h e  whole  

r a c e  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s . "  She d e s i r e s  t h e  im p ro v e m e n t  o f  human­

i t y  b u t  t h e  p r o s p e c t  seems t o  h e r  r e m o t e ,  and  h e r  e x p e r i e n c e  

i n  W a s h in g to n  m e r e ly  c o n f i r m s  h e r  low v iew  o f  human n a t u r e  

and  t h e  " g r e a t  m i l l i o n - a r m e d  m o n s t e r . " M a d e l e i n e  d o e s  n o t  

o f t e n  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e  m a s s e s  o r  s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

w h i l e  sh e  l i v e s  i n  W a s h i n g to n ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a b o u t  i n d i v i d u a l s .  

She i s  l o o k i n g  f o r  somebody t o  "grow t o  be  a  t r e e  and  c a s t  a
*3

s h a d o w . S h e  t h i n k s  o f  dem ocracy  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  men who 

r u n  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  and as su m es  t h a t  by e x a m i n i n g  them  she  

i s  e x a m i n i n g  d e m o c ra c y .  Adams made t h i s  c l e a r  i n  t h e  f i r s t  

c h a p t e r ,  w here  he o u t l i n e d  h e r  s y s t e m a t i c  r e j e c t i o n  o f  f i ­

n a n c e ,  p h i l o s o p h y ,  c u l t u r e ,  p h i l a n t h r o p y ,  r e l i g i o n ,  t h e  s e a r c h

1 I b i d . , p .  77.
p

Henry Adams: The M id d le  Y e a r s , p .  86.
■5-̂Democracy , pp. 7 3 3, 9 •
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f o r  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n  and  w e a l t h  ( s h e  a l r e a d y  h a s  t h e s e ) ,  an d  

e d u c a t i o n  as  w o r t h y  o b j e c t s  o f  s t u d y  and s e l f - s a c r i f i c e .  So 

i t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  M a d e l e i n e  t h i n k s  v e r y  l i t t l e  a b o u t  

s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  and  seems t o  h a v e  no f a i t h .  When Gore r e ­

c i t e s  h i s  c a t e c h i s m ,  s h e  a s k s :  "And s u p p o s e  y o u r  e x p e r i m e n t

f a i l s ,  . . . s u p p o s e  s o c i e t y  d e s t r o y s  i t s e l f  w i t h  u n i v e r s a l  

s u f f r a g e ,  c o r r u p t i o n ,  and  com m unism ." We can  i n f e r  f rom 

A d am s 's  o t h e r  w r i t i n g s  t h a t  t h e  o b j e c t i o n  came f ro m  t h e  d e p t h s  

o f  A d a m s 's  h e a r t .  Gore  r e p l i e s :  " I  h a v e  f a i t h ;  n o t  p e r h a p s

i n  t h e  o l d  d ogm as ,  b u t  i n  t h e  new o n e s ;  f a i t h  i n  human n a t u r e ;

f a i t h  i n  s c i e n c e ;  f a i t h  i n  t n e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  f i t t e s t .  L e t  

us  be  t r u e  t o  o u r  t i m e ,  M rs .  Lee!  I f  o u r  age  i s  t o  be b e a t e n ,

l e t  us  d i e  i n  t h e  r a n k s .  I f  i t  i s  t o  be v i c t o r i o u s ,  l e t  us

be f i r s t  t o  l e a d  t h e  co lu m n .  Anyway, l e t  us  n o t  be s k u l k e r s  

o r  g r u m b l e r s . Ma d e l e i n e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  g r u m b l e ,  h o w e v e r ,  

an d  t h e  n o v e l ' s  o n ly  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r  who e x p r e s s e s  much f a i t h  

i n  human n a t u r e  i s  t h a t  monument t o  c o r r u p t i o n ,  S e n a t o r  R a t -  

c l i f f e .

M a d e l e i n e  c o n c e i v e s  s o c i e t y  i n  t e r m s  o f  r e p r e s e n t a ­

t i v e  i n d i v i d u a l s  and a s s u m e s ,  f o r  a  t im e  a t  l e a s t ,  t h a t  p o l ­

i t i c i a n s  a r e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e .  " H a l f  o u r  w i s e  men d e c l a r e , "  

s h e  s a y s ,  " t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  i s  g o i n g  s t r a i g h t  t o  p e r d i t i o n ;  

t h e  o t h e r  h a l f  t h a t  i t  i s  f a s t  b e c o m in g  p e r f e c t .  Both  c a n n o t  

be  r i g h t .  . . .  I  m us t  know w h e t h e r  A m e r ic a  i s  r i g h t  o r  w ro n g .  

J u s t  now t h i s  q u e s t i o n  i s  a v e r y  p r a c t i c a l  o n e ,  f o r  I  r e a l l y  

w a n t  t o  know w h e t h e r  t o  b e l i e v e  i n  Mr. R a t c l i f f e .  I f  I  t h ro w

1Ibid. , pp. 78-79-
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him o v e r b o a r d ,  e v e r y t h i n g  must  g o ,  f o r  he i s  o n l y  a s p e c i m e n . "  

M a d e l e i n e  as su m es  h e r e  t h a t  p o l i t i c i a n s  l i k e  R a t c l i f f e  r e f l e c t  

r a t h e r  t h a n  d i r e c t  s o c i e t y .  In  t h e  e n d ,  h o w e v e r ,  she  c o n c l u d e s  

t h a t  t h e y  n e i t h e r  c o n t r o l  n o r  r e p r e s e n t  i t .  Even p o l i t i c i a n s  

h o l d  t h i s  v i e w ,  f ro m  R a t c l i f f e ,  who " a g r e e d  t h a t  t h e  c o u n t r y  

c o u l d  do v e r y  w e l l  w i t h o u t  h i m , "  t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t ,  who b e ­

l i e v e d  t h a t  " h i s  h a n d  was g u i d i n g  t h e  d e s t i n i e s  o f  A m er ica  t o  

h i s  own r e e l e c t i o n . M r .  G o r e ,  somewhat e m b i t t e r e d  by h i s  

f a i l u r e  t o - b e  a p p o i n t e d  m i n i s t e r  t o  S p a i n ,  e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  u s e ­

l e s s n e s s  and  i r r e l e v a n c e  o f  p o l i t i c s ;  he  c l a i m s  p o l i t i c s  i s  

n o t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  s o c i e t y  a t  a l l ,  b u t  m e r e ly  " w a s t e d  e f f o r t  and  

c lumsy  i n t r i g u e . "  B e t t e r  t o  be a  b a n k - c l e r k  o r  p r i n t e r ,  he 

t h i n k s .  Gore d i s m i s s e s  M a d e l e i n e ' s  i n t e r e s t  i n  p o l i t i c s  and 

R a t c l i f f e  w i t h  a  S p a n i s h  p r o v e r b :  "The man who w ashes  h i s

d o n k e y ' s  h e a d ,  l o s e s  t i m e  and s o a p . "  She l a t e r  comes t o  a 

s i m i l a r  v i e w .  The pow er  w h ich  seemed a t  f i r s t  t o  have  some 

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  n a t i o n  t u r n s  o u t  t o  be pow er  o n ly  t o  c o n t r o l  

o t h e r  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  p o l i t i c s  an d  t o  s e r v e  o n e s e l f .  At b e s t ,  

d e m o c r a t i c  g o v e rn m e n t  i s  " n o t h i n g  more t h a n  g o v e rn m e n t  o f  any 

o t h e r  k i n d , "  and M a d e l e i n e  i s  " g l a d  t o  q u i t  t h e  m a s q u e r a d e ;

t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  t r u e  d em ocracy  o f  l i f e ,  h e r  p a u p e r s  and  h e r
2

p r i s o n s ,  h e r  s c h o o l s  and h e r  h o s p i t a l s . "

T h i s  p h r a s e  " t h e  t r u e  dem o c rac y  o f  l i f e "  i s  t o o  f a c i l e ,  

comes t o o  e a s i l y ,  b u t  i t  i n d i c a t e s  one r e a s o n  why Adams was 

n o t  a b o u t  t o  g i v e  up on t h e  A m er ic an  e x p e r i m e n t .  Henry

1Ibid., pp. 75-76, 85, 184.
2Ibid., pp. 200. 342.
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W a s s e r ' s  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  "The t e s t  o f  t h e  d e m o c r a t i c  p r o c e s s  

t o  [Adams] was w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e  s e a t  o f  pow er  a t t r a c t s  t h e  

s c r u p u l o u s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and  g i v e s  i t  f u l l  f r e e d o m " ^  i s  t r u e  

enough  o f  d em ocracy  a s  a  p o l i t i c a l  s y s t e m ;  and  t h e  s y s t e m ,  

Adams f e l t ,  was f a i l i n g  t h e  t e s t .  Power  c o r r u p t s ,  and  w here  

t h e r e  a r e  many p o l i t i c i a n s  pow er  c o r r u p t s  many. But  W a s s e r ' s  

f u r t h e r  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  f o r  Adams "The f i n a l  g o a l  i n  s o c i e t y  

was t h e  r e s p o n s i b l e  c o n t r o l  o f  p o l i t i c a l  pow er"  i s  w ro n g ,  a t  

l e a s t  so  f a r  a s  Democracy  i s  c o n c e r n e d .  (W a ss e r  h i m s e l f  i s  

t h i n k i n g  m o s t l y  a b o u t  t h e  E d u c a t i o n . ) A d am s 's  f i n a l  g o a l  f o r  

s o c i e t y ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e ,  was t h e  m o r a l  and  e s t h e t i c  i m p r o v e ­

ment  o f  i t s  p e o p l e .  M a d e l e i n e ' s  r e t u r n  t o  " t h e  t r u e  dem ocracy  

o f  l i f e "  s u g g e s t s  h e r  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  r e a l  c e n t e r  o f  s o c i e t y ,  

an d  a l s o  d i s c o u r a g e s  us  f ro m  s e e i n g  h e r  f l i g h t  t o  E u ro p e  as  

a  r e j e c t i o n  o f  A m er ica n  s o c i e t y .  M a d e l e i n e  l e a v e s  t o  p u r i f y  

h e r s e l f  o f  t h e  t a i n t  o f  p o l i t i c s .  But  d em o cracy  means more 

t h a n  p o l i t i c s ;  i t  m e a n s ,  i n  f a c t  ( o r  u s e d  t o  m e a n ) ,  t h a t  g o v ­

e r n m e n t ' s  p ow er  i s  s t r i c t l y  l i m i t e d ,  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  

f r e e  t o  f o l l o w  h i s  own i n t e r e s t s ,  and  t h a t  t h e  p e o p l e  u l t i ­

m a t e l y  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  own d e v e l o p m e n t .  T h a t  Adams f e l t  s u c h  

a  s o c i e t y  h a s  t h e  b e s t  c h a n c e  t o  p r o g r e s s ,  and  f e l t  A m e r ic a  

was s u c h  a  s o c i e t y ,  i s  s u g g e s t e d  by t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  o n l y  d e ­

t a i l e d  comment on d em o cracy  i n  t h e  b o o k :

Of a l l  t i t l e s  e v e r  a s su m ed  by p r i n c e  o r  p o t e n t a t e ,  t h e
p r o u d e s t  i s  t h a t  o f  t h e  Roman p o n t i f f s :  " S e r v u s  s e r v o r u m
D e i " — " S e r v a n t  o f  t h e  s e r v a n t s  o f  G o d ."  I n  f o r m e r  d a y s

^ " The E d u c a t i o n  o f  Henry  Adams: A R e c o n s i d e r a t i o n , "
t o  be p u b l i s h e d  by M i d c o n t i n e n t  A m e r ic a n  S t u d i e s  J o u r n a l .
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i t  was n o t  a d m it t e d  t h a t  th e  d e v i l ' s  s e r v a n t s  c o u ld  by 
r i g h t  have any sh a r e  i n  governm ent .  They were t o  be s h u t  
o u t ,  p u n i s h e d ,  e x i l e d ,  maimed, and burned .  The d e v i l  has  
no s e r v a n t s  now; o n ly  t h e  p e o p le  have  s e r v a n t s .  There may 
be some m is t a k e  about  a d o c t r i n e  which makes t h e  w ic k e d ,  
when a m a j o r i t y ,  th e  m ou th p iece  o f  God a g a i n s t  t h e  v i r t u ­
o u s ,  b u t  th e  hopes  o f  mankind are  s t a k e d  on i t ;  and i f  
t h e  weak i n  f a i t h  som et im es  q u a i l  when t h e y  s e e  humanity  
f l o a t i n g  i n  a s h o r e l e s s  o c e a n ,  on t h i s  p l a n k ,  which  e x p e ­
r i e n c e  and r e l i g i o n  l o n g  s i n c e  condemned as r o t t e n ,  m is ­
ta k e  o r  n o t ,  men have t h u s  f a r  f l o a t e d  b e t t e r  by i t s  a i d ,  
than t h e  p opes  e v e r  d id  w i t h  t h e i r  p r e t t i e r  p r i n c i p l e ;  so  
t h a t  i t  w i l l  be a l o n g  t im e  y e t  b e f o r e  s o c i e t y  r e p e n t s .

I t  s h o u ld  n o t  s u r p r i s e  us t o  f i n d  Adams w r i t i n g  i n  1880 ( t o

G a s k e l l ) ,  t h a t  "Europe has  g o t  t o  do some heavy r e v o l u t i n g  i n
2

th e  n e x t  tw en ty  y e a r s ,  and America has a l o n g  s t a r t . "

Adams n e v e r  showed much i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  t r u e  democracy  

o f  l i f e ,  d e f i n e d  as i t  i s  i n  Dem ocracy . On th e  o t h e r  hand,  

he a v o id e d  th e  e x t e n t  o f  c o n d e s c e n s i o n  and contempt toward  

t h e  m a sses  t h a t  mars h i s  f r i e n d  John Hay's  B r e a d -W in n e r s . 

E r n e s t  Samuels i d e n t i f i e s  Adams's v ie w s  o f  th e  t im e  w i th  

t h o s e  o f  Sumner, M a l th u s ,  and S p e n c e r ,  and e s s e n t i a l l y  he i s  

c o r r e c t ;  b u t  t h e r e  i s  so m e th in g  r a t h e r  b road -m in d ed — f o r  

Adams's t im e  and s o c i a l  s t a t i o n — i n  h i s  a t t i t u d e  toward th e  

i n d u s t r i a l  r i o t s  o f  1877: "To th e  man cau gh t  on a s t o o l  h i g h

enough t o  s e e  o v e r  th e  crowd, th e  s p e c t a c l e  i s  n o t  w i t h o u t  

e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  But t h i s  p r o c e s s  o f  e l e v a t i o n  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  

o n e ' s  head s h o u ld  be i n  t h e  c l o u d s ;  t h a t  i s ,  a t r i f l e  s o l i ­

t a r y  and c o o l .  I  am u se d  t o  i t  a n d ' r a t h e r  l i k e  i t , '  but i t  

d oes  n o t  s u i t  e v e r y o n e ." ^  The comment does  n o t  i n d i c a t e  how

^Dem ocracy , pp.  1 8 1 - 8 2 .

^Ford, L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, I ,  325 .  

^Samuels ,  Middle  Y e a r s , p .  19 .
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he f e l t  toward t h e  poor  and t h e  m a s s e s ,  h o w ev er ,  and t h e  p ro b ­

lem n e ed s  f u r t h e r  e x a m in a t io n  as a key t o  Adams's s o c i a l  t h e ­

o r y .

In  th e  f i r s t  c h a p t e r  o f  Dem ocracy , Adams t e l l s  us t h a t

a f t e r  t h e  d eath  o f  h e r  husband and c h i l d  M a d e le in e  d e v o t e d  much

o f  h e r  t im e  t o  t h e  p o o r .  She s t u d i e d  S p e n c e r ,  and t h e n

d id  h e r  b e s t  t o  t u r n  h e r  s tu d y  t o  p r a c t i c a l  u s e .  She 
p lu n g e d  i n t o  p h i l a n t h r o p y , v i s i t e d  p r i s o n s ,  i n s p e c t e d  
h o s p i t a l s ,  r e a d  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  p au p er ism  and c r im e ,  
s a t u r a t e d  h e r s e l f  w i t h  t h e  s t a t i s t i c s  o f  v i c e ,  u n t i l  h e r  
mind had n e a r l y  l o s t  s i g h t  o f  v i r t u e .  At l a s t  i t  r o s e  
i n  r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  h e r ,  and sh e  came t o  th e  l i m i t  o f  
h e r  s t r e n g t h .  T h is  p a t h ,  t o o ,  seemed t o  l e a d  nowhere.
She d e c l a r e d  t h a t  s h e  had l o s t  t h e  s e n s e  o f  d u t y ,  and 
t h a t ,  s o  f a r  as c o n c e r n e d  h e r ,  a l l  t h e  paupers  and cr im ­
i n a l s  i n  New York m ight  h e n c e fo r w a r d  r i s e  i n  t h e i r  ma­
j e s t y  and manage e v e r y  r a i l w a y  on th e  c o n t i n e n t .  Why 
s h o u l d  she care?

The i m p l i c a t i o n  h e r e  i s  t h a t  t h e  p o o r e r  c l a s s e s  ought  n o t  t o  

have econom ic  power ( th o u g h  Adams's o p i n i o n  o f  American r a i l  

companies  s u g g e s t s  th e  i r o n i c  meaning a l s o ) .  Having s t u d i e d  

t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  th e  p o o r  and u n r e s p e c t a b l e ,  M a d e le in e  q u e s ­

tions w h e th e r  s p e n d in g  h e r  money on c h a r i t y  and p u b l i c  works  

was w i s e .  "Mrs. Lee had r e a d  enough p o l i t i c a l  economy and 

pauper r e p o r t s  t o  be n e a r l y  c o n v in c e d  t h a t  p u b l i c  work s h o u ld  

be p u b l i c  d u ty ,  and t h a t  g r e a t  b e n e f a c t i o n s  do harm as  w e l l  

as  good ." '1' And she  g o e s  on t o  r e f l e c t  t h a t  such  c h a r i t y ,  

though i t  might h e lp  p e o p l e  t o  l i v e ,  would  o n l y  " i n c r e a s e  

and p e r p e t u a t e  t h a t  same k in d  o f  human n a t u r e  which was h e r  

g r e a t  g r i e v a n c e . "  M a d e le in e  s u b o r d i n a t e s  w h a te v e r  moral  ob­

l i g a t i o n  she f e e l s  t o  h e lp  p e o p l e  l i v e  t o  h e r  e s t h e t i c  repugnance

•̂Democracy, pp. 2-3, 6-7.
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f o r  t h e  common p e o p l e .  Bu t  w h a t  w ould  im p ro v e  t h e  p e o p l e ?

Not  e d u c a t i o n :  M a d e l e i n e ' s  i d e a s  a b o u t  e d u c a t i o n  c o n c e r n  a

l e v e l  o f  c u l t i v a t i o n  w h ic h  i s  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  m a s s e s .  Money 

a l o n e  i s  w o r se  t h a n  u s e l e s s , or so s h e  r a t i o n a l i z e s .  To be 

" n e a r l y  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  p u b l i c  work s h o u l d  be p u b l i c  d u t y "  i s  

o n ly  a  way f o r  t h e  r i c h  t o  s a v e  t h e i r  c o n s c i e n c e s  a l o n g  w i t h  

t h e i r  money; t h e  c l i c h e  i s  r e n d e r e d  m e a n i n g l e s s  by t h e  n e x t  

c l a u s e ,  f o r  i f  p r i v a t e  money w i l l  do h a r m ,  s o  w i l l  p u b l i c  

money.  M a d e l e i n e  knows t h a t  t h e  p u b l i c  i s  n o t  a b o u t  t o  a c ­

c e p t  any s u c h  d u t y .  Her  a t t i t u d e  adds  up t o  o r t h o d o x  s o c i a l  

D a r w in i s m ,  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  m asse s  s h o u l d  be  l e f t  t o  t h e i r  

own d e v i c e s  an d  l e t  t h e  f i t t e s t  s u r v i v e .  The harm done by 

g r e a t  b e n e f a c t i o n s  i s  t h a t  o f  h e l p i n g  t h e  e c o n o m i c a l l y  weak 

t o  l i v e  l o n g e r ;  i t  n e v e r  e n t e r s  h e r  h e a d  ( n o r  p r o b a b l y  Adams's) 

t h a t  p u b l i c  o r  p r i v a t e  a c t i o n  may make t h e  weak s t r o n g e r .

When s o c i a l  D a rw in i sm  i s  h e l d  by t h e  u p p e r  c l a s s e s ,  i t  i s  

m ost  v i c i o u s ,  f o r  t h e y  c o n s i d e r  t h e m s e l v e s  above  t h e  s t r u g ­

g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e .  But  we c a n n o t  a p p l y  t h i s  ju d g m e n t  u n r e ­

s e r v e d l y  t o  M a d e l e i n e ,  f i r s t  b e c a u s e  s h e  i s  a  woman (whose 

money h a s  come t o  h e r  a t  t h e  p r i c e  o f  a  p e r s o n a l  t r a g e d y ) ,  

s e c o n d  b e c a u s e  Adams s t r e s s e s  h e r  c o l d n e s s  a n d  w e a r i n e s s  i n  

o r d e r  t o  e x p l a i n  why s h e  w a n t s  t o  go t o  W a s h i n g to n ,  and  t h i r d  

b e c a u s e  s h e  r e t u r n s  t o  h e r  p o o r  p e o p l e  a t  t h e  en d .  A p p a r e n t l y  

s h e  r e g a i n s  t h e  s e n s e  o f  d u t y ,  th o u g h  we a r e  n e v e r  t o l d  e x ­

a c t l y  w h a t  s h e  t h i n k s  h e r  d u t y  i s .  ( I t  may b e  a d u t y  t o  k ee p  

t h e  m a s s e s  I n  t h e i r  p l a c e . )

D id  Adams h i m s e l f  t a k e  t h e  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t  v iew o f
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t h e  m asses?  S in c e  M a d e le in e  i s  an u n r e l i a b l e  spokesman, we 

can tu r n  t o  S e n a t o r  R a t c l i f f e  as a n t i - s p o k e s m a n ,  and s e e  i f  

Adams p r e s e n t s  o p i n i o n s  o p p osed  t o  h i s .  When R a t c l i f f e  no­

t i c e s  one o f  D a rw in 's  books ( a p p a r e n t l y  The D e s c e n t  o f  Man) 

on M a d e l e i n e ' s  t a b l e ,  he a s k s  her  i f  she  t h i n k s  she i s  de­

s c e n d e d  from monkeys,  and h e r  r e p l y  ("Why n o t ? " )  b r i n g s  on 

h i s  W e b s ter ia n  o r a t o r y .

Such b o o k s ,  he b eg a n ,  d i s g r a c e  our c i v i l i z a t i o n ;  t h e y  de­
grade and s t u l t i f y  our d i v i n e  n a t u r e ;  t h e y  are  o n ly  s u i t e d  
f o r  A s i a t i c  d e s p o t i s m s  where men are  r e d u ce d  t o  th e  l e v e l  
o f  b e a s t s ;  t h a t  th e y  s h o u l d  be a c c e p t e d  by a man l i k e  
Baron J a c o b i ,  I  can u n d e r s ta n d ;  he and h i s  m a s te r s  have  
n o t h i n g  t o  do i n  th e  w o r ld  but  t o  tram p le  on human r i g h t s . 
Mr. C a r r i n g t o n ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  would approve t h e s e  i d e a s ;  he 
b e l i e v e s  i n  t h e  d i v i n e  d o c t r i n e  o f  f l o g g i n g  n e g r o e s ;  but  
t h a t  y o u ,  who p r o f e s s  p h i l a n t h r o p y  and f r e e  p r i n c i p l e s ,  
s h o u ld  go w i t h  them, i s  a s t o n i s h i n g ;  i t  i s  i n c r e d i b l e ;  
i t  i s  unworthy o f  y o u . 1

R a t c l i f f e  t h i n k s  Darwinism d e n i e s  t h a t  t h e  m asses  have  r i g h t s  

a g a i n s t  th e  r i c h  and f o r t u n a t e  o f  th e  w o r ld .  He i s  n o t  e n ­

t i r e l y  r i g h t  about D arwin ,  but  he has  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  

th e  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t s  w e l l  enough .  Whenever a s o c i a l  Darwin­

i s t  s m i l e d  on p r i v a t e  a i d  t o  th e  p o o r ,  he d id  s o  m a in ly  f o r  

th e  b e n e f i t  o f  t h e  b e n e f a c t o r ' s  c o n s c i e n c e .  To h e l p  s u b s t a n ­

t i a l l y  t h e  poor  was t o  h i n d e r  t h e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c ­

t i o n .  T h is  p o i n t  o f  v iew  can be d e f e n d e d ,  but  i t  ought n ot  

t o  be g r a n t e d  w i t h o u t  q u e s t i o n ;  i n  s h o r t ,  R a t c l i f f e  has  a 

p o i n t  t h a t  d e s e r v e s  t o  be answ ered .  M a d e l e i n e ,  how ever ,  

b r u s h e s  o f f  t h e  s u b j e c t  w i t h  a j o k e .  The s u s p i c i o n  l i n g e r s  

t h a t  Adams had no r e p l y  t o  R a t c l i f f e ' s  p o s i t i o n ,  t h a t  he c o u ld  

r e b u t  i t  o n l y  by s o f t e n i n g  th e  p h r a s i n g  t o  make R a t c l i f f e ' s

1I b i d . , p .  102.
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t r u t h  about  s o c i a l  Darwinism seem l e s s  b r u t a l .  The s c e n e  s u g ­

g e s t s  t h a t  though Adams h e l d  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t  p r i n c i p l e s  he  

d id  n o t  l i k e  t o  t a l k  about  them.

In  a r e c e n t  book W il l ia m  H. M a r n e l l  d e s c r i b e s  th e  ty p e

o f  r e fo rm  a d v o c a t e d  by s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t s .

The r e fo rm e r  who ap p lau d s  th e  re form  a l r e a d y  a c c o m p l i s h e d  
and i n  hardheaded  f a s h i o n  h o l d s  t o  what i s  now th e  t r i e d  
and t r u e  has  t h e  b e s t  o f  two w o r l d s .  He has th e  i n n e r  
s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  b e i n g  a c c l a i m e d  such by t h o s e  who admire  
reform  ( a l l  r i g h t - t h i n k i n g  men d o ,  o f  c o u r s e ) ,  and y e t  
he h as  th e  r e a l i t y  w h ich  r e a l l y  a t t r a c t s  him, th e  s t a t u s  
q u o . . . . The American P h i l i s t i n e  was s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  
th e  s e t  o f  re form s  e f f e c t e d  under th e  banners  o f  George  
W a s h in g to n .1

Adams f i t s  th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  r a t h e r  w e l l .  His p rop osed  re form s  

worked w i t h i n  th e  g o v e rn m e n ta l  s y s t e m  s e t  up by th e  Founding  

F a t h e r s .  Adams's p r i n c i p l e s  were t h a t  a man s h o u ld  be thrown  

o u t  o f  p u b l i c  o f f i c e  i f  he c h e a t s ,  s t e a l s ,  o r  t a k e s  b r i b e s .

No one i s  g o in g  t o  c r i t i c i z e  t h e s e  s t a n d a r d s  as  f a r  as t h e y  

g o ,  but  i t  i s  rem arkable  i n  Democracy how l i t t l e  c o n n e c t i o n  

Adams saw betw een  th e  co n d u ct  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s  and t h e  w e l f a r e  

o f  s o c i e t y ,  how l i t t l e ,  i n  f a c t ,  he th o u g h t  about  th e  w e l f a r e  

o f  s o c i e t y .  His  i n t e r e s t  was a l l  i n  i n d i v i d u a l s ;  m o r a l i t y  i n  

p u b l i c  l i f e  was a m a t t e r  o f  good form. Reform i s  n o t  d i s ­

c u s s e d  i n  th e  n o v e l  w i th  any s e r i o u s n e s s ,  and th e  c h a r a c t e r s  

se ldom  m en t ion  th e  s u b j e c t  e x c e p t  i n  p a s s i n g .  At a d in n e r  

R a t c l i f f e  r e f u t e s  Mr. F r e n c h ,  a " l i g h t  w e ig h t"  a d v o c a te  o f  

c i v i l  s e r v i c e  r e fo r m ,  by s a y i n g :  "Ask my b r o t h e r  s e n a t o r s

h e r e  what chance t h e r e  i s  f o r  your Reforms s o  l o n g  as th e

^Man-Made M o r a l s : Four P h i l o s o p h i e s  That Shaped
Am erica ,  p .  2 3 b.
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A m e r ic a n  c i t i z e n  i s  w h a t  he i s . "  The s u b j e c t  i s  t h e n  d r o p p e d ,  

b u t  l a t e r  when M a d e l e i n e  p r e s s e s  t h e  p o i n t  R a t c l i f f e  e l a b ­

o r a t e s :  "No r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  g o v e r n m e n t  can  l o n g  be much b e t t e r

o r  much w o r se  t h a n  t h e  s o c i e t y  i t  r e p r e s e n t s .  P u r i f y  s o c i e t y  

a n d  you  p u r i f y  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t .  But  t r y  t o  p u r i f y  t h e  g o v e r n ­

m ent  a r t i f i c i a l l y  and  y o u  o n l y  a g g r a v a t e  f a i l u r e . " 1 T h i s  a r g u ­

m en t  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  l i f t e d  f ro m  W i l l i a m  Graham S um ner ,  b u t ,
2

a s  h a s  b e e n  o b s e r v e d ,  i t  c a n  a l s o  be  t r a c e d  t o  Em erson  a n d  

T h o r e a u .  R a t c l i f f e ' s  t h e s i s  d e s e r v e s  d i s c u s s i o n  i n  a  book  

a b o u t  d e m o c r a c y ,  b u t  Adams a g a i n  s l i d e s  o f f  t h e  s u b j e c t .  I n  

d e m an d in g  t h e  m o r a l  r e f o r m  o f  s o c i e t y ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  R a t c l i f f e  

i s  m e r e l y  t r y i n g  t o  p u t  o f f  p o l i t i c a l  r e f o r m ,  k n o w in g  t h a t  no 

one  i n  t h e  g r o u p  i s  s e r i o u s l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  s o c i a l  r e f o r m  o r  

h a s  any i d e a s  a b o u t  i t .  N o t h i n g  i n  t h e  b o o k  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

Adams h i m s e l f  b e l i e v e d  a n y t h i n g  c o u l d  be done  t o  im p ro v e  s o c i ­

e t y .  Dem ocracy  d o es  n o t  e x a m in e  t h i s  o r  any  o t h e r  i m p o r t a n t  

a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  A d a m s 's  u l t i m a t e  a n a l y s i s  o f  

s o c i e t y  i n  t h e  book  r e s t s ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e  b e l o w ,  on s o c i a l  

e l i t i s m ,  m o r a l  s t a n d a r d s  w h ic h  t u r n  o u t  p a r t l y  t o  be  e s t h e t i c  

s t a n d a r d s ,  and  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n  o f  a  D a r w i n i a n  i d e a .

The N a t u r a l  W or ld  a n d  t h e  M o r a l  W or ld

C h a r l e s  D a rw in  was n o t  g i v e n  t o  i r o n y .  The A m e r ic a n  

r e a d e r  o f  The D e s c e n t  o f  Man, h o w e v e r ,  may s e n s e  i r o n y  i n

d e m o c r a c y , pp .  6 3 , 71*
p

M i c h a e l  C o l a c u r c i o ,  "Democracy  a n d  E s t h e r : Henry
A d a m s ' s  F l i r t a t i o n  W ith  P r a g m a t i s m , "  i n  A m e r i c a n  Q u a r t e r l y  
( 1 9 6 7 ) ,  P .  5 6 .
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D a rw in 's  p r a i s e  o f  "the  w o n d e r fu l  p r o g r e s s  o f  th e  U n i te d  

S t a t e s ,  as  w e l l  as  th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  th e  p e o p l e .  . . . The more 

e n e r g e t i c ,  r e s t l e s s ,  and cou ra g eo u s  men from a l l  p a r t s  o f  

Europe have e m ig r a te d  . . . and have [ i n  A m erica]  s u c c e e d e d  

b e s t . " ' 1' Th is  sounds p e r f e c t l y  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  u n t i l  we r e c a l l  

t h a t  Darwin was a t t r i b u t i n g  A m e r ic a ' s  p r o g r e s s  t o  th e  a c t i o n  

o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n ,  and t h a t  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  was a power­

f u l  f o r c e ,  he t h o u g h t ,  o n ly  i n  u n c u l t u r e d  or  p r i m i t i v e  s o c i ­

e t i e s .  Darwin b e l i e v e d  a l s o  t h a t  man's m oral  s e n s e  i s  what  

m ain ly  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  him from th e  lo w e r  a n i m a l s ,  and th e  

D e s c e n t  I m p l i e s  t h a t  advanced human c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  b a se d  

l a r g e l y  on th e  m oral  s e n s e ,  overcomes n a t u r e  i n  t h a t  s o c i e t y  

r e l e a s e s  i t s e l f  from t h e  laws  and m o t i v a t i o n s  t h a t  c o n t r o l  

t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld .  The human, moral  w o r ld  has  grown away from 

th e  n a t u r a l  w orld  and i s  d i s t i n c t  from i t .  The U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  

Darwin seemed t o  t h i n k ,  had n o t  y e t  a t t a i n e d  t h i s  l e v e l .  

Whether i t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  Democracy t h a t  Adams's h e r o i n e  

ap p ro v es  o f  Darwin w h i l e  h i s  v i l l a i n  d e t e s t s  h im, and w h eth er  

Adams c o n s c i o u s l y  u se d  D a r w in 's  c o n c e p t  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  

th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  Adams's n o v e l  b e tw een  t h e  n a t u r a l  w orld  

and t h e  c i v i l i z e d ,  moral  w o r ld  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  i t s  meaning.

The b a s i c  i d e a  i s  common en ou gh ,  and was s o  e v e n  b e f o r e  Hux­

l e y  made i t  n o t o r i o u s  i n  th e  1 8 9 0 ' s .  R e c e n t l y  i t  has  appeared  

i n  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  t h o u g h t ;  J e a n - P a u l  S a r t r e ,  f o r  ex a m p le ,  a s ­

s e r t s  t h a t  "Our aim i s  p r e c i s e l y  t o  e s t a b l i s h  th e  human k i n g ­

dom as a p a t t e r n  o f  v a l u e s  i n  d i s t i n c t i o n  from th e  n a t u r a l

•̂Descent of Man, p. 161.
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w o r l d . I n  Democracy Adams made a very  s p e c i f i c ,  p a r t l y  m eta­

p h o r i c a l  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  i d e a  t o  contemporary American p o l ­

i t i c s .  He p i c t u r e d  the  w or ld  o f  Washington as  t h e  n a t u r a l  

w o r ld ,  dom inated  by n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  and t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  th e

f i t t e s t  (most  r u t h l e s s ) .  To t h i s  world  he opposed  t h a t  o f  l n -
2

d i v i d u a l s  who r e c o g n i z e  t h e  c la im s  o f  m o r a l i t y .  The th e o r y  

i s  o v e r s im p le  but  f o r c e f u l ,  and t h e  n o v e l  does  a t te m p t  t o  e x ­

p l a i n  why p o l i t i c i a n s  l i v e  i n  t h e  Darwin ian  n a t u r a l  w orld  

r a t h e r  th a n  th e  m oral  w o r ld .  Adams t r i e d  t o  show through  

R a t c l i f f e  t h a t  modern p o l i t i c s  and m o r a l i t y  e x c l u d e  each  

o t h e r .

S i l a s  P. R a t c l i f f e ,  th e  P r a i r i e  G iant  o f  P e o n ia ,  

I l l i n o i s ,  came o r i g i n a l l y  from a " r e s p e c t a b l e "  New England  

f a m i l y .  In I l l i n o i s  he became a young a b o l i t i o n i s t ,  and owed 

h i s  f i r s t  s u c c e s s  i n  p o l i t i c s  t o  h i s  a n t i - s l a v e r y  e f f o r t s .

Th is  i s  t h e  l a u d a b l e  background o f  th e  demagogue whose p r e s ­

e n t  w eakness  l i e s  " in  h i s  b l i n d  i g n o r a n c e  o f  m o r a l s ."  There  

i s  a c e r t a i n  b e a u t y ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  in fo rm s  u s ,  " in  t h e  s k i l l  

w ith  which he evaded q u e s t i o n s  o f  p r i n c i p l e . "  What made th e  

man go wrong? N o th in g  i n  t h e  n o v e l  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  he was e s ­

p e c i a l l y  unsound t o  b e g i n  w i t h .  "Was i t  p o l i t i c s  t h a t  ca u sed  

t h i s  a t ro p h y  o f  t h e  moral  s e n s e  by d i s u s e ? "  M a d e le in e  a s k s ,

■ ^ " E x is ten t ia l i sm  i s  a Humanism," t r .  by P h i l i p  M a i r e t ,  
i n  E x i s t e n t i a l i s m  From D o s to e v s k y  t o  S a r t r e , p .  303*

2
Adams saw s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e  as a t h i r d  w o r ld .  Con­

c e i v i n g  s o c i e t y  n o t  as a c o l l e c t i o n  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  but  a s  one 
huge m a ss ,  he found m o r a l i t y  an i r r e l e v a n t  c o n c e p t  t o  s o c i e t y .  
At l e a s t ,  t h i s  i s  th e  i m p r e s s io n  Democracy g i v e s .  C e r t a i n l y  
he d id  n o t  t h i n k  o f  h i s  im p o r ta n t  c h a r a c t e r s  as  r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i v e  o f  th e  whole s o c i e t y .
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and th e  n o v e l  answers  y e s .  P o l i t i c i a n s  must have power o v e r  

o t h e r s  i n  governm ent ,  and th e  i r r e l e v a n c e  o f  m o r a l i t y  t o  th e  

a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  power n e c e s s a r i l y  c o r r u p t s  t h o s e  who a c c e p t  

t h e  r u l e s  o f  p o l i t i c s .  R a t c l i f f e  adm its  t h a t  " I f  v i r t u e  

w o n ' t  answer our p u r p o s e ,  we must use  v i c e ,  or our opponents  

w i l l  put  us out  o f  o f f i c e . "  The p r a c t i c a l  u s e l e s s n e s s  o f  

m o r a l i t y  i n  p o l i t i c s ,  which M ad ele in e  comes t o  t h i n k  o f  as  

t h e  " o rg a n ic  d i s e a s e "  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  a lm o s t  c o r r u p t s  ev en  h er  

( a s  i t  a lm o s t  c o r r u p t e d  Adams). She wonders a t  one p o i n t :  

"Was s h e ,  unknown t o  h e r s e l f ,  becoming t a i n t e d  w i t h  th e  l i f e  

about  h e r ? " 1 She was i n d e e d ,  and i t  t a k e s  an o b v io u s  exam­

p l e  o f  R a t c l i f f e a n  c o r r u p t i o n  t o  sa v e  h e r .

I f  we doubt t h a t  Adams's s a t i r e  r e f l e c t s  h i s  e a r l y

t h o u g h t  very  a c c u r a t e l y ,  we s h o u ld  c o n s i d e r  h i s  a d v i c e  t o

Henry Cabot Lodge i n  188 1 ,  when t h a t  young man was embarking

on a p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r .  Adams w r o te :

I suppose  e v e r y  man who has  lo o k e d  on a t  th e  game has  
been  s t r u c k  by th e  rem arkable  way i n  which p o l i t i c s  d e ­
t e r i o r a t e  th e  moral  t o n e  o f  e v e r y o n e  who m ixes  i n  them.  
The d e t e r i o r a t i o n  i s  f a r  more marked th an  i n  any o t h e r  
o c c u p a t io n  I know e x c e p t  t h e  t u r f ,  s t o c k - j o b b i n g ,  and 
g a m b lin g .  I  im a g in e  th e  r e a s o n  i n  each  c a s e  t o  be the  
same. I t  i s  th e  c u r s e  o f  p o l i t i c s  t h a t  what one man 
g a i n s ,  a n o t h e r  man l o s e s .  On such c o n d i t i o n s  you can  
c r e a t e  n o t  ev en  an a v e r a g e  m o r a l i t y .  . . . [ P o l i t i c i a n s ]  
a l l  t r y  t o  be h o n e s t ,  and th e n  a re  t r i p p e d  up by th e  d i s ­
h o n e s t ;  or  t h e y  t r y  t o  be d i s h o n e s t  ( i . e . ,  p r a c t i c a l  p o l -  
t i c i a n s )  and degrade t h e i r  own n a t u r e s . 2

The b e s t  p r o o f  t h a t  Adams was s e r i o u s  i n  h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e ­

tween th e  n a t u r a l  and t h e  moral  w o r ld s  i s  th e  th o r o u g h n e s s  

w i t h  which he b u i l t  h i s  Darw in ian  m etaphor.  We f i n d  random

democracy, pp. 71, 160, 353» 141, 252, 144.
pFord, Letters of Henry Adams, I, 331-
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p h r a s e s  l i k e  " the  a t r o p h y  o f  t h e  moral  s e n s e  by d i s u s e , "  and 

we n o t i c e  R a t c l i f f e  and o t h e r  p o l i t i c i a n s  b e i n g  compared t o  

a v a r i e t y  o f  v i c i o u s  b e a s t s  from dogs and b e a r s  t o  r a t s  and 

s n a k e s .  R a t c l i f f e ’ s f o l l o w e r s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  are  a "swarm." As 

she  g r o p e s  i n t o  th e  s e c r e t s  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  M a d e le in e  b e g i n s  t o  

t h i n k  i n  t h e  D a rw in ia n  mode: "Where d id  t h e  p u b l i c  good e n t e r

a t  a l l  i n t o  t h i s  maze o f  p e r s o n a l  i n t r i g u e ,  t h i s  w i l d e r n e s s  

o f  s t u n t e d  n a t u r e s  where no s t r a i g h t  road  was t o  be fo u n d ,  

but  o n ly  th e  t o r t u o u s  and a i m l e s s  t r a c k s  o f  b e a s t s  and t h i n g s  

t h a t  craw l?  Where was she  t o  l o o k  f o r  a p r i n c i p l e  t o  g u id e? "  

Adams e v e n  u sed  th e  w e a th e r  t o  p l a c e  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  p o l ­

i t i c s  i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld .  D uring  t h e  February  o f  M a d e l e i n e ’s 

s t a y  i n  W a sh in g to n ,  t h e  w e a t h e r  s o f t e n s  t o  "a d e c e p t i v e  g leam  

o f  summer, i n  b e tw een  heavy  snow storms o f  s l e e t  and snow."

I t  i s  a p l e a s a n t ,  ev en  s e n s u o u s  s e a s o n ,  and "the s t r u g g l e  f o r  

e x i s t e n c e  seems t o  a b a t e . "  But as i n  p o l i t i c s ,  t h e  s w e e t n e s s  

i s  a l l  a f a c a d e .  "In such a w o r ld ,"  t h e  n a r r a t o r  g o e s  on ,  

" th e r e  s h o u l d  be no g u i l e — b u t  t h e r e  i s  a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  i t  

n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g .  I n d e e d ,  a t  no o t h e r  s e a s o n  i s  t h e r e  so  much. 

T h is  i s  t h e  moment when th e  two w h i t e d  s e p u l c h r e s  a t  e i t h e r  

end o f  t h e  Avenue r e e k  w i t h  t h e  s i c k  a tm osphere  o f  b a r g a i n  

and s a l e . "  We a re  im m e d i a t e l y  ta k e n  t o  t h e  s c e n e  o f  R at ­

c l i f f e ’ s c u r r e n t  i n t r i g u e s ,  and th e  f i g h t  f o r  s u r v i v a l  i s  

on.  No wonder t h a t  M a d e l e i n e ,  when she  f i n a l l y  r e j e c t s  R a t ­

c l i f f e  and th ro u g h  him p o l i t i c s ,  p u t s  h e r  d e c i s i o n  i n  Darwin­

i a n  la n g u a g e :  "I am n o t  f i t t e d  f o r  p o l i t i c s . " ^

^Democracy, pp. 17^* 113-1^> 359*
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Adams's  moral  p o s i t i o n  s u g g e s t s  such  s i m i l a r i t i e s  t o  

D a r w in 's  i d e a  t h a t  m o r a l i t y  grows a l o n g  w i t h  c i v i l i z a t i o n  t h a t ,  

w h eth er  Darwin a c t u a l l y  i n f l u e n c e d  Adams or  n o t ,  th e  com parison  

i s  u s e f u l .  Darwin d id  n o t  presume t o  say  w h e th e r  m o r a l i t y  ad­

va n ces  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  o r  j u s t  what t h e  r e l a t i o n  w as ,  b u t  Adams 

assumed t h a t  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  t h e  cau se  o f  m o r a l i t y .  He seemed  

t o  narrow th e  i d e a  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  how ever ,  i n t o  one o f  p e r ­

s o n a l  c u l t i v a t i o n  and good m anners ,  and t o  assume t h a t  such  

c u l t i v a t i o n  s h a r p e n s  t h e  moral  s e n s e .  Adams o f t e n  seemed t o  

e q u a te  m o r a l i t y  w i th  manners,  and th e  r e a d e r  may have d i f f i ­

c u l t y  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  t h e  two.

Adams was h a r d l y  un ique  i n  t h i s  ap p a ren t  c o n f u s i o n  

b etw een  morals  and manners.  I t  i s  much more o b v i o u s ,  f o r  e x ­

ample ,  i n  Hay's  B re a d -W in n ers , or  i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e  from Henry 

J a m e s ' s  a u t o b io g r a p h y .  A f t e r  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  d eath  o f  L i n c o l n ,  

James tu r n e d  t o  Andrew Johnson and d e l i v e r e d  t h i s  judgment:

We had g i v e n  o u r s e l v e s  a f i g u r e - h e a d ,  and th e  f i g u r e - h e a d  
s a t  t h e r e  i n  i t s  h a b i t  as  i t  l i v e d ,  and we were t o  have  
i t  i n  our e y e s  f o r  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  y e a r s  and t o  ask o u r ­
s e l v e s  i n  h o r r o r  what m onstrous  t h i n g  we had done.  . . . 
What, how ever ,  on th e  f u r t h e r  v i e w ,  was t o  be more r e ­
f r e s h i n g  th a n  t o  f i n d  t h a t  t h e r e  were e x c e s s e s  o f  n a t i v e  
h a b i t  which t r u l y  we c o u l d n ' t  b ea r?  so  t h a t  i t  was f o r  
t h e  n e x t  two or  t h r e e  y e a r s  f a i r l y  s u s t a i n i n g  t o  con­
s i d e r  t h a t ,  l e t  t h e  r e a s o n s  p u b l i c l y  g i v e n  f o r  th e  impeach­
ment o f  t h e  o f f i c i a l  i n  q u e s t i o n  be any t h a t  would s e r v e ,  
t h e  grand inward l o g i c  o r  m y s t i c  law had b een  t h a t  we 
r e a l l y  c o u l d n ' t  go on o f f e r i n g  each  o t h e r  b e f o r e  th e  na­
t i o n s  th e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  such  a p r e s e n c e . 1

At t im e s  b oth  James and Adams c o n f u s e d  e s t h e t i c s  w i t h  e t h i c s .

I r v i n g  Howe o b s e r v e s  t h a t  Adams's w r i t i n g  s t y l e  i n  Democracy

"makes h i s  r e s p o n s e  t o  p o l i t i c s  t h a t  o f  an e s t h e t e  r a t h e r

1Notes of a Son and Brother, pp. 431-32.
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than  a m o r a l i s t ,  g i v i n g  him t o o  h i g h - p e r c h e d  and n o s e - p i n c h e d  

an a i r . " 1 T h is  o b s e r v a t i o n  does  n o t ,  how ever ,  e x h a u s t  th e  sub­

j e c t .  Adams’ s good p e o p le  are  a l s o  c u l t i v a t e d  and u p p e r - c l a s s ,  

and t h e  bad ones are  v u l g a r  or  l o w e r - c l a s s .  There are a few 

p a r t i a l  e x c e p t i o n s :  M iss  V i c t o r i a  Dare i s  u n c o n v e n t i o n a l ,  but

she i s  n e v e r  crude;  Mr. F r e n c h ,  th e  r e f o r m e r ,  i s  a l i t t l e  v u l ­

g a r ,  b u t  he i s  a l s o  a " l i g h t  w e ig h t"  r e f o r m e r .  Adams harps  on 

R a t c l i f f e ’ s g a u c h e n e s s  and i g n o r a n c e  o f  a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e .  

"There was a l i t t l e  to u c h  o f  m o r t i f i c a t i o n  i n  the  i d e a  t h a t  

he was n o t  q u i t e  a t  home among f a s h i o n a b l e  p e o p l e ,  and a t  t h i s  

i n s t a n t  [ a t  a s o c i a l  d i n n e r ]  he f e l t  t h a t  t r u e  h a p p i n e s s  was 

o n ly  t o  be found among t h e  s im p le  and h o n e s t  so n s  and daugh­

t e r s  o f  t o i l . "  But R a t c l i f f e  comes from New E ng land ,  and 

Adams g r a n t s  him " i n s t i n c t s  o f  r e f i n e m e n t " ;  t h e y  s u r f a c e ,  how­

e v e r ,  o n ly  when h i s  p o l i t i c a l  a f f a i r s  are  g o i n g  p o o r l y .  Upon 

l e a v i n g  th e  c r u d i t i e s  o f  t h e  S e n a te  f o r  t h e  T r e a su re  D ep a r t ­

ment,  he l o s e s  some o f  h i s  w o r s t  q u a l i t i e s ,  but  h i s  l a s t  a c t  

i n  th e  n o v e l ,  how ever ,  i s  t o  shove  a s i d e  an o l d  man. The 

P r e s i d e n t  i s  b o o r i s h n e s s  i n c a r n a t e ;  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  choose  

w in es  "co a rse  enough t o  s u i t  [ h i s ]  p a l a t e . "  An h o n e s t  son  o f  

t o i l ,  th e  P r e s i d e n t  t a k e s  " g r e a t  p r i d e  i n  h i s  home-spun h on-  

e s t y ,  which i s  a q u a l i t y  p e c u l i a r  t o  n a t u r e ' s  noblemen."  He

commits h i s  f i r s t  c o r r u p t  a c t  a f t e r  a week i n  o f f i c e .

Such c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s ,  how ever ,  are  n o t  s o  i n s t r u c t i v e

^"Henry Adams, P o l i t i c a l  N o v e l i s t , "  New R e p u b l ic  
( 1 9 5 2 ) ,  p .  25 .

^Democracy, pp.  30 ,  1 5 0 ,  1 8 7 ,  1 63 .
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as Adams's r e a c t i o n s  and t h o s e  o f  h i s  good p e o p l e  t o  s i t u a t i o n s  

which i n v o l v e  e t h i c a l  judgments  or  human sympathy.  As we have  

s e e n ,  th e  common p e o p le  o f  New York o f f e n d  M a d e l e i n e ' s  t a s t e  

and bore  h e r .  Washington has su c h  p e o p l e ,  t o o ;  th e  c i t y  

"swarms w i t h  s im p le -m in d e d  e x h i b i t i o n s  o f  human n a t u r e ;  men 

and women c u r i o u s l y  out  o f  p l a c e ,  whom i t  would be c r u e l  t o  

r i d i c u l e  and r i d i c u l o u s  t o  weep o v e r .  The s a d d er  e x h i b i t i o n s  

are  f o r t u n a t e l y  se ldom  s e e n  by r e s p e c t a b l e  p e o p l e . "  These  

a re  th e  p e o p l e  who d i s g u s t  M ad e le in e  when she  s e e s  t h e  P r e s ­

i d e n t  and h i s  w i f e  s h a k i n g  hands w i t h  them, p e o p le  on whose  

supposed  b e h a l f  Adams condemned th e  c o r r u p t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s .  

I t  i s  a p p a r e n t ,  how ever ,  t h a t  Adams's  o u t r a g e  d e r i v e s  p a r t l y  

from an e s t h e t i c  abhorrence  o f  c o r r u p t i o n ;  i t  i s  n o t  r e s p e c t ­

a b l e ,  i t  i s  bad form. Even George Washington and h i s  s o c i e t y  

are  ju d g ed  l a r g e l y  on e s t h e t i c  s t a n d a r d s .  And M a d e l e i n e ' s  

s i s t e r  S y b i l ,  t o u r i n g  A r l i n g t o n  Cemetery and t h e  Lee m ansion ,  

a t t a i n s  h e r  d e e p e s t  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  h o r r o r s  o f  war "not  

b e c a u s e  o f  th e  g r a v es  i n  A r l i n g t o n ,  b u t  th e  t h o u g h t  o f  th e  

Lees b e i n g  t u r n e d  out  o f  t h e i r  l o v e l y  h o u s e ,  and a l l  th e  

p r e t t y  o l d  f u r n i t u r e  swept  away b e f o r e  a horde o f  c o a r s e  i n ­

v a d ers  [ t o u r i s t s ] . " ' 1'

The t r i p  t o  Mount Vernon ( i n  t h e  s i x t h  c h a p t e r )  opens  

t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  A m e r ica 's  p r o g r e s s  or  l a c k  o f  i t .  Has the  

c o u n try  d e t e r i o r a t e d  from th e  moral  and s o c i a l  l e v e l  o f  Wash­

i n g t o n ' s  t i m e ,  o r  i s  i t  t r u e ,  a s  th e  Engl ishm an Lord Skye 

s u g g e s t s ,  t h a t  George W ash in gton ,  " b e l o n g in g ,  as he d i d ,  t o

1Ibid., pp. 85, 220.
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t h e  u n i v e r s e ,  was i n  h i s  t a s t e  an e x c e p t i o n  t o  l o c a l  r u l e s " ?

Was th e  m oral  and s o c i a l  c r u d i t y  o f  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  Amer­

i c a ,  i n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  s im p ly  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  i t s  youth?  Was 

D a r w in ' s  p r a i s e  o f  A m er ic a ’ s r a p i d  p r o g r e s s  c o l o r e d  by con­

f i d e n c e  t h a t  t h i s  n a t i o n  would soon  a c q u i r e  t h e  f r u i t s  o f  

c i v i l i z a t i o n ?  Could Adams a c c e p t  George W ashington  as an un­

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  phenomenon i n  American h i s t o r y ,  and l o o k  f o r ­

ward t o  f u t u r e  p r o g r e s s ?  Democracy does  n o t  on t h e  w hole  e n ­

co u ra g e  such  a v i e w ,  s i n c e  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld s  o f  p o l i t i c s  and 

t h e  m a sse s  do n o t  s u p p ly  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  t h a t  Adams found  

n e c e s s a r y  f o r  m o r a l i t y  t o  f l o u r i s h .  But th e  n o v e l  d oes  have  

i t s  o p t i m i s t i c  moments,  and i n  one o f  t h e s e  M a d e le in e  d e f e n d s  

America  on t h e  grounds o f  i t s  y o u t h .  The i s s u e  i s  an e s t h e t i c  

o n e ,  b u t  has  c l e a r  m oral  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  When Lord Skye com­

p l a i n s  t h a t  t h e  American n a t i o n a l  mind ca n n o t  a p p r e c i a t e  such  

s u b t l e  b e a u ty  as t h a t  o f  V i r g i n i a  i n  w i n t e r ,  M a d e le in e  a s s e r t s  

t h a t  America has  s t i l l  "her s t o r y  t o  t e l l , "  t h a t  i t  a w a i t s  

t h e  a r t i s t s  who can c e l e b r a t e  i t s  b e a u t i e s .  "'You want p e a c h e s  

i n  s p r i n g , '  s a i d  s h e .  'G ive  us our  th o u sa n d  y e a r s  o f  summer,  

and t h e n  c o m p la in ,  i f  you p l e a s e ,  t h a t  our  p each  i s  n o t  as  

m ellow as  y o u r s .  Even our v o i c e s  may be s o f t  t h e n .  T h is

k in d  o f  s u g g e s t i o n  p r e v e n t s  us from r e a d i n g  u n r e l i e v e d  d e ­

s p a i r  i n t o  D em o cra cy 's  s a t i r e .  Whatever th e  r e a d e r  t h i n k s  

o f  Adams's  v a l u e s ,  he  must n o t  i g n o r e  th e  s i g n s  o f  Adams's  

h o p e .  The U n i t e d  S t a t e s  m igh t  grow i n  g r a c e  and m o r a l i t y ,  

and t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld  o f  G i l d e d  Age p o l i t i c s ,  i n  which

1I b i d . , pp.  132, 126-27.
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n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  govern ed  th e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  power,  might g i v e  

way t o  th e  c i v i l i z e d  w or ld  i n  which i t s  b e s t  p e o p l e  a l r e a d y  

moved. I t  might  happen.

I s o l a t i o n

I f  Adams had n o t  a c c e p t e d  a t e a c h i n g  p o s i t i o n  a t  

Harvard,  he m ight  n o t  have become a p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n  

and might have ta k e n  a more a c t i v e  p a r t  i n  p o l i t i c s .  He co u ld  

h a r d ly  have a v o id e d  some h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d y ,  how ever ,  i f  o n ly  

b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  e d u c a t i o n ,  h i s  f a m i l y ’ s im p ortan ce  i n  American  

h i s t o r y ,  and h i s  own in v o lv e m e n t  i n  dip lomacy  d u r in g  th e  C i v i l  

War. There I s  a n o th e r  r e a s o n  a l s o  f o r  Adams’s i n t e r e s t  i n  

h i s t o r y .  I o f t e n  f e e l ,  r e a d i n g  Adams's works and l e t t e r s ,  

t h a t  th e  q u e s t i o n  o f  how t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s h o u ld  l i v e  i n  modern 

s o c i e t y  was one he a v o id e d  when he c o u l d .  His moral  judgments  

were v a g u e ,  and he o f t e n  to o k  r e f u g e  i n  c l a s s  snobbery  and 

s ta n d a r d s  o f  good b r e e d i n g  when q u e s t i o n s  o f  conduct  con­

f r o n t e d  him. He a l s o  seemed t o  t a k e  r e f u g e  i n  h i s t o r y ,  d i s ­

c o v e r i n g  t h a t  immersion  In  t h e  p a s t  a l l o w s  one t o  i g n o r e  th e  

problems o f  th e  p r e s e n t .  T h is  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  i f  one h o ld s  

a d e t e r m i n i s t i c  t h e o r y  o f  h i s t o r y ,  which makes i t  e a sy  enough  

t o  i g n o r e  human r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .

But a n o v e l  s e t  In  th e  p r e s e n t  t im e  a l l o w s  no such  

p r o t e c t i o n .  "The p a s t ,  b e i n g  d e t e r m i n a t e , "  J .  C. Levenson  

w r i t e s ,  " l e n t  i t s e l f  t o  [A dam s's ]  d e t e r m i n i s t  a s su m p t io n s  i n  

a way t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  o r  f u t u r e  d id  n o t . " ^  The i n d i v i d u a l ,

^The Mind and Art of Henry Adams, p. 26.
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a f t e r  a l l ,  l i v e s  o u t s i d e  o f  h i s t o r y ,  and d e t e r m i n i s t i c  t h e ­

o r i e s  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  p r o g r e s s  are  no h e lp  t o  him i n  d e c i d i n g  

how t o  l i v e .  The e a r l y  p o l i t i c a l  e s s a y s  d e a l t  w i t h  th e  p r e s ­

e n t  t im e ,  b u t  s i n c e  th e y  c o n f i n e d  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  p o l i t i c a l  f i g ­

u r e s  and f i n a n c i e r s ,  th e y  n e v e r  q u i t e  to u c h e d  on Adams’s own 

s i t u a t i o n .  Dem ocracy , how ev er ,  co n c e rn e d  th e  p r i v a t e  i n d i ­

v i d u a l  i n  s o c i e t y  and p o l i t i c s ,  and was d i r e c t l y  r e l e v a n t  t o  

Adams’s way o f  l i f e .  Perhaps i t  was t o o  r e l e v a n t ,  so  he com­

p e n s a t e d  by making h i s  c e n t r a l  c h a r a c t e r  a woman, subm erging  

h i s  moral  judgm ents  i n  s o c i a l  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  and w r i t i n g  anon­

y m o u s ly .  Adams d e s e r v e s  c r e d i t  f o r  d i s c u s s i n g  a t  a l l  th e  i n ­

d i v i d u a l ' s  r e l a t i o n  t o  s o c i e t y ,  s i n c e  i t  was a problem  he  

s h i e d  away from; but  he r e a c h e d  no s a t i s f a c t o r y  s o l u t i o n s .

I t  i s  n o t  s o  much t h a t  th e  n o v e l ' s  two ex em p la rs  o f  m o r a l i t y  

are  f la w e d  i n  ways t h a t  Adams a p p a r e n t ly  d id  n o t  r e a l i z e .  

(C a r r in g to n  b e t r a y e d  a p r o f e s s i o n a l  t r u s t  i n  R a t c l i f f e ' s  own 

p r a g m a t ic  s p i r i t  i n  o r d e r  t o  s a v e  M a d e le in e  from R a t c l i f f e .  

M ad ele in e  com mitted  th e  p e r s o n a l  s i n  o f  t r e a t i n g  p e o p l e  as 

t h i n g s  when she c o l d l y  d e c i d e d  t o  use  R a t c l i f f e ,  "to  tu r n  him 

i n s i d e  o u t ;  t o  e x p e r im e n t  on him and u se  him as young p h y s i ­

o l o g i s t s  u se  f r o g s  and k i t t e n s . " )  Nor i s  i t  t h a t  Adams o v e r ­

d r a m a t i s e d  h i s  moral  by h a v in g  M a d e le in e  f l e e  a t  th e  end; h e r  

f l i g h t  i s  p r o b a b ly  an a c c u r a t e  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  Adams’s f e e l i n g .  

The d i f f i c u l t y  i s  r a t h e r  t h a t  M a d e l e i n e ' s  s i t u a t i o n  th r o u g h ­

o u t  th e  n o v e l  o b s c u r e s  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  h e r  a c t i o n s .  Be­

i n g  a woman, she  ca n n o t  p a r t i c i p a t e  d i r e c t l y  i n  p o l i t i c s ;  she  

has no power e x c e p t  t o  j o i n  w i t h  pow er ,  and t h e r e f o r e  no
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chance t o  app ly  moral  p r i n c i p l e s  t o  p o l i t i c s .  Once s h e  s e e s  

R a t c l i f f e  f o r  what he i s ,  M a d e le in e  has n o t h i n g  t o  l o s e ;  t h e r e ­

f o r e ,  i n  l e a v i n g  s h e  g i v e s  up n o t h i n g ,  and g a i n s  o n ly  t h e  s e l f -  

e v i d e n t  l e s s o n  t h a t  "To marry a murderer o r  a t h i e f  was n o t  a 

s u r e  way o f  d i m i n i s h i n g  c r i m e . " 1 M ad e le in e  w i l l  p r o b a b ly  r e ­

tu r n  t o  h e r  paupers  and p r i s o n s ,  but  w i l l  she  do so  f o r  any 

o t h e r  r e a s o n  than  th e  r e a s o n  why she  came t o  W ashington ,  t h a t  

she  i s  bored?  In s h o r t ,  h e r  d e c i s i o n  n o t  t o  marry R a t c l i f f e  

but  t o  f l e e  s u g g e s t s  l i t t l e  about  how t h e  moral  i n d i v i d u a l  

s h o u l d  l i v e  i n  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  America .  One may a g r e e  

w i t h  R. P. Blackmur t h a t  Democracy "shows th e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  

w hich  i s  w i l l i n g  t o  tamper w i th  t h e  a c t u a l  w i t h o u t  b e i n g  

w i l l i n g  t o  s e i z e  i t ,  as p r o p e r l y  h u m i l i a t e d  and s e n t  f l y ­

i n g . " 2

Democracy s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Adams s im p ly  d i d  n o t  know how 

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c o u l d  g e t  a l o n g  and m a in t a in  h i s  i n t e g r i t y  i n  

h i s  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  and g r o s s  a g e .  His  p u z z le m e n t  adds t o  th e  

very  n e g a t i v e  t o n e ,  e v en  f o r  a s a t i r e ,  t h a t  most  r e a d e r s  f i n d  

i n  th e  book .  A c co r d in g  t o  Henry W asser ,  Adams d e c i d e d  t o  

"work on s o c i e t y  from t h e  o u t s i d e ,  a c c e p t i n g  h i s  f i n a l  d e ­

f e a t  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  and e x p r e s s  th e  s o c i e t y  r a t h e r  than  

a t te m p t  t o  c o n t r o l  i t , "  becom ing "the s t o i c ,  e v e n  e x i s t e n t i a l  

i n t e l l e c t u a l . " ^  T h is  f o r m u l a t i o n  i s  t r u e r  o f  Adams l a t e r  i n

d e m o c r a c y , pp. 3 6 - 3 7 ,  362.

2 "The N o v e ls  o f  Henry Adams," Sewanee Review (19^3)>
p. 294.

3"The Education of Henry Adams: A Reconsideration."
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h i s  l i f e  t h a n  i n  1879 when h i s  ho p e  f o r  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  h a d  

n o t  y e t  b e e n  c r u s h e d  by t h e  s o c i e t y  a r o u n d  h im .  But  W a s s e r ' s  

t h e s i s  i s  p a r t l y  v a l i d  f o r  t h e  y o u n g e r  Adams a l s o ,  a n d  i t  h a s  

t h e  a d d e d  a d v a n t a g e ,  f o r  t h e  s y m p a t h e t i c  r e a d e r  o f  D e m o c ra c y , 

o f  m i n i m i z i n g  Adams’ s i n a b i l i t y  t o  t e l l  how t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

s h o u l d  r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  f a i l u r e s  o f  A m e r i c a n  s o c i e t y .  He a t  

l e a s t  e x p r e s s e d  some o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  H is  p r e s e n t a t i o n  

o f  t h e  p l i g h t  o f  t h e  m odern  woman, and  by i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  

m odern  f a m i l y ,  i s  a s  i n t e r e s t i n g  a s  a n y t h i n g  h e  s a y s  a b o u t  

p o l i t i c s .  I f  we e x c e p t  M a d e l e i n e ’ s r e l a t i o n  w i t h  h e r  s i s t e r  

S y b i l ,  we f i n d  no f a m i l y  r e l a t i o n s  a t  a l l  i n  t h e  n o v e l .  E v e r y ­

one e x i s t s  a l o n e .  The f a c t  may s a y  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  Adam’ s r e ­

a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  h i s  f a m i l y ,  o r  h i s  w i f e ;  more h e l p f u l l y ,  i t  

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  he  t h o u g h t  A m e r ic a n  s o c i e t y  was i n  t r o u b l e .  We 

saw i n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  c h a p t e r  how i m p o r t a n t  Adams t h o u g h t  t h e  

f a m i l y  was t o  t h e  h e a l t h  o f  a  s o c i e t y .  Democracy  s u g g e s t s  

t h a t  t h e  f a m i l y  was l o s i n g  i t s  s t r e n g t h .  W ith  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  

i n  m i n d ,  one may a s k  i f  Adams b l a m e d  t h e  d e c l i n e  o f  t h e  fam­

i l y  on t h e  A m e r ic a n  man’ s o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  b u s i n e s s .  The a n s w e r  

i s  t h a t ,  t h o u g h  b u s i n e s s  i s  a  common t a r g e t  o f  s a t i r e  i n  t h e  

n o v e l ,  he d i d  n o t  make any c o n n e c t i o n s .  H is  o n l y  c l e a r  c o n ­

c l u s i o n  a b o u t  t h e  f a m i l y  i s  t h a t  women n e e d  i t .  M a d e l e i n e  

a s k s  h e r s e l f ,  "Was t h e  f a m i l y  a l l  t h a t  l i f e  h a d  t o  o f f e r ?  

c o u l d  s h e  f i n d  no i n t e r e s t  o u t s i d e  t h e  h o u s e h o l d ? " ' 1' She f i n d s  

n o t h i n g .  Adams may be  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  A m e r i c a n  f a m i l y  i s  d e ­

t e r i o r a t i n g ,  b u t  t h e  r e a d e r  can  a t t r i b u t e  t h e  e n t i r e  p r o b l e m

•̂Democracy, p. 33^«



125

t o  the  I n f l u e n c e  o f  p o l i t i c s .  Perhaps th e  p o i n t  i s  t h a t  i n  a 

m ech a n ized ,  b r u t a l i z e d  s o c i e t y  e v e r y o n e  i s  t e r r i b l y  a l o n e .

The b e s t  one can do i s  t o  a v o id  th e  n a t u r a l  w or ld  o f  p o l i t i c s  

where t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  p i t s  each  man a g a i n s t  e v e r y  

o t h e r  and robs  ea ch  o f  h i s  i n t e g r i t y  and a b i l i t y  t o  make moral  

c h o i c e s .  What happens t o  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  who i s  c o m p le t e l y  r e ­

moved from th e  p o l i t i c a l  w o r ld  i s  th e  s u b j e c t  o f  E s t h e r .



CHAPTER V

ESTHER

D eterm in ism  and P r o g r e s s

In 1881 John T. Morse ,  e d i t o r  o f  t h e  American

S ta tesm en  S e r i e s ,  a sked  Adams t o  do a b io g ra p h y  o f  John

Randolph. Both Morse and Adams came t o  r e g r e t  the  a r r a n g e ­

ment,  f o r  Adams's New England shone t o o  b r i g h t l y  In  t h e  book,  

but a t  l e a s t  i t  was l i v e l i e r  and more e n t e r t a i n i n g  than  any­

t h i n g  Adams had w r i t t e n  b e f o r e .  John Randolph (1 8 8 2 )  i s  a

f a c i l e  s tu d y  o f  th e  p e r i o d  i n  American h i s t o r y  t h a t  Adams 

had t r e a t e d  more th o r o u g h ly  i n  G a l l a t i n . A gain  we s e e  J e f ­

f e r s o n  and h i s  p a r ty  b e g i n  t h e i r  r u l e  i n  " e n t i r e  c o n f id e n c e  

t h a t  a new e r a  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  and l i b e r t y  had dawned on 

e a r t h , "  and once  more we s e e  them come t o  g r i e f ;  but  t h i s  

t im e  Adams was so  e a g e r  t o  c a t a l o g u e  h i s  s u b j e c t ' s  s i n s  and 

e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  t h a t  he m o s t ly  i g n o r e d  th e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  the  

s o c i a l  s t a t e .  Adams’ s c o n ce p t  o f  democracy as  a r e l e n t l e s s  

s o c i a l  movement had n o t  changed ,  however;  "the f o r c e  o f  

n o r t h e r n  democracy,"  he w r o t e ,  " lay  n o t  i n  i t s  l e a d e r s  o r  

i t s  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  b u t  i n  i t s  s o c i a l  and i n d u s t r i a l  

momentum, and t h i s  was a f o r c e  a g a i n s t  which mere i n d i v i d u a l ­

i t y  s t r o v e  i n  v a i n ." ' 1'

^John R ando lph , pp.  5 8 ,  39.
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The p a r a l l e l s  o f  b i o g r a p h y  and p e r s o n a l i t y  b e tw e e n  

G a l l a t i n  and Adams so  s t r u c k  Adams i n  G a l l a t i n  t h a t  he  may 

h a v e  o v e r s t r e s s e d  them. He was l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  n o t i c e  s im ­

i l a r i t i e s  b e t w e e n  R an d o lp h ,  whom he d e s p i s e d ,  and h i m s e l f .  

The r e a d e r  may o b s e r v e ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  i f  R andolph  f a i l e d ,  

a s  Adams w r o t e ,  t o  p u t  h i s  mind " in  sympathy w i t h  th e  

movement o f  h i s  c o u n t r y , M or  i f  he d i d  n o t  r e a l i z e  th e  

" f a l s e  p o s i t i o n "  he  was i n  "b etw een  h i s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  p r e j -  

u d i c e s  and h i s  d e m o c r a t i c  t h e o r i e s , "  v e r y  s i m i l a r  p r o b ­

le m s  f a c e d  Henry Adams i n  t h e  1 8 8 0 ’ s .  D i s t u r b e d  by t h e  

m a t e r i a l i s m  o f  t h e  a g e ,  t h e  power o f  t h e  m a s s e s ,  and t h e  

i n e f f i c i e n c y  and c o r r u p t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  he  a d o p te d  a 

m i l d l y  c y n i c a l  and d e f e n s i v e l y  s u p e r i o r  t o n e  i n  t h e  p o l i t ­

i c a l  and s o c i a l  comments o f  h i s  l e t t e r s .  H is  f a i t h  i n  th e  

c o u n t r y ’ s  f u t u r e  p r o g r e s s  seemed t o  d w in d le  t o  a c o n f i d e n c e  

i n  m a t e r i a l  and eco n o m ic  p r o g r e s s ,  and on t h i s  s u b j e c t  an  

i r o n i c  edge  so m e t im e s  c r e p t  i n t o  h i s  v o i c e .  Thus he w ro te  

t o  G a s k e l l :  "There are  some d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  t h e  p a t h  o f

a l l  p e s s i m i s t i c  r e a s o n i n g  w h ic h  makes i t s  c o n c l u s i o n s  

d o u b t f u l ,  and f o r  some c e n t u r i e s  y e t  may seem t o  c o n f u t e

i t s  t r u t h .  Man i s  s t i l l  g o i n g  f a s t  upward.  For ex a m p le ,
2

b e e f  h a s  w i t h i n  two y e a r s  r i s e n  h e r e  i n  p r i c e .  . . . "

The d e t e r m i n i s t i c  s t r e a k  i n  Adam's e v o l u t i o n a r y  

t h o u g h t  p e r s i s t e d  i n  t h e  . e a r l y  1 8 8 0 ’ s .  "The p u r e l y  me­

c h a n i c a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  t h e  human mind i n  s o c i e t y , "  he

1I b i d . . pp .  13 ,  2 5 .
2

F ord ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, I ,  339* S ee  a l s o  
pp .  3 4 9 ,  3 5 7 .
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w r o t e  i n  1884 t o  F r a n c i s  Parkman, "must a p p e a r  i n  a g r e a t  

dem ocracy  s o  c l e a r l y ,  f o r  want o f  d i s t u r b i n g  e l e m e n t s ,  

t h a t  i n  a n o t h e r  g e n e r a t i o n  p s y c h o l o g y ,  p h y s i o l o g y ,  and  

h i s t o r y  w i l l  j o i n  i n  p r o v i n g  man t o  h a v e  a s  f i x e d  and n e c ­

e s s a r y  d e v e lo p m e n t  a s  t h a t  o f  a t r e e ;  and a l m o s t  a s  un­

c o n s c i o u s . "  But s u c h  h i s t o r i c a l  d e t e r m in i s m  was n o t  n e c ­

e s s a r i l y  r e l e v a n t  t o  i n d i v i d u a l s ;  nor  was Adams's  o p i n i o n  

i n  1883 t h a t  " H i s t o r y  i s  s i m p l y  s o c i a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  a l o n g  

t h e  l i n e s  o f  w e a k e s t  r e s i s t a n c e ,  and t h a t  i n  most  c a s e s  

t h e  l i n e  o f  w e a k e s t  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  fo u n d  a s  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  

by  s o c i e t y  a s  by w a t e r . "  Only w i t h  W i l l i a m  James d id  

Adams d e b a t e  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  f r e e  w i l l .  "As I  u n d e r s t a n d  

y o u r  F a i t h , "  he w r o t e ,  "your X, your  r e a c t i o n  o f  t h e  i n ­

d i v i d u a l  on  th e  c o sm o s ,  i t  i s  t h e  o l d  q u e s t i o n  o f  F r e e  

W i l l  o v e r  a g a i n .  You c h o o s e  t o  assume t h a t  t h e  w i l l  i s  

f r e e .  G-ood! R e a s o n  p r o v e s  t h a t  t h e  W i l l  c a n n o t  be f r e e .  

E q u a l l y  good!  F r e e  or n o t ,  t h e  mere f a c t  t h a t  a doubt  

c a n  e x i s t ,  p r o v e s  t h a t  X must  be a v e r y  m i c r o s c o p i c  quan­

t i t y . " 2

Few c r i t i c s  i f  any  b e l i e v e  t h a t  Adams h e l d  a com­

p l e t e l y  d e t e r m i n i s t  v i e w  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w i l l  i n  t h e s e  

y e a r s .  H i s  s e c o n d  n o v e l  E s t h e r  ( 1 8 8 4 )  i s  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  he  

d i d  n o t .  As R o b e r t  E. S p i l l e r  n o t e s ,  "Adams’ s  p s y c h o l o g y ,  

a t  t h i s  s t a g e  o f  h i s  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  i s  n o n - e v o l u t i o n a r y ;  he

1
C a t e r ,  Henry Adams and H is  F r i e n d s ,  pp .  1 3 4 ,  1 2 6 .  

J ,  C. L e v e n s o n  s u g g e s t s  t i i a t  Adams u s e d  **u n c o n s c i o u s " t o  
mean " i g n o r a n t . "  Hind and A r t  o f  Henry Adams, p .  1 4 0 .

2Cater, Henry Adams and His Friends, p. 121.
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1
i n  no s e n s e  a n t i c i p a t e s  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t s . "  L ik e  D em o cr a c y ,

E s t h e r  c e n t e r s  a rou n d  a c h o i c e  t h a t  i t s  h e r o i n e  must  make,

and h e r  f r e e d o m  t o  make t h a t  c h o i c e  i s  l i m i t e d  o n l y  by h e r
2

c o n s c i e n c e  and c h a r a c t e r .  But  i n  e m p h a s i z i n g  E s t h e r ' s  

c h o i c e  Adams h a s  n o t  i g n o r e d  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  A m e r i c a ' s  s o ­

c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t .  E s t h e r  i s  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a n  "American  

t y p e , "  and one c h a r a c t e r  i s  c a u g h t  w o n d e r in g  "w hether
rz

A m e r ica n  t y p e s  a r e  g o i n g  t o  s u p p l a n t  t h e  o l d  o n e s . "  (The 

o l d  o n e s  p r e s u m a b ly  a r e  E u r o p e a n s . )  I n  h i s  p o r t r a y a l  o f  

c o n te m p o r a r y  A m e r ic a ,  Adams s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  t h e  c o u n t r y  was  

s u f f e r i n g  a l o s s  o f  v a l u e s  and i d e a l s  i n  a s c i e n t i f i c ,  s e c ­

u l a r ,  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  a g e .  I n  t h e  n o v e l ' s  c l i m a c t i c  s c e n e ,  

m o r e o v e r ,  George S t r o n g  (who i s  o f t e n  t a k e n  t o  be Adams's  

spok esm an)  p r e s e n t s  t o  E s t h e r  a t h e o r y  o f  human e v o l u t i o n  

w h i c h  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Adams h a s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  ch an ged  h i s  

a t t i t u d e  tow ard  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m .  I t  i s  t h i s  t h e o r y  

t h a t  we n e ed  t o  exam ine  f i r s t .

G eorge  S t r o n g ' s  E v o l u t i o n i s m

E s t h e r ' s  p ro b lem  i s  t h a t  s h e  i s  e n g a g e d  t o  marry  

t h e  R e v er en d  S t e p h e n  H a za rd ,  a l t h o u g h  sh e  h a s  i n s t i n c t i v e l y

1
" I n t r o d u c t i o n "  t o  E s t h e r , A N o v e l , by  P r a n c e s  Snow 

Compton / H e n r y  A d am s/ ,  pp .  x - x i .
2

M i c h a e l  C o l a c u r c i o ,  h o w e v e r ,  s u g g e s t s  a k i n d  o f  
p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d e t e r m i n i s m  i n  E s t h e r .  G iv en  E s t h e r ' s  n a t u r e ,  
r e l i g i o n  was n o t  a " l i v e  o p t io n "  f o r  h e r .  She l a c k e d  " th e  
w i l l  t o  b e l i e v e . "  "Adams's  F l i r t a t i o n  With P r a g m a t i sm ,"
p . 68.

^Esther, p. 26.
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known from th e  f i r s t  t h a t  h e r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  r e s p e c t  h i s  r e ­

l i g i o n  would d e s t r o y  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  Her e f f o r t s  to  

u n d e r s t a n d  C h r i s t i a n  d o c t r i n e  a c c o m p l i s h  o n l y  t e a r s  and 

h e a d a c h e s ,  so  s h e  t u r n s  f o r  a d v i c e  t o  h e r  c o u s i n  George  

S t r o n g ,  a p r o f e s s o r  o f  p a l e o n t o l o g y  w i t h  a n  a g n o s t i c ’ s  

t o l e r a n t  con tem p t  f o r  r e l i g i o n .  B e c a u se  he w a n ts  t o  a i d  

h i s  f r i e n d  Hazard by c a lm in g  E s t h e r ' s  h y s t e r i c a l  c o n f u s i o n  

a b o u t  r e l i g i o n ,  George t e l l s  E s t h e r  t h a t  f a i t h  i n  s c i e n c e  

i s  a s  d i f f i c u l t  a s  f a i t h  i n  r e l i g i o n .

You a r e  b o t h e r e d ,  I  s u p p o s e ,  by  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  you c a n ' t  
p o s s i b l y  b e l i e v e  i n  m i r a c l e s  and m y s t e r i e s ,  and t h e r e ­
f o r e  c a n ' t  make a good w i f e  f o r  H azard .  You m ig h t  j u s t  
a s  w e l l  make y o u r s e l f  unhappy by d o u b t i n g  w h e t h e r  you  
w ou ld  make a good w i f e  t o  me b e c a u s e  y o u  c a n ' t  b e l i e v e  
t h e  f i r s t  a x iom  i n  E u c l i d .  There i s  no s c i e n c e  w h ich  
d o e s  n o t  b e g i n  by r e q u i r i n g  you t o  b e l i e v e  t h e  i n ­
c r e d i b l e  .

E s t h e r  makes t h e  o b v i o u s  r e b u t t a l  t h a t  S t r o n g ,  u n l i k e  

H azard ,  d o e s  n o t  have  or  n e ed  a n  e m o t i o n a l  commitment t o  

h i s  a x io m s .  Thus b e a t e n ,  S t r o n g  g i v e s  up t h e  argu m en t ,  b u t  

l a t e r  when E s t h e r  i n q u i r e s  a f t e r  h i s  own p h i l o s o p h y ,  he  

t r i e s  i n  a n o t h e r  way t o  e q u a t e  h i s  s c i e n c e  w i t h  H a z a r d ' s  

r e l i g i o n .  "Except  f o r  th e  r u b b i s h ,  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  I  am so  

v e r y  f a r  away from h im ,"  he s a y s .  Hazard e x p l a i n e d  h i s  

t h e o l o g y ,  w h ich  George c l a i m s  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  h i s  own b e l i e f s ,  

i n  a sermon i n  t h e  n o v e l ' s  f i r s t  c h a p t e r .  A l l  t h e  t h o u g h t s ,  

a c t s ,  and c r e a t i o n s  o f  man, Hazard e x p l a i n e d ,  a r e  "emana­

t i o n s  o f  d i v i n e  t h o u g h t ,  d o i n g  t h e i r  a p p o i n t e d  work ."

Hazard u s e d  s c i e n c e  t o  s u p p o r t  h i s  d o c t r i n e :  "The ch u rch

now knows w i t h  t h e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  s c i e n c e  what  sh e  once  knew 

o n l y  by th e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  f a i t h ,  t h a t  you w i l l  f i n d  e n th r o n e d
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b e h i n d  a l l  t h o u g h t  and m a t t e r  o n l y  one c e n t r a l  i d e a , — t h a t
1

i d e a  w h ic h  t h e  c h u r ch  h a s  n e v e r  c e a s e d  t o  em b o d y ,— I AM."

T h is  d o c t r i n e  i s  c o m p a t i b l e  enough  w i t h  c o n te m p o r a r y  t h e ­

o l o g i c a l  v e r s i o n s  o f  D a rw in ism ,  b u t  George S t r o n g  s t r a i n s  

h i s  p o i n t  when he t r i e s  t o  i d e n t i f y  i t  w i t h  h i s  own a g n o s t i c  

e v o l u t i o n i s m  i n  a l a s t  e f f o r t  t o  r e c o n c i l e  E s t h e r  t o  H a z a r d ' s  

b e l i e f s .

As t h e y  s t r o l l  n e a r  N ia g a r a  P a l l s ,  where E s t h e r  h a s  

f l e d  from H a za rd ,  s h e  a s k s  S t r o n g  what  h e  t h i n k s  a b o u t  r e ­

l i g i o n .  He o b l i g e s  by d e n y i n g  b e l i e f  i n  a p e r s o n a l  God o r  

f u t u r e  r e w a r d s  and p u n i s h m e n t s ,  v / h i l e  a d m i t t i n g  t o  f a i t h  

i n  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  mind and m a t t e r .  When E s t h e r  t a k e s  

t h i s  cr e d o  a s  an  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  " t h i s  l i f e  i s  e v e r y  t h i n g ,  

and t h e  f u t u r e  n o t h i n g , "  George  o b j e c t s ,  s a y i n g  "I r a t h e r  

t h i n k  t h e  c h u r c h  i s  r i g h t  i n  t h i n k i n g  t h i s  l i f e  n o t h i n g  and  

t h e  f u t u r e  e v e r y  t h i n g . "  P r e s s e d  t o  e x p l a i n ,  he  s u g g e s t s  

what he  t h i n k s  H a z a r d ' s  " ru b b ish "  i s .  " I f  our m inds  c o u l d  

g e t  h o l d  o f  one a b s t r a c t  t r u t h ,  t h e y  w ou ld  be im m o r ta l  s o  

f a r  a s  t h a t  t r u t h  i s  c o n c e r n e d .  My t r o u b l e  i s  t o  f i n d  o u t  

how we c a n  g e t  h o l d  o f  t h e  t r u t h  a t  a l l . "  C l e a r l y  H a z a r d ' s  

r u b b i s h  i s  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  i m m o r t a l i t y  h a s  t o  do w i t h  i n ­

d i v i d u a l s  o r  s o u l s .  "The t h i n g  i s  s i m p l e  e n o u g h ,"  George  

b l i t h e l y  c o n t i n u e s .  "Hazard and I  and e v e r y  one e l s e  a g r e e  

t h a t  t h o u g h t  i s  e t e r n a l .  I f  you  ca n  g e t  h o l d  o f  one t r u e  

t h o u g h t ,  you  a r e  im m o r ta l  a s  f a r  a s  t h a t  t h o u g h t  g o e s .  The 

o n l y  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  t h a t  e v e r y  f e l l o w  t h i n k s  h i s  t h o u g h t  t h e

^Esther, pp. 198-99> 7-8.
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t r u e  o n e . "  But p o o r  E s t h e r  s t i l l  f a i l s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  and 

a s k s  how B e l i e v i n g  H a z a r d ' s  o p i n i o n s  w i l l  make h e r  immor­

t a l .  "B eca u se  t h e n  t h e  t r u t h  i s  p a r t  o f  y o u !"  George r e ­

p l i e s .  " I f  I  u n d e r s t a n d  S t .  P a u l ,  t h i s  i s  sound ch u rc h  

d o c t r i n e ,  l e a v i n g  o u t  t h e  p e r s o n a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  T r i n i t y  

w h i c h  Hazard i n s i s t s  on t a c k i n g  t o  i t . "  T h i s  i s  s o p h i s t r y ,  

and George seem s  t o  r e a l i z e  i t ,  f o r  he  t u r n s  d i r e c t l y  t o  

s c i e n c e  and e v o l u t i o n i s m  t o  e x p l a i n  h i s  t h e s i s .

We may some day  c a t c h  an  a b s t r a c t  t r u t h  by t h e  t a i l ,  
and t h e n  we s h a l l  h a v e  our  r e l i g i o n  and i m m o r t a l i t y .
We h a v e  g o t  f a r  more t h a n  h a l f  way.  I n f i n i t y  i s  i n ­
f i n i t e l y  more i n t e l l i g i b l e  t o  y o u  t h a n  y o u  a r e  t o  a 
s p o n g e .  I f  t h e  s o u l  o f  a sp o n g e  can grow t o  be t h e  
s o u l  o f  a D arw in ,  why may we n o t  a l l  grow up t o  a b ­
s t r a c t  t r u t h ?

At l a s t  E s t h e r  t h i n k s  s h e  u n d e r s t a n d s :  "Does y o u r  i d e a

mean t h a t  t h e  n e x t  w o r l d  i s  a s o r t  o f  g r e a t  r e s e r v o i r  o f

t r u t h ,  and t h a t  what  i s  t r u e  i n  u s  j u s t  p o u r s  i n t o  i t  l i k e  
1

r a i n d r o p s ? "  T h a t ,  G eorge  d e c i d e s ,  i s  c l o s e  enough  t o  h i s  

i d e a .

We have  h e r e ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  E r n e s t  S a m u e l s ,  a " s p e c -
2

u l a t i v e  u n i o n  b e t w e e n  P l a t o n i s m  and D a r w in ia n  e v o l u t i o n . "

We c a n  d e t e c t  h e r e  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  L o u i s  A g a s s i z ' s  c o n c e p t  

o f  f i x e d  e t e r n a l  s p e c i e s  a s  " c a t e g o r i e s  o f  t h o u g h t . "  But  

t h e r e  i s  l e s s  o f  D arw in ism  o r  P l a t o n i s m  h e r e  t h a n  o f  S p e n ­

c e r i a n  e v o l u t i o n i s m ,  w i t h  i t s  c o s m ic  o v e r t o n e s ,  i n e v i t a b l e  

p r o g r e s s ,  and e x p e c t a t i o n  o f  f u t u r e  p e r f e c t i o n  b u i l t  on 

p a s t  d e v e l o p m e n t .  "The n e x t  w o r ld "  f o r  S p e n c e r  and George

1 1 b i d . , pp .  2 6 9 -7 1  , 2 7 2 ,  2 7 3 .  

^M id d le  Y e a r s , p .  2 5 8 .
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S t r o n g  i s  n o t  a s e p a r a t e  P l a t o n i c  w o r ld  "but t h e  p e r f e c t e d

d e s c e n d a n t  o f  t h i s  w o r l d .  S a m u e ls  g o e s  on t o  s a y  t h a t

t h i s  u n i o n  "marked o u t  f o r  Adams t h e  h ig h w a y  o f  t h o u g h t

w h ic h  he  w o u ld  t h e n c e f o r t h  f o l l o w . "  I n  a s s e r t i n g  t h i s ,
1

S a m u e ls  a s su m e s  t h a t  S t r o n g ,  t h e  "German D a r w i n i s t , "  

s p e a k s  f o r  Adams. The a s s u m p t i o n ,  l i k e  Samuels 's  i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n  o f  S t r o n g ' s  p h i l o s o p h y ,  i s  q u e s t i o n a b l e .  P e r ­

h a p s  i t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  d e t e r m i n e  p r e c i s e l y  Adams's  a t t i ­

t u d e  toward S t r o n g ' s  t h e s i s ,  b u t  we c a n  g e t  some l i m i t e d  

h e l p  from h i s  l e t t e r s  and h i s  r e a d i n g .  G e o r g e ' s  i d e a  may 

h a v e  had i t s  o r i g i n  i n  1863 when Adams h e a r d  R o b e r t  Brown­

i n g  e x p o u n d in g  a " s p i r i t u a l  e l e c t i o n  t h a t  w ou ld  s h o c k  t h e  

P o p e ,  I  f e a r , "  a s  h e  w r o t e  t o  b r o t h e r  C h a r l e s .  " A c c o rd in g  

t o  h im ,  t h e  minds  or  s o u l s  t h a t  r e a l l y  d i d  d e v e l o p  them­

s e l v e s  and e d u c a t e  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  l i f e ,  c o u l d  a l o n e  e x p e c t  

t o  e n t e r  a f u t u r e  c a r e e r  f o r  w h ic h  t h i s  l i f e  was a p r e p a r ­

a t o r y  c o u r s e .  . . . T h i s  i s  C a l v i n ' s  t h e o r y ,  m o d i f i e d ;

and r e a l l y  i t  seem s  n o t  u n l i k e l y  t o  me. Thus t h i s  e a r t h
2

may s e r v e  a s  a s o r t  o f  f e e d e r  t o  t h e  n e x t  w o r l d . "  I t  i s  

n o t  f a r  from t h i s  i d e a  t o  S t r o n g ' s ,  i f  one o n l y  d r o p s  t h e  

i d e a  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  s o u l s .  But we do n o t  f i n d  Adams a p ­

p r o a c h i n g  S t r o n g ' s  v a r i e t y  o f  e v o l u t i o n i s m  u n t i l  1 8 8 2 ,  

when he w r o t e  t o  W i l l i a m  Jam es:

i
One o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  E s t h e r  c a l l s  S t r o n g  "a 

f u l l - f l e d g e d  German D a r w i n i s t "  ( p .  2 0 7 ) .  As Adams must  
h a v e  known, t h i s  was Chauncey W r i g h t ' s  d e r i s i v e  l a b e l  f o r  
S p e n c e r  and t h e  c o s m i c  e v o l u t i o n i s t s .

^Ford, Cycle of Adams Letters, II, 12.
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A f e w  hun d red  men r e p r e s e n t  t h e  e n t i r e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
a c t i v i t y  o f  t h e  /Human r a c e / .  What t h e n ?  They d ra g  
u s  up t h e  c o r k - s c r e w  s t a i r  o f  t h o u g h t ,  h u t  t h e y  ca n  no 
more g e t  t h e i r  "brains t o  run  o u t  o f  t h e i r  e s p e c i a l  co n ­
v o l u t i o n s  t h a n  a r a i l w a y  t r a i n  ( w i t h  a f r e e  w i l l  o f  
h a l f  a n  i n c h  on t h r e e  th o u s a n d  m i l e s )  ca n  r u n  f r e e  up 
Mount S h a s t a .  Not  one o f  them h a s  e v e r  g o t  s o  f a r  a s  
t o  t e l l  u s  a s i n g l e  v i t a l  f a c t  w o r t h  k n o w i n g . '

T h i s  seems a p r e v i e w  o f  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  S t r o n g  p r e s e n t s  t o

E s t h e r .  We s h o u l d  n o t i c e ,  t h o u g h ,  t h a t  Adam s's  s t a t e m e n t

l a c k s  c o s m ic  r e v e r b e r a t i o n s .  I t  l a c k s  f a i t h  i n  f u t u r e

p r o g r e s s ,  i n  f a c t ;  t h e r e  i s  no s u g g e s t i o n  o f  g r o w in g  up t o

a b s t r a c t  t h o u g h t  o r  t o  a n y t h i n g  e l s e .  The p a s s a g e  ca n  be

r e a d  a s  a r e b u t t a l  o f  S t r o n g .

Henry M a u d s l e y ' s  Body and W i l l  was p u b l i s h e d  th e  

same y e a r  a s  E s t h e r . Adams marked many p a s s a g e s  i n  h i s  

c o p y ,  and t h e  .a b s e n c e  o f  c r i t i c a l  comments i n  t h e  m a rg in s  

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  g e n e r a l l y  he a g r e e d  w i t h  M a u d s ley ;  f o r  when  

Adams t o o k  t h e  t r o u b l e  t o  mark h i s  b o o k s  a t  a l l ,  he  f r e e l y  

w r o t e  c r i t i c i s m s  and q u e s t i o n s  i n  them. There  i s  no way 

t o  t e l l  when he r e a d  Body and W i l l , b u t  b e c a u s e  s o  many o f  

t h e  m a r k in g s  r e l a t e  t o  i d e a s  i n  E s t h e r , i t  s eem s  l i k e l y  

t h a t  he r e a d  i t  n o t  l o n g  a f t e r  i t s  p u b l i c a t i o n .  Adams 

marked p a s s a g e s  w h ic h  s u g g e s t  b o t h  t h e  u s e  and t h e  f a l l a c y  

o f  a p h i l o s o p h y  l i k e  G eorge  S t r o n g ' s .  M a u d s ley  w r i t e s ,  

f o r  e x a m p le ,  t h a t  " I t  i s  p l a i n l y  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  mankind t o  

h a v e  i t s  i d e a l ,  i f  i t  i s  t o  make p r o g r e s s ;  when i t  h a s  

l o s t  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  a s t a t e  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  w h i c h  n e v e r  

i s  b u t  a l w a y s  i s  t o  b e ,  i t  w i l l  h a v e  l o s t  t h e  i m p u l s e  o f
 ̂ j.

C a t e r ,  Henry Adams and H i s  F r i e n d s , p .  1 2 2 .
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e v o l u t i o n  and have  e n t e r e d  on t h e  p a t h  o f  i t s  d e c l i n e . "  

G eorge  t r i e s  t o  s u p p l y  E s t h e r  w i t h  s u c h  an i d e a l  t o  r e p l a c e  

H a z a r d ' s ,  w h ic h  she  c a n n o t  a c c e p t .  S t r o n g ' s  e v o l u t i o n i s m  

a p p e a l s  t o  h e r ,  but  a s  we s h a l l  s e e ,  i t  d o e s  h e r  no good i n  

h e r  c r i s i s .  Adams a l s o  marked M a u d s l e y ' s  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  

" In  i t s  p r o g r e s s  t h u s  f a r  mankind h a s  owed p er h a p s  more t o  

b e l i e f s  t h a t  have  tu r n e d  o u t  n o t  t o  be t r u e  t h a n  t o  t h e  

t r u t h s  t h a t  h a v e  rem a in ed  t r u e . "  Whether t h e  n e x t  w orld  

i s  composed o f  t r u t h  or  n o t ,  i n  t h i s  w o r ld  human b e i n g s  

depend on i d e a l s  and i d e a s  t h a t  can h e l p  them t o  l i v e .  The 

t r o u b l e  w i t h  G e o r g e ' s  p h i l o s o p h y ,  a s  h e  c o n c e d e s ,  i s  t h a t

i t  i s  no h e l p  t o  i n d i v i d u a l s :  "Ho one e v e r  t o o k  up t h i s
2

d o c t r i n e  who c o u l d  h e l p  h i m s e l f . "  Adams e m p h a s i z e s  th e  

i r r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h e  d o c t r i n e  t o  human n e e d s ,  I  t h i n k ,  by 

a r r a n g i n g  t h e  p l o t  s o  t h a t  E s t h e r  f a l l s  i n t o  h e r  f i n a l  

d e s p a i r  i m m e d i a t e l y  a f t e r  she  r e c e i v e s  G e o r g e ' s  t h e o r i e s .  

S o ,  e v e n  i f  Adams t h o u g h t  t h a t  George was r i g h t ,  we s h o u ld  

n o t  t a k e  him a s  a spokesman f o r  Adams, who i n t e n d e d  to  

d r a m a t i z e  t h e  i m p o t e n c e  o f  e v o l u t i o n i s m  a s  a w o r k in g  p h i ­

l o s o p h y .  As s u c h ,  i t  i s  no improvement  on modern C h r i s ­

t i a n i t y  .

i
Body and W i l l , B e i n g  a n  E s s a y  C o n c e rn in g  W i l l  i n  

I t s  Metaphys i  c aY , P h y s i o l o g i c a l , and P a t h o l o g i c a l  AspecTs  
T i t  the' f a s ' s . " " h i s t .  S o c ' J  , -----------------------

^Esther, p. 270.
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E s t h e r ' s  I n s t i n c t

When George a c c e p t s  E s t h e r ' s  p a r a p h r a s e  o f  h i s  

e v o l u t i o n a r y  p h i l o s o p h y ,  s h e  e x c l a i m s  ( " w i t h  an o u t b u r s t  

o f  e n e r g y  t h a t  made S t r o n g ' s  b l o o d  run c o l d " ) :  " A f t e r  a l l

I  wonder w h e t h e r  t h a t  may n o t  be what  N ia g a r a  h a s  b e e n
1

t e l l i n g  me!" Adams u se d  t h e  F a l l s  t o  s y m b o l i z e  n a t u r e  a s

t h e  f o r c e  b e h i n d  a l l  l i f e .  The sym bol  a n t i c i p a t e s ,  a s  a

c r i t i c  w r i t e s ,  "Adams's f i n a l  d e s o l a t i n g  v i s i o n  o f  a w o r ld
2

moved p u r e l y  by n a t u r a l  e n e r g y . "  But n a t u r e  i n  E s t h e r  

h a s  none o f  t h e  s i n i s t e r  q u a l i t y  Adams was t o  g i v e  i t  i n  

t h e  E d u c a t i o n , n o r  a n y t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  

e x i s t e n c e  w h i c h  d o m in a t e s  D e m o cr a c y . N ia g a r a  r e p r e s e n t s  

n a t u r e  i n  h e r  b e s t  d r e s s ,  u n t o u c h e d  by human p ro b le m s  y e t  

somehow b e n e v o l e n t :  " E s t h e r ' s  h u g e  p la y m a t e  ram bled  on

w i t h  t h e  s t o r y ,  i n  t h e  same s t e a d y  v o i c e ,  n e v e r  s h r i l l  or  

a n g r y ,  n e v e r  s i l e n t  or  d eg r a d e d  b y  a s i g n  o f  human f a i l i n g s ,  

and y e t  s o  f r a n k  and s y m p a t h e t i c  t h a t  s h e  had no c h o i c e  b u t  

t o  l i k e  i t . "  E s t h e r  and h e r  f r i e n d  C a t h e r i n e  Brooke  (who 

comes from C o lo r a d o  and i s  o f t e n  compared t o  a f l o w e r )  a r e  

e s p e c i a l l y  r e c e p t i v e  t o  n a t u r e .  The a r t i s t  Wharton s a y s  

o f  C a t h e r i n e  t h a t  "she  s t o o d  n e a r e r  n a t u r e  th a n  any  woman 

he knew,"  and o f  E s t h e r  t h a t  s h e  b e l o n g s  " to  t h e  n e x t  w o r ld  

w h ic h  a r t i s t s  want t o  s e e ,  when p a g a n ism  w i l l  come a g a i n  

and we can g i v e  a d i v i n i t y  t o  e v e r y  w a t e r f a l l . "  When h e r

^E s t h e r , p .  2 7 4 .

2M i l l i c e n t  B e l l ,  "Adams's  E s t h e r : The M o r a l i t y  o f
T a s t e , "  New E n g la n d  Q u a r t e r l y  ( 1 9 6 2 ) ,  p .  156 .
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f a t h e r  i s  d y i n g  a n d  E s t h e r  g e n t l y  d e c l i n e s  H a z a r d ' s  o f f e r  

o f  s p i r i t u a l  a i d ,  "She  s eem ed  t o  h im  l i k e  a w a n d e r i n g  s o u l ,  

l o s t  i n  i n f i n i t e  s p a c e ,  h u t  s t i l l  f l o a t i n g  o n ,  w i t h  h e r  

q u i e t  a i r  o f  c o n f i d e n c e  a s  t h o u g h  s h e  w e re  a p a r t  o f  n a t u r e  

i t s e l f ,  a n d  f e l t  t h a t  a l l  n a t u r e  moved w i t h  h e r . "  A t  t h i s  

t i m e  E s t h e r  t h i n k s  o f  h e r s e l f  i n  a s i m i l a r  w ay ,  t h o u g h  sh e  

i s  p a i n f u l l y  c o n s c i o u s  o f  h e r  own l o n e l i n e s s :  " I t  made h e r

d i z z y ,  a s  t h o u g h  s h e  w e r e  a s o l i t a r y  b i r d  f l y i n g  t h r o u g h  

m i d - a i r ,  a n d  a s  s h e  l o o k e d  a h e a d  on h e r  a S r i a l  p a t h ,  c o u l d  

s e e  no t i e  more  human t h a n  t h a t  w h i c h  b o u n d  h e r  t o  Androm - 

eda  a n d  O r i o n . "  H e r  f a t h e r ' s  d e a t h  seems m o m e n t a r i l y  t o  

s e p a r a t e  h e r  f r o m  h u m a n i t y .  I f  s h e  moves somehow c l o s e r  

t o  n a t u r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  c l o s e n e s s  d o e s  n o t h i n g  t o  a l l e v i a t e  

t h e  t r a g e d y  o f  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  d e a t h .  She  i s  i s o l a t e d  f ro m  

a l l  b u t  h e r  g r i e f .

By a s s o c i a t i n g  E s t h e r  w i t h  n a t u r e  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  

n o v e l ,  Adams e f f e c t i v e l y  a s s e r t e d  h e r  s e p a r a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  

f o r c e s  o f  m o d e rn  s o c i e t y ,  r e l i g i o n ,  an d  s c i e n c e .  Adams 

b e l i e v e d ,  a s  M i l l i c e n t  B e l l  p u t s  i t ,  " t h a t  women w e r e  s t i l l  

i n  t o u c h  w i t h  t h e  p r i m a r y  s o u r c e s  o f  v i t a l i t y ,  w h e r e a s  men, 

by  w h a t  t h e y  c a l l e d  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  l a w ,  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  a n d  

a b o v e  a l l ,  by  t h e  e x e r c i s e  o f  p o w e r — h a d  c u t  t h e m s e l v e s  

away  f ro m  t h e s e  s o u r c e s .  . . . What Adams c e l e b r a t e d ,  i n

f a c t ,  was  a n  e s s e n t i a l  p r i m i t i v e  q u a l i t y  i n  a l l  human
2

b e i n g s ,  s o m e t h i n g  a n t e c e d e n t  t o  r e a s o n . "  How c o n t r a d i c t o r y

1 E s t h e r , p p .  2 5 8 ,  8 5 ,  2 8 - 2 9 ,  15 5 ,  1 5 7 - 5 8 .  

^ B e l l ,  "The M o r a l i t y  o f  T a s t e , "  p .  16 0 .



t o  D e m o c r a c y , i n  w h i c h  t h e  n a t u r a l  f o r c e s  c o r r u p t  a n d  t h e  

f o r c e s  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  e n n o b l e ,  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  m akes  E s t h e r  

s e e m .  T h e r e  i s  no r e a l  c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  s i n c e  w h a t  

men c a l l  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  n o t  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  m o r a l i t y  a n d  

t a s t e  t h a t  Adams c e l e b r a t e s  i n  b o t h  n o v e l s ,  a n d  s i n c e  Adams 

s i m p l y  c h o s e  t o  w r i t e  a b o u t  d i f f e r e n t  a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e  i n  

E s t h e r  t h a n  i n  D e m o c r a c y . E s t h e r  s t a n d s  c l o s e  t o  n a t u r e  

i n  b a s i n g  h e r  a c t i o n s  n o t  o n  c o n s c i o u s  r e a s o n  b u t  on h e r  

i n s t i n c t u a l  s e n s e  o f  t a s t e  a n d  m o r a l i t y .  We may o b j e c t  

t h a t  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  i n s t i n c t  i s  o b s c u r e  i n  t h e  n o v e l ;  f e w  

p e o p l e  do a c t  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e i r  r e a s o n  a n d ,  a n y w ay ,  much 

o f  E s t h e r ' s  " i n s t i n c t "  i s  a p r o d u c t  o f  h e r  e d u c a t i o n .

A d a m s ' s  p o i n t ,  s t i l l ,  i s  t h a t  E s t h e r  m a i n t a i n s  t h e  p o s i t i o n  

s h e  i n t u i t i v e l y  s e n s e s  i s  r i g h t ,  e v e n  t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f  r u ­

i n i n g  h e r  l i f e ,  a g a i n s t  t h e  r a t i o n a l  o r  p s e u d o - r a t i o n a l  

a r g u m e n t s  o f  H a z a r d  a n d  S t r o n g .  S h e  i s  t r u e  t o  h e r  i n ­

s t i n c t ,  t r u e  t o  h e r  n a t u r e ,  t r u e  t o  N a t u r e .  T h i s  i s  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  t o  s a y  t h a t  Adams e q u a t e d  m o r a l i t y  w i t h  i n ­

s t i n c t ,  b u t  o n l y  t h a t  E s t h e r  b a s e d  h e r  m o r a l  c h o i c e s  on 

h e r  i n s t i n c t s .  B u t  p e r h a p s  m o r a l i t y  i s .  i n s t i n c t  t o  Adams; 

h e  d i d  m a r k ,  w i t h o u t  a n y  com m ent ,  H e n r y  M a u d s l e y ' s  s t a t e ­

m e n t  t h a t  " a t  b o t t o m  t h a t  w h i c h  we d i s c e r n  i n  /m an1 a j  

m o r a l  i n s t i n c t  i s  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  n a t u r e  o p e r a t i n g  i n  t h e  

e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  h i g h e s t  o r g a n i c  m a t t e r  a n d  s o  u r g i n g  o r  

c o m p e l l i n g  i t  i n t o  m ore  c o m p l e x  c o m b i n a t i o n s  a n d  f u n c t i o n s . "  

I t  i s  c l e a r ,  i n  a n y  c a s e ,  t h a t  o n l y  t h o s e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n
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E s t h e r  who r e s p o n d  t o  n a t u r e  b a s e  t h e i r  m o r a l i t y  on  t h e i r  

i n s t i n c t s .  T h i s  f a c t  t a k e s  on  a s p e c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  when 

we r e c a l l  t h a t  D a r w i n ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  i n s t i n c t s  a s  t h e  f o r c e s  

b e h i n d  human e v o l u t i o n  was c u r r e n t  i n  t h e  1 8 8 0 ' s .  Adams 

h a d  a c c e p t e d  t h i s  v i e w ,  w i t h  m o d i f i c a t i o n s ,  i n  h i s  " P r i m ­

i t i v e  R i g h t s  o f  Women" ( 1 8 7 6 ) ,  a n d  t h e r e  i s  no r e a s o n  t o  

t h i n k  h e  r e j e c t e d  i t  i n  1 8 8 3 .  Adams u s e d  two common i d e a s  

o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  n a t u r a l i s m :  w hen  E s t h e r  l e t  h e r  i n s t i n c t

g u i d e  h e r ,  s h e  was f o l l o w i n g  n a t u r e ,  t h e  o n l y  s u r e  g u i d e  

o f  m o r a l i t y ;  a n d  i n  f o l l o w i n g  n a t u r e ,  s h e  was o b e y i n g  t h e  

i m p u l s e  o f  human e v o l u t i o n .  E s t h e r ,  o u t  o f  s t e p  w i t h  

A m e r i c a n  s o c i e t y  a n d  t h e  a g e ,  w i t h  r e l i g i o n  a n d  w i t h  s c i ­

e n c e ,  w a l k e d  t o  t h e  r h y t h m  o f  t h e  c r e a t i o n .

Adams t o o k  c a r e  n o t  t o  o v e r s i m p l i f y  h i s  v i e w  o f  

n a t u r e  i n  E s t h e r , o p p o s i n g  t o  t h e  sy m b o l  o f  N i a g a r a  t h a t  

o f  t h e  s e a ,  w h i c h  r e p r e s e n t s  n a t u r e  a s  " c a p r i c i o u s ,  f i c k l e ,  

a n g r y ,  f a w n i n g ,  v i o l e n t ,  s a v a g e ,  a n d  w a n t o n . "  I n  t h e  

n o v e l  a s  a w h o l e ,  h o w e v e r ,  n a t u r e  a p p e a r s  a s  a p o s i t i v e  

c o n t r a s t  t o  m o d e r n  s o c i e t y ,  r e l i g i o n ,  a n d  e v e n  t h e  r a ­

t i o n a l i t y  o f  s c i e n c e ,  a l l  o f  w h i c h  h a v e  l o s t  t h e  p o w e r  t o  

r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  d e e p e s t  hum an i m p u l s e s .  I t  i s  E s t h e r ,  a l o n e  

i n  s o c i e t y ,  u n a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  dogmas o f  r e l i g i o n  a n d  

u n i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  a x io m s  o f  s c i e n c e ,  who r e s p o n d s  t o  N i ­

a g a r a ,  a n d  s h e  who r e m a i n s  t r u e  t o  h e r  p r i n c i p l e s .  ( B o t h  

H a z a r d  a n d  S t r o n g  b e t r a y  t h e i r  b e l i e f s ;  H a z a r d  r e d u c e s  h i s

^Esther, p. 258.
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t h e o l o g y  t o  " P a s c a l ' s  w a g e r "  i n  o r d e r  t o  p e r s u a d e  E s t h e r  

a f t e r  a l l  e l s e  f a i l s ;  S t r o n g  o v e r s t a t e s  t h e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  

b e t w e e n  s c i e n c e  a n d  r e l i g i o n  f o r  t h e  same p u r p o s e . )  I t  i s
1

n o t  t h a t  Adams was a b s o l u t e l y  c o n d e m n in g  s o c i e t y ,  r e l i g i o n ,  

o r  s c i e n c e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  no p a r t i c u l a r  r e l e ­

v a n c e  t o  E s t h e r .  S c i e n c e  i s  n o t  i m p o r t a n t  t o  h e r  e x c e p t  

a s  a m eans  ( w h i c h  f a i l s )  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  r e l i g i o n .  A m e r i c a n  

s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e  d o e s  n o t  d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  

t h o u g h  t h e  b o o k  d o e s  make c l e a r  A d a m s ' s  d i s m a y  a t  t h e  g r o w t h  

o f  c h e a p  m a t e r i a l i s m  a n d  s e c u l a r i s m  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  

S o c i e t y  i s  i m p o r t a n t  i n  t h e  n o v e l  m a i n l y  b e c a u s e  i t  p r o v e s  

t o  be  t h e  f o r c e  b e h i n d  r e l i g i o n .  I  am n o t  r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e

o f t e n - q u o t e d  o p i n i o n  e x p r e s s e d  by  E s t h e r ' s  f a t h e r ,  t h a t
2

r e l i g i o n  s e r v e s  a s  a " s o r t  o f  p o l i c e "  i n  s o c i e t y ;  i n  t h i s  

s e n s e  r e l i g i o n  i s  t h e  f o r c e  b e h i n d  s o c i e t y .  R a t h e r ,  E s t h e r  

d i s c o v e r s  t o  h e r  d i s m a y  t h a t  i f  s h e  a c c e p t s  H a z a r d  s h e  m u s t  

a c c e p t  t h e  c h u r c h ,  a n d  t h i s  m eans  i n  e f f e c t  t h a t  sh e  m u s t  

bow t o  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  s o c i e t y  a s  r e p r e s e n t e d  b y  h i s  c o n ­

g r e g a t i o n .  E s t h e r  m i g h t  h a v e  a c c e p t e d  H a z a r d ,  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  

d i s a g r e e m e n t  on  r e l i g i o n ,  i f  h e  w e re  n o t  so  o b v i o u s l y  s o ­

c i e t y ' s  s e r v a n t .  She  g i v e s  up  H a z a r d  r a t h e r  t h a n  s h a r e  h im .  

Thus t h e  c h i l d  o f  n a t u r e  an d  i n s t i n c t  s t a y s  f r e e  o f  t h e  c o n ­

t r o l  o f  c h u r c h  a n d  s o c i e t y — a t  t h e  p r i c e  o f  h e r  h a p p i n e s s  

a n d  f u l f i l l m e n t .

i
Adams c l e a r l y  saw r e l i g i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  a s  a p r i m i ­

t i v e  f o r c e  w h i c h  s o c i e t y  w o u ld  c e a s e  t o  n e e d  when i t  h a d  
e v o l v e d  f u r t h e r .  Mr. D u d l e y ,  G e o rg e  S t r o n g ,  a n d  E s t h e r  a l l  
s p e a k  o f  r e l i g i o n  a s  a n  a n a c h r o n i s t i c  i n s t i t u t i o n .

^E s t h e r , p .  2 0 7 .
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The I s o l a t e d  I n d i v i d u a l  

"Adams r e g a r d e d  w om en ,"  G e o rg e  H o c h f i e l d  w r i t e s ,
1

" a s  e s p e c i a l l y  v i c t i m i z e d  b y  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  m o d e rn  l i f e . "  

T h i s  i s  t r u e  b u t  o n l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y ;  Edw ard  N. S a v e t h

a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  women i n  A d a m s ' s  w o r k s  h a v e  s t r o n g  u r g e s
o

t o  d o m i n a t e ,  d e s t r o y ,  o r  v i c t i m i z e  men. '"  One r e a s o n  f o r  

t h i s  d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s  i s  s u r e l y  t h a t  m o d e r n  s o c i e t y  h a s  l e f t  

t h em  few  p o s i t i v e  f u n c t i o n s .  The p r o b l e m  i s  d o u b l y  g r e a t  

f o r  M a d e l e i n e  Lee  a n d  E s t h e r ,  b o t h  o f  whom r e j e c t  m a r r i a g e  

a n d  f a m i l y ,  f i n d i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  t h e r e f o r e  w i t h o u t  u s e  o r  

p u r p o s e  i n  l i f e  a n d  w i t h  l i t t l e  d e s i r e  t o  go o n  l i v i n g .  

E s t h e r  i s  m ore  t h a n  t h e  A m e r i c a n  woman, h o w e v e r ;  s h e  e x ­

e m p l i f i e s  t h e  m o d e r n  A m e r i c a n  t r y i n g  t o  f i n d  a f u l f i l l i n g  

r o l e  i n  a r e c k l e s s ,  c h a o t i c  s o c i e t y .  Adams a s k e d  i n  E s t h e r  

how a n  i n d i v i d u a l  c o u l d  l i v e  i n  a s o c i e t y  w h i c h  was i g ­

n o r i n g  i t s  m o r a l  a n d  i n t u i t i v e  i m p u l s e s  i n  i t s  r u s h  t o w a r d  

m a t e r i a l i s t i c  s p l e n d o r .  Adams h a d  no a n s w e r ;  h e  c o u l d  o n l y  

s u g g e s t  t h a t  A m e r i c a  was  n o t ,  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  p r o g r e s s i n g  i n  

a n y  w o r t h w h i l e  s e n s e ,  a n d  t h a t  one  w o u l d  f a r e  b e t t e r  t h e  

l e s s  b o u n d  h e  was  t o  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  s o c i e t y .

W h i l e  Adams was w r i t i n g  E s t h e r  h i s  f r i e n d  F r a n c i s  

A. W a l k e r  f o u n d  s p a c e  i n  a b o o k  o n  p o l i t i c a l  economy t o  

d i s c u s s  " t h e  s o l i d i t y  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  a s  a f o r c e  a g a i n s t  t h e

i
H e n r y  A dam s , p .  53 .

2 "The  H e r o i n e s  o f  H e n r y  A d a m s ,"  A m e r i c a n  Q u a r t e r l y  
( 1 9 5 6 ) ,  p p .  2 3 1 - 4 2 .
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1
n a t u r a l  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e . "  The i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e  

f a m i l y  i n  s o c i e t y  was  a com m onplace  i d e a  w h i c h  Adams s t r e s s e d  

i n  " P r i m i t i v e  R i g h t s  o f  Women." S i n c e  h e  i s  n o t  known t o  

h a v e  h a d  u n o r t h o d o x  i d e a s  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t ,  i t  i s  p u z z l i n g  

t h a t  i n  b o t h  h i s  n o v e l s  t h e  f a m i l y  r e l a t i o n s  a n d  m a r i t a l  r e ­

l a t i o n s  a r e  s o  i n a d e q u a t e .  E v en  i n  t h e  b e s t  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

one  member d o m i n a t e s  t h e  o t h e r .  O n ly  M a d e l e i n e  an d  h e r  

s i s t e r  S y b i l ,  a n d  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t  E s t h e r  a n d  h e r  f a t h e r ,  

h a v e  b a l a n c e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  w h i c h  e a c h  r e s p e c t s  t h e  i n ­

d i v i d u a l i t y  a n d  i n d e p e n d e n c e  o f  t h e  o t h e r .  W i t h o u t  e x c e p ­

t i o n  t h e  m a r r i a g e s  a n d  r o m a n c e s  i n  E s t h e r  a r e  f l a w e d .

W h a r t o n  a n d  Mr. M u r r a y  a r e  h a p l e s s ,  d o m i n a t e d  h u s b a n d s ;

E s t h e r  a n d  H a z a r d  p r o v e  i n c o m p a t i b l e ,  a s  do E s t h e r  a n d  

G eo rg e  S t r o n g ,  a n d  W h a r t o n  a n d  C a t h e r i n e .  S i n c e  Adams a p ­

p a r e n t l y  c o n s i d e r e d  M rs .  M u r ra y  t o  be t h e  v o i c e  o f  p r a c t i c a l  

w isdom  i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  s h e  i s  a s  good  a b e t  a s  a n y o n e  t o  s p e a k  

f o r  h im ,  a n d  s h e  h a s  d e v a s t a t i n g  o p i n i o n s  on  m a r r i a g e .  Mr. 

M u r r a y  i s  a good  h u s b a n d ,  s h e  t h i n k s  ( h e  i s  v e r y  d o c i l e ,  

o r ,  a s  s h e  p u t s  i t ,  " o n e  man i n  a m i l l i o n " ) ,  b u t  " n o t h i n g  

o n  e a r t h  w o u ld  i n d u c e  me t o  b e g i n  o v e r  a g a i n  a n d  t a k e  s u c h  

a r i s k  a s e c o n d  t i m e ,  w i t h  l i f e  b e f o r e  me.  As f o r  b r i n g i n g
2

a b o u t  a m a r r i a g e ,  I  w o u l d a l m o s t  r a t h e r  b r i n g  a b o u t  a m u r d e r . "

P e r h a p s  A dam s’ s  p e r s o n a l  m a r r i e d  l i f e  s t i m u l a t e d  

s u c h  a v i e w  o f  m a r r i a g e ,  b u t  l i t t l e  e v i d e n c e  f o r  t h i s  t h e s i s

^P o l i t i c a l  Economy ( 1 8 8 3 )  ( a t  t h e  M a s s .  H i s t .  S o c . ) ,
p. 511.

2Esther, p. 41.
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e x i s t s .  V ery  l i k e l y ,  he  a l r e a d y  d e t e c t e d  t h e  breakdow n i n  

A m er ica n  f a m i l y  l i f e  w h ic h  he  was t o  a n a l y z e  i n  t h e  Educa­

t i o n . and c r e a t e d  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  E s t h e r  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  

t h i s  s o c i a l  p r o b le m .  Beyond what t h e  book  may t e l l  u s  

a b o u t  Adam s's  l i f e  o r  h i s  s o c i e t y ,  h o w e v e r ,  i t  s u g g e s t s  

t h a t  he  c o n c e i v e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  a s  i n e v i t a b l y ,  by t h e i r  n a ­

t u r e ,  i s o l a t e d  from e a c h  o t h e r .  Adams seem ed  p a r t l y  t o  

a p p r o v e  o f  t h i s  i s o l a t i o n ,  b o r n  i n  l a r g e  p a r t  o f  t h e  i n ­

s t i n c t  t o  r e s i s t  w h ic h  he was l a t e r  t o  l a b e l  "a l a w  o f  New 

E n g la n d  n a t u r e . "  He t h o u g h t  r e s i s t a n c e  a f r u i t f u l  q u a l i t y  

i n  i n d i v i d u a l s  and i n  s o c i e t y .  H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r  c o n s i d e r e d  

e v i l  t o  be f a i l u r e  t o  a d j u s t  t o  c o n d i t i o n s ;  t o  Adams e v i l  

was more l i k e l y  t o  be f a i l u r e  t o  r e s i s t  c o n d i t i o n s .  M e r e ly  

i n  f i g h t i n g  H azard and h i s  c h u r c h  ( h e r  r e a s o n s  f o r  f i g h t i n g  

a s i d e ) ,  E s t h e r  a t t a i n s  a l e v e l  o f  h e r o i s m .  H a za rd ,  on  t h e  

o t h e r  han d ,  b ecom es  l e s s  a p p e a l i n g  t h e  more he s t r i v e s  t o  

overcom e r e s i s t a n c e .  R e a l i z i n g  t h e  w o r t h l e s s n e s s  o f  w i n ­

n i n g  o v e r  " th e  c l a s s  who t o o k  t h e i r  o p i n i o n s ,  l i k e  t h e i r  

j e w e l r y ,  m a c h in e -m a d e ,"  he  a t t e m p t s  t o  " g e t  a h o l d  on t h e
■i

r e b e l l i o u s  a g e . "  B ut  he f a i l s  t o  h o l d  a s i n g l e  r e b e l ,  

and a t  t h e  moment o f  h i s  f i n a l  d e f e a t  when E s t h e r  r e j e c t s  

h im ,  Hazard a p p e a r s  a s p i t e f u l ,  p e t t y  man. The h a r d e r  

he  t r i e s  t o  o v e r p o w e r  E s t h e r ,  t h e  l o w e r  he  s i n k s  m o r a l l y .

E s t h e r  t h e  i m p u l s e  t o  r e s i s t  c o n t i n u a l l y  s u b ­

d u e s  t h e  u r g e  t o  u n i t e , — a happy c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  s i n c e  f ew  

o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  t o  be t r u s t e d  w i t h  power o v e r  o t h e r s .

^Ibid., pp. 62-63.
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H a za rd ,  Mrs. Murray,  W h a r to n 's  F r e n c h  w i f e ,  a l l  t r y  t o  bend

t h e i r  p a r t n e r s  t o  t h e i r  w i l l .  H a z a r d ,  f o r  o n e ,  f i n d s  t h a t

t h e  w i l l  he  s e e k s  t o  c o n t r o l  i s  a s  s t r o n g  a s  h i s .  E s t h e r

and H a z a r d ' s  s t r u g g l e  o f  w i l l s  h a s  a s t r i k i n g  e f f e c t  on

them: e a c h  l o s e s  s i g h t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  a s  a n  i n d i v i d u a l .

E s t h e r  b e g i n s  t o  s e e  Hazard a s  an embodiment o f  t h e  c h u r c h

and s o c i e t y .  As h i s  l o v e r ' s  i n d e p e n d e n c e  o f  mind becom es

a p p a r e n t ,  Hazard c o n c e i v e s  h e r  l e s s  a s  a p e r s o n  t h a n  a

f o r c e  o p p o se d  t o  h i s  r e l i g i o n  and a p r i z e  t o  be c a p t u r e d

f o r  t h e  c h u r c h .  H i s  s u i t  b ecom es  a h o l y  c r u s a d e ,  and

E s t h e r  s u s p e c t s  t h a t  s h e  i s  b e i n g  u s e d .  Her i n d i v i d u a l i t y

becom es  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  h e r  f u n c t i o n  a s  t r o p h y .  So s h e  f l e e s

m a r r i a g e  f o r  a n o b l e ,  t r a g i c  i s o l a t i o n ,  t h e  b l e a k n e s s  o f

w h i c h  i s  c l e a r  t o  h e r  a s  s h e  g a z e s  o u t  t h e  window o f  t h e

t r a i n  t o  N ia g a r a  a t  t h e  l i g h t s  o f  h o u s e s .

T h ese  s i g n s  o f  l i f e  b e h i n d  t h e  v e i l  w ere  l i k e  t h e  
s t e a d y  l i g h t s  o f  s h o r e  t o  t h e  d r o w n in g  f i s h e r m a n  o f f  
t h e  r e e f  o u t s i d e .  E v e r y  com m on-p lace  k e r o s e n e  lamp  
w hose  r a y s  s t r u g g l e d  from  d i s t a n t ,  s n o w - c l a d  f a r m s ,  
b r o u g h t  a p i c t u r e  o f  p e a c e  and hope  t o  E s t h e r .  N ot  
one o f  t h o s e  i n v i s i b l e  r o o f s  b u t  m ig h t  s h e l t e r  some 
r e a l i z e d  rom an ce ,  some c o n t e n t e d  l o v e .  I n  s o  dark  
and d r e a r y  a w o r l d ,  w hat  a mad a c t  i t  was t o  f l y  from  
t h e  o n l y  h a p p i n e s s  l i f e  o f f e r e d !  What a s t r a n g e  i d e a  
t o  s e e k  s a f e t y  by r e f u s i n g  t h e  o n l y  p r o t e c t i o n  w o r t h  
h a v i n g . 1

E s t h e r  r e t a i n s  o n l y  h e r  i n t e g r i t y .  As C h a r l e s  F .  Adams,

S r .  once  w r o t e  t o  Henry:  "The h o n e s t  man i s  no more than.
2

a c o r k  on t h e  w a v es  o f  t h e  o c e a n .  But  he can  f l o a t . "

E v ery w h ere  we l o o k  i n  E s t h e r  we s e e  i n d i v i d u a l s

^Ibid., pp. 247-48.
p
November 25, 1858, Adams Papers, Microfilm #545.
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i n  i s o l a t i o n .  George S t r o n g  i n s i s t s  on freed om  t o  do w h a t ­

e v e r  he l i k e s ,  and e v e n  th o u g h  he p r o p o s e s  m a r r ia g e  to  

E s t h e r  a t  th e  en d ,  we have  b een  made t o  f e e l  t h a t  no woman 

c o u l d  h o l d  h im .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  h o w ev er ,  t h a t  S t r o n g  

t r i e s  t o  end h i s  i s o l a t i o n  a t  t h i s  p o i n t — and s i g n i f i c a n t  

a l s o  t h a t  he  f a i l s .  Hazard t r i e d  t o  do t h e  same e a r l i e r :

"Do you know how s o l i t a r y  I  am?" he a p p e a l s  t o  E s t h e r .

"Not a human b e i n g  c o u n t s  f o r  any t h i n g  i n  my l i f e . "  

H a z a r d ’ s  s t a t e m e n t  i s  t r u e r  th an  he  knows,  f o r  i n  h i s  p o s ­

s e s s i v e n e s s  he l a c k s  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  s e p a r a t e n e s s  o f  o t h e r s .  

C a t h e r i n e  s a y s  t o  E s t h e r ,  "Be g l a d  t o  l i v e  i n  a p l a c e  where  

y o u r  f r i e n d s  l e t  y o u r  s o u l  a l o n e , "  b u t  Hazard d o e s  n o t  

l e t  h e r  s o u l  a l o n e .  We can s e e  t h e  c u r i o u s  a m b iv a le n c e  

i n  Adams’ s i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  One s h o u l d  rem ain  a p a r t  from  

o t h e r s  and a v o i d  r e s t r i c t i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ;  b u t  s e p a r a t e ­

n e s s  p ushed  t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f  r e f u s i n g  l a s t i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

i s  s t e r i l e  and t r a g i c ,  th o u g h  so m et im e s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  r e ­

t a i n  o n e ’ s  i n d i v i d u a l i t y .  Once i n  h i s  l i f e  Adams com m itted  

h i m s e l f  t o  a l a s t i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p ;  he n e v e r  seemed t o  r e ­

g r e t  t h e  c h o i c e ,  b u t  a f t e r  h i s  w i f e  d i e d  he n e v e r  s u b m i t t e d  

t o  a n o t h e r .  By t a k i n g  on t h e  r o l e  o f  U n c le  he c o u l d  a v o i d  

p e r s o n a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  o t h e r s ;  freed om  and s e p a r a t e n e s s  

w ere  a s s u r e d .  Such  a l o o f n e s s  d o e s  n o t  a p p e a l ,  h o w e v e r ,  t o  

m ost  young p e o p l e ,  who a re  n o t  o f t e n  s a t i s f i e d  by m o d e r a te ,  

n o n - c o m m i t t a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  T h e r e f o r e ,  E s t h e r  en d s  on a 

n o t e  o f  d e s p a i r .

^E s t h e r , p p .  2 3 6 - 5 7 ,  173 .  

/
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E s t h e r  d o e s  n o t  s u p p o r t  a l l  o f  t h e  common g e n e r a l ­

i z a t i o n s  a b o u t  Adams. E l i z a b e t h  S t e v e n s o n  a s s e r t s  t h a t  

" U n l ik e  t h e  g r e a t  i n d i v i d u a l i s t s  o f  h i s  t im e  / I d a m s 7  c o u l d  

n o t  c o n c e i v e  o f  man a l o n e  b u t  t h o u g h t  a l w a y s  i n  t e r m s  o f  

man l i v i n g  among h i s  f e l l o w  men, and somehow r e g u l a t i n g  or  

f a i l i n g  t o  r e g u l a t e  t h e  e n e r g i e s  o f  s o c i e t y . "  But  i n  

E s t h e r  t h e  p ro b lem  o f  d i r e c t i n g  s o c i e t y  i s  i g n o r e d ,  and  

"man a l o n e "  r a i s e s  h i s  head  a t  i n t e r v a l s .  E r n e s t  S a m u e ls  

r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  l a t t e r  p o i n t  when he s t a t e s  t h a t  "The 

N i e t z s c h e a n  S t r o n g  c a n n o t  h e l p  h e r  a t  t h i s  j u n c t u r e  / h e r  

d e c i s i o n ,  w h e t h e r  t o  marry H a z a r d /  f o r  he no l o n g e r  h o v e r s  

b e t w e e n  two w o r l d s  b u t  h a s  become a s t o i c a l  and s o l i t a r y  

w a y f a r e r  i n  t h e  c o l d  w a s t e s  o f  a s c i e n t i f i c  f u t u r e ,  a
2

f u t u r e  w h ic h  m ust  c r e a t e  i t s  own v a l u e s  and i l l u s i o n s . "

And E s t h e r  h e r s e l f  i s  i n  a v e r y  s i m i l a r  p o s i t i o n .  H a v in g  

r e j e c t e d  a l l  t h e  g u i d e s  t h a t  s o c i e t y  and h e r  f r i e n d s  ca n  

o f f e r ,  s h e  ca n  r e l y  o n l y  on h e r s e l f  f o r  v a l u e s  and i l l u ­

s i o n s .  So i t  i s  m i s l e a d i n g  f o r  G eorge  H o c h f i e l d  t o  s a y  

t h a t  " E s t h e r  i n s i s t s ,  a s  Adams h a s  h e r e t o f o r e  i n v a r i a b l y  

d o n e ,  t h a t  en d s  must  l i e  b eyon d  t h e  s e l f ,  s a n c t i o n e d  by
3

what i s  i m p e r s o n a l l y  r e a l  and t r u e . "  E s t h e r  i s  c o n c e r n e d  

n o t  w i t h  t h e  i m p e r s o n a l  t r u t h  o f  g o a l s  and i d e a l s ,  b u t  w i t h  

t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  h e r  own n e e d s  and c h a r a c t e r .  Her "ends"

i
Henry Adams* a_ B i o g r a p h y , p .  x .

^M id d le  Y e a r s , p .  2 4 8 .
3Henry Adams, p. 53.



Ill 7

t a k e  a l l  t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  from h e r  own c h a r a c t e r ,  h e r

s e l f .  S a m u e ls  f a l l s  i n t o  a t r a p  when he d i s c u s s e s  t h e

p o s s i b i l i t y  e x p r e s s e d  i n  E s t h e r  o f

e s c a p i n g  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  D a r w in ia n  s e l f .  I n  
t h e  p e r s o n  o f  t h e  s k e p t i c  S t r o n g  ^Xdams7 had  t h e n  
w r i t t e n ,  ’ I f  t h e  s o u l  o f  a sp o n g e  ca n  grow t o  be t h e  
s o u l  o f  a D arw in ,  why may we n o t  a l l  grow up t o  ab­
s t r a c t  t r u t h ? '  Why m ig h t  n o t  a b r i d g e  be b u i l t  b e ­
t w e e n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  and t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l ?  The end o f  
t h e  human q u e s t  w o u ld  be  t o  ' c a t c h  a n  a b s t r a c t  t r u t h  
by t h e  t a i l '  and t h u s  b y  a t t a i n i n g  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  t h e  
a b s o l u t e ,  t h e  e t e r n a l  t r u t h ,  t h e  mind w ould  i t s e l f  
become e t e r n a l .  "I

But  what  d o e s  i t  mean t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e  mind w i l l  become  

e t e r n a l  i f  i t  g r a s p s  a t r u t h ,  and how d o e s  one e s c a p e  ' ' the  

D a r w i n i a n  s e l f " ?  A dam s's  comment t o  James t h a t  o u r  b r i g h t ­

e s t  men "drag  u s  up t h e  c o r k - s c r e w  s t a i r  o f  t h o u g h t ,  b u t  

t h e y  can  no more g e t  t h e i r  b r a i n s  t o  r u n  o u t  o f  t h e i r  e s ­

p e c i a l  c o n v o l u t i o n s  t h a n  a r a i l w a y  t r a i n  . . . c a n  run  

f r e e  up Mount S h a s t a "  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  e v e r y o n e  i s  i m p r i s o n e d  

w i t h i n  h i s  own mind and c h a r a c t e r .  Adams may h a v e  w anted  

t o  p a s s  beyond  t h e  bounds  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s e l f ,  b u t  

E s t h e r  d o e s  n o t  s u g g e s t  t h a t  he  g a v e  much t h o u g h t  t o  t h i s  

c o n c e p t .  What t h e  b o o k  d o e s  e m p h a t i c a l l y  s u g g e s t  i s  t h a t  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s e l f  i s  th e  m a in  s o u r c e  o f  v a l u e  and m e a n in g .

The n a t u r e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  i s  one o f  t h e  m ajor  

s u b j e c t s  o f  E s t h e r ; e a c h  m a jo r  c h a r a c t e r  m anages  t o  d i s c u s s  

i t .  The a r t i s t  W harton a r g u e s  t h a t  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i s  

"worse  t h a n  u g l i n e s s , "  b e c a u s e  i t  s p o i l s  b e a u t y .  Wharton  

t h i n k s  a l s o  t h a t  a r t  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  man

^Major Phase, p. 59.
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and woman. N a tu r e  o v er c o m es  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s ;  a r t  e r a d ­

i c a t e s  s e x :  t h e s e  i d e a s  a p p e a l  t o  W harton b e c a u s e  h i s  own

l i f e  h a s  b e e n  p a i n f u l  and he l o n g s  t o  e s c a p e  h i s  s e l f .  

C a t h e r i n e ,  w i t h o u t  g u i l t ,  p a i n ,  o r  r e g r e t s ,  a r g u e s  on  th e  

c o n t r a r y  t h a t  n a t u r e  i t s e l f  i s  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s .  She h a s  no 

d e s i r e  t o  l o s e  h e r s e l f  i n  n a t u r e ,  or  a r t — o r  a man. The 

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  l o s i n g  o n e s e l f  i n  r e l i g i o n  n e v e r  o c c u r s  t o  

e i t h e r  o f  them; i n  f a c t ,  W harton t h i n k s  o f  r e l i g i o n  a s  b e ­

com ing  immersed  i n  t h e  s e l f .  " I t  a l l  comes t o  t h i s :  i s

r e l i g i o n  a s t r u g g l e  or a jo y ?  To me i t  i s  a t e r r i b l e  b a t ­

t l e ,  t o  be won o r  l o s t . "  A g a i n ,  Wharton s a y s ,  "To r e a c h  

H e a v e n ,  y o u  must  go  t h r o u g h  h e l l ,  and c a r r y  i t s  marks on
-i

y o u r  f a c e  and f i g u r e . "  He i s  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  r e l i g i o n  a s  

o b j e c t i v e  t r u t h ;  o n l y  r e l i g i o n ' s  e f f e c t  on t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

m a t t e r s  t o  h im — w h a t  one makes o f  r e l i g i o n ,  what  i t  makes  

o f  h im .

G-eorge S t r o n g  a r g u e s  f o r  l o s i n g  t h e  s e l f  i n  t h e  

i m m o r t a l i t y  o f  t h o u g h t s  w h i c h  a r e  e t e r n a l l y  t r u e .  Hazard  

a r g u e s  f o r  l o s i n g  t h e  s e l f  i n  God: "The p h i l o s o p h e r  s a y s —

I  am, and th e  c h u r c h  s c o u t s  h i s  p h i l o s o p h y .  She a n s w e r s : —  

No! you  a r e  NOT, y o u  h a v e  no e x i s t e n c e  o f  y o u r  own. You 

w ere  and a r e  and e v e r  w i l l  be o n l y  a p a r t  o f  t h e  supreme  

I  AM, o f  w h ic h  t h e  c h u r c h  i s  t h e  emblem." Now E s t h e r  a p ­

p r o v e s  o f  e f f a c i n g  t h e  s e l f ;  t h a t  i s  why S t r o n g ' s  p h i l o s o p h y  

a p p e a l s  t o  h e r .  She r e j e c t s  H a z a r d ,  h o w e v e r ,  f a i l i n g  t o  

g r a s p  e m o t i o n a l l y  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  l o s i n g  o n e s e l f  i n  t h e  g r e a t

1 Esther, pp. 83-84, 120, 129.
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I  AM, and b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  h i s  r e l i g i o n  i n  f a c t  e m p h a s iz e s  

r a t h e r  t h a n  e f f a c e s  t h e  s e l f .  "I d e s p i s e  and l o a t h e  my­

s e l f , "  s h e  t e l l s  h im ,  "and y e t  y o u  t h r u s t  s e l f  a t  me from  

e v e r y  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  c h u r c h  a s  th o u g h  I  l o v e d  and adm ired  

i t .  A l l  r e l i g i o n  d o e s  n o t h i n g  b u t  p u r su e  me w i t h  s e l f
i

e v e n  i n t o  t h e  n e x t  w o r l d . "  So E s t h e r  t u r n s  from r e l i g i o n ,  

and t h e  way seem s  op en  f o r  h e r  t o  t u r n  t o  n a t u r e  and o f f e r  

up h e r  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  t o  t h e  a l l - c o n s u m i n g  c o sm o s .  A c c o r d ­

i n g  t o  G-eorge H o c h f i e l d  s h e  d o e s  s o .  H o c h f i e l d  i n t e r p r e t s  

E s t h e r  a s  p a r t  o f  Adams's

l i f e - l o n g  e f f o r t  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  a p u r p o s i v e  s ch em e,  i f  
n o t  f o r  h i m s e l f  t h e n  f o r  h i s t o r y  o f  w h ic h  he was a 
p a r t .  . . . The s c i e n t i s m  o f  E s t h e r  r e s u l t s  i n  a k in d  
o f  v i t a l i s m  i n  w h ic h  l i f e  i s  c o n c e i v e d  a s  an  e t e r n a l  
f l o w  o f  e n e r g y  m a n i f e s t i n g  i t s e l f  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  c r e a ­
t u r e s  and b u i l d i n g  up t h e r e b y  t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  harmony  
o f  i t s  own t r u t h .  I n d i v i d u a l  i n t e g r i t y  i s  t h u s  j u s t i ­
f i e d  by t h e  h i g h e r  end t o  w h ic h  i t  c o n t r i b u t e s ,  and 
t h e  s e n s e  o f  r i g h t  and wrong f i n d s  a g ro u n d ,  a t  l e a s t  
i n  E s t h e r ' s  c a s e ,  f o r  i t s  c h o i c e s  and d e c i s i o n s .

The n o v e l  g i v e s  o n l y  l i m i t e d  s u p p o r t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t o  

s u c h  a r e a d i n g .  H o c h f i e l d ' s  p h r a s e  " i f  n o t  f o r  h i m s e l f  

t h e n  f o r  h i s t o r y "  i g n o r e s  one o f  t h e  b o o k ' s  most  a p p e a l i n g  

q u a l i t i e s :  t h a t  Adams, f o r  o n c e ,  s t e p p e d  o u t s i d e  o f  h i s ­

t o r y  and c o n s i d e r e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  t i m e l e s s  

p r e s e n t .  The i d e a ,  m o r e o v e r ,  t h a t  " i n d i v i d u a l  i n t e g r i t y  

i s  t h u s  j u s t i f i e d  by th e  h i g h e r  end t o  w h ic h  i t  c o n t r i b u t e s "  

o b s c u r e s  t h e  n o v e l ' s  e t h i c a l  p h i l o s o p h y .  N a tu re  i n  E s t h e r  

d o e s  seem t o  h a v e  v i t a l i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s ,  b u t  i t  i s  t h e  i n -

^Ibid., pp. 8, 298.
2Henry Adams, p. 54.
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d i v i d u a l s  who m a t t e r ;  and t h o u g h  t h e  c a t a r a c t  t u m b le s  w h i l e

E s t h e r  i s  r e j e c t i n g  H azard and t h u s  d e s t r o y i n g  h e r  h a p p i n e s s ,

she  d o e s  n o t  b a s e  h e r  d e c i s i o n  on a p h i l o s o p h y  o f  n a t u r e ,

n o r  do we s e e  any  s p e c i f i c  " n a t u r a l"  b a s i s  f o r  h e r  d e c i s i o n .

Throu gh ou t  t h e  book  Adams m a i n t a i n s  s u c h  a b a r r i e r  b e t w e e n

n a t u r e  and t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t h a t  we n e v e r  f e e l  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l

ca n  l o s e  h i m s e l f  i n  n a t u r e  o r  be i n s p i r e d  f o r  l o n g  by a

d o c t r i n e  l i k e  S t r o n g ' s .  T h i s  p a s s a g e  w h i c h  Adams marked

i n  M a u d s ley  e x p r e s s e s ,  I  t h i n k ,  p a r t  o f  A dam s's  v i e w  o f

t h e  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  n a t u r e  and t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .

I n d i v i d u a l i t y  i s  a p a s s i n g  s e v e r a n c e  from t h e  l a r g e r  
l i f e  o f  n a t u r e ,  deathdoom ed t h e r e f o r e  by i t s  n a t u r e  a s  
a s e v e r e d  p a r t .  Could a man b r i n g  h i m s e l f  i n t o  com­
p l e t e  harmony o f  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  n a t u r e  i n  e v e r y  r e s p e c t ,  
m e n t a l  and b o d i l y ,  i d e n t i f y  h i m s e l f  w i t h  i t  t h o r o u g h l y ,  
he m ig h t  be i m m o r t a l ,  b u t  i n  t h a t  c a s e  he w ou ld  s e c u r e  
i m m o r t a l i t y  a t  t h e  c o s t  o f  i n d i v i d u a l i t y .1

Each  i n d i v i d u a l ,  t h e n ,  i s  on h i s  own, and must  f i n d  h i s  

v a l u e s  i n  h i s  own e x p e r i e n c e .  G eorge  S t r o n g ' s  d o c t r i n e  

o f  n a t u r a l i s t i c  i m m o r t a l i t y  may be t r u e  b u t  i s  no h e l p  t o  

E s t h e r  i n  h e r  c r i s i s .  The n o v e l ' s  l a s t ,  d e s p a i r i n g  s c e n e  

i m p l i e s  t h e  i r r e l e v a n c e  o f  e v o l u t i o n i s m  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  

l i f e .  T h i s  i s  t h e  f i n a l  l e s s o n  o f  E s t h e r , t h a t  i n  t h e  

d e e p e s t  t r o u b l e  one h a s  o n l y  o n e s e l f  t o  r e l y  o n .  There  i s  

no e s c a p e  from t h e  D a r w i n i a n  s e l f  i n  p s e u d o - D a r w i n i a n  p h i ­

l o s o p h y .  The h o n e s t  man r e m a in s  o n l y  a c o r k  on  t h e  w a v e s ,  

and m ust  f l o a t .

^Body and Will, p. 88.



CHAPTER VI

HISTORY OP THE UNITED STATES

S e e i n g  t h e  P r e s e n t  Through t h e  P a s t

Henry Adams' s  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  D u r in g  

t h e  A d m i n i s t r a t i o n s  o f  J e f f e r s o n  and M adison  ( 1 8 8 9 - 1 8 9 1 ) ,  

r e p r e s e n t i n g  more t h a n  a d e ca d e  o f  e f f o r t ,  i s  g e n e r a l l y  

c o n s i d e r e d  one o f  t h e  b e s t  h i s t o r i c a l  works  e v e r  w r i t t e n  

i n  A m e r ic a .  In  1879 he b e g a n  r e s e a r c h ,  f i n i s h e d  t h e  f i r s t  

d r a f t  i n  1 8 8 8 ,  and p u b l i s h e d  t h e  l a s t  volume i n  1 8 9 1 .  

Adams’ s p u r p o s e ,  a s  he  l a t e r  d e s c r i b e d  i t  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n , 

was " to  s a t i s f y  h i m s e l f  w h e t h e r ,  by  t h e  s e v e r e s t  p r o c e s s  

o f  s t a t i n g ,  w i t h  t h e  l e a s t  p o s s i b l e  comment, s u c h  f a c t s  a s  

seemed s u r e ,  i n  s u c h  o r d e r  a s  seemed r i g o r o u s l y  c o n s e q u e n t ,  

he c o u l d  f i x  f o r  a f a m i l i a r  moment a n e c e s s a r y  s e q u e n c e  o f  

human d e v e l o p m e n t . "  The r e s u l t ,  h e  t h o u g h t ,  f a i l e d  t o  

s a t i s f y .  "Where he saw s e q u e n c e ,  o t h e r  men saw s o m e t h i n g
1

q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t ,  and no one saw t h e  same u n i t  o f  m e a s u r e ."  

T h is  was o n l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  p r o b le m ,  h o w e v e r ,  i n v o l v e d  i n  

f i x i n g  a " n e c e s s a r y  s e q u e n c e , "  The n a t i o n  had ch a n g ed  

d r a s t i c a l l y  s i n c e  J e f f e r s o n ' s  day;  c o u l d  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  

comprehend t h e  e a r l i e r ,  s i m p l e r  s o c i e t y ?  Henry S t e e l e  

Commager p u t s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  t h i s  way: "Had America  changed

1P. 382.
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s o  f u n d a m e n t a l l y  i n  a h u n d red  y e a r s  t h a t  t h e  f i n e s t  i n t e l ­

l e c t u a l  p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  Henry Adams,  

c o u l d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  f i n e s t  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  

e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  Thomas J e f f e r s o n ? "  A f u r t h e r  p ro b le m  

i n  f i x i n g  a s e q u e n c e  was t h a t  Adams o f t e n  l e t  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  

be d i v e r t e d  from  b ro a d  h i s t o r i c a l  and s o c i a l  t r e n d s  t o  t h e  

i n t r i c a c i e s  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  d i p l o m a c y ,  and w a r f a r e .  T h e r e f o r e  

he a t t e m p t e d ,  a s  Commager o b s e r v e s ,  " to  i n t e r p r e t  and p o r ­

t r a y  i n  t e r m s  o f  p o l i t i c s  a d e m o c ra c y  e s s e n t i a l l y  s o c i a l  i n  
1

c h a r a c t e r . "  Adams a l l o w e d  h i m s e l f  t o  do t h i s  e v e n  t h o u g h  

he knew,  a s  he  had known i n  D e m o c r a c y , t h a t  A m e r ic a n  d e ­

m o c r a c y  was a q u a l i t y  o f  i t s  p e o p l e  n o t  i t s  p o l i t i c s .

Adams b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  A m er ica n  c h a r ­

a c t e r  and t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  n a t i o n ’ s d e v e l o p m e n t  was d e ­

t e r m i n e d  b e t w e e n  1800  and 1 8 1 7 .  We may a s s u m e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  

t h a t  A dam s's  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  n a t i o n a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  1 8 0 0 -  

1817  s u g g e s t s  much a b o u t  h i s  v i e w  o f  t h e  A m erica  o f  h i s  own 

t i m e .  Adams c o n c l u d e d ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  t h a t  " I n  p o l i t i c s  a s  

i n  t h e o l o g y ,  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  s y s t e m  w h i c h  r e s u l t e d  from  s i x ­

t e e n  y e a r s  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  seem ed  t o  r e s t  on t h e  a g r e e m e n t
2

n o t  t o  p r e s s  p r i n c i p l e s  t o  a c o n c l u s i o n . "  He saw t h i s  

" sy s tem "  a s  a g e n e r a l  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  m in d ,  and we 

may i n f e r  t h a t  h e  saw t h e  same q u a l i t y  i n  A m erica  d u r i n g

1
" I n t r o d u c t i o n "  t o  H enry  A d am s's  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s  D u r i n g  t h e  A d m i n i s t r a t i o n s  o f  Thomas J e f f e r ­
s o n  and fa m e s ’ M a d iso n  d  9 5 o )  > I ,  x .  x i i .

2
H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  D u r i n g  t h e  A d m i n i s -  

t r a t i o n s  o f  Thomas J e f f e r s o n  and James M a d iso n ,  9 v o l s .  
( 1 8 8 9 - 9 1 ) ,  I t , 1 9 2 - 9 3 .
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t h e  1 8 8 0 ' s .  And when we c o n s i d e r  t h e  n o v e l s ,  we f i n d  t h a t  

h e  a p p a r e n t l y  w r o t e  them ( w h i l e  w o r k in g  on  t h e  H i s t o r y ) i n  

o r d e r  t o  w arn  h i s  cou n try m en  o f  t h i s  t r e n d  i n  A m erican  

t h o u g h t  and m o r a l s .  F or  h i s  h e r o i n e s  s t a n d  a p a r t  from  

t h e i r  s o c i e t y  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  do p r e s s  t h e i r  p r i n ­

c i p l e s  t o  c o n c l u s i o n s .

A dam s's  s o c i a l  t h o u g h t  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  d i d  n o t  d e ­

p a r t  r a d i c a l l y  from  t h a t  o f  h i s  e a r l i e r  w o r k s ,  b u t  t h e  

H i s t o r y  shows w i t h  a new c l a r i t y  some o f  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  

t h a t  c l o u d e d  h i s  t h i n k i n g .  The work a t t e m p t s  t o  c h a r a c t e r ­

i z e  what Adams had d e s c r i b e d  i n  1876 a s  " th e  r e a l  m a j e s t y  

and f o r c e  o f  t h e  n a t i o n a l  movement . . .  a s t e a d y  movement  

t h a t  r e s e m b l e s  i n  i t s  mode o f  o p e r a t i o n  t h e  m e c h a n i c a l  a c ­

t i o n  o f  N a tu r e  i t s e l f . ' 1"' B u t -h o w  d o e s  t h i s  "Nature"  a f f e c t  

t h e  n a t i o n ' s  grow th?  The m ain  a n s w e r ,  Adams d e c i d e d ,  was  

t h a t  N a t u r e ' s  l a w  o f  s t r u g g l e  and t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  f i t t e s t  

d e t e r m i n e d  A m e r i c a ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t  d e s p i t e  t h e  e a r l y  A m e r ic a n s '  

a t t e m p t s  t o  ev a d e  t h i s  l a w .  N a t u r e ' s  l a w ,  h o w e v e r ,  d i d  n o t  

g u a r a n t e e  p r o g r e s s .  Adams was s k e p t i c a l  a b o u t  p r o g r e s s  i n  

A m e r ic a ,  and s i n c e  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  ( u n l i k e  t h e  e a r l y  e s s a y s )  

he r e g a r d e d  America  a s  t h e  m o st  a d v a n c e d  s t a g e  o f  W e s te r n  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  ( " I n  a d e m o c r a t i c  o c e a n  s c i e n c e  c o u l d  s e e  

s o m e t h i n g  u l t i m a t e " ) ,  he  seem ed t o  q u e s t i o n  w h e t h e r  p r o g ­

r e s s  was t h e  g e n e r a l  c o n d i t i o n  o f  human s o c i e t y .  Thus we 

c a n  s e e  A dam s's  s h i f t  from  a n  o p t i m i s t i c  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m

"'"Von H o l s t ' s  H i s t o r y , "  p .  3 6 0 .

^H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s . IX ,  2 2 5 .
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t o  a s k e p t i c a l  s o c i a l  D a rw in ism  w h ic h  e m p h a s iz e d  t h e  p e r ­

s i s t e n c e  o f  s t r u g g l e  i n  s o c i e t y .  T h is  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  s a y s  

l i t t l e ,  h o w e v e r ,  a b o u t  A dam s's  c o n c e p t  o f  p r o g r e s s  o r  h i s  

a t t i t u d e  tow ard  t h e  l a w  o f  s t r u g g l e  i n  s o c i e t y .  D id  he  

d e v e l o p ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  a Sum n er ian  r e s p e c t  f o r  th e  c a p i t a l ­

i s t i c  v i r t u e s — i n d u s t r i o u s n e s s ,  t h r i f t ,  and s e l f - i n t e r e s t ?  

Did he  a p p r o v e  o f  war? Did he  r e g a r d  s t r u g g l e  and compe­

t i t i o n  a s  f o r c e s  o f  p r o g r e s s ?  What r e l a t i o n  d id  he  now 

c o n c e i v e  b e t w e e n  s o c i e t y  and t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld ?

N a tu r e  and I d e a l i s m

I n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  c h a p t e r  we n o t i c e d  t h a t  Adams 

s o m e t im e s  d e s c r i b e d  human d e v e lo p m e n t  by  m e ta p h o r s  from  

t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d :  s o c i e t y  d e v e l o p s  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  a l o n g

a f i x e d  l i n e ,  l i k e  a t r e e ,  o r  f o l l o w s  t h e  p a t h  o f  l e a s t  

r e s i s t a n c e ,  l i k e  a r i v e r .  Such  m e ta p h o r s  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  

h a v e  r e c e i v e d  c l o s e  a t t e n t i o n  from  c r i t i c s  who p e r h a p s  

h a v e  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  and t h e  l a t e r  e s s a y s  t o o  much i n  mind;  

f o r  t h e  H i s t o r y , e s p e c i a l l y  when compared t o  A dam s's  l a t e r  

w r i t i n g ,  h a s  f e w  o f  t h e s e  a n a l o g i e s .  Those  i t  h a s  a r e  

m o s t l y  o r n a m e n t a l ,  s u c h  a s  t h i s  comment on  t h e  embargo:  

"The l a w  o f  p h y s i c s  c o u l d  e a s i l y  be a p p l i e d  t o  p o l i t i c s ;  

f o r c e  c o u l d  be c o n v e r t e d  o n l y  i n t o  i t s  e q u i v a l e n t  f o r c e .

I f  t h e  em bargo— an e x e r t i o n  o f  f o r c e  l e s s  v i o l e n t  t h a n  

w a r— was t o  do t h e  work o f  w a r ,  i t  must  e x t e n d  o v e r  a 

l o n g e r  t im e  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  e q u i v a l e n t  e n e r g y . "  We 

s h o u l d  r e c o g n i z e  t h i s  a n a l o g y  a s  an a t t e m p t  t o  e n l i v e n  a 

commonplace o b s e r v a t i o n .  Nor i s  t h e r e  a n y t h i n g  v e r y
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s c i e n t i f i c  i n  t h i s  famous a n a l o g y  o f  r i v e r  and o c e a n :

T r a v e l l e r s  i n  S w i t z e r l a n d  who s t e p p e d  a c r o s s  t h e  Rhine  
w here  i t  f l o w e d  from  i t s  g l a c i e r  c o u l d  f o l l o w  i t s  
c o u r s e  among m e d i a e v a l  towns  and f e u d a l  r u i n s ,  u n t i l  
i t  became a h ig h w a y  f o r  modern i n d u s t r y ,  and a t  l a s t  
a r r i v e d  a t  a p erm anent  e q u i l i b r i u m  i n  t h e  o c e a n .  Amer­
i c a n  h i s t o r y  f o l l o w e d  t h e  same c o u r s e .  W ith  p r e h i s t o r i c  
g l a c i e r s  and m e d i a e v a l  f e u d a l i s m  t h e  s t o r y  had l i t t l e  
t o  do;  b u t  from t h e  moment i t  came w i t h i n  s i g h t  o f  th e  
o c e a n  i t  a c q u i r e d  i n t e r e s t  a l m o s t  p a i n f u l .  A c h i l d  
c o u l d  f i n d  h i s  way i n  a r i v e r - v a l l e y , and a boy c o u l d  
f l o a t  on t h e  w a t e r s  o f  H o l l a n d ;  b u t  s c i e n c e  a l o n e  c o u ld  
sound t h e  d e p t h s  o f  t h e  o c e a n ,  m easure  i t s  c u r r e n t s ,  
f o r e t e l l  i t s  s t o r m s ,  o r  f i x  i t s  r e l a t i o n s  t o  t h e  s y s t e m  
o f  N a t u r e .  I n  a d e m o c r a t i c  o c e a n  s c i e n c e  c o u ld  s e e  
s o m e t h i n g  u l t i m a t e .  Man c o u l d  go no f u r t h e r .  The atom  ̂
m ig h t  move,  b u t  t h e  g e n e r a l  e q u i l i b r i u m  c o u l d  n o t  c h a n g e .

The i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h i s  s p l e n d i d  p a r a g r a p h  d o e s  n o t  d e r i v e

from  H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r ' s  u s e  o f  a s i m i l a r  m eta p h o r .  Adams

was u s i n g  t h e  image t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  dem ocracy  was t h e  f i n a l

form o f  s o c i a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  ( s o c i a l i s m  had n o t  y e t  b e g u n  t o

p r e y  on h i s  m in d ) ,  w i t h o u t  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h i s  movement

n e c e s s a r i l y  meant p r o g r e s s .

These  a n a l o g i e s  s a y  much, h o w e v e r ,  a b o u t  A dam s's  

c o n c e p t  o f  man and s o c i e t y .  Adams had h i s  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  

m oments ,  when he  saw men a s  mere a n i m a l s  c a u g h t  i n  a w o r ld  

t h e y  c o u l d  n o t  c o n t r o l .  To him t h e  p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  Amer­

i c a n  h i s t o r y ,  M i c h a e l  Kraus a s s e r t s ,  " a l l  seem ed v e r y  r e ­

m o te ,  a s  Adams v i e w e d  t h e  s c e n e  w i t h  t h e  d e t a c h m e n t  o f  a
2

s c i e n t i s t  w a t c h i n g  i n s e c t s . "  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  i n  

h i s  c o p y  o f  Henry M a u d s l e y ' s  Body and W i l l , Adams marked  

t h e  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  "most men e v e n t u a l l y  a r e  l i t t l e  more

^H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s , IV, 289;  IX, 2 2 5 .
2The Writing of American History, p. 182.
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t h a n  m a c h i n e s ,  w h o se  s a y i n g s  a n d  d o i n g s  f ro m  d a y  t o  d a y  may

be  p r e d i c t e d  w i t h  a s  much c e r t a i n t y  a s  t h e  c r i e s  a n d  d o i n g s  
1

o f  a p a r r o t , "  Adams a l s o  m a r k e d  1 ,  H. H u x l e y ’ s f a m o u s  

j u d g m e n t  t h a t  "We a r e  c o n s c i o u s  a u t o m a t a ,  endow ed  w i t h  f r e e  

w i l l  i n  t h e  o n l y  i n t e l l i g i b l e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  t e r m — i n a s m u c h  

a s  i n  many r e s p e c t s  we a r e  a b l e  t o  do a s  we l i k e — b u t  none  

t h e  l e s s  p a r t  o f  a g r e a t  s e r i e s  o f  c a u s e s  a n d  e f f e c t s  w h i c h ,

i n  u n b r o k e n  c o n t i n u i t y ,  c o m p o se s  t h a t  w h i c h  i s ,  a n d  h a s
2

b e e n ,  a n d  s h a l l  b e — t h e  sum o f  e x i s t e n c e . "  I n  t h e  H i s t o r y  

Adams o c c a s i o n a l l y  c o m p a r e d  men t o  a n i m a l s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  

p i o n e e r s  who i n  1880 w e r e  " c u t t i n g  down t h e  f o r e s t s  w i t h  

t h e  e n e r g y  o f  s o  many b e a v e r s ,  a n d  w i t h  no m ore  e x p r e s s
3

m o r a l  p u r p o s e  t h a n  t h e  b e a v e r s  t h e y  d r o v e  a w a y . "  B u t  we 

s h o u l d  n o t i c e  t h a t  M a u d s l e y  l i m i t s  h i s  comment t o  m o s t  men,  

who a r e  " l i t t l e " — b u t  s o m e w h a t— m ore  t h a n  m a c h i n e s ;  t h a t  

H u x l e y  a l l o w s  f r e e  w i l l  i n  a p r a c t i c a l  s e n s e ;  a n d  t h a t  Adams 

h e l d  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  m o r a l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  

t h e i r  a c t i o n s .

C r i t i c s  h a v e  p r o b a b l y  made t o o  much o f  A d a m s ' s  a n a l ­

o g i e s  f r o m  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d ,  b u t  h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  m a n ' s  r e l a ­

t i o n  t o  n a t u r e  i s  i m p o r t a n t  i f  n o t  a l w a y s  c l e a r .  He a g r e e d  

w i t h  B u c k l e  a n d  S u m n er  t h a t  man n e e d e d  t o  c o n t r o l  a n d  m a s t e r  

n a t u r e .  Much o f  A m e r i c a ' s  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  1800 d e r i v e d  f r o m

1P .  16 0 .
2

"On t h e  H y p o t h e s i s  T h a t  A n i m a l s  A re  A u t o m a t a ,  a n d  
I t s  H i s t o r y , "  i n  S c i e n c e  a n d  C u l t u r e , a n d  O t h e r  E s s a y s  ( 1 8 8 4 )  
( a t  t h e  M a s s .  H i s t .  S o c . ) ,  p .  2 4 7 .

^H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s , I ,  1 7 7 .
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n a t u r e  b e i n g  " r a t h e r  m a n ’ s m a s t e r  t h a n  h i s  s e r v a n t ,  an d  t h e  

f i v e  m i l l i o n  A m e r i c a n s  s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h  t h e  u n t a m e d  c o n t i n e n t  

s eem ed  h a r d l y  more  c o m p e t e n t  t o  t h e i r  t a s k  t h a n  t h e  b e a v e r s  

a n d  b u f f a l o  w h i c h  h a d  f o r  c o u n t l e s s  g e n e r a t i o n s  made b r i d g e s  

an d  r o a d s  o f  t h e i r  o w n ."  B u t  t h e  r o m a n t i c  A m e r i c a n  was " i n  

a m b i t i o n  a l r e a d y  r u l i n g  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  g u i d i n g  N a t u r e  w i t h  

a k i n d e r  a n d  w i s e r  h a n d  t h a n  h a d  e v e r  y e t  b e e n  f e l t  i n  h u ­

man h i s t o r y . "  The a m b i t i o n  was  n o b l e ,  i f  n e v e r  f u l l y  r e a l ­

i z e d .  " P r a c t i c a l  p o l i t i c s , "  i n  t h e  b e s t  s e n s e ,  was "a human 

a t t e m p t  t c  m o d i f y  t h e  s e v e r i t y  o f  N a t u r e ' s  p r o c e s s e s . "  To 

ove rcom e  n a t u r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  men h a d  t o  o b e y  h e r  l a w s ;  Adams 

a n d  Sumner  i n s i s t e d  e q u a l l y  t h a t  t o  v i o l a t e  t h e  l a w s  o f  

n a t u r e  was t h e  s u r e  r o a d  t o  d e s t r u c t i o n .  The q u e s t i o n  w a s ,  

w h a t  w e re  t h e s e  l a w s  a n d  how d i d  t h e y  a p p l y ?  Adams d i d  n o t  

c o m p l e t e l y  a g r e e  w i t h  G-eorge C a b o t ,  a p r e c u r s o r  o f  t h e  s o ­

c i a l  D a r w i n i s t s ,  who f e l t  ( a s  Adams w r o t e )  t h a t  "D em o cracy  

m u s t  end  i n  a c r i s i s ,  e x p e r i e n c e  an d  r e a s o n  p r o n o u n c e d  i t  

i m p r a c t i c a b l e  an d  a b s u r d  / b e c a u s e  i t  d i d  n o t  a l l o w  t h e  

f i t t e s t  t o  r u l e / ,  N a t u r e  w o u ld  i n  due t i m e  v i n d i c a t e  h e r  own 

l a w s . "  What t h e  H i s t o r y  p r o v e d ,  h o w e v e r ,  was  t h a t  t h e  l a w  

o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  a p p l i e d  t o  e v e r y  s o c i e t y ;  e a c h  

n a t i o n  m u s t  f i g h t  t o  s u r v i v e .  J e f f e r s o n  a n d  t h e  R e p u b l i c a n s  

t r i e d  t o  e v a d e  t h i s  l a w ;  s i n c e  " P e a c e  w as  h i s  p a s s i o n , "  

J e f f e r s o n  t r i e d  e v e r y t h i n g  t o  e s c a p e  w a r .  When h i s  u l t i m a t e  

e f f o r t ,  t h e  e m b a r g o ,  f a i l e d ,  " A m e r ic a  b e g a n  s l o w l y  t o  s t r u g ­

g l e ,  u n d e r  t h e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  p a i n ,  t o w a r d  a c o n v i c t i o n

11bid., I, 5, 172; VIII, 20; II, 166.
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t h a t  s h e  m u s t  b e a r  t h e  common b u r d e n s  o f  h u m a n i t y ,  an d  f i g h t

w i t h  t h e  w e a p o n s  o f  o t h e r  r a c e s  i n  t h e  same b l o o d y  a r e n a ;

t h a t  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  much l o n g e r  d e l u d e  h e r s e l f  w i t h  h o p e s  o f
1

e v a d i n g  l a w s  o f  N a t u r e  an d  i n s t i n c t s  o f  l i f e . "

G e o rg e  H o c h f i e l d  t a k e s  t h i s  f a i l u r e  o f  R e p u b l i c a n  

p o l i c y  t o  t y p i f y  t h e  f a i l u r e ,  f o r  Adams,  o f  i d e a l i s m  g e n ­

e r a l l y .  B u t  a c c o r d i n g  t o  H o c h f i e l d ,  Adams d i d  n o t  s e e  t h e  

R e p u b l i c a n  i d e a l i s t s  a s  m e re  i n n o c e n t  v i c t i m s  o f  " c i r c u m ­

s t a n c e s ,  " a s  h e  h a d  i n  G a l l a t i n . R a t h e r ,  Adams a c c e p t e d  

r e a l i t y  a n d  saw i d e a l i s m  a s  u s e l e s s  a n d  e v e n  h a r m f u l ,  i f  i t  

p e r s i s t s  i n  i l l u s i o n s ,  i f  i t  b r e a k s  n a t u r a l  l a w s .  H o c h f i e l d  

a s s e r t s  t h a t  "The H i s t o r y  l a y s  t o  r e s t ,  o n c e  a n d  f o r  a l l ,  

t h e  g h o s t  o f  A m e r i c a n  i d e a l i s m  w h i c h  h a d  b e e n  h a u n t i n g  Adams

f o r  y e a r s , "  a n d _ _ " l e a v e s  h im  w i t h  a k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  h a r d n e s s
2

a n d  s o l i d i t y  o f  l i f e . "  I f  H o c h f i e l d  i s  r i g h t ,  i t  s eem s  

l i k e l y  t h a t  Adams a t t a c h e d  a p o s i t i v e  m o r a l  v a l u e  t o  n a ­

t u r e ' s  l a w  o f  s t r u g g l e ,  t h a t  h e  h a d  d r i f t e d ,  i n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  

i n t o  t h e  camp (o n e  camp,  an y w a y )  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t s .

S t r u g g l e  Among N a t i o n s

W h e r e a s  D e m o c ra c y  i s  a b o u t  s t r u g g l e  among i n d i v i d ­

u a l s ,  t h e  H i s t o r y  c o n c e r n s  s t r u g g l e  among n a t i o n s .  The a c ­

t i o n s  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  D em o c ra cy  h a v e  no p a r t i c u l a r  

r e l e v a n c e  t o  t h e  f o r t u n e s  o f  A m e r i c a ,  b u t  t h e  f i g u r e s  i n  t h e  

H i s t o r y  t a k e  t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f r o m  t h e i r  e f f e c t  o n  t h e

1Ibid., IY, 289.
2Henry Adams, p. 84.
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c o u n t r y .  The m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  c h a r a c t e r  o f  a l l  i s  t h e  n a t i o n  

h e r s e l f ,  a n d  t h e  p l o t  c o n c e r n s  h e r  s t r i v i n g  t o  s u c c e e d  i n  

a w o r l d  a f f l i c t e d  b y  t h e  b e l l i g e r e n c e  o f  E n g l a n d  a n d  P r a n c e .  

Adams h a d  n o t  c h a n g e d  h i s  m ind  a b o u t  t h e  c o r r u p t i n g  e f f e c t  

o f  t h e  b a t t l e  f o r  p o w e r  o n  i n d i v i d u a l s .  Y/hen. t h e  R e p u b l i ­

c a n s  becam e  i n v o l v e d  i n  a p o w e r  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  f o r e i g n  s t a t e s ­

men a n d  o t h e r  A m e r i c a n  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  t h e i r  f a t e  was s i m i l a r  

( i n  k i n d  i f  n o t  d e g r e e )  t o  t h a t  o f  S e n a t o r  R a t c l i f f e .  "T h ey  

becam e  e n m e s h e d  i n  t h e  game o f  p o w e r , ” J .  C. l e v e n s o n  o b ­

s e r v e s ,  " u n t i l  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  b e h a v i o r  s a n k  t o  t h e  m o r a l
1

l e v e l  o f  ’E u r o p e . ' "  B u t  t h e  m o r a l  n a t u r e  o f  p o l i t i c a l

p o w e r  an d  s t r u g g l e  i s  t r a n s f o r m e d  w hen  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e

n a t i o n ,  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c i a n ,  i s  a t  s t a k e .

When A m e r i c a  c o n f r o n t e d  h o s t i l e  E n g l a n d  a n d  P r a n c e ,  m o r a l i t y

a n d  h o n o r  d em anded  t h a t  t h e  n a t i o n  d i s p l a y  i t s  p o w e r  i n  w a r .

Adams made t h e  p o i n t  by  r e c a l l i n g  J e f f e r s o n ' s  a d v i c e  t o  a

g r a n d s o n ,  t h a t  he  s h o u l d  " g e t  b y  th e m  f i e r y  z e a l o t s ^ ,

t h e r e f o r e ,  a s  y o u  w o u ld  b y  a n  a n g r y  b u l l ;  i t  i s  n o t  f o r  a

man o f  s e n s e  t o  d i s p u t e  t h e  r o a d  w i t h  s u c h  a n  a n i m a l . "  I n

p r i v a t e  l i f e  t h i s  was  good  a d v i c e  a n d  " d i d  h o n o r , "  Adams

c o n c e d e d ,  " t o  t h e  g e n t l e n e s s  o f  J e f f e r s o n ' s  n a t u r e . "  B u t

Adams i n s i s t e d  t h a t

a c o u r s e  o f  c o n d u c t  e x c e l l e n t  i n  s o c i a l  l i f e  c o u l d  n o t  
be  made t o  s u i t  t h e  a r e n a  o f  p o l i t i c s .  . . . /[The E n g ­
l i s h  b u l l J 7  was  n o t  o n l y  a n g r y ,  b u t  mad w i t h  p a i n  a n d  
b l i n d  w i t h  r a g e ;  h i s  t h r o a t  a n d  f l a n k s  w e r e  t o r n  a n d  
r a w  w h e r e  t h e  C o r s i c a n  w o l f  h a d  s e t  h i s  t e e t h ;  a p a c k  
o f  m a s t i f f s  a n d  c u r s  w e r e  b a i t i n g  h im  a n d  y e l l i n g  a t  
h i s  h e e l s ,  a n d  h i s  b l o o d - s h o t  e y e s  no l o n g e r  knew f r i e n d

i Mind and Art of Henry Adams, p. 182.
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f r o m  f o e ,  a s  h e  r u s h e d  w i t h  a r o a r  o f  s t u p i d  r a g e  u p o n  
t h e  P r e s i d e n t .  To g e t  b y  h im  w as  i m p o s s i b l e .  To f l y  
was  t h e  o n l y  r e s o u r c e  i f  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  w o u l d  n o t  s t a n d  
h i s  g r o u n d  a n d  s t o p  t h e  a n i m a l  b y  s k i l l  o r  fo rce_ .

Pew r u l e r s  e v e r  s u c c e e d e d  i n  r u n n i n g  f ro m  d a n g e r  
w i t h  d i g n i t y . ”'

The m e t a p h o r  h a s  i t s  p a r a l l e l s  i n  D e m o c r a c y , b u t  t h e  m o r a l  

q u e s t i o n  i s  u t t e r l y  d i f f e r e n t .  War w as  b a d  f o r  t h e  men who 

f o u g h t  i t ,  a n d  a l s o  f o r  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  h i s t o r i a n  ( i t  o b ­

s c u r e d  t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  l a w s ) ,  b u t  a n a t i o n  

c o u l d  n o t  a l w a y s  a v o i d  i t .  Adams b e l i e v e d  t h e  mad b u l l  

w o u ld  n e v e r  s t o p  c h a s i n g  t h e  man who f l e d .

Adams h a d  g r e a t  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  E n g l i s h .  S t u p i d ,  

b r u t a l ,  a n d  s e l f i s h  t h e y  c e r t a i n l y  w e r e ,  b u t  t h e y  n e e d e d  

s u c h  q u a l i t i e s  f o r  s u c c e s s .  " S e ld o m  l o n g  a t  p e a c e ,  t h e y  

h a d  won w h a t e v e r  w as  t h e i r s  b y  c r e a t i n g  a n a t i o n a l  c h a r a c ­

t e r  i n  w h i c h  p e r s o n a l  c o u r a g e  was a s  m a r k e d  a q u a l i t y  a s  

s e l f i s h n e s s ;  f o r  i n  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n  no  o t h e r  t h a n  a some­

w h a t  b r u t a l  e n e r g y  c o u l d  h a v e  s e c u r e d  s u c c e s s . "  F o r  n a t i o n s  

a s  w e l l  a s  i n d i v i d u a l s  a n d  s p e c i e s  i t  was a D a r w i n i a n  w o r l d ,  

a n d  " I n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  t h e  E n g l i s h  p e o p l e ,  f a ­

v o r e d  by  s i t u a t i o n ,  h a d  grown, i n t o  a new hum an  t y p e , — w h i c h  

m i g h t  be b r u t a l ,  b u t  was  n o t  w e a k . "  Ashamed o f  h i s  own 

n a t i o n ' s  t i m i d i t y ,  Adams c h r o n i c l e d  t h e  g r o w i n g  i m p a t i e n c e  

a n d  c o n t e m p t  w i t h  w h i c h  t h e  E n g l i s h  o b s e r v e d  t h e  A m e r i c a n s ’ 

a t t e m p t s  t o  a v o i d  w a r .  The i s s u e  w as  w h e t h e r  A m e r i c a n s  

c o u l d  e s c a p e  t h e  hum an c o n d i t i o n ,  e s c a p e ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  

s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e .  " E n g l a n d  r e q u i r e d  A m e r ic a  t o  p r o v e  

b y  a c t s  w h a t  v i r t u e  e x i s t e d  i n  h e r  c o n d u c t  o r  c h a r a c t e r

^H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s , IV ,  139*
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which,  s h o u l d  e x e m p t  h e r  f r o m  t h e  common l o t  o f  h u m a n i t y ,  o r  

s h o u l d  e n t i t l e  h e r  t o  e s c a p e  t h e  t e s t s  o f  m a n h o o d , — t h e  

t r i a l s ,  m i s e r i e s ,  a n d  m a r t y r d o m s  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  t h e  c h a r a c ­

t e r  o f  m a n k in d  h a d  t h u s  f a r  i n  human h i s t o r y  t a k e n ,  f o r
1

g o o d  o r  h a d ,  i t s  v i g o r o u s  d e v e l o p m e n t . "

The A m e r i c a n s  t h o u g h t  t h a t  t h e i r  i s o l a t i o n ,  t h e i r

r e m o v a l  f r o m  t h e  c o n s t a n t  q u a r r e l i n g  o f  E u r o p e a n  s t a t e s

g a v e  th em  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y ,  i f  n o t  t h e  r i g h t ,  t o  s h u n  w a r ,

a n d  t h e y  i n t e n d e d  t o  d e f e n d  t h e m s e l v e s  b y  o t h e r  m e t h o d s .

B e l i e v i n g  t h a t  i n  t h e  l o n g  r u n  i n t e r e s t ,  n o t  v i o l e n c e ,  
w o u ld  r u l e  t h e  w o r l d ,  . . . t h e y  w e r e  t e m p t e d  t o  l o o k  
u p o n  w a r  a n d  p r e p a r a t i o n s  f o r  w a r  a s  t h e  w o r s t  o f  
b l u n d e r s ;  f o r  t h e y  w e r e  s u r e  t h a t  e v e r y  d o l l a r  c a p i ­
t a l i z e d  i n  i n d u s t r y  was  a m eans  o f  o v e r t h r o w i n g  t h e i r  
e n e m i e s  more  e f f e c t i v e  t h a n  a t h o u s a n d  d o l l a r s  s p e n t  
on f r i g a t e s  o r  s t a n d i n g  a r m i e s .  The s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  
A m e r i c a n  s y s t e m  w a s ,  f r o m  t h i s  p o i n t  o f  v i e w ,  a q u e s ­
t i o n  o f  econ o m y .  I f  t h e y  c o u l d  r e l i e v e  t h e m s e l v e s  
f ro m  d e b t s ,  t a x e s ,  a r m i e s ,  a n d  g o v e r n m e n t  i n t e r f e r e n c e  
w i t h  i n d u s t r y ,  t h e y  m u s t  s u c c e e d  i n  o u t s t r i p p i n g  E u r o p e  
i n  econom y o f  p r o d u c t i o n . 2

H e r e  w a s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  a t h e o r y  o f  e c o n o m i c  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m

w i t h  w h i c h  Adams was  b a s i c a l l y  i n  s y m p a t h y .  He a l s o  saw

n o b i l i t y  a n d  p r o g r e s s i v e n e s s  i n  s u c h  r e g a r d  f o r  p e a c e .  A t

t i m e s  he  w o n d e r e d  r h e t o r i c a l l y  w h e t h e r  A m e r i c a  w o u ld  be

co ndem ned  " t o  r e p e a t  t h e  s t o r y  o f  v i o l e n c e  a n d  b r u t a l i t y

w h i c h  t h e  w o r l d  a l r e a d y  knew by  h e a r t ,  u n t i l  r e p e t i t i o n

f o r  t h o u s a n d s  o f  y e a r s  h a d  w e a r i e d  a n d  s i c k e n e d  m a n k i n d . "

C o u l d  A m e r i c a  a v o i d  r e p e a t i n g  t h e  b r u t a l  p a s t ?  I f ,  a s

Adams w r o t e ,  " t h e  u n f a i l i n g  m a r k  o f  a p r i m i t i v e  s o c i e t y

w as  t o  r e g a r d  w a r  a s  t h e  m o s t  n a t u r a l  p u r s u i t  o f  m a n , "

11 b i d . , I I I ,  3 9 5 ;  IV ,  7 4 .
p

I b i d . , I ,  1 6 2 .  On t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  i s o l a t i o n  a n d  
s e c u r i t y  o n  A m e r i c a n s '  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  w a r ,  s e e  i b i d . , IX ,  
2 2 6 .
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t h e n  A m e r i c a  r e p r e s e n t e d  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n .  "The c h i e f  s i g n  

t h a t  A m e r i c a n s  h a d  o t h e r  q u a l i t i e s  t h a n  t h e  r a c e s  f ro m  w h i c h  

t h e y  s p r a n g ,  w as  shown by  t h e i r  d i s l i k e  f o r  w a r  a s  a p r o ­

f e s s i o n ,  a n d  t h e i r  o b s t i n a t e  a t t e m p t s  t o  i n v e n t  o t h e r  m e t h -
i

o d s  f o r  o b t a i n i n g  t h e i r  e n d s . "  T h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  s eem ed  t o  

s i g n i f y  r e a l  p r o g r e s s .

The d i f f i c u l t y  was  t h a t  " i n  t h e  a c t u a l  s t a t e  o f  man­

k i n d ,  s a f e t y  a n d  c i v i l i z a t i o n  c o u l d  s t i l l  be s e c u r e d  o n l y  

t h r o u g h  t h e  p o w e r  o f  s e l f - d e f e n s e . "  A m e r i c a n s  f e a r e d  w a r  

b e c a u s e  t h e y  f e a r e d  t h e  d i c t a t o r i a l  p o w e r  o f  a s t a n d i n g  a rm y .  

T h i s  f e a r  n e v e r  was  j u s t i f i e d  i n  A m e r i c a ,  a n d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  

1 8 0 0 ' s  p e a c e  p r o v e d  m ore  r u i n o u s  t h a n  w a r .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  

t h e  e c o n o m i c  h a rm  t h a t  t h e  em b a rg o  c a u s e d  t h e  c o u n t r y ,  t h e  

A m e r i c a n s ,  i n  r e f u s i n g  t o  t e s t  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  w a r ,  came t o  

d o u b t  t h e i r  own i n t e g r i t y  a n d  c o u r a g e .  I n  a f i n a l  i r o n y ,  

t h e  b l i n d  p u r s u i t  o f  p e a c e  f r u s t r a t e d  t h e  A m e r i c a n s '  s e l f -  

r e s p e c t  s o  much t h a t  t h e i r  i n s t i n c t s  f o r  c o n q u e s t  a n d  b r u ­

t a l  s t r u g g l e  w e r e  i n t e n s i f i e d .  I t  was  a n  o m in o u s  p a r a d o x  

t o  a n y  b e l i e v e r  i n  human p r o g r e s s :  "The  p u b l i c  h a d  b e e n

t a u g h t ,  a n d  h a d  a c t u a l l y  l e a r n e d ,  t o  d o u b t  i t s  own p h y s i c a l  

c o u r a g e ,  an d  t h e  r e a c t i o n  o f  d e l i g h t  i n  s a t i s f y i n g  i t s e l f  

t h a t  i t  s t i l l  p o s s e s s e d  t h e  com m ones t  a n d  m o s t  b r u t a l  o f

human q u a l i t i e s  was  t h e  n a t u r a l  r e s u l t  o f  a s y s t e m  t h a t
2

i g n o r e d  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  w a r . "  The m o r a l  w as  t h a t  com­

p e t i t i o n .  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  w a r  among n a t i o n s  was a n  i n e v i t a b l e  

c o n d i t i o n  o f  l i f e ,  a " l a w  o f  N a t u r e , "  a n d  t h a t  t h e  d e s i r e

^Ibid., I, 156, IV, 136.
2Ibid., IV, 210-11, VI, 376.
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f o r  s t r u g g l e  an d  c o n q u e s t  was a l a w  o f  human n a t u r e .  P r o g ­

r e s s  t h r o u g h  c o n t i n u o u s  p e a c e  w a s ,  t h e n ,  a U t o p i a n  i l l u s i o n  

o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n s .  Though  p e a c e ,  a b s t r a c t l y  c o n s i d e r e d ,  was 

m o r a l l y  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  w a r ,  i n  some s i t u a t i o n s  w a r  was  l e s s  

h a r m f u l  t o  a n a t i o n  t h a n  p e a c e ,  e v e n  i f  i t s  s o v e r e i g n t y  was 

n o t  t h r e a t e n e d .

A dam s’ s r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  e a r l y  A m er ic a  c o u l d  n o t  

e s c a p e  w ar  d o e s  n o t  mean t h a t  h e  a d m i r e d  w a r .  B u t  we may 

w o n d e r  w h e t h e r  h e  s h a r e d  h i s  b r o t h e r  B r o o k s ’ s e n t h u s i a s m  

f o r  w a r  an d  h i s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  f i t t e s t  n a t i o n .  

H e n r y  w e n t  t h i s  f a r ;  " I f  w a r  made men b r u t a l ,  a t  l e a s t  i t  

made them  s t r o n g ;  i t  c a l l e d  o u t  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  b e s t  f i t t e d  

t o  s u r v i v e  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e .  . . . War , w i t h  

a l l  i t s  h o r r o r s ,  c o u l d  p u r i f y  a s  w e l l  a s  d e b a s e ;  i t  d e a l t  

w i t h  h i g h  m o t i v e s  an d  v a s t  i n t e r e s t s ;  t a u g h t  c o u r a g e ,  d i s ­

c i p l i n e ,  a n d  s t e r n  s e n s e  o f  d u t y . "  Adams, h o w e v e r ,  was 

p r a i s i n g  w a r  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n  c o m p a r i s o n  t o  t h e  e m b a r g o ,  

w h i c h  s t i m u l a t e d  o n l y  i g n o b l e  q u a l i t i e s  a n d  w h i c h  f a i l e d  

e v e n  t o  make men o r  s o c i e t y  s t r o n g .  He d i d  n o t  i n d u l g e  i n  

m i n d l e s s  p r a i s e  o f  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  b y  w h i c h  men s u r v i v e ,  a s  

h i s  n a r r a t i o n  o f  t h e  I n d i a n  w a r s  s h o w s .  The w h i t e  m a n ' s  

t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  I n d i a n s ,  he  w r o t e ,  " o f f e r e d  a n  i l l u s t r a ­

t i o n  o f  t h e  l a w  a c c e p t e d  b y  a l l  h i s t o r i a n s  i n  t h e o r y ,  b u t  

a d o p t e d  by  none  i n  p r a c t i c e ;  w h i c h  f o r m e r  a g e s  c a l l e d  ' f a t e , '  

a n d  m e t a p h y s i c i a n s  c a l l e d  ’n e c e s s i t y , ' b u t  w h i c h  m o d e rn  

s c i e n c e  h a s  r e f i n e d  i n t o  t h e  ' s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  f i t t e s t . ' Ho 

a c i d  e v e r  w o rk e d  m ore  m e c h a n i c a l l y  on  a v e g e t a b l e  f i b r e  t h a n
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t h e  w h i t e  man a c t e d  o n  t h e  I n d i a n . ” Bad f a i t h ,  a s  t h e  n a r ­

r a t i v e  s h o w s ,  was  t h e  w h i t e  m a n ' s  a c i d .  A d a m s ' s  d i s t a s t e  

f o r  t h e  A m e r i c a n s '  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  I n d i a n s  show s  t h a t  w h a t ­

e v e r  f o n d n e s s  h e  h a d  f o r  w a r  d e r i v e d  f r o m  r o m a n t i c  n o t i o n s  

o f  h o n o r  a n d  s k i l l  a n d  n o t  f ro m  a n y  e x a g g e r a t e d  r e s p e c t  f o r  

t h e  l a w  o f  s t r u g g l e  a n d  s u r v i v a l  o r  f r o m  a B e l i e f  t h a t  w a r  

c a u s e d  p r o g r e s s .  War m e r e l y  a c c e l e r a t e d  m ovem ent  i n  w h a t ­

e v e r  d i r e c t i o n  a n a t i o n  was  a l r e a d y  h e a d e d  i n :  " I t  was a

p o t e n t  f o r c e  t o  sw e ep  n a t i o n s  o n  t h e i r  d e s t i n e d  way t o  d e -
1

v e l o p m e n t  o r  d e c l i n e . "

" I n  p e a c e  c o m p e t i t i o n  h a d  become d i f f i c u l t , ” Adams 

w r o t e ,  " u n t i l  t h e  B r i t i s h  s h i p o w n e r  c r i e d  f o r  w a r . "  Adams 

h i m s e l f  n e v e r  j u s t i f i e d  w a r  by  i t s  e f f e c t s  o n  e c o n o m i c s ,  

t h o u g h  h e  p a i d  m ore  a t t e n t i o n  t o  i t s  e c o n o m i c  t h a n  i t s  

m o r a l  e f f e c t s .  E c o n o m i c s  was  e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  s u b j e c t  t o  

t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e ,  h o w e v e r ,  a n d  Adams se em ed  t o  

a p p r o v e  t h e  e c o n o m i c  h a r d s h i p  c a u s e d  b y  t h e  em b a rg o  p r e ­

c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  i t  a i d e d  t h o s e  w i t h  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  i n s t i n c t  

f o r  s t r u g g l i n g .  T h a t  m e a n t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  Few 

E n g l a n d .  " I n  New E n g l a n d ,  w h e r e  t h e  s t r u g g l e  o f  e x i s t e n c e  vss  

k e e n e s t ,  t h e  e m b a rg o  s t r u c k  l i k e  a t h u n d e r b o l t ,  a n d  s o ­

c i e t y  f o r  a moment t h o u g h t  i t s e l f  a t  a n  e n d . "  B u t  w i t h  

a i d  o f  e n e r g y ,  t h r i f t ,  a n d  a h e a l t h y  d i s r e s p e c t  f o r  a b a d  

l a w ,  t h e  r e g i o n  s u r v i v e d .  "New i n d u s t r i e s  s p r a n g  u p  r a p ­

i d l y  on  a s o i l  a n d  i n  a c l i m a t e  w h e r e  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  l i f e

1 I b i d . , IV ,  2 7 7 ,  V I ,  6 9 ,  4 3 6 .  We m i g h t  n o t e  h e r e  
t h a t  Adams show ed  no s i g n s ,  i n  h i s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  I n d i a n s ,  
t h e  N e g ro  r e b e l s  o f  H a i t i ,  o r  t h e  A m e r i c a n  N e g r o e s ,  o f  t h e  
r a c i s m  t h a t  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m  e n c o u r a g e d  i n  many p e o p l e .



165

was m ore  s e v e r e  t h a n  e l s e w h e r e  i n  t h e  U n i o n . ” I n  a t i m e  o f  

h a r d s h i p "  an d  t r o u b l e ,  a t r a d i t i o n  o f  s t r u g g l e  was a g r e a t  

a s s e t .

T h e r e  i s  a S u m n e r i a n  g r a n d e u r  i n  t h e  e a r l y  c h a p t e r

o n  " A m e r i c a n  I d e a l s , "  i n  w h i c h  Adams e m p h a s i z e d  t h a t  t h e

y o u n g  n a t i o n , t h o u g h  p h y s i c a l l y  p r i m i t i v e ,  o f f e r e d  u n l i m i t e d

o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  t h e  i n d u s t r i o u s .  T h i s  s i t u a t i o n  f i t t e d

S u m n e r ' s  i d e a l  o f  p r o g r e s s :  i n c r e a s i n g  o p p o r t u n i t y  w h i c h

e n a b l e s  more  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  s u c c e e d  a n d  s u r v i v e .  B u t  t h e

c o n c l u d i n g  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  H i s t o r y  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Adams f e l t

o p p o r t u n i t y  i n  A m e r ic a  h a d  become t o o  w i d e s p r e a d  by 18 1 7 ,

so  t h a t  s t r u g g l e  h a d  u n f o r t u n a t e l y  l o s t  i t s  i n t e n s i t y .  T r u e ,

"The A m e r i c a n  c o n t i n e n t  was h a p p i e r  i n  i t s  c o n d i t i o n s  an d

e a s i e r  i n  i t s  r e s o u r c e s  t h a n  t h e  r e g i o n s  o f  E u r o p e  a n d  A s i a ,
2

w h e re  N a t u r e  r e v e l l e d  i n  d i v e r s i t y  a n d  c o n f l i c t . "  B u t  t h e  

e f f e c t s  o f  h a p p i n e s s  a n d  e a s e  w e r e  n o t  e n t i r e l y  p l e a s a n t  t o  

c o n t e m p l a t e .  R e l i g i o u s  t h o u g h t  t o o k  i t s  t o n e  f ro m  t h e  

e a s i n g  o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  a n d  d e v e l o p e d  a m i n d ­

l e s s ,  o p t i m i s t i c  t h e o l o g y  t h a t  s u b o r d i n a t e d  God t o  man an d  

" r e j e c t e d  n e c e s s a r y  c o n c l u s i o n s  o f  t h e o l o g y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  

w e r e  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  human s e l f - e s t e e m . "  P o l i t i c a l  t h e ­

o r y  made no a d v a n c e s ,  a n d  an  u n i n t e l l i g e n t  e u p h o r i a  o f  t h e  

A m e r i c a n  p e o p l e ,  who b e l i e v e d  " t h a t  a l l  was f o r  t h e  b e s t ,  

a s  f a r  a s  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w e re  c o n c e r n e d ,  i n  t h e  a f f a i r s  

o f  m a n k i n d , "  b o d e d  i l l  (Adams i m p l i e d )  f o r  t h e  f u t u r e .  "On

1Ibid., IV, 75, 278.
2Ibid., I, 159-60; IX, 241.
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e v e r y  s i d e  s o c i e t y  showed t h a t  e a s e  was  f o r  a_ t i m e  t o  t a k e  

t h e  lo lace  o f  s e v e r i t y . "  F i n a l l y ,  Adams s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  t h e  

a b s e n c e  o f  s e v e r e  s t r u g g l e  m i g h t  make t h e  A m e r i c a n  c h a r a c ­

t e r  " s l u g g i s h , "  "The  i n e r t i a  o f  s e v e r a l  h u n d r e d  m i l l i o n

p e o p l e ,  a l l  f o r m e d  i n  a s i m i l a r  s o c i a l  m o u l d ,  was  a s  l i k e l y
1

t o  s t i f l e  e n e r g y  a s  t o  s t i m u l a t e  e v o l u t i o n . "  T h i s  j u d g ­

m e n t  s o u n d s  l i k e  a c o n s c i o u s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  S p e n c e r i a n  o p ­

t i m i s m .  ^

The A m e r i c a n  o f  1800  was  w e l l  e q u i p p e d  t o  s u r v i v e  

i n  a r u g g e d  l a n d .  " S t r i p p e d  f o r  t h e  h a r d e s t  w o r k ,  e v e r y  

m u s c l e  f i r m  a n d  e l a s t i c ,  e v e r y  o u n c e  o f  b r a i n  r e a d y  f o r  u s e ,  

a n d  n o t  a t r a c e  o f  s u p e r f l u o u s  f l e s h  on  h i s  n e r v o u s  an d  

s u p p l e  b o d y ,  t h e  A m e r i c a n  s t o o d  i n  t h e  w o r l d  a new o r d e r  o f  

m a n . "  A new o r d e r  o f  m an ,  t h a t  i s ,  b e c a u s e  h e  was r e a d y  

f o r  w o r k .  A dam s’ s  D a r w i n i a n  ( o r  L a m a r c k i a n )  c o n c l u s i o n  w a s :  

"The  i n s t i n c t  o f  a c t i v i t y ,  o n ce  c r e a t e d ,  s e em e d  h e r i t a b l e  

a n d  p e r m a n e n t  i n  t h e  r a c e . "  Adams v a l u e d  s u c h  e n e r g y ,  w h i c h  

p a r t l y  e x p l a i n e d  t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  A m e r i c a n s  o v e r  E u r o p e a n s .  

Y e t  i n d u s t r i o u s n e s s  e a s i l y  l e d  t o  g r e e d ,  a n d  a h e s i t a n t  i r o n y  

l u r k s  b e n e a t h  h i s  p r a i s e  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l i s m  o f  a p e o p l e  who

^I b i d . . I X ,  2 4 0 ,  2 4 1 .  My i t a l i c s .
2

Adams n e v e r  a s s e r t e d  t h e  S p e n c e r i a n  n o t i o n  t h a t  
s t r u g g l e  w o u l d  e v e n t u a l l y  be  r e p l a c e d  b y  c o o p e r a t i o n  i n  s o ­
c i e t y ,  b u t  i t  i s  w o r t h  n o t i n g  t h a t  h e  m a r k e d  M a u d s l e y ’ s  e x ­
p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  " t h a t  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  
/ m a y  b e 7  c h e c k e d  a n d  c o n t r o l l e d  b y  t h e  g r o w t h  a n d  s p r e a d  o f  
t h e  s e n t i m e n t  o f  u n i v e r s a l  b r o t h e r h o o d ,  a n d  s o  t h e  s t r u g g l e  
becom e n o t  one o f  i n d i v i d u a l  a g a i n s t  i n d i v i d u a l ,  n o r  o f  r a c e  
a g a i n s t  r a c e ,  b u t  one  o f  t h e  w h o l e  hum an  r a c e ,  c o m p a c t  i n  
s o l i d i t y  o f  f e e l i n g  a n d  a i m ,  a g a i n s t  t h e  o b s t a c l e s  t h a t  h i n ­
d e r  i t s  p r o g r e s s  t o w a r d s  h i g h e r  a n d  h i g h e r  i d e a l s , "  Body 
a n d  W i l l , p .  14 8 .
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c o u l d  f o r g i v e  t h e i r  g o v e r n m e n t  " e v e r y t h i n g  e x c e p t  a n  em pty  

T r e a s u r y . "  I t  was  no c o m p l i m e n t  t o  t h e  A m e r i c a n s  t h a t  " u n ­

t i l  t h e y  w e r e  s a t i s f i e d  t h a t  k n o w l e d g e  was m oney ,  t h e y  w o u ld  

n o t  i n s i s t  u p o n  h i g h  e d u c a t i o n ;  u n t i l  t h e y  saw w i t h  t h e i r  

own e y e s  s t o n e s  t u r n e d  i n t o  g o l d ,  t h e y  w o u l d  n o t  l e a r n  t h e
i

m e a n i n g  o f  s c i e n c e . "  T h i s  i r o n y  d o e s  n o t  s u g g e s t  t h a t  

Adams h a d  r e j e c t e d  c a p i t a l i s m  o r  t h e  " P r o t e s t a n t  e t h i c , "  

b u t  t h a t  h e  f e l t  A m e r i c a n s  w e r e  t o o  e x c l u s i v e l y  i n t e r e s t e d  

i n  p r a c t i c a l  a n d  m a t e r i a l  p r o g r e s s .  The e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  t h e  

c e n t u r y  o n l y  i n c r e a s e d  t h i s  e m p h a s i s ,  a n d  a f t e r  t h e  War o f  

1 8 1 2 ,  e c o n o m i c s  b e g a n  t o  t a k e  c o n t r o l  o f  p o l i t i c s .  " E c o ­

n o m i c a l  i n t e r e s t s  d w a r f e d  t h e  o l d  p o l i t i c a l  d i s t i n c t i o n s  

a n d  g a v e  a new c h a r a c t e r  t o  p a r t i e s . "  Sum ner  w a r n e d  a g a i n s t  

s u c h  a n  o m in o u s  t r e n d ,  a n d  A d a m s ' s  own a t t i t u d e  i s  s u g g e s t e d  

b y  h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t  w hen  a f t e r  t h e  w a r  a g r e a t  e c o n o m i c

boom f l o o d e d  t h e  S o u t h e r n  s t a t e s ,  " t h e  s t i m u l u s  t h u s  g i v e n
2

t o  t h e  s l a v e  s y s t e m  was  v i o l e n t . "  E c o n o m ic  p r o s p e r i t y  

m i g h t  p r o v e  v e r y  d a n g e r o u s  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  i t s  

p o l i t i c a l  s y s t e m .  T h o u g h  E r n e s t  S a m u e l s  a s s e r t s  t h a t  Adams 

a t  t h i s  t i m e  " e s s a y e d  J e f f e r s o n i a n  d e m o c r a c y  n o t  i n  t h e  

r a d i a n c e  o f  t h e  R i g h t s  o f  Man b u t  i n  t h e  s t e a d i e r  l i g h t  o f  

t h e  W e a l t h  o f  N a t i o n s , "  Adams h a r d l y  s eem ed  p l e a s e d  t h a t  

i n  1815 " t h e  R i g h t s  o f  Man o c c u p i e d  p u b l i c  t h o u g h t s  l e s s ,  

a n d  t h e  p r i c e  o f  c o t t o n  m o r e ,  i n  t h e  l a t e r  t h a n  i n  t h e  

e a r l i e r  t i m e . " v The p u r i t a n  c a p i t a l i s t  i n  Adams a p p r o v e d

" 'H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  I ,  1 5 9 ,  1 6 0 ,  5 7 - 5 9 ;  
I V ,  148-4-9;  I ,  7 4 .

2 I b i d . , IX ,  9 3 - 9 4 .

^ M i d d l e  Y e a r s , p .  57 .  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,
I X ,  1 0 4 .
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o f  e co n o m ic  s t r u g g l e  a n d  p r o g r e s s ,  b u t  t h e  p u r i t a n  m o r a l i s t  

i n  h im  r e g r e t t e d  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h i s  k i n d  o f  p r o g r e s s  on 

A m e r i c a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  an d  m o r a l  d e v e l o p m e n t .

P r o g r e s s

To a n a l y z e  s u c h  e f f e c t s  was t h e  j o b  o f  t h e  " s c i e n ­

t i f i c  h i s t o r i a n . "  A d am s’ s H i s t o r y  was n o t  r e a l l y  s c i e n ­

t i f i c ;  w h e n e v e r  h e  m e n t i o n e d  h i s t o r i c a l  l a w s  h e  i m m e d i a t e l y  

d r o p p e d  t h e  s u b j e c t .  I n  h i s  w o r k  s c i e n c e ,  a s  H a r v e y  Wish
i

o b s e r v e s ,  " p r o d u c e d  no h i s t o r y  w h a t e v e r . "  B u t  W i l l i a m  

J o r d y  a c c u r a t e l y  n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  H i s t o r y  i s  d o m i n a t e d  by 

" a b o v e  a l l ,  a n  e v o l u t i o n i s t  s e n s e ,  n o t  so  much o f  p r o g r e s s  

( t h o u g h  t h i s  e l e m e n t  i s  p r e s e n t )  a s  o f  p r o g r e s s i o n . "  A dam s’ s 

h i s t o r i c a l  t h o u g h t ,  m o r e o v e r ,  d rew  on  t h e  i d e a s  a n d  t e c h ­

n i q u e s  o f  v a r i o u s  t h e o r i s t s  o f  s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t .  Adams 

f o l l o w e d  B u c k l e ,  t h e  E n g l i s h  h i s t o r i a n  o f  E n g l a n d ,  a n d  

G u i z o t ,  t h e  F r e n c h  h i s t o r i a n  o f  F r a n c e ,  i n  c h o o s i n g  h i s  

n a t i v e  l a n d  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  f u r t h e s t  a d v a n c e  o f  W e s t e r n  

c i v i l i z a t i o n .  The g e n e r a l  i n f l u e n c e  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e ­

o r i s t s  on  Adams i s  c l e a r .  The m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  i n f l u e n c e ,  

t h a t  o f  Comte ,  h a s  b e e n  f u l l y  d i s c u s s e d  by J o r d y .  I t  

p r o b a b l y  was Comte who t a u g h t  Adams t o  l o o k  f o r  l a w s ,  an d  

c e r t a i n l y  Comte who t a u g h t  h im  t o  l o o k  f o r  p h a s e s ,  i n  

h i s t o r y . ^

The s u p p o s e d  a d v a n t a g e  o f  A m e r i c a ,  f o r  t h e  h i s ­

t o r i a n ,  was  t h a t  i n  h e r  i s o l a t i o n  s h e  c o u l d  g row  m o s t l y

1
The A m e r i c a n  H i s t o r i a n , p .  162 .

2
J o r d y ,  Adam s: S c i e n t i f i c  H i s t o r i a n , p p .  5 6 ,  9 7 ,

9 2 - 9 8 ,  1 1 3 - 2 0 .
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u n d i s t u r b e d  by  t h e  c o n s t a n t  s t r u g g l e s  t h a t  c o n v u l s e d  E u r o ­

p e a n  n a t i o n s ,  a n d  so  i n  h e r  g r o w t h  t h e  l a w s  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  

d e v e l o p m e n t  c o u l d  be f o u n d  o p e r a t i n g  w i t h o u t  i n t e r f e r e n c e .  

As G e o rg e  H o c h f i e l d  n o t e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  " i f  l a w s  o f  h i s t o r y  

r e q u i r e  s u c h  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  o r d e r  t o  be  d i s c o v e r e d ,  how 

a p p l i c a b l e  a r e  t h e y  l i k e l y  t o  b e  t o  s o c i e t i e s  t h a t  a r e  n o t  

u n d i s t u r b e d ,  i s o l a t e d ,  a n d  p a c i f i c ? " ”* I n  a n y  c a s e ,  Adams 

u n c o v e r e d  f ew  l a w s  o f  g e n e r a l  h i s t o r y  b u t  many o f  t h e  

f o r c e s  b e h i n d  A m e r i c a ' s  p e c u l i a r  d e v e l o p m e n t .  One o f  t h e  

s t r o n g e s t  f o r c e s  was t h e  A m e r i c a n  g e n i u s  f o r  s c i e n c e  a n d  

t e c h n o l o g y ,  w h i c h  made p o s s i b l e  A m e r i c a n  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  

t h e  s t e a m  e n g i n e  ( t h e  s u p p o r t e r s  o f  s t e a m  p o w e r ,  Adams 

a s s e r t e d ,  " d r a g g e d  s o c i e t y  f o r w a r d " ) ,  a s  w e l l  a s  A m e r i c a n  

s u p e r i o r i t y  o v e r  E n g l i s h  w a r s h i p s .  I t  was  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  

o f  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  s k i l l  t h a t  " p r o b a b l y  no p e o p l e  e v e r  g re w  

m o re  r a p i d l y  a n d  becam e m ore  m a t u r e  i n  s o  s h o r t  a t i m e . "  

And b e c a u s e  A m e r ic a  o f f e r e d  v a s t  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  t h e  u s e  

o f  e n e r g y  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y ,  t h e  A m e r i c a n  i n  1800 "was more  

i n t e l l i g e n t  t h a n  t h e  a v e r a g e  E u r o p e a n ,  a n d  was  b e c o m i n g  

e v e r y  y e a r  s t i l l  more a c t i v e - m i n d e d  a s  t h e  new m ovem ent  o f

s o c i e t y  c a u g h t  h im  up  a n d  s w e p t  h im  t h r o u g h  a l i f e  o f  m ore
2

v a r i e d  e x p e r i e n c e s . "  Thus  Adams com m it ted  h i m s e l f ,  a t  

l e a s t  s o  f a r  a s  e a r l y  A m e r i c a  w as  c o n c e r n e d ,  t o  t h e  p r o p ­

o s i t i o n  o f  N a t h a n  Gore  i n  D em o cracy  t h a t  " t h e  m a s s e s  a r e
3

now r a i s e d  t o  h i g h e r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  t h a n  f o r m e r l y . "  Adams 

1
H e n r y  Adams, p .  7 0 .

^History of the United States, I, 69-70; IX, 194;
I, 181. 3Democracy, p. 77.
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b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  f o r c e  b e h i n d  s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  

r e s i d e d  i n  t h e  m a s s e s .  He " sa w  a l l  t h e ~ p e o p l e  a s  a t  once  

t h e  e m b o d im e n t  a n d  c u l m i n a t i o n  o f  a l l  n a t u r a l  p o w e r , "  W i l ­

l i a m  J o r d y  s t a t e s .  "He saw th em  a s  h e  l a t e r  v i e w e d  t h e  

V i r g i n ,  a s  a k i n d  o f  m y s t i c a l  p r i m e  m o v e r  i n  h i s t o r y .  As

s u c h ,  t h e  p e o p l e  a l m o s t  m e c h a n i s t i c a l l y  d e t e r m i n e d  n a t i o n a l  
1

d e s t i n y . "

T h i s  l a s t  p o i n t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Adams m a i n t a i n e d  t h e  

s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t ’ s c o n c e p t  o f  s o c i a l  m ovem ent  o c c u r r i n g  

a p a r t  f ro m  t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  p o l i t i c i a n s .  He 

d i d  n o t  h o l d  t h i s  b e l i e f  r i g i d l y ,  a n d  t h o u g h  h e  d e s c r i b e d

fa m o u s  p u b l i c  men a s  b e i n g  " b o r n e  away by  t h e  s t r e a m "  o f
2

f o r c e s  b e 3rond  t h e i r  c o n t r o l ,  he  d i d  n o t  d e n y  them  a l l  i n ­

f l u e n c e  o v e r  t h e i r  c o u n t r y ' s  m o v e m en t .  T h e i r  i n f l u e n c e ,  

h o w e v e r ,  was  g e n e r a l l y  n e g a t i v e ,  a s  t h e  em b a rg o  an d  t h e  

A m e r i c a n  c o n d u c t  o f  t h e  War o f  1812 s h o w e d .  Adams a p p a r ­

e n t l y  b e l i e v e d  w i t h  S p e n c e r  t h a t  men c o u l d  d i s t o r t  o r  s lo w  

down a s o c i e t y ' s  p r o g r e s s  i f  t h e y  f a i l e d  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  an d  

s u b m i t  t o  t h e  f o r c e s  b e h i n d  i t s  m o v em en t .  B u t  e v e n t u a l l y  

t h e " n a t i o n a l  m ovem en t"  p r e v a i l e d  a n d  s o c i e t y  e v o l v e d  " d e ­

s p i t e , "  a s  W i l l i a m  J o r d y  n o t e s ,  " t h e  f u m b l i n g  p o l i c i e s  o f
3t h e  R e p u b l i c a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . "  T h e r e  i s  no e v i d e n c e  t h a t  

g o v e r n m e n t  a i d e d  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  a n d  Adams c o n t i n u e d  t o

1
A d am s : S c i e n t i f i c  H i s t o r i a n , p .  8 7 .  See  a l s o

i b i d . ,  p .  9 8 ,  a n d  S a m u e l s ,  M i d d l e  Y e a r s , p .  3 7 4 .

^H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s , IV ,  3 0 2 .
3

A d a m s : S c i e n t i f i c  H i s t o r i a n , p .  15 .  On s o c i e t y ' s
o p p o s i t i o n  t o  R e p u b l i c a n  p o l i c i e s ,  s e e  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s , V I ,  4 5 0 ,  IX ,  15 3 .
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h o l d  S e n a t o r  R a t c l i f f e ’ s d o c t r i n e  i n  D em o c rac y  t h a t  s o c i e t y

c a n n o t  be i m p r o v e d  by  t h e  p u r i f i c a t i o n  o f  g o v e r n m e n t .  F o r

t h e  m o s t  p a r t  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  m e r e l y  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  mood and
1

p h i l o s o p h y  o f  t h e  p e o p l e .  As i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  t h e n ,  democ­

r a c y  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  was t o  Adams n o t  s o  much a s y s t e m  o f  

g o v e r n m e n t  a s  a way o f  l i f e  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p e o p l e :  " t h e

t r u e  d e m o c r a c y  o f  l i f e . "

Adams b e l i e v e d  t h a t  J e f f e r s o n i a n  d e m o c r a c y  h a d  a c ­

c o m p l i s h e d  a n  i r r e v e r s i b l e  r e v o l u t i o n .  G e o rg e  C a b o t  h a d  

b e e n  w rong  when h e  s t a t e d  i n  1804 t h a t  d e m o c r a c y  was " t h e  

g o v e r n m e n t  o f  t h e  w o r s t , "  a n d  i n e v i t a b l y  w o u ld  d i s s o l v e  

i n t o  a n a r c h y  a n d  i m p o t e n c e  f o r  k e e p i n g  t h e  f i t t e s t  ( t h a t  

i s ,  t h e  New E n g l a n d  F e d e r a l i s t s )  f ro m  p o w e r .  Adams t o o k  

s i d e s  t e n t a t i v e l y  w i t h  t h e  d e m o c r a t s :  "The o b s t i n a c y  o f

t h e  r a c e  / o f  F e d e r a l i s t s /  was  n e v e r  b e t t e r  shown t h a n  when,  

w i t h  t h e  s u n l i g h t  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  b u r s t i n g  upon  

t h e m ,  t h e s e  r e s o l u t e  s o n s  o f  g r a n i t e  a n d  i c e  t u r n e d  t h e i r  

f a c e s  f ro m  t h e  s i g h t  / o f  d e m o c r a c y / ,  a n d  s m i l e d  i n  t h e i r  

s a r d o n i c  way a t  t h e  f o l l y  o r  w i c k e d n e s s  o f  men who c o u l d  

p r e t e n d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h e  w o r l d  i m p r o v e d  b e c a u s e  h e n c e f o r t h  

t h e  i g n o r a n t  an d  v i c i o u s  w e r e  t o  r u l e  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  

a n d  g o v e r n  t h e  c h u r c h e s  a n d  s c h o o l s  o f  New E n g l a n d . "

Adams,  who e l s e w h e r e  c a l l e d  " t h e  d e m o c r a t i c  movement  . . . 

e q u a l l y  i m b e c i l e  i n  p e a c e  a n d  w a r , "  s eem ed  t o  be  m o c k in g  

b o t h  s i d e s ;  b u t  d e s p i t e  h i s  d o u b t s  a b o u t  d e m o c r a c y  h e  was 

s y m p a t h e t i c  t o w a r d  i t .  The H i s t o r y  p r o v e s  t h a t  N a t h a n

1History of the United States, VI, 162-63; IX,
134-35.
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G o r e ' s  p r a i s e  o f  d e m o c r a c y  d i d  e x p r e s s  p a r t  o f  A d a m s ' s  

o p i n i o n ;  t h o u g h  t h e  c h a n c e s  f o r  s u c c e s s  w e r e  s m a l l ,  t h e  

s u c c e s s ,  i f  g a i n e d ,  w o u ld  he  m o n u m e n ta l .  I f  t h e  A m e r i c a n s  

w e r e  r i g h t

i n  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  t h e  n e x t  n e c e s s i t y  o f  human, p r o g r e s s  
was t o  l i f t  t h e  a v e r a g e  man u p o n  a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d  
s o c i a l  l e v e l  w i t h  t h e  m o s t  f a v o r e d ,  t h e y  s t o o d  a t  
l e a s t  t h r e e  g e n e r a t i o n s  n e a r e r  t h a n  E u r o p e  t o  t h e i r  
common g o a l .  The d e s t i n i e s  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w ere  
c e r t a i n l y  s t a k e d ,  w i t h o u t  r e s e r v e  o r  e s c a p e ,  on  t h e  
s o u n d n e s s  o f  t h i s  d o u b t f u l  an d  e v e n  i m p r o b a b l e  p r i n ­
c i p l e ,  i g n o r i n g  o r  o v e r t h r o w i n g  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  
c h u r c h ,  a r i s t o c r a c y ,  f a m i l y ,  a rm y ,  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  i n ­
t e r v e n t i o n ,  w h i c h  l o n g  e x p e r i e n c e  h a d  shown t o  be 
n e e d e d  f o r  t h e  s a f e t y  o f  s o c i e t y .  E u r o p e  m i g h t  be 
r i g h t  i n  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  w i t h o u t  s u c h  s a f e g u a r d s  s o ­
c i e t y  m u s t  come t o  a n  e n d ;  b u t  e v e n  E u r o p e a n s  m u s t  
c o n c e d e  t h a t  t h e r e  was a c h a n c e ,  i f  no g r e a t e r  t h a n  
one i n  a t h o u s a n d ,  t h a t  A m e r i c a  m i g h t ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  
a t i m e ,  s u c c e e d .  I f  t h i s  s t a k e  o f  t e m p o r a l  a n d  e t e r n a l  
w e l f a r e  s t o o d  on t h e  w i n n i n g  c a r d ;  i f  man a c t u a l l y  
s h o u l d  become more  v i r t u o u s  a n d  e n l i g h t e n e d ,  b y  m ere  
p r o c e s s  o f  g r o w t h ,  w i t h o u t  c h u r c h  o r  p a r e n t a l  a u t h o r i t y ;  
i f  t h e  a v e r a g e  human b e i n g  c o u l d  a c c u s t o m  h i m s e l f  t o  
r e a s o n  w i t h  t h e  l o g i c a l  p r o c e s s e s  o f  D e s c a r t e s  a n d  New­
t o n ! — w h a t  t h e n ?

What  t h e n  i n d e e d ;  b u t  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  t h i s  f e a t  a m e n t a l  e v o ­

l u t i o n  on t h e  o r d e r  h o p e d  f o r  by G eo rg e  S t r o n g  i n  E s t h e r  

seem ed  n e c e s s a r y .  Adams w o n d e r e d  w h e t h e r  A m e r i c a n  s o c i e t y  

c o u l d  " p h y s i c a l l y  d e v e l o p  t h e  c o n v o l u t i o n s  o f  t h e  human
i

b r a i n . "  The f u t u r e  o f  d e m o c r a c y  seem ed  t o  d e p e n d  on i t .

B u t  e v e n  g r a n t i n g  s u c h  m e n t a l  e v o l u t i o n ,  i t  r e m a i n e d  t o  

a n s w e r  t h e  q u e s t i o n  w i t h  w h i c h  A d a m s ' s  c o n j e c t u r a l  New 

E n g l a n d e r  c o n f r o n t e d  J e f f e r s o n  i n  1 800 :  "What w i l l  y o u  do

f o r  m o r a l  p r o g r e s s ? "

J e f f e r s o n ' s  a n s w e r ,  a s  Adams s u p p l i e d  i t ,  came f ro m

11bid., II, 76; I, 87; VII, 68; I, 158-59, 184.
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a l e t t e r  o f  1 8 1 5 :  " I  f e a r  f ro m  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  l a s t

t w e n t y - f i v e  y e a r s  t h a t  m o r a l s  do n o t  o f  n e c e s s i t y  a d v a n c e  

h a n d  i n  h a n d  w i t h  t h e  s c i e n c e s . "  T h i s  i s s u e  was  c r u c i a l  

t o  Adams,  who was s t r i c t l y  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  o n l y  when h e  

g l a n c e d  b r o a d l y  a t  t h e  cosm os  o r  t h e  sw eep  o f  h i s t o r y ,  b u t  

a m o r a l i s t  w h e n e v e r  h e  e x a m in e d  human a c t s .  I l i s  c o n c e r n  

f o r  p r o g r e s s  i n  A m e r ic a  i s  c l e a r  f r o m  h i s  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  

e a r l y  A m e r i c a n  p e o p l e :  "The  a c r e s  b r o u g h t  i n t o  c u l t i v a ­

t i o n ,  t h e  c a t t l e  b r e d ,  t h e  h o u s e s  b u i l t ,  p r o v e d  no d o u b t  

t h a t  human b e i n g s ,  l i k e  a n t s  an d  b e e s ,  c o u l d  i n d e f i n i t e l y  

m u l t i p l y  t h e i r  n u m b e r s ,  a n d  c o u l d  l a y  up s t o r e s  o f  f o o d ;  

b u t  t h e s e  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f e r e d  no e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  human 

b e i n g ,  a n y  m ore  t h a n  t h e  a n t  and  b e e ,  was c o n s c i o u s  o f  a 

h i g h e r  d e s t i n y . "  A p p a r e n t l y  t h e s e  i n s e c t s  h a d  no m o r a l  

s e n s e  a t  a l l .  Y e t  Adams b e l i e v e d  t h a t  d e m o c r a c y  c o n t a i n e d  

w i t h i n  i t s e l f ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  t h e o r y ,  some i n h e r e n t  m o r a l  

v a l u e ,  o r  he  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  commented  t h a t  J e f f e r s o n ,  i n  

m a n e u v e r i n g  t o  a c q u i r e  F l o r i d a  (a  p o w e r  p l a y  t y p i c a l  o f  

E u r o p e a n s ) ,  l o s t  " t h e  m o r a l  l e a d e r s h i p  w h i c h  b e l o n g e d  t o  

t h e  h e a d  o f  d e m o c r a c y . " ^

The s t a t e m e n t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  b e c a u s e  J e f f e r s o n ’ s 

f a i l u r e ,  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  d e p r a v i t y  o f  t h e  Hew E n g l a n d e r s  

d u r i n g  t h i s  t i m e ,  m u s t  h a v e  c r u s h e d  A d a m s ' s  d o c t r i n e  o f  

t h e  m o r a l  e l i t e .  I n  h i s  y o u t h  Adams h a d  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e  

e l i t e  c o u l d  a n d  s h o u l d  g u i d e  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n ;  i n  t h e  n o v e l s  

he  f e a r e d  t h e y  h a d  l o s t  t h e i r  i n f l u e n c e ;  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y

1Ibid., I, 179; III, 212; IV, 539.
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t h e y  a p p e a r e d  t o  h a v e  l o s t  t h e i r  m o r a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  a s  w e l l .  

The a n t s  an d  b e e s  w e re  on t h e i r  own. T h e r e  i s  a b i t t e r  

i r o n y  i n  A d a m s ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y 1s c o n c l u d i n g  

v o lu m e  o f  t h e  o p t i m i s t i c  t h e o l o g y  o f  t h e  new a g e ,  w h i c h  

c r e d i t e d  human n a t u r e  " w i t h  v i r t u e s  h a r d l y  s u s p e c t e d  b e ­

f o r e ,  a n d  w i t h  h o p e s  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  on e a r t h  a l t o g e t h e r  

s t r a n g e  t o  t h e o l o g y . "  And i n  t h e  l a s t  p a g e s  o f  t h e  w o rk  

Adams e x p r e s s e d  a t e r r i b l y  h a r s h  j u d g m e n t  o f  A m e r i c a n  

m o r a l i t y ,  a l l o w i n g  t h a t  i t  s u i t e d  a s o c i e t y  w hose  q u a l i t i e s  

w e r e  s h r e w d n e s s ,  u n s c r u p u l o u s n e s s ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  a l a c k  o f  

h o n e s t y .  The o v e r r i d i n g  f a c t  a b o u t  A m e r i c a n  m o r a l i t y ,

Adams c o n c l u d e d ,  was t h a t  " l i k e  A m e r i c a n  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  i t  

d i s c o u r a g e d  e x c e s s . "  I t  d i s c o u r a g e d ,  t h a t  i s ,  e x c e s s i v e l y  

m o r a l  men. The c o u n t l e s s ,  f a c e l e s s  m a s s e s  h a d  t h i s  i n f l u ­

e n c e ,  w h i c h  d i d  n o t  seem c o n d u c i v e  t o  p r o g r e s s .

W here ,  t h e n ,  was p r o g r e s s  t o  be f o u n d ?  Hot  i n  p o ­

l i t i c a l  t h o u g h t :  A m e r i c a n  d e v e l o p m e n t  f ro m  1800 t o  1815

m a rk e d  a d r a s t i c  n a r r o w i n g  o f  t h e  r a n g e  o f  t h e  A m e r ic a n  

p o l i t i c a l  m in d .  "The i d e a s  o f  1787 w e r e  a n t i q u a t e d  i n  18 1 5 ,  

a n d  l i n g e r e d  o n l y  i n  d i s t r i c t s  r e m o t e  f ro m  a c t i v e  m ovem en t .  

The s u b s i d e n c e  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r i e s  was a 

m e a s u r e  o f  t h e  c h a n g e ,  m a r k i n g  t h e  g e n e r a l  d r i f t  o f  s o c i ­

e t y  t o w a r d  p r a c t i c a l  d e v i c e s  f o r  p o p u l a r  u s e ,  w i t h i n  p o p u ­

l a r  i n t e l l i g e n c e . "  The w h o le  A m e r i c a n  s y s t e m  was  i n  t r o u b l e ,  

Adams h i n t e d ,  b e c a u s e  men h a d  l o s t  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  v i t a l  

t o  a f r e e  c o u n t r y  ( a n d  b a s i c  t o  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m )  b e t w e e n

11bid., IX, 183, 237.
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t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  i n  p o w er  a n d  t h e  n a t i o n .  " T h i s  i d e n t i f y i n g  

d o c t r i n e , "  Adams q u o t e d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  p h i l o s o p h e r  J o h n  

T a y l o r ,  " p u t s  a n  end  t o  t h e  i d e a  o f  a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  

t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  t o  t h e  n a t i o n .  . . .  I t  r e n d e r s  u s e l e s s  t h e  

f r e e d o m  o f  s p e e c h  a n d  o f  t h e  p r e s s ;  i t  c o n v e r t s  t h e  r e p -  

r e s e n t a t i v e  i n t o  t h e  p r i n c i p a l . "  T h i s  i s  a f a i r  d e s c r i p ­

t i o n  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  e x p r e s s e d  i n  D e m o c r a c y . 

Adams d o u b t e d  t h a t  t h e  f a u l t s  T a y l o r  f o u n d  c o u l d  be c o r ­

r e c t e d .  The n a t i o n  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  l i v e  w i t h  p o l i t i c i a n s  

who i d e n t i f i e d  t h e  n a t i o n ’ s i n t e r e s t s  w i t h  t h e i r  own. And 

e v e n  i f  t h e  p o l i t i c i a n s  p r o v e d  t r u s t w o r t h y ,  t h e  s y s t e m  

i t s e l f ,  i n  i t s  v a s t n e s s  a n d  u n i f o r m i t y ,  m i g h t  c o l l a p s e .

One u n i f o r m  a n d  h a r m o n i o u s  s y s t e m  a p p e a l e d  t o  t h e  
i m a g i n a t i o n  a s  a t r i u m p h  o f  human p r o g r e s s ,  o f f e r i n g  
p r o s p e c t s  o f  p e a c e  a n d  e a s e ,  c o n t e n t m e n t  a n d  p h i l a n ­
t h r o p y ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  w o r l d  h a d  n o t  s e e n ;  b u t  i t  i n ­
v i t e d  d a n g e r s ,  f o r m i d a b l e  b e c a u s e  u n u s u a l  o r  a l t o ­
g e t h e r  unknown.  The c o r r u p t i o n  o f  s u c h  a s y s t e m  
m i g h t  p r o v e  t o  be  p r o p o r t i o n a t e  w i t h  i t s  d i m e n s i o n s ,  
a n d  u n i f o r m i t y  m i g h t  l e a d  t o  e v i l s  a s  s e r i o u s  a s  w e r e  
commonly a s c r i b e d  t o  d i v e r s i t y .

Y/hen Adams c o n c lu d e d  t h e  H i s t o r y , he f e l t  t h a t  A m ericans

h a d  a c h i e v e d  o n l y  m a t e r i a l  a n d  s c i e n t i f i c  p r o g r e s s  by  1815 ,

a n d  h e  saw t h a t  t h i s  p r o g r e s s  w o u ld  c a u s e  more t r o u b l e  t h a n

f u l f i l l m e n t  f o r  A m e r i c a n s .  So w i t h  h i s  own a g e  i n  m ind  he

e n d e d  t h e  w ork  w i t h  a s e r i e s  o f  q u e s t i o n s  w h i c h  s u g g e s t e d

t h a t  t h o u g h  he  h a d  f a i l e d  t o  d e t e r m i n e  r e l i a b l y  t h e  c o u r s e

o f  t h e  n a t i o n ’ s d e v e l o p m e n t ,  h e  f e a r e d  t h e  w o r s t .  The

A m e r i c a n s

w e r e  i n t e l l i g e n t ,  b u t  w h a t  p a t h s  w o u ld  t h e i r  i n t e l l i ­
g e n c e  s e l e c t ?  T hey  w ere  q u i c k ,  b u t  w h a t  s o l u t i o n  o f

^Ibid., IX, 194, 196.
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i n s o l u b l e  p r o b l e m s  w o u ld  q u i c k n e s s  h u r r y ?  They w e r e  
s c i e n t i f i c ,  a n d  w h a t  c o n t r o l  w o u ld  t h e i r  s c i e n c e  e x e r ­
c i s e  o v e r  t h e i r  d e s t i n y ?  They  w e r e  m i l d ,  b u t  w h a t  c o r ­
r u p t i o n s  w o u ld  t h e i r  r e l a x a t i o n s  b r i n g ?  They  w e re  
p e a c e f u l ,  b u t  by w h a t  m a c h i n e r y  w e re  t h e i r  c o r r u p t i o n s  
t o  be p u r g e d ?  What i n t e r e s t s  w e r e  t o  v i v i f y  a s o c i e t y  
s o  v a s t  an d  u n i f o r m ?  What i d e a l s  w e r e  t o  e n n o b l e  i t ?  
What o b j e c t ,  b e s i d e s  p h y s i c a l  c o n t e n t ,  m u s t  a demo­
c r a t i c  c o n t i n e n t  a s p i r e  t o  a t t a i n ?  F o r  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  
o f  s u c h  q u e s t i o n s ,  h i s t o r y  r e q u i r e d  a n o t h e r  c e n t u r y  o f  
e x p e r i e n c e .1

I n d i v i d u a l s

A d a m s ' s  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  w o r l d  i n c l u d e d  " t h e  f a m i l i a r  

f i g u r e s  o f  f a m o u s  m e n , — N a p o l e o n ,  A l e x a n d e r ,  C a n n i n g ,  Godov, 

J e f f e r s o n ,  M a d i s o n ,  T a l l e y r a n d ;  e m p e r o r s ,  g e n e r a l s ,  p r e s i ­

d e n t s ,  c o n s p i r a t o r s ,  p a t r i o t s ,  t y r a n t s ,  a n d  m a r t y r s  b y  t h e  

t h o u s a n d , —  . . . b o r n e  away b y  t h e  s t r e a m ,  s t r u g g l i n g ,  

g e s t i c u l a t i n g ,  p r a y i n g ,  m u r d e r i n g ,  r o b b i n g ;  e a c h  b l i n d  t o  

e v e r y t h i n g  b u t  a s e l f i s h  i n t e r e s t ,  an d  a l l  h e l p i n g  m ore  o r  

l e s s  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  t o  r e a c h  t h e  new l e v e l  w h i c h  s o c i e t y  was
p

o b l i g e d  t o  s e e k . "  Adams was s a y i n g  n o t h i n g  h e r e  a b o u t  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l ' s  f r e e  w i l l ,  n o r  d i d  h e  q u i t e  d e n y  t h a t  p u b l i c  

men c a n  a f f e c t  a t  l e a s t  t h e  r a t e  o f  a n a t i o n ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t .

He showed t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  H i s t o r y , m o r e o v e r ,  a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  

i n d i v i d u a l s  a s  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  l a r g e l y  a p a r t  f r o m  t h e i r  im­

p o r t a n c e  i n  h i s t o r y ,  w h i c h  c o m p le m e n te d  r a t h e r  t h a n  c o n t r a ­

d i c t e d  h i s  u s e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  n a t i o n a l  

d e v e l o p m e n t .  Though  some c r i t i c s  f e e l ,  w i t h  Edw ard  N. S a v e t h ,  

t h a t  " A d a m s ' s  e f f o r t  t o  s u b o r d i n a t e  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  t o  f o r c e

^Ibid., IX, 219, 242.
^History of the United States. IV, 301-02.
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was a c o n t i n u i n g  o n e , "  I  t h i n k  i t  t r u e r  t h a t  h e  t r i e d  c o n ­

t i n u a l l y  t o  r e s c u e  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  f r o m  f o r c e .  O t h e r w i s e ,  

t h e  c a r e  w i t h  w h i c h  h e  p o r t r a y e d  t h e  m a j o r  a n d  m i n o r  f i g u r e s  

i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  i s  i n e x p l i c a b l e  a n d  w a s t e f u l .

Adams h a d  a t h e o r y ,  t o  b e  s u r e ,  a b o u t  u s i n g  i n d i ­

v i d u a l s  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  a n a t i o n .  I n  a dem oc­

r a c y ,  h e  t h o u g h t ,  one  p e r s o n  h a d  l e s s  o p p o r t u n i t y  t h a n  i n  

a n  a r i s t o c r a c y  t o  u s e  p o w e r  f o r  h i s  own p e r s o n a l  p u r p o s e s .

One was n o t  l i k e l y  t o  come t o  p o l i t i c a l  o r  s o c i a l  p o w e r  

i n  a d e m o c r a c y  u n l e s s  he  r e p r e s e n t e d  a d o m i n a n t  t r a i t  o r  

i m p u l s e  o f  t h e  p e o p l e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  i n d i v i d u a l s  c o u l d  be  

c o n v e n i e n t l y  s t u d i e d  a s  t y p e s ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  o f  t h e  n a ­

t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r .  T h i s  i s  a t h e o r y  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d y , 

a n d  s a y s  n o t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l i t y .  Adams 

e x p l a i n e d  h i s  t h e o r y  i n  h i s  l a s t  c h a p t e r .

W h e t h e r  t h e  f i g u r e s  o f  h i s t o r y  w e r e  t r e a t e d  a s  h e r o e s  
o r  a s  t y p e s ,  t h e y  m u s t  b e  t a k e n  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  p e o p l e .  
A m e r i c a n  t y p e s  w e r e  e s p e c i a l l y  w o r t h  s t u d y  i f  t h e y  w e r e  
t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  d e m o c r a t i c  e v o l u t i o n  t h e  w o r l d  
c o u l d  know.  R e a d e r s  m i g h t  j u d g e  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  w h a t  
s h a r e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  p o s s e s s e d  i n  c r e a t i n g  o r  s h a p i n g  
t h e  n a t i o n ;  b u t  w h e t h e r  i t  was  s m a l l  o r  g r e a t ,  t h e  n a ­
t i o n  c o u l d  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  o n l y  by  s t u d y i n g  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  
F o r  t h a t  r e a s o n ,  i n  t h e  s t o r y  o f  J e f f e r s o n  a n d  M a d is o n  
i n d i v i d u a l s  r e t a i n e d  t h e i r  o l d  i n t e r e s t  a s  t y p e s  o f  
c h a r a c t e r ,  i f  n o t  a s  s o u r c e s  o f  p o w e r . 2

Comte h a d  w a n t e d  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w i t h  t h e  s p e ­

c i e s ,  t o  do away w i t h  i n d i v i d u a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  b u t  t h i s  was  n o t  

a t  a l l  A d a m s’ s  p o i n t .  He f o l l o w e d  r a t h e r  S p e n c e r ’ s p r i n ­

c i p l e  t h a t  one  s t u d i e d  a s o c i e t y  t h r o u g h  i t s  i n d i v i d u a l s .

" I n t r o d u c t i o n "  t o  The E d u c a t i o n  o f  H e n r y  Adams a n d  
O t h e r  S e l e c t e d  W r i t i n g s . e d .  ‘by Edw ard  IT. S a v e t h ,  p .  x .

^History of the United States, IX, 226.
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No i n d i v i d u a l ,  h o w e v e r ,  c o u l d  be  a p e r f e c t  t y p e ,  a n d  t h e  

d a n g e r  o f  A d a m s ' s  m e th o d  was  e i t h e r  i n  d i s t o r t i n g  t h e  p o r ­

t r a y a l s  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  make th em  f i t  a t y p e ,  o r  i n  

b l u r r i n g  a p i c t u r e  o f  a t y p e  b y  p r e s e n t i n g  c o m p le x  p o r t r a i t s  

o f  i n d i v i d u a l s .  Adams i n c l i n e d  t o w a r d  t h e  l a t t e r  f a u l t ,  

b e i n g  m ore  o f t e n  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  i n d i v i d u a l s  t h a n  i n  t y p e s .

I n  a way h e  h a d  a much e a s i e r  t a s k  i n  D e m o crac y  a n d  E s t h e r , 

s i n c e  t h e  n o v e l s  w e r e  n o t  c l o s e l y  b o u n d  b y  t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  

h i s t o r y .  E s t h e r  w as  " a n  A m e r i c a n  t y p e , "  a n d  Adams c o u l d  

p o r t r a y  h e r  a s  h e  w i s h e d ,  a s  a n  i d e a l  t y p e  t h a t  r e p r e s e n t e d  

t o  h im  t h e  b e s t  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  c h a r a c t e r .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  R o b e r t  E .  S p i l l e r ,  t h e  c e n t r a l  them e 

o f  t h e  H i s t o r y  i s  " t h e  i n c a p a c i t y  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  c o n ­

t r o l  h i s  own d e s t i n y  o r  s h a p e  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  e v e n t s  o u t s i d e
i

o f  h i m s e l f . "  The s t a t e m e n t  c a n  a p p l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  o n l y  t o  

t h e  p u b l i c  l i f e  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  n o t  t o  a n y  m a n ' s  p r i v a t e  l i f e .  

E v e n  a s  a s t a t e m e n t  a b o u t  p u b l i c  l i f e ,  i t  i s  d u b i o u s  o n ce  

we g e t  b e y o n d  A d a m s ' s  g e n e r a l  t h e s i s  a b o u t  t h e  i r r e s i s t i b l e  

p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  s o c i e t y ;  f o r  Adams f e l t  t h a t  J e f f e r s o n  c o u l d  

h a v e  s h a p e d  n o t  o n l y  h i s  own d e s t i n y  b u t  e x t e r n a l  e v e n t s  

a l s o ,  b y  a b a n d o n i n g  t h e  e m b a rg o  b e f o r e  i t  h a d  c r i p p l e d  

A m e r i c a n  com m erce ,  o r  p r e p a r i n g  f o r  w a r  d u r i n g  h i s  f i r s t  

t e r m  o f  o f f i c e .  E o r  Adams t h e  m o r a l  w o r l d  n e v e r  f a d e d  f r o m  

s i g h t ,  a n d  f o r  h im  a s  f o r  O l i v e r  W e n d e l l  H o lm es  i t  was  t h e  

w o r l d  o f  f r e e  w i l l ,  l i m i t e d  s e v e r e l y  (m o re  s e v e r e l y  b y  Holm es

i
"Henry Adams," i n  L i t e r a r y  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s , by R o b e r t  E. S p i l l e r  e t  a l ,  p .  1 0 8 7 .



t h a n ,  b y  Adams) b y  t h e  p r e s s u r e s  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d  b u t  

a l w a y s  m a i n t a i n i n g  i t s  a u t o n o m y .  The i n d i v i d u a l  c a n  i n ­

f l u e n c e  h i s  d e s t i n y ,  a n d  i n  t h e  en d  we s e e  t h a t  J e f f e r s o n  

a n d  M a d i s o n  u n d e r w e n t  t h e  same t r i a l  a s  M a d e l e i n e  a n d  

E s t h e r  d i d :  t h e  t e s t  o f  w h e t h e r  one  c o u l d  be  t r u e  t o  o n e ’ s

i d e a l s  a g a i n s t  t h e  v / o r l d .  T h e r e  a r e  two d i f f e r e n c e s  b e ­

t w e e n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  A d a m s ' s  h e r o i n e s  a n d  h i s  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  

n e i t h e r  o f  w h i c h  h a v e  a n y t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  f r e e  w i l l .  One 

i s  t h a t  t h e  women m a i n t a i n ,  t h e i r  i d e a l s  a n d  t h e  P r e s i d e n t s  

do n o t .  The o t h e r  i s  t h a t  t h e  m o r a l  d i m e n s i o n s  o f  t h e  tv/o 

s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  d i s s i m i l a r ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  women a r e  r e s p o n s i ­

b l e  o n l y  t o  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  t h e i r  f r i e n d s ,  w h e r e a s  t h e  

P r e s i d e n t s  w e r e  p u b l i c  men r e s p o n s i b l e  t o  t h e  w h o le  n a t i o n .  

Adams c l e a r l y  r e s p e c t e d  M a d e l e i n e  a n d  E s t h e r  f o r  d e f y i n g  

t h e  w o r l d  i n  f a v o r  o f  t h e i r  p r i n c i p l e s .  B u t  t h e i r  p r i n ­

c i p l e s  a r e  d e f e n s i b l e ;  some o f  t h o s e  o f  J e f f e r s o n  a n d  

M a d is o n  p r o v e d  m i s g u i d e d .  The d e f e n s e  o f  a b a d  p r i n c i p l e  

v/as n o t  n o b l e .  U n h a p p i l y ,  J e f f e r s o n  a n d  M a d is o n  a b a n d o n e d  

g o o d  p r i n c i p l e s  a s  w e l l  a s  b a d  o n e s  u n d e r  t h e  p r e s s u r e  o f  

c i r c u m s t a n c e s , a n d  s o  on t h e  w h o l e  Adams d i d  n o t  f e e l  im ­

p e l l e d  t o  p r a i s e  t h e i r  m o r a l  i n t e g r i t y .



CHAPTER VII

THE LATER WORKS

S o c i e t y  an d  t n e  S e l f

The s u i c i d e  o f  h i s  w i f e  i n  1885 s p l i t  Adams’ s l i f e ,  

a s  he  l a t e r  s a i d ,  i n  h a l v e s .  The H i s t o r y  b e l o n g s  t o  t h e  

e a r l i e r  h a l f ,  t h o u g h  he  w r o t e  much o f  i t  a f t e r  M rs .  A d am s 's  

d e a t h .  The l a t e r  s e c t i o n s  a g r e e  i n  i d e a  an d  t o n e  w i t h  t h e  

e a r l i e r  o n e s ,  e x c e p t  f o r  a  s l i g h t  d a r k e n i n g  o f  mood i n  t h e  

c o n c l u d i n g  c h a p t e r s .  The H i s t o r y  m ark s  t h e  e n d  o f  a  p h a s e  

i n  A d a m s 's  l i f e  a s  d e f i n i t e  a s  any he  f o u n d  i n  h i s t o r y .  " I t  

b e l o n g s  t o  me o f  1 8 7 0 , "  he  w r o t e  t o  E l i z a b e t h  Cam eron ,  "a  

s t r a n g e l y  d i f f e r e n t  b e i n g  f ro m  t h e  me o f  1 8 9 0 .  T h e r e  a r e  

n o t  n i n e  p a g e s  i n  t h e  n i n e  v o lu m e s  t h a t  now e x p r e s s  a n y t h i n g  

o f  my i n t e r e s t s  o r  f e e l i n g s ;  u n l e s s  p e r h a p s  some o f  my d i s -  

i l l u s i o n m e n t s . n l  With  t h e  d e a t h  o f  h i s  w i f e ,  an d  t h e n  o f  h i s  

f a t h e r  i n  1886 a n d  h i s  m o t h e r  i n  1 8 8 9 ,  h i s  f o r m e r  w o r l d  d i s ­

s o l v e d .  Upon t h e  c o m p l e t i o n  o f  t h e  H i s t o r y , t h e  o l d  l i f e  

was g o n e ,  and  t h e  f e e l i n g  grew upon  h im  t h a t  he was I s o l a t e d  

f ro m  s o c i e t y  an d  h i s  g e n e r a t i o n  c u t  o f f  f ro m  t h e  f u t u r e .

"The f u t u r e  no  l o n g e r  b e l o n g s  t o  u s , "  he  w r o t e  t o  G a s k e l l .

" I  c a r e  n o t  a  s i l v e r  d o l l a r ,  e v e n  a t  i t s  f u t u r e  v a l u e  o f

'*‘F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  H enry  Adams, I ,  4 68 .
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e i g h t y  c e n t s ,  what k i n d  o f  s o c i e t y  t h e  w o r ld  i s  t o  h a v e ;  but  

I  f e e l  s u r e  i t  w i l l  be s o  d i f f e r e n t  from ours  t h a t  our  g e n e r ­

a t i o n  w i l l  f i n d  i t  a b o r e . 1’1

The f i n a n c i a l  p a n i c  o f  1 8 9 3 ,  h o w ev er ,  reawakened  

Adams’ s i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  around him. A new f o r c e  was 

l o o s e  i n  th e  w o r l d ,  a l l  th e  more f a s c i n a t i n g  b e c a u s e  i t  

t h r e a t e n e d  t o  d e s t r o y  s o c i e t y .  S o c i e t y ,  "the o l d  m a ch in e ,"  

"was bound t o  b rea k  down, and i f  i t  happened t o  b reak  p r e ­

c i s e l y  o v e r  o n e ' s  h e a d ,  i t  gave t h e  b e t t e r  chance  f o r  s t u d y . "  

From t h i s  t im e  d a t e s  h i s  o b s e s s i v e  i n t e r e s t  i n  a s c i e n c e  o f  

h i s t o r y  which  c o u ld  i n f a l l i b l y  p r e d i c t  s o c i e t y ’ s f u t u r e .  The 

key t o  Adams’ s new t r e n d  o f  t h o u g h t  was t h e  c a t c h - a l l  i d e a  o f  

f o r c e . " S a t i s f i e d  t h a t  t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f  men l e d  t o  n o t h i n g ,  

and t h a t  t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f  t im e  was a r t i f i c i a l ,  and t h e  s e ­

quence  o f  t h o u g h t  was c h a o s ,  he t u r n e d  a t  l a s t  t o  t h e  s e -
2

quence  o f  f o r c e . "  I t  would  seem ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  Adams had o u t ­

grown t h e  i n t e r e s t s  and a t t i t u d e s  o f  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m ;  but  

he c o u ld  h a r d l y  t h i n k  about  f o r c e  e x c e p t  i n  term s o f  t h o u g h t ,  

t i m e ,  s o c i e t y ,  and men. And how ever  s c i e n t i f i c  and o b j e c t i v e  

he t r i e d  a t  t im e s  t o  b e ,  a p o w e r f u l  " fo r c e "  b e h in d  h i s  t h e ­

o r i e s  was t h a t  o f  h i s  own s u b j e c t i v e  i n d i v i d u a l i s m .

In Body and W i l l , Henry Maudsley warned o f  a d a n g er ­

ous t r e n d  i n  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n ,  t h e  dem ise  o f  r e l i g i o u s  f e e l ­

i n g  and t h e  g row in g  i n f l u e n c e  o f  s c i e n c e :  " I t  i s  n o t  on

k n o w le d g e ,  which  s e p a r a t e s ,  n o r  on pow er ,  which  t y r a n n i z e s ,

^ A p r i l  2 5 ,  1 8 8 6 ,  Adams P a p e r s ,  M i c r o f i l m  #599-  

2E d u c a t i o n , pp.  3 3 8 ,  382 .
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b u t  on sympathy o f  f e « - l i n g ,  which  u n i t e s ,  t h a t  s o c i e t y  i s  

founded  and b u i l t  up ."  Adams commented i n  t h e  m argin:  "What

can a l l  t h i s  m a t t e r  t o  a man who knows t h a t  e v o l u t i o n  i s  n o t  

a m a t t e r  o f  f r e e  w i l l ? " 1 He d e n i e d  h e r e  n o t  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  

f r e e  w i l l  b u t  t h e  power o f  men t o  i n f l u e n c e  e v o l u t i o n .  The 

t o n e  o f  t h e  comment i s  f u t i l i t y ,  and p erh ap s  d e s p a i r .  I t  s u g ­

g e s t s  t h a t  Adams had abandoned hope f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  s o c i e t y .  

I f  s o ,  what c o u l d  he hope f o r ?  Or p erh a p s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  was 

m e r e l y ,  what c o u l d  he be i n t e r e s t e d  in ?  One im p o r ta n t  answer  

t o  Adams was o n e s e l f . He t h e r e a f t e r  p u rsu ed  th e  p rob lem s  o f  

man l a r g e l y  by e x a m in in g  h i m s e l f .  I f  t h e  s tu d y  o f  h i s  l i f e  

l e d  t o  know ledge  o f  s o c i e t y ,  s o  much t h e  b e t t e r .  In  1882 he 

had w r i t t e n  c o n d e s c e n d i n g l y  o f  John Randolph t h a t  "the p a s s i o n

f o r  r e f e r r i n g  e v e r y  co m p a r iso n  t o  o n e ' s  s e l f  i s  a p r i m i t i v e
2

q u a l i t y  by no means c o n f i n e d  t o  women and c h i l d r e n . "  When 

a few y e a r s  l a t e r  he e n c o u n t e r e d  a s i m i l a r  s t a t e m e n t  i n  Body 

and W i l l , he drew a l i n e  by i t ;  and he must have  r e a l i z e d  by 

t h i s  t im e  t h a t  what Maudsley s a i d  a p p l i e d  t o  h i m s e l f  and d e ­

f i n e d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  h i s  own g e n i u s  and i n t e r e s t s .  The l i n e  

Adams drew s i g n i f i e s ,  I  b e l i e v e ,  h i s  s e l f - k n o w l e d g e  a n d ,  h o p e ­

f u l l y ,  h i s  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  th e  dominant t r a i t  o f  h i s  o l d  a g e ,  

h i s  " i n t e n s e  and narrow s e l f - r e g a r d i n g  e g o ism :  n o t  n e c e s ­

s a r i l y  a d e l i b e r a t e ,  c o n s c i o u s  s e l f i s h n e s s ,  but  an a c u t e  s e l f ­

f e e l i n g ;  a c o n s t a n t  and i n v e t e r a t e  r e f e r e n c e  o f  a l l  i m p r e s ­

s i o n s  t o  s e l f ,  which  i s  e a s i l y  t o u c h e d  t o  th e  q u i c k ,  b e i n g

1Pp. 210-11.
pJohn Randolph, pp. 14—15•
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what  I s  c a l l e d  v e r y  s e n s i t i v e ,  a s  w e l l  i t  may be when a l l  i t s  

s e n s i b i l i t i e s  are  c o l l e c t e d  i n t o  one s e n s i t i v e  p o i n t  and t h a t  

p o i n t  s e l f . " 1 T h i s  " s e l f - f e e l i n g "  p e r v a d e d  a l l  h i s  l a t e r  

w r i t i n g ,  i n f l u e n c i n g  e v e n  h i s  u s e  o f  s c i e n c e  and e v o l u t i o n a r y  

t h o u g h t .

The U ses  o f  S c i e n c e

"I can g r a s p  t h e  f a t e  o f  t h e  w o r l d , "  w r o te  K arl

J a s p e r s ,  o n l y  i f  I can g r a s p  s c i e n c e .  . . . Only th ro u g h  

s c i e n c e  and f a c e - t o - f a c e  w i t h  s c i e n c e  can  I  a c q u i r e  an i n t e n ­

s i f i e d  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  can I  t r u l y
p

l i v e  i n  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  s i t u a t i o n  o f  my t i m e . "  Henry Adams 

f e l t  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  way,  and p u r s u e d  t h e  s c i e n c e  o f  h i s  day 

w i t h  trem endous  e n e r g y .  He grew b o r ed  w i t h  s c i e n c e ,  h o w e v e r ,  

when i t  d i d  n o t  y i e l d  s t r i k i n g  i d e a s ,  s i n c e  he was i n t e r e s t e d  

n o t  i n  e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  b u t  i n  l a w s ,  g r a p h s ,  and fo r m u la s  w i t h  

which t o  o r d e r  t h e  phenomena o f  h i s t o r y  and s o c i e t y .  T h is  

was n o t  a new i n t e r e s t  f o r  Adams i n  t h e  1 8 9 0 ’ s ,  b u t  i t  was 

n o t  an o b s e s s i o n  b e f o r e  t h e n .  The m etap h ors  from p h y s i c s  

and b i o l o g y  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  were l a r g e l y  o r n a m e n t a l ,  and he 

made no a t t e m p t  t o  s u b j e c t  th e  d e t a i l s  o f  American h i s t o r y  

t o  s c i e n t i f i c  l a w s .  Only around 1893 d i d  he become p a i n ­

f u l l y  e a g e r  t o  "a p p ly  D a r w in ’ s method t o  t h e  f a c t s  o f  hu­

man h i s t o r y , "  " e x t e n d i n g  t h e  f i e l d  o f  s t u d y  u n t i l  i t  s h a l l

1 P.  28 5 .

2 "On My P h i l o s o p h y , ” t r .  by F e l i x  Kaufmann, i n  E x i s ­
t e n t i a l i s m  From D o s t o e v s k y  t o  S a r t r e , p p .  1 4 4 - 4 5 .
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i n c l u d e  a l l  r a c e s ,  a l l  c o u n t r i e s ,  and a l l  t i m e s . " 1 The i r o n y  

was t h a t  i n  t h e s e  l a t e r  y e a r s  Adams seemed t o  l o s e  i n t e r e s t  i n  

t h e  d e t a i l s  which  t h e  law s  were t o  em brace .  E s p e c i a l l y  i n  h i s  

e s s a y s  "The Rule  o f  Phase A p p l i e d  t o  H i s t o r y "  (1909) and A L e t ­

t e r  t o  American T e a c h e rs  o f  H i s t o r y  ( 1 9 1 0 ) ,  he t r e a t e d  h i s t o r ­

i c a l  e v e n t s  a r b i t r a r i l y  o r  e l s e  i g n o r e d  them a l t o g e t h e r  i n  d e ­

v e l o p i n g  h i s  l a w s .  As he once c a n d i d l y  a d m i t t e d ,  h i s  "wonder
?

ran  o f f  i n t o  f i g u r e s , "  and when m a t h e m a t i c a l  and g e o m e t r i c  

f i g u r e s  began  t o  dance c o s m i c a l l y  i n  h i s  h e a d ,  f a c t s  appeared  

t r i v i a l ,  and o f t e n  he p ro d u ced  m a g n i f i c e n t  g e n e r a l i t i e s  w i t h  

v e ry  o b sc u r e  a p p l i c a t i o n s .  He w ro te  i n  "The Rule  o f  P h a s e ,"  

f o r  e x a m p le ,  t h a t  "The f u t u r e  o f  Thou gh t ,  and t h e r e f o r e  o f  

H i s t o r y ,  l i e s  i n  t h e  hands o f  p h y s i c i s t s ,  and . . . t h e  f u ­

t u r e  h i s t o r i a n  must  s e e k  h i s  e d u c a t i o n  i n  t h e  w o r ld  o f  m ath e­

m a t i c s  and p h y s i c s .  N o th in g  can be e x p e c t e d  from f u r t h e r  

s t u d y  on t h e  o l d  l i n e s . " J What such  h i s t o r y  c o u l d  be l i k e  was 

n o t  c l e a r .

Perhaps  by 19 0 9 ,  a t  t h e  age o f  7 1 ,  he  had l o s t  s i g h t  

o f  t h e  p rob lem  c a u s e d  by h i s  t e n d e n c y  t o  run o f f  i n t o  f i g u r e s ,  

b u t  i n  t h e  The E d u c a t io n  o f  Henry Adams, f o r  a l l  i t s  g l i t t e r ­

i n g  g e n e r a l i t i e s ,  he  f a c e d  i t  s q u a r e l y ,  aware t h a t  t h e  w o r ld  

was n o t  l i k e l y  t o  conform t o  h i s  or any l a w s .  A f t e r  c o n s i d ­

e r i n g  how t o  measure t h e  i n e r t i a  o f  mind and r a c e ,  he

l n The Tendency o f  H i s t o r y , "  i n  The D e g r a d a t i o n  o f  
t h e  D em o c r a t ic  Dogma, e d .  by Brooks Adams, p p .  1 2 7 ,  126 .

2
E d u c a t i o n , p .  319*

^"The R ule  o f  Phase  A p p l i e d  t o  H i s t o r y , "  i n  The De­
g r a d a t i o n  o f  t h e  D e m o c r a t ic  Dogma, p .  28 3 .
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c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  " s i m p l i c i t y  i s  t h e  most  d e c e i t f u l  m i s t r e s s  t h a t  

e v e r  b e t r a y e d  man." S t u d y in g  m a sses  o f  s t a t i s t i c s  s u p p l i e d  by 

t h e  Government S t a t i s t i c s  Bureau ,  he " f e l l  i n t o  a s u p e r s t i t i o u s  

t e r r o r  o f  c o m p le x i t y  as th e  s i n k  o f  f a c t s . "  M e d i t a t i n g  on the  

p a s t  e f f o r t s  o f  h i s t o r i a n s  t o  f i n d  h i s t o r i c a l  s y n t h e s e s  i n  t h e ­

o l o g i c a l  o r  s c i e n t i f i c  c o n c e p t s ,  he d e c i d e d  t h a t  "For human 

p u r p o s e s  a p o i n t  must a lw ays  be soon r e a c h e d  where l a r g e r  s y n ­

t h e s i s  i s  s u i c i d e . "  A gain  and a g a i n  t h e  a n c i e n t ,  m y s t e r i o u s ,  

n o n - e v o l v i n g  g a n o id  f i s h  P t e r a s p i s  b r e a k s  i n t o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  

re m in d in g  th e  r e a d e r  t h a t  n a t u r e  and h i s t o r y  d e f y  a l l  e f f o r t s  

t o  comprehend t h e i r  d e p t h s .  "C om plex i ty  p r e c e d e s  e v o l u t i o n .

The P t e r a s p i s  g r i n s  h o r r i b l y  from t h e  c l o s e d  e n t r a n c e . " 1 In  

g i v i n g  t h e s e  f r e q u e n t  r e m i n d e r s , Adams was more c a n d id  th a n  

i n  t h e  H i s t o r y , where he c a s u a l l y  m e n t io n e d  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

o f  su b d u in g  h i s t o r y  t o  g e n e r a l  law s  o n l y  t o  drop t h e  s u b j e c t .  

And h i s  f o r m u l a t i o n s  o f  law s  i n  th e  E d u c a t i o n  were more e f f e c ­

t i v e  th a n  i n  "The Rule  o f  Phase" and t h e  L e t t e r , s i n c e  i n  th e  

l a t t e r  works he p r e t e n d e d  h i s  laws  were o b j e c t i v e  t r u t h ,  w h ere ­

as  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  he c o n ce d e d  t h a t  h i s  t h e o r i e s  o f  h i s t o r y  

were one man's  e f f o r t s  t o  s a t i s f y  h i m s e l f  by im p o s in g  o r d e r  

on t h e  u n i v e r s e .  S y n t h e s i s ,  s u i c i d e  o r  n o t ,  had a p e r s o n a l  

v a l u e ;  i t  ca lmed t h e  mind.

The d i f f i c u l t y  o f  u s i n g  s c i e n c e  t o  comprehend s o c i a l  

and h i s t o r i c a l  change f r u s t r a t e d  Adams and i n t e n s i f i e d  a r e ­

c u r r e n t  d i s t r u s t  o f  s c i e n c e  t h a t  he had f i r s t  e x p r e s s e d  i n  

h i s  " C la ss  Day O rat ion "  o f  1 8 5 8 .  "My b e l i e f , "  he w r o te  t o

1E d u c a t i o n , pp. 441,  351,  402,  302.
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h i s  b r o t h e r  Brooks i n  1 9 0 2 ,  " i s  t h a t  s c i e n c e  i s  t o  wreck u s ,  

and t h a t  we a r e  l i k e  monkeys monkeying w i t h  a lo a d e d  s h e l l . "

H is  a t t i t u d e  i n  190 3 t o w a r d  t h e  s e c o n d  law  o f  t h e r m o d y n a m i c s  

( t h e  q u a n t i t y  o f  u s e f u l  e n e r g y  i n  a  c l o s e d  s y s t e m  s t e a d i l y  d e ­

c r e a s e s )  was:  "Who c a r e s ?  A l r e a d y  i t  i s  l i k e  a l l  t h e  r e s t  o f

o u r  o l d  s t r u c t u r e .  I t  e x p l a i n s  n o t h i n g . " ' * '  S ev en  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  

i t  i s  t r u e ,  he  u s e d  t h i s  law  i n  t h e  L e t t e r  t o  p r o v e  t h e  d e ­

g r a d a t i o n  o f  human s o c i e t y .  But  by t h a t  t i m e  h e  was a t t a c k ­

i n g  a l l  r a t i o n a l  t h o u g h t ,  on w h ic h  s c i e n c e  d e p e n d e d ,  a s  a
2

weakened form o f  i n s t i n c t .  He u se d  s c i e n c e  t o  t r y  t o  show

t h e  f e e b l e n e s s  o f  s c i e n c e .

T h is  d i s l i k e  and vague f e a r  o f  s c i e n c e  c o e x i s t e d  w i t h

a  b e l i e f  t h a t  he c o u l d  somehow u s e  s c i e n c e  t o  s t u d y  s o c i e t y

and e v e n  p r e d i c t  i t s  f u t u r e ,  i f  o n ly  he had t h e  r i g h t  d a t a

and t h e  r i g h t  f o r m u l a s .  In L u c ie n  P o i n c a r e ' s  La Ph ys iq u e  
✓

Moderne Son E v o l u t i o n  ( 1 9 0 6 )  Adams w rote  t h i s  i n t r i g u i n g  n o t e :
2 3"Study t h i s  fo r m u la  as  a p p l i e d  t o  human s o c i e t y !  S x V o l .  = p . ,,:3 

But n o t h i n g  came o f  i t .  He c o n s i s t e n t l y  f a i l e d  t o  p ro v e  r e ­

l a t i o n s  b e tw een  s c i e n c e  and s o c i e t y .  The most o b v io u s  f a i l ­

ure o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e  L e t t e r , i n  which  he t r i e d  (how s e r i o u s l y ,  

no one knows) t o  u s e  t h e  s e c o n d  law o f  thermodynamics  t o  

p ro v e  th e  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  o f  s o c i e t y .  As W i l l i a m  James p o i n t e d  

out  t o  him, mere q u a n t i t y  o f  en er g y  s a y s  n o t h i n g  about  th e

^Ford, L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, I I ,  3 9 2 ,  4 0 8 - 0 9 .
2

See A L e t t e r  t o  American T e a c h e r s  o f  H i s t o r y , i n  
The D e g r a d a t io n  o f  t h e  D em o cr a t ic  Dogma, pp. 2 0 3 ,  2 0 5 - 0 6 .

^(At the  Mass. H i s t .  S o c . ) ,  p. 107*
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q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  work  w h ic h  t h e  e n e r g y  c a n  d o . ' 1' What A d a m s 's  

u s e  o f  s c i e n c e  d o e s  d e f i n i t e l y  a c c o m p l i s h  i n  t h e  L e t t e r  i s  t o  

e m p h a s i z e  h i s  t h e s i s  t h a t  s o c i a l  d e c a y  i s  a l r e a d y  upon  us  an d  

m o v in g  f a s t !

The D a r w i n i a n  w o r l d - v i e w  a l w a y s  a p p e a l e d  t o  Adams. I n  

"The T e n d e n c y  o f  H i s t o r y "  h e  gav e  D a rw in  ( a l o n g  w i t h  B u c k l e )  

c r e d i t  f o r  i n t e r e s t i n g  h im  i n  f i n d i n g  t h e  l aw s  o f  h i s t o r y .  

D a r w i n i a n  e v o l u t i o n  w i t h  i t s  s l o w ,  o r d e r l y  c h a n g e s  g o v e r n e d  

by law  a t t r a c t e d  h im  a l w a y s .  So d i d  L o u i s  A g a s s i z ' s  c a t a s t r o -  

p h i s m ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a n d  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  he  t h o u g h t  c a t a s t r o p h i s m  

a c c o u n t e d  f o r  b i o l o g i c a l  a n d  s o c i a l  c h a n g e  f a r  more  a c c u r a t e l y  

t h a n  d i d  D a r w i n i a n  u n i f o r m i t a r i a n i s m . Adams u s e d  t h e s e  i d e a s  

t o  d e s c r i b e  n o t  o n l y  s o c i a l  c h a n g e  b u t  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  i n d i v i d ­

u a l  l i v e s .  U n i f o rm  c h a n g e  was b e s t ;  C l a r e n c e  K i n g ' s  l i f e ,  

f o r  e x a m p l e ,  p r o c e e d e d  e v e n l y :  " S t a n d i n g  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  h i s

c a r e e r ,  . . .  he c o u l d  l o o k  b a c k  a n d  l o o k  f o r w a r d  i n  a  s t r a i g h t

l i n e .  A d a m s ' s  l i f e ,  p a s t  o r  f u t u r e ,  was a  s u c c e s s i o n  o f  v i o -
?

l e n t  b r e a k s  o r  w a v e s ,  w i t h  no b a s e  a t  a l l . "  A n o t h e r  o l d  d i s ­

p u t e  o f  t h e  1 8 6 0 ' s  b e t w e e n  D a rw in  a n d  A g a s s i z  l i v e d  o n ,  s u r ­

p r i s i n g l y ,  i n  M o n t - S a i n t - M i c h e l  a n d  C h a r t r e s  ( 1 9 0 4 ) ,  i n  w h ic h  

A b e l a r d  a n d  W i l l i a m  o f  Champeaux d e b a t e d  t h e  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  

u n i v e r s a l s  a n d  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  an  a t t e m p t  t o  d e t e r m i n e  how

■^Samuels,  M a j o r  P h a s e , p .  49 9 .
2

E d u c a t i o n , p .  3 1 2 .  Adams saw h i s  l i f e  a s  a  s e r i e s  
o f  p h a s e s  b r o k e n  by c a t a s t r o p h e s  s u c h  a s  t h e  s e c e s s i o n  o f  
t h e  S o u t h ,  h i s  r e t u r n  t o  A m e r i c a  a n d  P r e s i d e n t  G r a n t ,  t h e  
d e a t h s  o f  h i s  s i s t e r  an d  h i s  w i f e ,  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  p a n i c  o f  
1 8 9 3 ,  a n d  t h e  s i n k i n g  o f  t h e  T i t a n i c  ( o n  w h ic h  h e  h a d  b o o k e d  
r e t u r n  p a s s a g e ) .
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u n i t y  c o u l d  p r o d u c e  d i v e r s i t y .  L ik e  A g a s s i z ,  W i l l i a m  s t a r t e d  

w i t h  u n i v e r s a l s ;  he was a  P l a t o n i c  r e a l i s t  and  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  

e s s e n t i a l  r e a l i t y  was n o t  i n  i n d i v i d u a l s  b u t  i n  t h e  p a t t e r n s  

on w h ic h  t h e y  were  b a s e d .  L ik e  D a r w in ,  A b e l a r d  b e g a n  w i t h  i n ­

d i v i d u a l s ;  he  was a  n o m i n a l i s t  and t h o u g h t  t h a t  one c o u l d  com­

p r e h e n d  u n i v e r s a l s  o n l y  i n  o b s e r v i n g  and  g e n e r a l i z i n g  f ro m  i n ­

d i v i d u a l s .  Adams seem ed  t o  f a v o r  A b e l a r d ,  j u s t  a s  he a p p r o v e d  

o f  D a r w i n ' s  m e th o d  o f  b a s i n g  law s  on  o b s e r v a t i o n ,  b u t  i n  h i s  

l a t e r  y e a r s  he  t e n d e d  t o w a r d  A g a s s i z ' s  m e thod  o f  f i n d i n g  t h e  

law  f i r s t  and  t h e n  f i t t i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  t o  i t  a s  b e s t  he 

c o u l d . ^

I n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  Adams made e f f e c t i v e  u se  o f  e v o l u ­

t i o n a r y  m e t a p h o r s ,  o f  w h ich  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  i s  t h e  P t e r a s p i s . 

The im age  o f  t h e  r i v e r  r u n n i n g  i n t o  t h e  o c e a n ,  commonly a s s o ­

c i a t e d  w i t h  S p e n c e r ,  i s  n o t  i m p o r t a n t  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  b u t  

p r o v e d  u s e f u l  i n  "The R u le  o f  P h a s e , "  a s  a  m e t a p h o r  o f  v a r i ­

ous  k i n d s  o f  e n t r o p y ,  su c h  a s  t h o u g h t  t r i c k l i n g  i n  s t r e a m s  

" u n t i l  a t  l a s t  i t  r e a c h e s  e q u i l i b r i u m  I n  t h e  o c e a n  o f  u l t i ­

m a te  s o l u t i o n . "  The r i v e r - o c e a n  m e t a p h o r  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  can  

be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  an  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  b u t  i n

A d a m s 's  l a t e r  w orks  i t  i s  a lw a y s  an  image o f  s t a g n a t i o n .  Oc-
?

c a s i o n a l l y  h e  d i s c u s s e d  c a t a s t r o p h i c  c h a n g e s  as  m u t a t i o n s ,  

s i n c e  he  l i k e d  t h e  a b r u p t n e s s  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  i d e a  o f  m u t a ­

t i o n .  James  K. F o l so m  a r g u e s  t h a t  Adams t r e a t e d  t h e  g r e a t

•̂ M o n t - S a i n t - M i c h e l  and  C h a r t r e s , p p .  2 9 ^ - 3 0 5 .
p

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  he r e f e r r e d  i n  "The R u le  o f  P h a s e "  t o  
t h e  e v o l u t i o n a r y  l e a p  o f  m a n ' s  mind  f ro m  " I n s t i n c t "  t o  
" t h o u g h t "  a s  a  m u t a t i o n ,  p p .  296-97*
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c h a n g e s  i n  h i s t o r y ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  g r o w th  o f  t h e  V i r g i n ' s  power

and t h e  d i s c o v e r y  o f  r a d i u m ,  a s  m e t a p h o r i c a l  m u t a t i o n s . ' 1' More

f r e q u e n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a n  t h e  m e t a p h o r  o f  m u t a t i o n  was t h a t  o f

t h e  o r g a n i s m .  A dam s 's  c o n t i n u e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  c o n c e p t  i s

shown by a m a r g i n a l  comment he w r o t e  b e s i d e  Hans D r i e s c h ' s

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  b i o l o g i c a l  o r g a n i s m  a s  "more t h a n  a  sum o r

an a g g r e g a t e  o f  i t s  p a r t s . "  Adams r e p l i e d :

Does n o t  t h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  o r g a n i s m  a p p l y  more p r e ­
c i s e l y  t o —

The C hurch  (Roman)
The Army ( t o  w i t ,  German)
A S t a t e  ( e . g . ,  E n g l a n d )
A F e d e r a t i o n  ( U n i t e d  S t a t e s )
A C o r p o r a t i o n  (U. S. S t e e l )
A B e e - h i v e
The r o l e  o f  E n t e l e c h y  i n  an  army i s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  s e l f -  

e v i d e n t .  I t  i s  n o t  t h e  sum o f  i t s  u n i t s .  I t  i s  i t s  c o ­
o r d i n a t i o n  t o  an  e n d . 2

P a r t i c u l a r l y  I n  t h e  L e t t e r  Adams I n s i s t e d  t h a t  s o c i e t y  i s  an

o r g a n i s m ,  b u t  n o t  w i t h  t h e  S p e n c e r i a n  p u r p o s e  o f  s t r e s s i n g

i t s  o r d e r l y  s low  g r o w t h .  R a t h e r ,  he e m p h a s i z e d  p r e c i s e l y  t h e

p o i n t  w h ich  S p e n c e r  e v a d e d :  t h a t  o r g a n i s m s  d i e . The i d e a  o f

t h e  d e a t h  o f  s o c i e t y  i s  a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  L e t t e r , and  Adams

u n d e r l i n e d  t h e  p o i n t  n e a t l y  by i n s i s t i n g  s o c i e t y  i s  an  o r -
■3

g a n i s m .

The c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  o r g a n i s m  was n e v e r  so  i m p o r t a n t  

i n  A dam s 's  w r i t i n g ,  h o w e v e r ,  a s  t h a t  o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n .

"Mutation as Metaphor i n  The E d u c a t io n  o f  Henry 
Adams," J o u r n a l  o f  E n g l i s h  L i t e r a r y  H i s t o r y  ( 1 9 6 J 7 ,  pp.  1 6 2 -  
74.  Folsom goes  s o  f a r  as  t o  make Adams a f o l l o w e r  o f  De 
V r i e s ,  which i s  p r o b a b ly  t o o  f a r .

2The S c i e n c e  and P h i lo s o p h y  o f  th e  Organism (1 9 0 7 )  
( a t  th e  Mass .  H i s t .  S o c . ) ,  pp. 3 3 8 -3 9 •

^Letter to Teachers, p. 196.
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I t  h a r d l y  m a t t e r e d  t h a t  i n  t h e  1890*s an d  a f t e r  i t  seem ed  d e a d  

a s  a  s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r y . 1 P e r h a p s  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e  law was 

i n v a l i d  j u s t i f i e d  f o r  Adams h i s  m i s u s e  o f  i t  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n . 

I n  o r d e r  t o  r e f u t e  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  p r o g r e s s ,  he d i s t o r t e d  t h a t  

o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  i n  two w ay s .  One was t o  i d e n t i f y  p r o g r e s s  

a n d  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n ,  and  t h e n  r e j e c t  p r o g r e s s  by a t t e m p t i n g  

t o  d i s p r o v e  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  on s c i e n t i f i c  g r o u n d s .  The o t h e r  

was t o  d i s c u s s  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  a s  a  v a l i d  law  o f  s o c i a l  r e ­

l a t i o n s  t o  show t h a t  a  w o r l d  g o v e r n e d  by t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  

f i t t e s t  ( t h e  m o s t  p o w e r f u l )  c a n n o t  p r o g r e s s  m o r a l l y .  Here  i s  

t h e  them e o f  Democracy  e x p a n d e d  t o  em b ra c e  u n e q u i v o c a l l y  a l l  

o f  s o c i e t y .  As i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  t h e  b e s t  c h a r a c t e r s — m a i n l y  

Adams an d  h i s  f r i e n d s — r e j e c t  t h e  u s e  o f  b r u t e  p ow er  i n  human 

r e l a t i o n s ;  a n d ,  as  i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n  t h r i v e s  i n  

t h e  w o r l d  o f  p o l i t i c s .  V a r i o u s  o f  Adam's  a c q u a i n t a n c e s ,  m ost  

n o t a b l y  Henry C ab o t  L o d g e ,  w ere  l u r e d  i n t o  p o l i t i c s  and  p r o m p t ­

l y  c o r r u p t e d .  Bu t  Adams d i d  n o t  e m p h a s i z e  p o l i t i c s  so  much 

as  he  h a d  i n  D e m o c ra cy ; the  r a n g e  o f  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  i s  much 

b r o a d e r .  I n  t h e  e a r l y  c h a p t e r s  Adams d e s c r i b e d  how i n  h i s  

y o u t h  he  h a d  c o n s i d e r e d  men w i t h o u t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  n a t u r a l  

w o r l d ,  g o v e r n e d  by o r  v i o l a t i n g  an  a b s t r a c t  m o r a l i t y .  T h e n ,  

a f t e r  r e a d i n g  Comte,  D a r w in ,  and  o t h e r s  i n  t h e  1 8 6 0 ' s ,  he h a d  

d e c i d e d  t h a t  s i n c e  h u m a n i t y  was a  p a r t  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d ,  

human c o n d u c t  c o u l d  n o t  be e x p l a i n e d  o r  p r e d i c t e d  u n l e s s  men

l n E v e ry  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  we s e t t l e d  f o r t y  y e a r s  
a g o , 11 Adams w r o t e  t o  G a s k e l l ,  " i s  a b a n d o n e d .  The one m os t  
c o m p l e t e l y  t h r o w n  o v e r  i s  o u r  g e n t l e  D a r w i n ’ s S u r v i v a l  w h ic h  
h a s  no l o n g e r  a  l e g  t o  s t a n d  o n . "  F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry 
Adams, I I ,  *107.
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w ere  c o n s i d e r e d  a s  p a r t  o f  n a t u r e .  To e s t a b l i s h  ( p a r t l y  i r o n ­

i c a l l y )  m a n ' s  p l a c e  i n  n a t u r e  i s  p e r h a p s  t h e  m a in  p u r p o s e  o f  

t h e  c h a p t e r  " D a r w i n i s m . " T h e r e a f t e r  Adams c o u l d  u s e  n a t u r a l  

s e l e c t i o n  t o  e x p l a i n  how a  p r i m i t i v e  b r u t e  f o r c e  l i k e  G r a n t  

c o u l d  o v e r c o m e ,  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  w o r l d  o f  p o w e r ,  more s o p h i s ­

t i c a t e d  a n d  m o r a l  f o r c e s .  F o r  G r a n t  " a c t i o n  was t h e  h i g h e s t  

s t i m u l a n t — t h e  i n s t i n c t  o f  f i g h t .  Such men w e re  f o r c e s  o f  

n a t u r e ,  e n e r g i e s  o f  t h e  p r i m e ,  l i k e  t h e  P t e r a s p i s , b u t  t h e y  

made s h o r t  w ork  o f  s c h o l a r s . "  G r a n t  " s h o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  e x ­

t i n c t  f o r  a g e s , " 1 b u t  t h e r e  he w as :  t h e  P r e s i d e n t !

A f t e r  t h e  c h a p t e r  " D a rw in i s m "  Adams c o u l d  a l s o  u s e  

t h e  t e r m s  " f i t "  an d  " u n f i t "  t o  e x p r e s s  t h r o u g h  i r o n y  t h e  d i f ­

f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  p o w e r  and  m o r a l i t y .  I n  A m e r i c a  t h e  o p p o r t u n ­

i t i e s  t o  c o n t r o l  p o w er  w ere  g r e a t ,  b u t  t h o s e  whose p r i n c i p l e s  

r e s t r a i n e d  th e m  f ro m  b l i n d l y  p u r s u i n g  i t  l o s t  o u t .  " B o s t o n  

m ean t  b u s i n e s s .  The B o s t o n i a n s  w e re  b u i l d i n g  r a i l w a y s .  Adams

w o u ld  h a v e  l i k e d  t o  h e l p  i n  b u i l d i n g  r a i l w a y s ,  b u t  h a d  n o  e d u -
2

c a t i o n .  He was n o t  f i t . "  He c o u l d  n o t ,  t h a t  i s ,  f o r g e t  h i s  

s t a n d a r d s  f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  r a i l w a y s .  O t h e r s  c o u l d ,  an d  

Adams r e p e a t e d  t h e  w a r n i n g  o f  t h e  H i s t o r y  t h a t  A m e r i c a ’ s ma­

t e r i a l i s t i c  s u c c e s s  was w e a k e n i n g  h e r  m o r a l  f i b r e .  M a t e r i a l  

a n d  m o r a l  f i t n e s s  seem ed  i n c o m p a t i b l e .  F o r  t h e  H i s t o r y  *s d e ­

f e n s e  o f  a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f  f i t n e s s ,  b r u t a l  a g g r e s s i v e n e s s  a s  a  

n a t i o n a l  t r a i t ,  Adams h a d  no  u s e  I n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n . W h e th e r  

h e  h a d  c h a n g e d  h i s  m ind  a b o u t  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a  n a t i o n  t o  be

Education, pp. 265-66.
2Ibid., p. 241.
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w i l l i n g  t o  f i g h t  I s  n o t  c l e a r ,  b u t  i n  any  c a s e  some o f  h i s  

e v a l u a t i o n s  c h a n g e d  d r a s t i c a l l y .  He n o  l o n g e r  a c c u s e d  A m e r i c a ,  

f o r  e x a m p l e ,  o f  n a t i o n a l  c o w a r d i c e .  And w h e r e a s  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  

we l e a r n e d  t h a t  " i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  e x i s t e n c e  t h e  E n g l i s h  p e o ­

p l e ,  f a v o r e d  by s i t u a t i o n ,  h a d  grown i n t o  a  new human t y p e , —  

w h ic h  m ig h t  b e  b r u t a l ,  b u t  was n o t  w e a k , "  t h e  E n g l i s h  t y p e  a s  

d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  " m i g h t  be  b r u t a l  o r  m i g h t  be  o n l y  

s t u p i d — b u t  s t r o n g ,  i n  e i t h e r  c a s e ,  i t  was n o t . " 1

Such d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  A d a m s 's  u s e  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e ­

o r y  h a d  l i t t l e  t o  do w i t h  h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  s c i e n c e .  The 

same s c i e n t i f i c  i d e a  c o u l d  be  a p p l i e d  t o  v a r i o u s  s u b j e c t s  f o r  

v a r i o u s  p u r p o s e s .  F o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t  we f i n d  t h e  same s c i e n ­

t i f i c  c o n c e p t s  i n  A d a m s 's  l a t e r  w r i t i n g  a s  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  

w o r k s .  H i s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  D a r w in i s m  d i d  n o t  s t o p  h im  f ro m  u s i n g  

D a r w i n i a n  i d e a s .  The r e j e c t i o n  i n d i c a t e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  some s i g ­

n i f i c a n t  c h a n g e s  i n  h i s  t h i n k i n g .  Adams a b a n d o n e d  D a rw in i sm  

i n  h i s  o l d  ag e  b e c a u s e  he  a s s o c i a t e d  i t  w i t h  t h e  i d e a  o f  

p r o g r e s s ,  w h ic h  he  r e j e c t e d ,  b e c a u s e  h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  t h e o r i e s  

demanded  s u c h  r a p i d  c h a n g e  t h a t  D a r w in i s m  gav e  th e m  no s u p ­

p o r t ,  and  p r o b a b l y  b e c a u s e  he  was r e s p o n d i n g  t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  

f i n - d e - s i e c l e  r e a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  a l l  s c i e n c e  a s  w e l l  a s  t o  t h e  

s c i e n t i f i c  c h a l l e n g e  p o s e d  by t h e  m e c h a n i s t i c  p h y s i c i s t s .

T h e r e  a r e  two more  p o s s i b l e  r e a s o n s .  D a r w in i s m  c o n t a i n s  a  

s t r o n g  e l e m e n t  o f  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m :  i f  a  s p e c i e s  c o u l d  n o t

u s e  i t s  a b i l i t i e s  t o  a d j u s t  t o  i t s  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  i t  d i e d  o u t .

"^History of the United States, IV, 74. Education,
p. 182.



I n  t h e  p r i m i t i v i s t  s t a t e  o f  m ind  w h ic h  grew on h im  a f t e r  h i s  

A s i a n  and  S o u th  S ea s  t r a v e l s  o f  t h e  1 8 9 0 ' s ,  Adams d e c i d e d  t h a t  

s o c i e t i e s  i n  t h e i r  e a r l i e r ,  p u r e r  s t a t e  were  n o t  o b s e s s e d  by 

v u l g a r  u t i l i t a r i a n  m o t i v e s .  But  New E n g l a n d e r s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  

" h a v e  k e p t  o n l y  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  w h ich  w ere  m os t  u s e f u l ,  w i t h  a  

d u l l  i n s t i n c t  r e c a l l i n g  d e a d  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  So we g e t  B o s t o n . "  

What m odern  s o c i e t y  n e e d s  i s  t o  " g e t  i t s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o c ­

e s s e s  b a c k  t o  t h e  s t a t e  o f  mind i n  w h ic h  s o c i e t y  n a t u r a l l y  

e x p r e s s e d  i t s e l f  i n  t h e  I l i a d , o r  t h e  C h a n s o n , o r  t h e  t e m p l e ,  

o r  t h e  c h u r c h ,  an d  s a n g ,  o r  b u i l t ,  o r  f o u g h t ,  o r  l o v e d  a s  a 

h a b i t ,  w i t h o u t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  p r a c t i c a l  u s e . "  S e c o n d l y ,  Adams 

r e j e c t e d  D a rw in i sm  b e c a u s e  a s  h i s  s u b j e c t i v i s m  grew he c a l l e d  

i n  q u e s t i o n  t h e  w h o le  o b j e c t i v e ,  o b s e r v a t i o n a l  e p i s t e m o l o g y  

o f  D a r w i n i a n  s c i e n c e .  The p a s s i o n  f o r  r e l a t i n g  a l l  o b s e r v a ­

t i o n  t o  o n e s e l f  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  p e r c e p t i o n  c a n n o t  be p u r e l y  ob­

j e c t i v e .  T h e re  a r e  o n l y  two s c h o o l s  o f  p h i l o s o p h y ,  Adams 

w r o t e  i n  1905:  "One t u r n s  t h e  w o r l d  o n t o  me; t h e  o t h e r  t u r n s

me o n t o  t h e  w o r l d :  a n d  t h e  r e s u l t  i s  t h e  sam e .  The s o - c a l l e d

me i s  a  v e r y ,  v e r y  s m a l l  and  f o o l i s h  puppy d o g ,  b u t  i t  i s  a l l  

t h a t  e x i s t s . " ' * ’ Thus Adams r e c l a i m e d  t h e  I n d i v i d u a l  s e l f  w h ich  

D a rw in i sm  v i r t u a l l y  i g n o r e d ,  an d  s l i g h t e d  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  D a r ­

w i n i a n  w o r l d .

^Ford, Letters of Henry Adams, II, 80, 544, 451.
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P r o g r e s s  and S o c i a l  Darwinism

A d a m s 's  r e j e c t i o n  o f  D a rw in i sm  r e f l e c t s  t h e  c h a n g e s

i n  h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s .  " N e v e r  h a d  t h e  s u n  o f

p r o g r e s s  s h o n e  s o  f a i r "  a s  when he  was a  y o u n g  man i n  1 8 7 0 .

" E v o l u t i o n  f ro m  l o w e r  t o  h i g h e r  r a g e d  l i k e  an  e p i d e m i c .

D arw in  was t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  p r o p h e t s  i n  t h e  m o s t  e v o l u t i o n a r y

o f  w o r l d s . "  The f a c t  o f  p r o g r e s s  seem ed  e v i d e n t ,  an d  few

w o n d e re d  w h a t  e x a c t l y  p r o g r e s s  m e a n t .  A f t e r  p u r s u i n g  t h e

m a t t e r  i n  Democracy  a n d  t h e  H i s t o r y , Adams h a d  no  v e r y  c l e a r

i d e a ,  a n d  h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  o f  p r o g r e s s  a s

" t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  and  economy o f  f o r c e s "  b e g g e d  t h e  w ho le

q u e s t i o n ,  a s  he  conceded . '* '  A m e r i c a  a n d  a l l  W e s t e r n  s o c i e t y

d r i f t e d  a i m l e s s l y ,  n o t  k n o w in g  ( a s  he  w r o t e  i n  C h a r t r e s )

"w here  i t  means t o  g o ,  o r  w h e t h e r  i t  means t o  go a n y w h e r e —
2

w h a t  i t s  o b j e c t  i s ,  o r  w h e t h e r  i t  h a s  an o b j e c t . "  No one 

knew w h a t  p r o g r e s s  was o r  w h e t h e r  i t  was a t t a i n a b l e .  P e r ­

h a p s  Hans D r i e s c h  was r i g h t ,  i n  t h i s  A d am s ia n  p a s s a g e  w h ich  

Adams m a rk e d :  " A l l  r e a l  p r o g r e s s  i s  n o n - h i s t o r i c a l — and

i t s  c h a m p io n s  a l m o s t  a l w a y s  h a v e  become m a r t y r s :  t h i s  f a c t

seem s  n o t  t o  recommend h i s t o r y  a s  a  means o f  e d u c a t i o n ,  e x ­

c e p t  f o r  p e r s o n s  o f  a  v e r y  s t r o n g  c h a r a c t e r . "

F o r  a n a t i o n  t o  p r o g r e s s  i t  n e e d e d  i d e a l s  t o  work  t o ­

w a r d ,  b u t  Adams r e m a r k e d  w i t h  a  s n e e r  t h a t  t h e  A m e r i c a n  mind

^E d u c a t i o n , p p .  2 8 4 ,  474 .

2C h a r t r e s , p .  344 .

^Science and Philosophy of the Organism, p. 320.
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" s h u n n e d ,  d i s t r u s t e d ,  d i s l i k e d ,  t h e  d a n g e r o u s  a t t r a c t i o n  o f  

i d e a l s . " ^ "  I n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  he s t i l l  t h o u g h t  A m e r ic a  h a d  am ple  

e n e r g y ,  and  d o u b t e d  o n l y  s o c i e t y ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  and  d i ­

r e c t  i t s  e n e r g y .  A f t e r  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  t h e  b e l i e f  h a r d e n e d  i n  

h i s  mind t h a t  s o c i e t y  was s t a g n a t i n g :  " S o c i e t y  s w a l lo w s  p a s ­

s i v e l y  w h a t e v e r  i s  th ro w n  a t  i t ,  b u t  n e v e r  e v e n  s p l a s h e s  when 

h i t . "  I n  t h e  H i s t o r y  Adams h a d  w a rn e d  t h a t  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l ­

i t y  o f  t h e  A m er ic an  mind and  t h e  v a s t  u n i f o r m i t y  o f  i t s  s o c i ­

e t y  w ou ld  t h w a r t  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t .  The E d u c a t i o n  i s  

b i t t e r  on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  A m e r ic a n  c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y ,  and  t h e  

L e t t e r  i s  a  p s e u d o = s c i e n t i f i c  e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  H i s t o r y ' s 

w a r n i n g  a b o u t  A m er ican  u n i f o r m i t y .  A m e r i c a ' s  s t r e n g t h  was 

i n  h e r  m a t e r i a l  r e s o u r c e s  and  i n t e r e s t s ,  an d  "a  m a t e r i a l i s t

s o c i e t y  l i k e  o u r s , "  he w r o t e  i n  1 8 9 7 ,  " h a s  no l i f e  e x c e p t  i n
2

m a t e r i a l i s t  s u c c e s s . "  B r u t a l i t y  and  m u r d e r  s u r v i v e d  i n  Amer­

i c a  a s  e l s e w h e r e ,  and  Adams d e c l i n e d  t o  j u s t i f y  i t ,  a s  he h ad  

i n  t h e  H i s t o r y , a s  an  u n p l e a s a n t  n a t i o n a l  v i r t u e  i n  a  w o r l d  

r u l e d  by n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n . ^ A m e r ic a  s t i l l  m a i n t a i n e d  t h e  a d ­

v a n t a g e  o v e r  E urope  m e n t i o n e d  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y , t h a t  s h e  was 

h e a d e d  i n  o n l y  one d i r e c t i o n ,  E u ro p e  i n  many; b u t  no l o n g e r  d i d  

A m e r ic a  e n j o y  a  t h r e e - g e n e r a t i o n  l e a d .  "Whenever  E u ro p e  o r  A s i a  

s h o u l d  be p o l a r i z e d  o r  o r i e n t e d  t o w a r d s  t h e  same p o i n t ,  Amer­

i c a  m ig h t  e a s i l y  l o s e  h e r  l e a d . "  The w o r l d  moved f a s t e r  i n  

1868 t h a n  i n  1817 .  G iv e n  s u c h  t r o u b l e d  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  i t  i s

E d u c a t i o n , p .  328.

2P o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, I I ,  5 7 2 ,  115 .

See  E d u c a t i o n , e . g . ,  p .  352 .
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s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  Adams c o u l d  be a s  h o p e f u l  a s  he  so m e t im e s  w as .  

The E d u c a t i o n , f o r  e x a m p l e ,  e n d s  on an a l m o s t  o p t i m i s t i c  n o t e ;  

t h e  A m e r ic a n  " s o c i a l  m i n d , "  he f e l t ,  "w ou ld  h a v e  t o  jump" t o  

meet  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  t h e  new c e n t u r y ,  b u t  t h e y  m ig h t  be met.^" 

As h i s  b r o t h e r  B rooks  c o m p l a i n e d ,  " I n  t h e o r y  you  b e l i e v e ,  a s  

I  d o ,  t h a t  men a r e  a u t o m a t a ,  t h a t  we c a n n o t  do o t h e r w i s e  t h a n  

we d o — t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no a d v a n c e  an d  i n  p r a c t i c e  you a r e  a lw a y s
p

w o r r y i n g  f o r  an  A m e r ic a n  E u t o p i a . "

I n  h i s  e a r l i e r  w orks  Adams a l t e r e d  h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  n a ­

t u r e  t o  f i t  w h a t e v e r  a s p e c t  o f  A m e r ic an  l i f e  he  was d i s c u s s i n g .  

I n  Democracy  he e m p h a s i z e d  t h e  a m o r a l  b r u t a l i t y  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  

w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  W a s h in g to n  p o l i t i c s ,  w h i l e  i n  

E s t h e r  he  c o n c e i v e d  o f  n a t u r e  a s  a  m y s t e r i o u s  f o r c e  o p p o s e d  

t o  A m e r ic a n  s o c i e t y  and  s y m p a t h e t i c  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  t h o u g h  

i r r e l e v a n t  t o  m o r a l  d e c i s i o n s .  I n  t h e  e a r l y  e s s a y s  and  t h e  

H i s t o r y  n a t u r e  was so  s t r o n g  a f o r c e  i n  human a f f a i r s  t h a t  

e v e n  t h e  young  A m e r ic a n  g o v e r n m e n t  had  t o  obey  h e r  l a w s  i n  

o r d e r  t o  s u c c e e d .  S i m i l a r  i d e a s  c a n  be fo u n d  i n  one o r  a n ­

o t h e r  o f  t h e  l a t e r  w o r k s .  The v i t a l i s m  o f  t h e  L e t t e r  i s  a  

d i r e c t  d e v e l o p m e n t  f ro m  E s t h e r , t h o u g h  one can  h a r d l y  be 

p l e a s e d  w i t h  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  s i n c e  A d a m s 's  v i t a l i s m  seem ed 

i n t e n d e d  m e r e l y  t o  d i s c r e d i t  s c i e n c e  an d  r a t i o n a l i s m ,  w i t h ­

o u t  p r o v i d i n g  any p h i l o s o p h y  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  More p o s i ­

t i v e  was A d am s 's  c o n c e p t  i n  C h a r t r e s  o f  t h e  V i r g i n  a s  a f o r c e  

o f  n a t u r e ,  and  h i s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  S t .  F r a n c i s  a s  s o c i e t y ' s

1 I b i d . , p p .  2 3 7 , 4 9 8 .

S am ue ls ,  Maj o r  P h a s e , p .  6 3 3 .
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u l t i m a t e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  n a t u r a l i s t i c  p a n t h e i s m . 1 The v i s i o n  o f  

n a t u r e  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  i s ,  h o w e v e r ,  o f  a  f a r  d i f f e r e n t  o r d e r ;  

h e r e  n a t u r e  a p p e a r e d  a s  a  c h a o t i c  f o r c e ,  b l i n d  and  n o n - m o r a l  

( d e s p i t e  A d a m s 's  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s ) ,  w o r k in g  a g a i n s t  man a t  e v e r y  

p o i n t .  " O r d e r  was an  a c c i d e n t a l  r e l a t i o n  o b n o x i o u s  t o  n a t u r e , "  

and  t h i s  c h a o s  h e l p e d  e x p l a i n ,  he  t h o u g h t ,  " t h e  p e r s i s t e n t l y  

f i e n d i s h  t r e a t m e n t  o f  man by man; t h e  p e r p e t u a l  e f f o r t  o f  s o ­

c i e t y  t o  e s t a b l i s h  l a w ,  and  t h e  p e r p e t u a l  r e v o l t  o f  s o c i e t y
2

a g a i n s t  t h e  law i t  h a d  e s t a b l i s h e d . "  T h a t  s o c i e t y  r e f l e c t e d  

t h e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  c h a o t i c  n a t u r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  d i d  n o t  a b s o l v e  man 

o f  m o r a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ;  i f  m a n ' s  n a t u r a l  t e n d e n c y  was t o  

" f o l l o w  n a t u r e "  i n  c h a o s ,  t h e  j o b  o f  m o r a l i t y  was t o  h a l t  t h i s  

t e n d e n c y .

S o c i a l  D a rw in i sm  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  b e t w e e n  t h e  d e s i r a b l e  

s t r u g g l e  o f  I n d i v i d u a l s  a g a i n s t  n a t u r e  an d  m an’ s d e s t r u c t i v e  

e f f o r t s  t o  a l t e r  n a t u r e ' s  p r o c e s s e s  i n  s o c i e t y .  Adams seemed 

t o  make t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n :  h i s  dynam ic  law o f  h i s t o r y  r e q u i r e d

t h a t  " two m a s s e s — n a t u r e  and  man— m u st  go on r e a c t i n g  a g a i n s t  

e a c h  o t h e r ,  w i t h o u t  s t o p " ;  b u t  he  a l s o  w r o t e  t h a t  " I  n e v e r  

t h i n k  i t  good  s e n s e  t o  t r y  t o  r e v e r s e  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  n a -  

t u r e . " ^  When L u c i e n  P o i n c a r e  p r e d i c t e d  t h a t  p h y s i c s  

" a c c o m p l i r a ,  p o u r  l a  s o c i e t e  t o u t  e n t i e r e ,  une  o e u v r e  p l u s  

p r e c i e u s e  e n c o r e ,  e n  c o n t r i b u a n t  t o u s  l e s  j o u r s ,  p a r  l e s  

a m e l i o r a t i o n s  q u ' e l l e  s u g g e r e ,  a  r e n d r e  l a  v i e  p l u s  f a c i l e

1C h a r t r e s , p p .  3 4 3 -4 4 .

E d u c a t i o n , p .  458 .

■^Ibid. ,  p .  4 78 .  F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  H enry  Adams, I I ,  53 .
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e t  p l u s  d o u ce  e t  en  p r o c u r a n t  & l 'hom m e d e s  a rm es  c o n t r e  l e s  

f o r c e s  h o s t i l e  de l a  n a t u r e , "  Adams r e p l i e d  i n  t h e  m a r g i n :  

" F e e b l e  c o n c l u s i o n !  P h y s i c s  a r e  f o r c e ,  an d  f o r c e  i s  t h e  ob­

j e c t  o f  n a t u r e . " 1 One h a r d l y  knows how t o  t a k e  s u c h  an  o b j e c ­

t i o n  t o  m a n ' s  u s i n g  s c i e n c e  a g a i n s t  n a t u r e .  The H i s t o r y , how­

e v e r ,  g i v e s  t h e  c l u e .  I n  i t  Adams h a d  s u s p e c t e d  t h a t  m a n ' s  

u s e  o f  s c i e n c e  an d  t e c h n o l o g y  m i g h t  e v e n t u a l l y  h i n d e r  s o c i a l  

d e v e l o p m e n t ,  a s  t h o u g h  i n  f i g h t i n g  n a t u r e  t o o  h a r d  man m i g h t  

i n j u r e  b o t h  n a t u r e  an d  h i m s e l f .  T h i s  i d e a  grew on Adams a f t e r  

t h e  H i s t o r y , a n d  he  e x p r e s s e d  I t  c l e a r l y  i n  h i s  " P r a y e r  t o  t h e  

V i r g i n  o f  C h a r t r e s " :

S e i z e ,  t h e n ,  t h e  Atom! r a c k  h i s  j o i n t s !
T e a r  o u t  o f  h im  h i s  s e c r e t  s p r i n g !

G r i n d  h im  t o  n o t h i n g ! — t h o u g h  he  p o i n t s  
To u s ,  an d  h i s  l i f e - b l o o d  a n o i n t s

Me— t h e  d e a d  A to m -K in g !^

The s p e a k e r  i n  t h e  poem i s  W e s t e r n  man,  an d  t h e  e n d  o f  h i s  

p u r s u i t  o f  n a t u r e ' s  p o w er  i s  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  b o t h  o f  n a t u r e  

a n d  o f  n a t u r e ' s  m a s t e r ,  man, t h e  A tom -K Ing .  Modern  man c a n ­

n o t  b a t t l e  n a t u r e  w i t h o u t  d e s t r o y i n g  b o t h  n a t u r e  a n d  man. 

A d a m s 's  c r i t i c i s m  o f  P o i n c a r e ,  t h e n ,  i s  n o t  a p e e v i s h  com­

p l a i n t  a g a i n s t  t h e  i d e a  o f  i m p r o v i n g  h u m a n i t y  b u t  r a t h e r  an  

a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  s c i e n c e  s i m p l y  c a n n o t  h e l p  mem by d o i n g  b a t t l e  

a g a i n s t  n a t u r e .  What t h e n  s h o u l d  man do? The o b v i o u s  a n s w e r  

i s  t o  w ork  w i t h  n a t u r e ;  t h i s  i s  w h a t  Adams a d v o c a t e d ,  an d  he  

c i t e d  F r a n c i s  Bacon a s  a u t h o r i t y .  The d i f f i c u l t y  was t h a t

1La P h y s i q u e  M o d e r n e , p .  308 .
p

I n  L e t t e r s  t o  a  N i e c e  an d  P r a y e r  t o  t h e  V i r g i n  o f  
C h a r t r e s , W ith  a  N i e c s 1s M em or ies  ( 1 9 2 0 ) ,  e d .  by  M abe l  La 
F a r g e ,  p .  1 30 .
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n a t u r e  moved t o o  f a s t  f o r  man t o  f o l l o w .  "No one i s  l i k e l y  t o  

s u g g e s t  a t h e o r y  t h a t  m a n ' s  c o n v e n i e n c e  h a d  b e e n  c o n s u l t e d  by 

N a t u r e  a t  any  t i m e .  . . .  I n  e v e r y  age man h a s  b i t t e r l y  and  

j u s t l y  c o m p l a i n e d  t h a t  N a t u r e  h u r r i e d  a n d  h u s t l e d  h i m . " 1 I n  

t h e  m odern  w o r l d ,  n a t u r e  was m o v ing  f a s t e r  t h a n  e v e r .

The o l d e r  A d a m s 's  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  n a ­

t u r e  i s  an  awed a p p r e c i a t i o n ,  t i n g e d  w i t h  d i s t r u s t ,  o f  m y s t e r y  

arid p o w e r ,  a n d  a  s e n s e  t h a t  b e t w e e n  man an d  n a t u r e  i s  an  u n ­

b r i d g e a b l e  g a p .  S c i e n c e  w i l l  n e v e r  c o m p reh en d  n a t u r e ' s  s e c r e t s ,  

a n d  n e i t h e r  n a t u r e  n o r  s c i e n c e  c a n  h e l p  s o l v e  o n e ' s  m o r a l  

d i l e m m a s .  T h i s  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  p o s i t i o n  Adams t o o k  i n  

E s t h e r  a g a i n s t  G e o rg e  S t r o n g ' s  e v o l u t i o n i s m .  How c a n  t h e  d i s ­

c o v e r y  o f  T r u t h  make t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  o r  t h e  r a c e  i m m o r t a l ?

T r u t h ,  i t  t u r n e d  o u t ,  a p p a r e n t l y  e x i s t e d  o n l y  i n  t h e  m in d .

I n  t h e  p a s t  t h e  m i n d ' s  "own u n i t y  h a d  c r e a t e d  a  u n i v e r s e  t h e  

e s s e n c e  o f  w h ic h  was a b s t r a c t  T r u t h ;  t h e  A b s o l u t e ;  God I To 

Thomas A q u i n a s ,  t h e  u n i v e r s e  was s t i l l  a  p e r s o n ;  t o  S p i n o z a ,  

a  s u b s t a n c e ;  t o  K a n t ,  T r u t h  was t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  ' I 1; an 

i n n a t e  c o n v i c t i o n ;  a  c a t e g o r i c a l  i m p e r a t i v e ;  t o  P o i n c a r e ,  i t  

was a  c o n v e n i e n c e ;  and  t o  K a r l  P e a r s o n ,  a  medium o f  e x c h a n g e . "  

The h i s t o r i a n ,  Adams c o n c l u d e d ,  "m ust  n o t  t r y  t o  know w h a t  i s

t r u t h ,  i f  he  v a l u e s  h i s  h o n e s t y ;  f o r ,  i f  h e  c a r e s  f o r  h i s
2

t r u t h s ,  he i s  c e r t a i n  t o  f a l s i f y  h i s  f a c t s . "  To s e a r c h  f o r  

t r u t h ,  he m a i n t a i n e d  i n  C h a r t r e s , i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  w rong  e f ­

f o r t :  " T r u e  i g n o r a n c e  a p p r o a c h e s  t h e  i n f i n i t e  more n e a r l y

Education, pp. 484, 493.
2Ibid., pp. 456-57.
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t h a n  any  am ount  o f  k n o w le d g e  can  d o . "  I n  t h u s  d e n y i n g  t h a t  

k n o w le d g e  i s  t h e  b e s t  r e a d  t o  i n f i n i t y ,  Adams r e j e c t e d  t h e  

v a l i d i t y  o f  s u c h  e v o l u t i o n i s m  a s  G e o rg e  S t r o n g ' s .  To r e f u t e  

o n c e  more i t s  u s e f u l n e s s ,  he  c i t e d  S t .  Thomas A q u i n a s .  I n  

C h a r t r e s  Adams d i s c u s s e d  t h e  t h e o l o g i c a l  c o u n t e r p a r t  t o  e v o ­

l u t i o n i s m :  " I n  G o d ’ s p r o v i d e n c e ,  man was a s  n o t h i n g .  W ith  a

p r o p e r  s e n s e  o f  d u t y ,  e v e r y  s o l a r  s y s t e m  s h o u l d  be c o n t e n t  t o  

s u f f e r ,  i f  t h e r e b y  t h e  e f f i c i e n c y  o f  t h e  M i lk y  Way w ere  im­

p r o v e d . "  As i n  e v o l u t i o n i s m  a n d  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s m ,  t h e  a s su m p ­

t i o n  h e r e  i s  t h a t  w h a t e v e r  i s ,  i s  r i g h t ,  t h a t  t h e  s u f f e r i n g s  

o f  t h e  p a r t  a r e  o f  no c o n s e q u e n c e ,  i f  t h e  w h o le  p r o g r e s s e s ;  

a n d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s h o u l d  g l a d l y  a c c e p t  h i s  own p r o b l e m s  i n  

t h e  s e c u r e  k n o w le d g e  t h a t  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e  a l l  w o rk s  f o r  g o o d .  

" S u c h  t h e o l o g y , "  Adams w r o t e ,  " s h o c k e d  S a i n t  Thomas ,  who n e v e r  

w h o l l y  a b a n d o n e d  man i n  o r d e r  t o  e x a l t  G o d . " 1

Adams r e t a i n e d  many s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t  a t t i t u d e s ,  how­

e v e r ,  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  s u p p o r t e d  h i s  own s o c i a l  c l a s s .  He 

was no f a n a t i c  l i k e  h i s  b r o t h e r  B r o o k s ,  whom E r n e s t  S am u e ls  

r e g a r d s  a s  a  d i s t a n t  f o r e r u n n e r  o f  t h e  f a s c i s t s ;  b u t  S am u e ls  

a s s e r t s  t h a t  H e n r y ' s  " o p i n i o n s  sm ac k ed  t o o  much o f  an  a n t i ­

d e m o c r a t i c  s o c i a l  D a r w in i s m  t h a t  no  p o l i t i c i a n  d a r e d  p u b l i c l y  

p r o f e s s , "  a n d  n o t e s  t h a t  h i s  l a t e r  l e t t e r s  r e v e a l  no  " s i g n s  o f  

a  s y m p a t h e t i c  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  o r d i n a r y  i n d i v i d u a l s  who made up 

t h e  m ass  o f  m a n k i n d . "  I n  C h a r t r e s  Adams d e s c r i b e d  t h e  r i g h t s  

o f  man a s  an  i l l u s o r y  c o n v e n t i o n  l i k e  c o u r t e o u s  l o v e ,  t h e

•̂ C h a r t r e s , pp .  I l l ,  371 .

2M a jo r  P h a s e , pp.  4 5 6 ,  4 0 9 ,  252 .
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b a l a n c e  o f  t r a d e ,  and  t h e  A t h a n a s i a n  C r e e d . 1 On t h e  s u b j e c t  

o f  s o c i a l  work he o f t e n  waxed d e r i s i v e .  P h i l a n t h r o p y  was a  

d i v e r s i o n  f o r  b o r e d  women. One o f  t h e  g r i e v o u s  f l a w s  o f  s o ­

c i a l i s m  was t h a t  i t  " c u t  o f f  t h e  few a v e n u e s  o f  e s c a p e  w h ich

c a p i t a l i s m  h a d  o p e n e d  t o  t h e  w o m an ,"— i t  d e p r i v e d  h e r  o f  t h e
2

a b i l i t y  t o  do good w orks  by d o i n g  them  i t s e l f .  (M e a n w h i le ,  

c a p i t a l i s t i c  A m e r ic a  was d e s t r o y i n g  t h e  f a m i l y :  t h e  M a d e l e i n e s

an d  E s t h e r s  o f  t h e  new c e n t u r y  f a c e d  a  dim f u t u r e  i n  e i t h e r  

k i n d  o f  s o c i e t y . )  When A l f r e d  R u s s e l  W a l l a c e  i n  M an 's  P l a c e  

i n  t h e  U n i v e r s e  (1 9 0 3 )  p l e a d e d  f o r  a  c am p a ig n  a g a i n s t  d i r t y  

a i r  and  w a t e r  an d  " f i l t h ,  d i s e a s e ,  and  m i s e r y "  g e n e r a l l y ,

Adams w r o t e  c u t e l y  i n  t h e  m a r g i n :  "How a b o u t  d r i n k  an d  food

an d  r e g u l a r  e x e r c i s e ?  How a b o u t  t h i c k  s h o e s  and  h a v i n g  t h e i r  

h a i r  c u t ?  How a b o u t  a  r e g u l a r  Income and  s e a t s  a t  t h e  O pera?

I f  man i s  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  t h e  U n i v e r s e ,  a l l  s u c h  t a l k  i s  s i n g u ­

l a r l y  B r i t i s h . I t  c e r t a i n l y  was n o t  s i n g u l a r l y  A m e r ic a n .  

A d am s 's  a t t i t u d e  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  common p r e j u d i c e  o f  h i s  c l a s s  

t o w a r d  a  s o c i e t y  t h a t  was c e a s i n g  t o  pay  i t  homage.  Added 

t o  t h i s  r e s e n t m e n t  was t h e  c o n s e r v a t i s m  o f  t h e  man o f  means 

f o r  whom t h e  g r o w in g  p o w er  o f  t h e  m a s s e s  was n o t h i n g  b u t  a 

t h r e a t .  Adams j u s t i f i e d  h i s  a t t i t u d e  by t h e  same r a t i o n a l i z a ­

t i o n  t h a t  c o m f o r t e d  M a d e l e i n e  L e e .  " I  t h o r o u g h l y  b e l i e v e , "

1C h a r t r e s , p .  226 .

^E d u c a t i o n , p .  446 .

^ ( A t  t h e  M ass .  H i s t .  S o c . ) ,  p p .  2 6 0 - 6 1 .  On A dam s 's  
i d e a s  on s o c i a l  r e f o r m  s e e  a l s o  S a m u e l s ,  M a jo r  P h a s e , p p .
2 5 2 ,  3 59 ,  4 1 2 - 1 3 ;  and  J o r d y ,  Adams: S c i e n t i f i c  H i s t o r i a n ,
p p .  2 1 3 - 1 4 ,  270 .
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he w r o te  i n  1 8 9 1 ,  " th a t  I  n e v e r  y e t  d i d  a c h a r i t y  w i t h o u t  do­

i n g  harm, and so m et im es  f a r  more harm th a n  g o o d ." ^

The f i n a n c i a l  p a n i c  o f  1 8 9 3 ,  w hich  i n d i c a t e d  a s e r i ­

ous breakdown i n  t h e  American econom ic  s y s t e m ,  i n f l u e n c e d  Adams 

t o  r e j e c t  l a i s s e z - f a i r e , b u t  he g a in e d  no new c o n f i d e n c e  i n  

g o v e r n m e n ta l  power.  Though he r e c o r d e d  i n  t h e  E d u c a t io n  h i s

s y m p a th y  w i t h  R o o s e v e l t ' s  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  t h e  t r u s t s ,  he d o u b t e d
2

t h a t  R o o s e v e l t  c o u l d  do much.  And i n t o  h i s  w r i t i n g ,  e s p e c i a l ­

l y  h i s  l e t t e r s ,  o f t e n  came t h e  t i r e d ,  e x a s p e r a t e d  t o n e  o f  a 

man s o  d i s t u r b e d  by s o c i e t y  t h a t  he w a n t e d  t o  ab a n d o n  i t  e n ­

t i r e l y .  " I  t h i n k  i t  l i k e l y  t h e  w o r l d  w i l l  b r e a k  i t s  damned 

n e c k  w i t h i n  f i v e  a n d  t w e n t y  y e a r s , "  he  w r o t e  i n  1 9 0 1 , " an d  a 

good  r i d d a n c e .  . . .  I  i n c l i n e  now t o  a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s m ,  an d  

v e r y  s t r o n g l y  t o  a n t i - m i l i t a r i s m .  I  i n c l i n e  t o  l e t  t h e  ma-
o

c h i n e  s m a s h ,  an d  s e e  w h a t  p i e c e s  a r e  w o r t h  s a v i n g  a f t e r w a r d s . "  

We s h o u l d  n o t  h o l d  Adams r i g i d l y  t o  s u c h  o u t b u r s t s .  U n d o u b t ­

e d l y  a t  t h e  t i m e  h e  d i d  t h i n k  o f  h i m s e l f  a s  a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t ,  

y e t  he  b a s e d  h i s  h i g h  e s t i m a t e  o f  J o h n  Hay a s  d i p l o m a t  on 

H a y ' s  i m p e r i a l i s t i c  " t r u e  e m p i r e - b u i l d i n g , "  w h ic h  Adams saw
4

a s  t h e  c o n s u m m a t io n  o f  h i s  own a n c e s t o r s '  p o l i t i c a l  e f f o r t s .

He h a d  h i s  a n t i - m i l i t a r i s t  m oods ,  b u t  h e  s u p p o r t e d  t h e  F r e n c h

army a g a i n s t  D r e y f u s  b e c a u s e  —

I  h a v e  h a d  b u t  one  r u l e ,  w h ic h  i s  t o  b a c k  t h e  Army an d  
Navy a g a i n s t  e v e r y t h i n g  e v e r y w h e r e  on e v e r y  o c c a s i o n .

■^Cater,  H enry  Adams an d  H is  F r i e n d s , p .  25 8 .

2E d u c a t i o n , p p .  5 0 0 - 5 0 1 .

^ C a t e r ,  H enry  Adams a n d  H is  F r i e n d s , p .  50M.

^E d u c a t i o n , p .  3 6 3 .
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T h a t  i s  why I  am a n  a n t i - D r e y f u s a r d .  . . . When t h e  army 
makes  a  m i s t a k e  a n d  s h o o t s  t h e  w ro n g  man,  I  am s o r r y ,  and  
w o u ld  do  a l l  I  c a n  t o  r e d r e s s  t h e  i n j u s t i c e ,  b u t  t h e  Army 
a n d  t h e  Navy h a v e  s a v e d  an d  made me a n d  mine s o  many t i m e s  
t h a t  I ' m  n o t  g o i n g  b a c k  on i t ,  w h a t e v e r  i t  d o e s . *

T h i s  was m i l i t a r i s m  o f  a  s o r t ,  t h o u g h  we h a v e  s e e n  i n  t h e  H i s ­

t o r y  how r o m a n t i c  A d a m s ' s  a d m i r a t i o n  o f  w a r  w a s .  The same 

q u a l i t y  i s  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  o p e n i n g  c h a p t e r s  o f  C h a r t r e s .

"L'homme d ' e t a t  e t u d i a n t  I 1a c t i o n  e t  l a  r e a c t i o n  d e s  

d i f f ^ r e n t e s  n a t i o n s  l e s  u n e s  s u r  l e s  a u t r e s , "  B a l f o u r  S t e w a r t  

w r o t e  c h e e r i l y  i n  1899> " a c c o m p l l t  une  o e u v r e  a n a l o g u e  & c e l l e  

de 1 ' a s t r o n o m e . "  "The d e u c e  he  d o e s ! "  H enry  Adams r e p l i e d  

i r r i t a b l y  i n  t h e  m a r g i n ,  s h o w i n g  o n c e  more  h i s  o p i n i o n  o f  p o l ­

i t i c s . 2 S i n c e  t h e  1 8 7 0 ' s  a n d  1 8 8 0 ' s ,  when h e  t h o u g h t  t h e  Amer­

i c a n  C o n s t i t u t i o n  s u c c e s s f u l  b e c a u s e  i t  d i d  n o t  v i o l a t e  n a t ­

u r a l  l a w s ,  an d  J e f f e r s o n  a  f a i l u r e  b e c a u s e  h e  d i d ,  new f o r c e s  

i n  t h e  w o r l d  h a d  c a u s e d  Adams t o  r e - e x a m i n e  t h e  r o l e  o f  p o l ­

i t i c s  a n d  g o v e r n m e n t  i n  s o c i e t y .  The f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  C o n s t i t u ­

t i o n  now a p p e a r e d  c e r t a i n ;  t h e  f o u n d i n g  f a t h e r s '  " m a c h in e  was 

n e v e r  m e a n t  t o  do t h e  work  o f  a  t w e n t y - m i l l i o n  h o r s e - p o w e r  s o ­

c i e t y  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  w h e r e  much w ork  n e e d e d  t o  be  

q u i c k l y  an d  e f f i c i e n t l y  d o n e . "  O u t s t a n d i n g  p o l i t i c i a n s  m i g h t  

make t h e  m a c h i n e  w o r k ,  b u t  p o l i t i c i a n s  r e f l e c t  t h e  s o c i e t y  

t h a t  e l e c t s  t h e m ,  a n d  A m e r i c a n  s o c i e t y ,  f a r  f ro m  p r o d u c i n g  

g o o d  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  d i d  n o t  e v e n  t a k e  i t s  own m e d i o c r i t y  s e r i ­

o u s l y .  So " r i c h  a n d  p o o r  j o i n e d  i n  t h r o w i n g  c o n t e m p t  o n  t h e i r

^Ford, Letters of Henry Adams, II, 240.
2 y La C o n s e r v a t i o n  de l ' E n e r g i e  ( a t  t h e  M a s s .  H i s t .

Soc.), p. 2.



own r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .  S o c i e t y  l a u g h e d  a  v a c a n t  and  m e a n i n g ­

l e s s  d e r i s i o n  o v e r  i t s  own f a i l u r e . " 1 W ors t  o f  a l l ,  Adams 

t h o u g h t ,  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  f o r c e s  w e re  t a k i n g  c o n t r o l  o f  m odern  

p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  o f  t h e s e  f o r c e s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  w a s _ e c o n o m i c s . To 

S p e n c e r ,  who h a d  no  u se  f o r  p o l i t i c s ,  s u c h  a s i t u a t i o n  i n d i ­

c a t e d  p r o g r e s s .  To Adams, e c o n o m ic s  was a  w i l d  f o r c e  t h a t  

t h r e a t e n e d  s o c i e t y .  I f  p o l i t i c s  and  g o v e r n m e n t  were  im p o ­

t e n t ,  e c o n o m ic  c o m p e t i t i o n  seem ed  d e s t r u c t i v e .  T h i s  was t h e  

p o i n t  a t  w h ic h  t h e  "y o u n g  r a d i c a l "  o f  t h e  1 8 6 0 ’ s ,  s e a r c h i n g  

f o r  a  t h e o r y  o f  p r o g r e s s ,  h a d  a t  l a s t  a r r i v e d .  He c o u l d  d e ­

t e c t  no  r e a l  p r o g r e s s  i n  m o d ern  s o c i e t y .  The s i t u a t i o n  grew 

more a l a r m i n g  a s  Adams p e r c e i v e d  more f l a w s  i n  t h e  c a p i t a l i s ­

t i c  s y s t e m  i n  t h e  y e a r s  a f t e r  1 8 9 3 ,  a n d  f o r c e d  h i m s e l f  t o  r e ­

e x a m in e  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  c a p i t a l i s t i c  s o c i e t y .

C a p i t a l i s m  a n d  S o c i a l i s m

Adams’ s s o c i a l - D a r w i n i a n  a d v i c e  t o  a  n i e c e  i n  1 8 9 8 —  

"What we a c c e p t  w i t h  g r a t i t u d e  f ro m  a  b r o t h e r  p a u p e r ,  we t a k e  

w i t h  a  g r u d g e  f ro m  a  R o t h s c h i l d .  Among p a u p e r s ,  a l l  i s  com-
p

mon; b u t  t h e  r i c h  s t a n d  a p a r t ,  an d  c a n n o t  be u n s e l f i s h "  — 

m i g h t  h a v e  seem ed  t o  an  u n s y m p a t h e t i c  r e a d e r  ( a  p a u p e r ,  f o r  

e x a m p l e )  t o  be  a  s u b c o n s c i o u s  a r g u m e n t  f o r  s o c i a l i s m .  P o s ­

s i b l y  i t  w a s .  A f t e r  t h e  p a n i c  o f  1893 s o c i a l i s m  p r e y e d  on 

h i s  m in d .  He t u r n e d  t o  K a r l  M arx ,  a n d  a  l e t t e r  t o  G a s k e l l

•‘'Education, pp. 375, 272.
pCater, Henry Adams and His Friends, p. 43 6.
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i n  189^ shows how d e e p l y  Marx i m p r e s s e d  h i m .  "We know t o o  l i t ­

t l e  y e t  t o  make a  s c i e n c e  o f  h i s t o r y .  A n o t h e r  f i f t y  y e a r s  w i l l  

do i t ,  I ’ v e  no d o u b t .  I  can  w a i t .  It_ w i l l  do no  one  any  g o o d . 

D id  y o u  e v e r  r e a d  K a r l  Marx? I  t h i n k  I  n e v e r  s t r u c k  a  b o o k  

w h i c h  t a u g h t  me s o  m uch ,  and  w i t h  w h i c h  I  d i s a g r e e d  s o  r a d i c ­

a l l y  i n  c o n c l u s i o n .  Anyway, t h e s e  s t u d i e s  o f  m o r b i d  s o c i e t y  

a r e  n o t  s o  a m u s i n g  a s  P e t r o n i u s  an d  P l u t a r c h . " 1 Adams was 

s a y i n g  e i t h e r  t h a t  Marx was a  p r e m a t u r e  s c i e n t i f i c  h i s t o r i a n  

o r  t h a t  s o c i a l i s m  w o u ld  make a  s c i e n c e  o f  h i s t o r y  u s e l e s s .

He a l r e a d y  s u s p e c t e d ,  i n  any c a s e ,  t h a t  s o c i a l i s m  was t h e  n e x t  

s t e p  i n  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n .  The c o n c l u s i o n  o f  Marx t h a t  he  d i s ­

p u t e d  was  p r o b a b l y  n o t  t h a t  s o c i a l i s m  was i n e v i t a b l e  b u t  t h a t  

i t  was p r o g r e s s .

"He h a d  s t u d i e d  K a r l  Marx  a n d  h i s  d o c t r i n e s  o f  h i s -
2

t o r y  w i t h  p r o f o u n d  a t t e n t i o n , "  Adams s a i d  o f  h i m s e l f ,  b u t  

w h a t  he  a c t u a l l y  l e a r n e d  f ro m  Marx i s  n o t  q u i t e  c l e a r .  H is  

m a r k i n g s  a n d  comments  ( n o t  t h e  m o s t  r e l i a b l e  o f  g u i d e s )  i n  

C a p i t a l  s u g g e s t  t h a t  h e  p a i d  c l o s e  a t t e n t i o n  m a i n l y  t o  M a r x ' s  

a t t e m p t s  t o  d e f i n e  v a l u e  i n  t h e  e a r l y  p a g e s ,  a t t e n t i o n  w h i c h  

c u l m i n a t e d  i n  t h e  comment:  " T h i s  b e a t s  me. N o t h i n g  more  G e r ­

man was e v e r  w r i t t e n  t h a n  t h i s  c o m p l i c a t i o n  o f  V a l u e ,  V a l u e s ,  

a n d  f o r m s  o f  v a l u e . " J P e r h a p s  we n e e d  o n l y  i n s i s t  t h a t  he

1 F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  H en ry  A dam s, I I ,  4 9 .  I t a l i c s  m i n e .
2

E d u c a t i o n ,  p .  379.

^ C a p i t a l , t r .  by  S a m u e l  Moore a n d  Edw ard  A v e l i n g  ( a t  
t h e  M a s s .  H i s t .  S o c . ) ,  p .  34 .  ( S a m u e l s  m i s q u o t e s  A d a m s 's  
com m ent ,  r e a d i n g  " c o r r u p t i o n "  f o r  " c o m p l i c a t i o n . "  M a jo r  
P h a s e , p . 1 4 0 . )
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t r i e d  h a r d e r  t h a n  m o s t  A m e r i c a n s  t o  be f a i r  t o  s o c i a l i s m .  But  

a  r e f l e c t i v e  l e t t e r  o f  1 8 9 8  shows u s  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  t o  t h e  

s e l f - p r o c l a i m e d  r a d i c a l  o f  t h e  1 8 6 0 ’ s who " i n c l i n e d  t o w a r d  

e v e r y  ’ i s m 1 i n  t h e  f a i n t  h o p e  o f  d e t e c t i n g  w i t h i n  i t  some key  

t o  t h e  e v e r l a s t i n g  e n ig m a  o f  p r o g r e s s " :

As f a r  a s  I  c a n  s e e ,  t h e  p r e s e n t  H u n g a ry  i s  t h e  c h i l d  
o f  S t a t e - S o c i a l i s m  i n  a  m o s t  i n t e l l i g e n t  an d  p r a c t i c a l  
f o r m .  I n  p r i n c i p l e  t h e r e  i s  no a p p a r e n t  l i m i t  t o  i t s  a p ­
p l i c a t i o n .  The r a i l w a y s ,  e t c . ,  a r e  a l l ,  o r  n e a r l y  a l l  d e ­
s i g n e d ,  b u i l t ,  r u n  a n d  owned by a n d  f o r  t h e  S t a t e .  The 
f o r e s t s ,  t h e  m i n e s ,  t h e  b a n k s ,  t h e  v e r y  s t r e e t - c a r s ,  a n d ,  
f o r  a l l  I  know,  t h e  b a b i e s  a n d  t h e  p u g - d o g s ,  a r e ,  o r  
m i g h t  b e ,  i n  p r i n c i p l e ,  m a d e ,  b r e d  an d  e d u c a t e d  s o l e l y  
by a n d  f o r  t h e  g o v e r n i n g  c o m m i s s i o n s  o r  c o m m i t t e e s .  What 
i s  more c u r i o u s ,  t h e  r e s u l t  seem s t o  be  r e a s o n a b l y  c o n ­
s i s t e n t  w i t h  a  d e g r e e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  e n e r g y  a n d  c h a r a c t e r .  
As one  fo rm  o f  f u t u r e  s o c i e t y ,  i t  d e s e r v e s  a  l i t t l e  a t ­
t e n t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  R u s s i a ;  a n d ,  a s  
i t  r e p r e s e n t s  t o  me t h e  p o s s i b l e  f u t u r e  w i t h  w h ic h  I s i n ­
c e r e l y  w i s h  I may h a v e  n o t h i n g  t o  d o ,  I  recommend i t  t o  
y o u r  n o t i c e .  To me i t  seem s t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  w h a t  t h e  
a x io m  o f  w h a t  we a r e  c i v i l  e n o u g h  t o  c a l l  p r o g r e s s ,  h a s  
g o t  t o  b e : — a l l  m o n o p o l i e s  w i l l  be  a s s u m e d  by t h e  S t a t e ,  
a s  a  c o r o l l a r y  t o  t h e  p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  common i n t e r ­
e s t  i s  s u p re m e  o v e r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .

. . . Not  t h a t  I  l o v e  S o c i a l i s m  any  b e t t e r  t h a n  I  do 
C a p i t a l i s m ,  o r  an y  o t h e r  I s m ,  b u t  I  know o n l y  one  law  o f  
p o l i t i c a l  o r  h i s t o r i c a l  m o r a l i t y ,  a n d  t h a t  i s  t h a t  t h e  
fo rm  o f  S o c i e t y  w h ic h  s u r v i v e s  i s  a l w a y s  i n  t h e  R i g h t ;  
a n d  t h e r e  a  s t a t e s m a n  i s  o b l i g e d  t o  f o l l o w  i t ,  u n l e s s  he  
l e a d s .  P r o g r e s s  i s  Economy! S o c i a l i s m  i s  m e r e l y  a  new 
a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  Economy,  w h i c h  m u s t  go on u n t i l  C o m p e t i ­
t i o n  p u t s  an  e n d  t o  f u r t h e r  E c o n o m i c s ,  o r  t h e  w h o le  w o r l d  
b ec o m es  one  S o c i a l i s t i c  S o c i e t y  a n d  r o t s  o u t .  One n e e d  
n o t  l o v e  S o c i a l i s m  i n  o r d e r  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h e  l o g i c a l  
n e c e s s i t y  f o r  S o c i e t y  t o  m a rc h  t h a t  way;  an d  t h e  w isdom  
o f  d o i n g  i t  i n t e l l i g e n t l y  i f  i t  i s  t o  do i t  a t  a l l . 1

So t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  f i t t e s t  l e a d s  t o  s o c i a l i s m .  An e x -
2

q u i s i t e  j o k e  on t h e  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t s !

1F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  H enry  Adams, I I ,  1 7 7 - 7 8 .
2Adams t h o u g h t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  s o c i a l i s m  b a s e d  on c o ­

o p e r a t i o n  was i m p o t e n t .  "The a m i a b l e  d o c t r i n e s  o f  K r o p o t k i n  
w ere  s e n t i m e n t a l  i d e a s  o f  R u s s i a n  m e n t a l  i n e r t i a . "  W i th  s u c h  
s o c i a l i s t s  " t h e  m ind  t h a t  f o l l o w e d  n a t u r e  h a d  n o  r e l a t i o n . "  
T h i s  m in d  p r e s u m a b l y  b e l i e v e d  i n  s u r v i v a l  t h r o u g h  s t r u g g l e .  
E d u c a t i o n ,  p .  4 0 7 .
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At l a s t  Adams h a d  d e c i d e d  w h a t  " f i t n e s s "  r e a l l y  m e a n t .  

I t  m e a n t  " e c o n o m y ,"  o r  " c h e a p n e s s . "  " A l l  c i v i l i z a t i o n , "  he 

p r o n o u n c e d ,  ' i s  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  m o s t  e c o n o m i c a l  ( c h e a p e s t ) .  

D a rw in  c a l l e d  i t  f i t t e s t ,  an d  i n  one s e n s e  f i t t e s t  i s  t h e  f i t ­

t e s t  w o r d . "  And c h e a p n e s s  was s o c i a l i s m :  " M a r x ' s  t h e o r y  o f

h i s t o r y ,  a s  ' t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  c h e a p e s t ,  u n t i l  i t  becom es

t o o  c h e a p  t o  s u r v i v e . ' " ^  No w o n d e r  Adams d e c i d e d  s o c i a l i s m
2

was " h o p e l e s s l y  b o u r g e o i s ,  a n d  l o w e s t  m i d d l e - c l a s s , "  c a t e r ­

i n g  t o  t h e  m a s s e s  w i t h  " o l d - a g e  p e n s i o n s , - - u n i v e r s a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  

— t r a d e s - u n i o n i s m , — a n d  t h e  r e s t . "  G r a d u a l l y  h i s  c o n v i c t i o n  

t h a t  s o c i a l i s m  c o n s p i r e d  a g a i n s t  s u p e r i o r  i n d i v i d u a l s  l i k e  

h i m s e l f  a p p r o a c h e d  p a r a n o i a ;  i n  1910 h e  c o m p l a i n e d :  " I  c a n ' t

go o u t  o f  my ch e a p  g a r r e t  h e r e  i n  P a r i s ,  f o r  an  h o u r ,  w i t h o u t  

b e i n g  t h r o t t l e d  by some i n f e r n a l  s o c i a l i s t ,  l e v e l l i n g ,  human­

i t a r i a n  r e g u l a t i o n  w h i c h  i s  I n t e n d e d  t o  k i l l  me an d  t o  k e e p  

some s y p h i l i t i c  a b o r t i o n  a l i v e .

G iv e n  s u c h  f e e l i n g s  r e g a r d i n g  s o c i a l i s m ,  we m i g h t  e x ­

p e c t  Adams t o  be a  r a b i d  d e f e n d e r  o f  A m e r i c a n  c a p i t a l i s m .  B u t  

s o  a l i e n a t e d  h a d  he become f ro m  c a p i t a l i s m  t h a t  i n  c o m p a r i n g  

t h e  two he was r e d u c e d  t o  q u o t i n g  D r .  J o h n s o n :  " S i r ,  t h e r e

i s  no  s e t t l i n g  t h e  p o i n t  o f  p r e c e d e n c y  b e t w e e n  a  l o u s e  a n d  a  

f l e a . " * *  Adams f e l t  t h a t  e x t r e m e  c a p i t a l i s m  an d  s o c i a l i s m  l e d

1F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  H enry  Adams, I I ,  1 6 3 ,  248 .

^E d u c a t i o n , p .  4 0 5 .

^ F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  H enry  Adams, I I ,  5 3 7 ,  542 .

^ I b l d . , I I ,  1 9 1 .  F o r  o t h e r  c o m p a r i s o n s  b e t w e e n  s o ­
c i a l i s m  a n d  c a p i t a l i s m  s e e  I b i d . , I I ,  1 6 4 ,  and  C a t e r ,  H enry  
Adams and  H is  F r i e n d s , p p .  4 3 8 ,  484 .
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e q u a l l y  t o  c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  an d  g o v e r n m e n t a l  c o n t r o l  o v e r  i n d i ­

v i d u a l s .  Was t h e r e  any  o t h e r  way? Y es ;  i t  was t h e  way o f  e c o ­

nom ic  d e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n ,  o f  t h e  s i l v e r  s t a n d a r d ,  o f  t h e  Adams 

f a m i l y ,  o f  G a l l a t i n  a n d  J e f f e r s o n ,  o f  " e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  

p r i n c i p l e s ,  s t r i c t  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  l i m i t e d  p o w e r s ,  G e o rg e  Wash­

i n g t o n ,  J o h n  Adams, a n d  t h e  r e s t . "  A m e r i c a  a c c e p t e d  t h e  g o l d  

s t a n d a r d  i n  l893>  h o w e v e r ,  and  i n  d o i n g  s o  c h o s e  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  

c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  o f  p u r e  c a p i t a l i s m .  A l l  Adams c o u l d  say  w a s ,

Of  a l l  f o rm s  o f  s o c i e t y  o r  g o v e r n m e n t ,  t h i s  was t h e  one  
h e  l i k e d  l e a s t ,  b u t  h i s  l i k e s  o r  d i s l i k e s  w ere  as  a n t i ­
q u a t e d  a s  t h e  r e b e l  d o c t r i n e  o f  S t a t e s  r i g h t s .  A c a p ­
i t a l i s t i c  s y s t e m  h a d  b e e n  a d o p t e d ,  an d  i f  i t  w ere  t o  be 
r u n  a t  a l l ,  i t  m u s t  be r u n  by c a p i t a l  a n d  by c a p i t a l i s t i c  
m e t h o d s :  . . . t h e  p r o t e c t i v e  t a r i f f ;  t h e  c o r p o r a t i o n s
a n d  t r u s t s ;  t h e  t r a d e s - u n i o n s  a n d  s o c i a l i s t i c  p a t e r n a l i s m  
w h ic h  n e c e s s a r i l y  made t h e i r  c o m p l e m e n t . !

Thus s o c i a l i s m  a n d  c a p i t a l i s m  p r o v e d  t o  b e ,  Adams t h o u g h t ,  

n e a r l y  t h e  same t h i n g .  B o th  f a v o r e d  t h e  m a s s e s ,  t y r a n n i z e d  

o v e r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  an d  d e c l i n e d  t o  j u d g e  men on t h e i r  m e r i t s .  

How c o m f o r t i n g ,  i n  c o m p a r i s o n ,  was t h e  s o c i a l - D a r w i n i s t  s o c i ­

e t y  t h a t  e x a l t e d  t h o s e  i n  f a v o r e d  p o s i t i o n s  by a s s u m i n g  t h a t  

t h e i r  s u c c e s s  was b a s e d  on t h e i r  w o r t h .

A ro u n d  1 9 0 9 ,  when Adams h a d  l o n g  f e l t  t h a t  s o c i e t y  

was u n i v e r s a l l y  t e n d i n g  t o w a r d  s o c i a l i s m ,  h e  f o u n d  i n  t h e  s e c ­

ond  law  o f  d y n a m ic s  a  s p l e n d i d  m e t a p h o r .  " I ' m  s o r r y  L o r d  K e l ­

v i n  i s  d e a d , "  he w r o t e  i n  1909* " I  w o u ld  t r a v e l  a  few t h o u s a n d  

m i l l i o n  m i l e s  t o  d i s c u s s  w i t h  h im  t h e  t h e r m o - d y n a m i c s  o f  s o ­

c i a l i s t i c  s o c i e t y .  H is  law  i s  a w f u l  i n  i t s  r i g i d i t y  a n d  i n ­

t e n s i t y  o f  r e s u l t . "  S o c i a l i s m  was t h e  " l e v e l l i n g - d o w n "  o f

•̂Education, pp. 335, 3^-^5.



s o c i e t y ,  a s  e n t r o p y  was o f  e n e r g y .  So i n  w h a t  he  d e s c r i b e d  

a s  " a  b i t t e r  s a t i r e  a g a i n s t  . . . s o c i a l i s m , " 1 Adams a s s e r t e d  

t h a t  t h e  law  o f  e n t r o p y  g o v e r n s  s o c i e t y ,  t h a t  a l l  e n e r g y ,  h u ­

man and  n o n - h u m a n ,  i s  r u n n i n g  down. T h e re  w i l l  be  no  e a r t h l y

p a r a d i s e ,  no  S p e n c e r i a n  p e r f e c t i o n ,  no M a r x i s t  u t o p i a .  " S t a b l e
2

e q u i l i b r i u m  i s  d e a t h . "  How p e r v e r s e !  a s  c r i t i c s  h a v e  b e e n  

known t o  s a y  o f  Adams. But  t h e r e  a r e  two ways t o  t a k e  t h e  

L e t t e r  a s  s a t i r e .  One i s  t h a t  he  r e a l l y  m e an t  t h a t  s o c i e t y  

i s  r u n n i n g  down, an d  p a r o d i e d  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  s o c i a l i s m  by h i s  

s c i e n t i f i c  m e t a p h o r .  The o t h e r ,  i n g e n i o u s l y  w o rk ed  o u t  by 

H a r r y  S .  K a r i e l ,  i s  t h a t  Adams p a r o d i e d  t h e  d e t e r m i n i s t  r e a ­

s o n i n g  o f  t h e  s o c i a l i s t s ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  a l e r t  h i s  r e a d e r s  t o  

t h e  d a n g e r s  o f  s o c i a l i s m  o r  any s y s t e m  w h ic h  t r i e s  t o  d o m i n a t e  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  K a r i e l  a r g u e s  t h a t  Adams, l i k e  t h e  M a r x i s t s ,  

r e j e c t e d  t h e  m o r a l  b e l i e f s  o f  h i s  t i m e ,  i n v e n t e d  an  a r b i t r a r y  

s o c i a l  t h e o r y ,  an d  t h e n  t r i e d  (Adams i r o n i c a l l y ,  by w r i t i n g  

t h e  b o o k )  t o  im p o se  i t  on t h e  w o r l d .  A d a m s 's  p u r p o s e  was t o  

show t h e  d a n g e r  o f  s u c h  a r b i t r a r y  t h e o r i e s  i f  t h e y  a r e  t a k e n  

t o o  s e r i o u s l y .  I t  i s  a  b e a u t i f u l  t h e s i s ,  w e a k e n e d  o n l y  by 

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Adams n e v e r  d e m o n s t r a t e d  e l s e w h e r e  s u c h  an u n ­

d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  s o c i a l i s m .  I f  K a r i e l  i s  r i g h t ,  i f  Adams was 

w a r n i n g  a g a i n s t  s o c i a l i s m ,  he  m u s t  h a v e  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  men 

c o u l d  m a i n t a i n  t h e i r  f r e e d o m  by r e m a i n i n g  v i g i l a n t .  The

1P o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  H enry  Adams, I I ,  5 1 8 ,  53 6 .

^ L e t t e r  t o  T e a c h e r s , p .  2 4 4 .

^"The  L i m i t s  o f  S o c i a l  S c i e n c e :  Henry A d am s 's  Q u e s t
F o r  O r d e r , "  A m e r ic a n  P o l i t i c a l  S c i e n c e  R ev iew  ( 1 9 5 6 ) ,  p p .  
1 0 7 4 - 9 6 .
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f u t u r e  o f  s o c i e t y ,  t h e n ,  was n o t  i n e v i t a b l y  f i x e d ;  men h a d  a  

c h o i c e .  Thus Adams r e j e c t e d  d e t e r m i n i s m  on ce  and  f o r  a l l ,  an d  

a b a n d o n e d  t h e  o l d  Comtean  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  law  r u l e s  o v e r  a l l .  

At t h e  v e r y  l e a s t ,  he  a f f i r m e d  t h e  f r e e d o m  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  

c o n t r o l  t h e i r  l i v e s  i n — o r  o u t s i d e  o f - - s o c i e t y .

The G r e a t  E s c a p e

The c e n t r a l  p r o b l e m  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  Adams t h o u g h t ,  

was w h e t h e r  t o  r e s i s t  o r  a d j u s t  t o  t h e  s o c i a l  and  n a t u r a l  

f o r c e s  a r o u n d  h im .  We n e e d  n o t  r e l y  on K a r i e l ' s  t h e s i s  t o  a s ­

s e r t  t h a t  Adams a v o i d e d  t h e  e a s y  s o l u t i o n :  d e s p i t e  t h e  d e ­

t e r m i n i s t i c  t o n e  i n  h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  s o c i a l  c h a n g e ,  h e  d i d  n o t  

l e t  d e t e r m i n i s m  a f f e c t  h i s  i d e a s  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  c o n d u c t .  One 

o f  t h e  r u l e s  was t o  a s sum e  f r e e  w i l l .  " W h e th e r  l i f e  was an 

h o n e s t  game o f  c h a n c e ,  o r  w h e t h e r  t h e  c a r d s  w e re  m ark e d  an d  

f o r c e d ,  he c o u l d  n o t  r e f u s e  t o  p l a y  h i s  e x c e l l e n t  h a n d .  . . . 

To h i s  l i f e  a s  a  w ho le  h e  was a  c o n s e n t i n g ,  c o n t r a c t i n g  p a r t y  

a n d  p a r t n e r  f ro m  t h e  moment he  was b o r n  t o  t h e  moment he 

d i e d . " ' 1' How, t h e n ,  s h o u l d  one r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  s o c i ­

e t y ?  The a n s w e r  d e p e n d e d  l a r g e l y  on t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i e t y .  

The i d e a l  ( m e d i a e v a l )  s o c i e t y  m a i n t a i n e d  u n i t y  b e t w e e n  

" C h u rch  an d  S t a t e ,  God an d  Man, P e ac e  an d  W ar ,  L i f e  a n d  D e a t h ,  

Good an d  Bad;  i t  s o l v e d  t h e  w h o le  p r o b l e m  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e .

The p r i e s t  a n d  t h e  s o l d i e r  w e re  b o t h  a t  home h e r e ,  . . . t h e

p o l i t i c i a n  was n o t  o u t s i d e  o f  i t ;  t h e  s i n n e r  was w e lc o m e ;
2

t h e  p o e t  was made h a p p y  i n  h i s  own s p i r i t . "  Such harm ony  i n

•̂Education, p. 4.
2Chartres, p. 44.
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s o c i e t y  was A d a m s 's  i d e a l ,  an d  p r o b a b l y  he  h a d  o f t e n  t h e  same 

t h o u g h t  a s  G e o rg e  C a b o t  L o d g e ,  whom he  q u o t e s  i n  h i s  b i o g r a p h y  

o f  Lodge :  " I  f e l t  a s  i f  i t  was a l m o s t  c o w a r d l y  o f  me n o t  t o

t u r n  i n  an d  l e a v e  a l l  t h e  t h i n g s  I  l o v e  an d  t h e  w o r l d  d o e s n ' t ,  

b e h i n d ,  an d  t o  a d j u s t  m y s e l f  t o  my a g e ,  an d  t r y  t o  t a k e  i t s  

i d e a l s  a n d  l i v e  s t r o n g l y  and w h o l l y  i n  i t s  s p i r i t .  I t  seems 

s o  u s e l e s s  b e i n g  an e t e r n a l  m a l c o n t e n t . "  But  m odern  s o c i e t y  

p r o v e d  n o t  w o r t h  u n i t i n g  w i t h .  As Adams g rew  o l d e r ,  h i s  m o r a l  

r e v u l s i o n  a t  s o c i e t y ,  c o u p l e d  w i t h  i n d i g n a t i o n  a t  w h a t  h e  

t h o u g h t  h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  g a i n  p o w er  a n d  s t a t u s  i n  s o c i e t y ,  s t e a d ­

i l y  grew more i n t e n s e ,  and  t h e  r e s i s t e r ,  t h e  r e b e l  i n  h im  a s ­

s e r t e d  i t s e l f  m o re .  R e s i s t a n c e  a n d  r e b e l l i o n  w e re  c h a o t i c  and  

c a t a s t r o p h i c  f o r c e s ,  and  Adams h a d  a lw a y s  b e e n  f a s c i n a t e d  by 

th e m .  H is  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g s  showed h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  s u c h  

r e b e l s  a s  T o u s s a i n t  L o u v e r t u r e  an d  A aro n  B u r r .  G eorge  C a b o t  

Lodge h a d  t o  r e b e l  a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y  i n  o r d e r  t o  f i n d  h i s  a r t i s ­

t i c  v o i c e .  I n  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  New E n g l a n d ,  " p o e t r y  

was a  s u p p r e s s e d  i n s t i n c t :  an d  e x c e p t  w h e r e ,  a s  i n  L o n g f e l ­

l o w ,  i t  k e p t  t h e  o l d  c h a r a c t e r  o f  o r n a m e n t ,  i t  became a  r e a c ­

t i o n  a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y .  . . . L e s s  an d  l e s s  i t  a p p e a r e d ,  a s  i n  

e a r l i e r  a g e s ,  t h e  n a t u r a l  f a v o r i t e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  s o c i e t y  i t ­

s e l f . 11̂  Adams t h o u g h t  t h a t  i n  t h e  e n d  s o c i e t y  c r u s h e d  t h e  

p o e t  i n  Lodge b e n e a t h  i t s  i n e r t  w e i g h t .  M a d e l e i n e  an d  E s t h e r  

r e b e l l e d  a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y ,  a s  A b e l a r d  d i d  a g a i n s t  C h u rc h  and

S t a t e ,  and  t h e  V i r g i n  d i d — on b e h a l f  o f  m a n k in d — a g a i n s t  f a t e ,
2d i v i n e  l a w ,  a n d  human la w .

^The L i f e  o f  G e o rg e  C a b o t  Lodge ( 1 9 1 1 ) ,  p p .  34 ,  9 .  

2C h a r t r e s , p p .  2 9 1 , 2 7 6 - 7 7 ,  2 6 3 - 6 4 .
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F o r  Adams, w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  o p p o s e  and  r e s i s t  was a  g e n ­

u i n e  t e s t  o f  f i t n e s s .  The s t u d e n t  n e e d e d  t o  r e s i s t  t h e  I n e r ­

t i a  o f  s o c i e t y  and  h i s  t e a c h e r s  i n  o r d e r  t o  l e a r n . 1 The p h y s ­

i c a l  s c i e n c e s  w ere  r e b e l l i n g  a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y  i n  r e j e c t i n g  t h e  

c o n c e p t  o f  p r o g r e s s  t h a t  D a r w in i s m  h a d  e n c o u r a g e d .  The "De-  

g r a d a t i o n i s t " s u c h  a s  L o rd  K e l v i n  was t h e  " o u t l a w  and  enemy" 

o f  s o c i e t y ,  a n d  " c o u l d  h av e  no  f r i e n d s ,  b e c a u s e  he  p r o c l a i m e d

t h e  s t e a d y  an d  f a t e d  e n f e e b l m e n t  a n d  e x t i n c t i o n  o f  a l l  n a -
2

t u r e ' s  e n e r g i e s . "  The h i s t o r i a n  who w e n t  a g a i n s t  t h e  p r e j u ­

d i c e s  a n d  v e s t e d  i n t e r e s t s  o f  s o c i e t y  e n s u r e d  h i m s e l f  s o c i e t y ' s  

e n m i t y .  The g r e a t e s t  r e b e l  o f  a l l ,  i f  h e  s h o u l d  e v e r  a p p e a r ,  

w o u ld  b e  t h a t  m e s s i a n i c  f i g u r e  f i r s t  m e n t i o n e d  i n  "The T e n d en cy  

o f  H i s t o r y , "  t h e  new D arw in  who w o u ld  t u r n  h i s t o r y  i n t o  a  s c i ­

e n c e .  I n e v i t a b l y  he  w o u ld  b r i n g  h i s t o r y  i n t o  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  

c h u r c h ,  s t a t e ,  p r o p e r t y ,  o r  l a b o r ,  and  o u t r a g e  s o c i e t y .  The 

theme o f  r e s i s t a n c e  r u n s  t h r o u g h o u t  A d am s 's  w o r k s ,  b e g i n n i n g  

w i t h  t h e  C l a s s  Day O r a t i o n .  I n  h i s  own e y e s ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  

E d u c a t i o n , h i s  f i r s t ,  a b o r t i v e  r e b e l l i o n  came i n  1867 a s  he 

l a y  w i t h  a f l o c k  o f  s h e e p  on  W enlock  E d g e ,  an d  d e c i d e d  t h a t  

"he  r e a l l y  d i d  n o t  c a r e  w h e t h e r  t r u t h  w a s ,  o r  was n o t ,  t r u e .

He d i d  n o t  e v e n  c a r e  t h a t  i t  s h o u l d  be p r o v e d  t r u e ,  u n l e s s  

t h e  p r o c e s s  w e r e  new and  a m u s i n g .  He was a  D a r w i n i s t  f o r  f u n . "  

S o c i e t y  p u n i s h e d  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  " f e r o c i o u s l y  a n d  j u s t l y ,  i n  

s e l f  d e f e n c e . " ^  So y oung  Adams f l e d  f ro m  h i s  s t r a n g e  t h o u g h t ,

E d u c a t i o n , p .  31^-
?

L e t t e r  t o  T e a c h e r s , p .  157*

^E d u c a t i o n ,  p p .  2 3 1 - 3 2 .
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w h ic h  r e v i v e d  w i t h  a  v e n g e a n c e  a b o u t  t w e n t y  y e a r s  l a t e r  I n  t h e  

c a p r i c i o u s  s u b j e c t i v i s m  o f  t h e  Adams who was K e l v i n i s t ,  d e g r a -  

d a t i o n i s t ,  s o c i a l  D a r w i n i s t ,  e g o i s t ,  l a r g e l y  f o r  f u n — t h e  f u n  

o f  r e s i s t a n c e .  "The w o r l d  i s  g o i n g  so  f a s t ,  n o w ,"  he w r o t e  i n  

1 9 0 0 ,  " t h a t  d o g m a t i sm  o r  m ark ed  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  h a s  become e c o ­

n o m i c a l l y  u n p r o f i t a b l e  an d  s o c i a l l y  o b s t r u c t i v e . " ^  The e c c e n ­

t r i c  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  o f  Adams’ s l a t e r  y e a r s  was a  d e l i b e r a t e  a t ­

t e m p t  t o  be  " s o c i a l l y  o b s t r u c t i v e , "  t o  r e j e c t  s o c i e t y  a s  com­

p l e t e l y  a s  he  c o u l d  w h i l e  s t i l l  g e t t i n g  w h a t  h e  w a n te d  f rom  

i t .  T h a t  he w a n t e d  a  good d e a l  f ro m  i t  h e l p s  e x p l a i n  why h i s  

r e b e l l i o n  t o o k  s u c h  a  d e v i o u s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p a t h .

J u s t  a s  we c a n  d i s c u s s  Adams’ s u r g e  t o  c h a o s  a n d  d e ­

s t r u c t i o n  s o  l o n g  a s  we k e e p  a l s o  i n  mind  h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  u n i t y  

an d  p r o g r e s s ,  we c a n  t a l k  a b o u t  t h e  f u n  Adams h a d  i n  r e b e l l i n g  

a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y  i f  we s e n s e  a l s o  t h e  i n t e n s e  s e r i o u s n e s s  o f  

h i s  s o c i a l  t h o u g h t .  Very s o b e r  e m o t i o n s  l u r k e d  b e h i n d  t h e  

w i t  o f  h i s  l a t e r  w r i t i n g .  The r e a d e r  c a n  make no g r e a t e r  

m i s t a k e  t h a n  t o  u n d e r e s t i m a t e  t h e  d e p t h  o f  Adam’ s e m o t i o n a l  

a t t a c h m e n t  t o  h i s  i d e a l s  a n d  t h e  p a i n  w i t h  w h ic h  he f e l t  them  

d i s s o l v e .  A l i f e t i m e  o f  m o r a l  o u t r a g e  was c o n d e n s e d  i n t o  h i s  

comment i n  1903 t o  h i s  b r o t h e r  C h a r l e s  t h a t  "R e fo rm  p r o v e d  a 

t o t a l  l o s s ,  a n d  a b s t r a c t  m o r a l i t y  w en t  i n t o  b a n k r u p t c y  w i t h
p

t h e  C h u r c h .  A l l  o u r  i d e a l s  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  be  r e l a t i v e . "

When a man d e c i d e s  t h a t  i d e a l s  a r e  r e l a t i v e ,  h e  may c o n c l u d e  

t h a t  o n l y  one s o u r c e  o f  s t a n d a r d s  i s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  h im:

■^Cater,  H enry  Adams and  H i s  F r i e n d s , p .  487 .

2F o r d ,  L e t t e r s  o f  Henry Adams, I I ,  417 .
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h i m s e l f .  I n  Adams s u c h  s u b j e c t i v i s m  e x i s t e d  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  

l i f e - l o n g  h a b i t s  w h ic h  he c o u l d  n e v e r  l o s e :  a  C a l v i n i s t  s e n s e

o f  a b s t r a c t  m o r a l i t y ,  an d  a  D a r w i n i a n  c o n c e p t  o f  u n i v e r s a l  

law s  g o v e r n i n g  a l l  phenom ena .  We s e e  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  what 

s u c h  a  h y b r i d  l e d  t o .  When Adams r e - e n t e r e d  t h e  w o r l d  i n  

18 9 2 ,  a s  he  t o l d  i t ,  he  s u f f e r e d  a  s e r i e s  o f  m e n t a l  s h o c k s  

w h ich  made him q u e s t i o n  h i s  v a l u e s  an d  h i s  a s s u m p t i o n s  a b o u t  

s o c i e t y  and  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  The f i n a l  s h o c k  was t h e  a s s a s s i n a ­

t i o n  o f  M. de P l e h v e  i n  1 9 0 4 ,  an d  i t  d r o v e  him t o  t h e  Adamsian  

e q u i v a l e n t  o f  a  m o n a s t e r y :  t o  an  a t t e m p t  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  w o r ld

r a t i o n a l l y  and  make s e n s e  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  To a  Dynamic T h e ­

o r y  o f  H i s t o r y .  The p o i n t  h e r e — and  t h e  i d e a  o f  a  m o n a s t e r y  

I s  a p p r o p r i a t e — i s  t h a t  Adams c o u l d  no l o n g e r  s t a n d  t h e  v i s i o n  

o f  c h a o s ,  s u p e r s e n s u a l  f o r c e s ,  and  m e a n i n g l e s s n e s s  w hich  h i s  

s t u d i e s  and  t r a v e l s  h ad  r e v e a l e d  t o  h im .  He f e l t  t h a t  he h ad  

t o  f i n d  U n i t y ,  f o r  h i s  own s a k e .  O b j e c t i v e  t r u t h  was a l m o s t  

i r r e l e v a n t .

As l o n g  a s  he c o u l d  w h i s p e r ,  he  would  go on a s  he h ad  b e ­
g u n ,  b l u n t l y  r e f u s i n g  t o  m ee t  h i s  c r e a t o r  w i t h  t h e  a d m i s ­
s i o n  t h a t  t h e  c r e a t i o n  h a d  t a u g h t  him n o t h i n g  e x c e p t  t h a t  
t h e  s q u a r e  o f  t h e  h y p o t h e n u s e  o f  a  r i g h t - a n g l e d  t r i a n g l e  
m ig h t  f o r  c o n v e n i e n c e  be t a k e n  a s  e q u a l  t o  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e .  
Ev e ry  man w i t h  s e l f - r e s p e c t  enough  t o  become e f f e c t i v e ,  i f  
o n l y  a s  a  m a c h i n e ,  h a s  h ad  t o  a c c o u n t  t o  h i m s e l f  f o r  h im ­
s e l f  somehow, and  t o  i n v e n t  a  f o r m u l a  o f  h i s  own f o r  h i s  
u n i v e r s e ,  i f  t h e  s t a n d a r d  f o r m u l a s  f a i l e d .  . . . One 
s o u g h t  no a b s o l u t e  t r u t h .  One s o u g h t  o n l y  a  t h r e a d  on , 
w h ich  t o  w ind  t h e  t h r e a d  o f  h i s t o r y  w i t h o u t  b r e a k i n g  i t .

So Adams worked  o u t  h i s  dynam ic  t h e o r y .  I t  was v e r y  

r a t i o n a l  and  o r d e r l y ,  and s a t i s f i e d  n e i t h e r  h i m s e l f  n o r  any 

r e a d e r ;  b u t  t h i s  d i d  n o t  m a t t e r ,  f o r  t h e  u l t i m a t e  v i s i o n  was

^Education, p. 472.
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t h e  v i s i o n  o f  c h a o s .  T h e o r i e s  an d  h o p e f u l  w i s h e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e

p l e a  a t  t h e  en d  o f  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  f o r  " a  w o r l d  t h a t  s e n s i t i v e

and  t i m i d  n a t u r e s  c o u l d  r e g a r d  w i t h o u t  a  s h u d d e r " ^  w ere  a l l

a t t e m p t s  t o  c o n s o l e  o n e s e l f ,  and  Adams knew them as  s u c h .  T h i s

know ledge  i s  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  E d u c a t i o n . I t  i s  e v i d e n t  i n

C h a r t r e s , i n  t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  m e t a p h o r  o f  t h e  m a g n i f i c e n t

Church  t h a t  S t .  Thomas A q u in a s  b u i l t :  "N ev e r  l e t  us  f o r g e t

t h a t  F a i t h  a l o n e  s u p p o r t s  i t ,  an d  t h a t ,  i f  F a i t h  f a i l s ,  Heaven

i s  l o s t .  The e q u i l i b r i u m  i s  v i s i b l y  d e l i c a t e  bey o n d  t h e  l i n e
2

o f  s a f e t y ;  d a n g e r  l u r k s  i n  e v e r y  s t o n e . "  I t  i s  e v i d e n t  a l s o  

i n  t h e  " P r a y e r  t o  t h e  V i r g i n  o f  C h a r t r e s , "  i n  w h ich  t h e  p l i g h t  

o f  W e s te rn  man i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  E s t h e r  D u d l e y ,  e x c e p t  

t h a t  he can  f i n d  c o m f o r t  w here  s h e  c o u l d  n o t — i n  t h e  V i r g i n ,  

t h e  f o r c e  n o t  so  much o f  r e l i g i o n  a s  o f  m a t e r n i t y ,  l i f e .  As 

i n  E s t h e r , Adams r e j e c t e d  f a i t h  i n  s c i e n c e  and  p r o g r e s s  as  

u s e f u l  p h i l o s o p h i e s .

W a i t i n g  I  f e e l  t h e  e n e r g y  o f  f a i t h
Not i n  t h e  f u t u r e  s c i e n c e ,  b u t  i n  you!

The man who s o l v e s  t h e  I n f i n i t e ,  and  n e e d s  
The f o r c e  o f  s o l a r  s y s t e m s  f o r  h i s  p l a y ,

W i l l  n o t  n e e d  me,  n o r  g r e a t l y  c a r e  w h a t  d eed s  
Made me i l l u s t r i o u s  I n  t h e  dawn o f  d a y .

But when,  l i k e  me,  he t o o  h a s  t r o d  t h e  t r a c k  
Which l e a d s  h im  up t o  pow er  above  c o n t r o l ,

He t o o  w i l l  hav e  no  c h o i c e  b u t  w an d e r  b a c k  
And s i n k  i n  h e l p l e s s  h o p e f u l n e s s  o f  s o u l ,

B e f o r e  y o u r  m a j e s t y  o f  g r a c e  a n d  l o v e ,
The p u r i t y ,  t h e  b e a u t y  and  t h e  f a i t h .

F i n a l l y  we f i n d  o u t  what  k i n d  o f  c o m f o r t  t h e  V i r g i n  c a n  g i v e :

1Ibid., p. 505.
^Chartres, p. 383*
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Help  me t o  b e a r !  n o t  my own b ab y  l o a d ,
But y o u r s ;  who b o r e  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  l i g h t ,

The s t r e n g t h ,  t h e  k n o w led g e  an d  t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  G o d , — 
The f u t i l e  f o l l y  o f  t h e  I n f i n i t e ! 1

The f i n a l  v i s i o n  i s  o f  man l o s t  and  a l o n e  i n  a g o d l e s s ,  f o o l i s h

u n i v e r s e ,  c l i n g i n g  t o  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  L i f e  a s  h i s  o n l y  c o m f o r t .

The V i r g i n  c o u l d  h e l p  man s t a n d  t h e  b a r r e n  u n i v e r s e ,  b u t  i t

was s t i l l  b a r r e n ,  and  he was s t i l l  a l o n e  i n  i t .

I t  i s  p a r t  o f  a  v i s i o n  w h i c h ,  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  h i n t s  o f
2r e c e n t  c r i t i c s ,  we c a n  c a l l  " e x i s t e n t i a l i s t . "  The i d e a  i s  

s u g g e s t i v e ,  i f  we do n o t  i n s i s t  h e a v i l y  on i t .  S id n e y  F i n k e l -  

s t e i n  d e s c r i b e s  e x i s t e n t i a l i s m  a s  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  a  s p e c i f i c  

h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  an  e l i t i s t ,  a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c  r e a c t i o n  

a g a i n s t  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  c a p i t a l i s m  and  i t s  v a l u e s — f a i t h  

i n  p r o g r e s s ,  s c i e n c e ,  and  t h e  " r e a s o n "  o f  t h e  E n l i g h t e n m e n t .  

E x i s t e n t i a l  a n x i e t y ,  F i n k e l s t e i n  w r i t e s ,  i s  "an  a w a r e n e s s  o f  

an  a l i e n a t i o n  s o c i a l l y  c r e a t e d ,  r i s i n g  on t h e  h e e l s  o f  c a p ­

i t a l i s m ,  w i t h  i t s  d o m i n a t i n g  c o m p e t i t i v e n e s s  o f  w ar  o f  a l l  

a g a i n s t  a l l ,  " i n t e n s i f y i n g  a f t e r  e a c h  s u c c e s s i v e  c r i s i s . "

The e x i s t e n t i a l  n i g h t m a r e  o f  m a t e r i a l  p r o g r e s s  a s  s p i r ­
i t u a l  d e s o l a t i o n  i s  t h e  o u t c r y  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  whose 
p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  were  l i b e r a t e d  by t h e  b o u r g e o i s  demo­
c r a t i c  r e v o l u t i o n s  b u t  who f i n d s  i n  t h e  c o m p e t i t i v e  l i f e  
o f  t h e  b o u r g e o i s  w o r l d ,  d o m i n a t e d  by a v a r i c e ,  f e a r ,  and 
money a s  t h e  symbol  o f  s e c u r i t y ,  no f i e l d  f o r  t h e  o p e r a ­
t i o n  o f  t h e s e  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s .  The w o r l d  a b o u t  htijn i s  
t h e  m i r r o r  o f  h i s  f r u s t r a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  H is  own 
d r i v e s  when t h e y  a p p e a r  i n  o t h e r s ,  a p p a l l  h im  by t h e i r  
i n h u m a n i t y .  The c o l l e c t i v e  s t r u g g l e s  t h a t  h a d  l i b e r a t e d  
t h e s e  po w ers  a r e  f o r g o t t e n .  S o c i e t y  a p p e a r s  a s  t h e

1Pp. 131-3^.
p

S e e ,  e . g . ,  J o r d y ’ s " I n t r o d u c t i o n "  t o  Adams: S c i e n ­
t i f i c  H i s t o r i a n , p .  x i i ,  and  H a r r y  M. C a m p b e l l ,  "Academic  
C r i t i c i s m  on Henry Adams: C o n f u s i o n  About  C h a o s , "  M i d c o n t i ­
nent American Studies Journal (1966), pp. 12-13-
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e t e r n a l  enemy o f  t h e  I n d i v i d u a l ,  and i f  he c a n n o t  d i s ­
e n g a g e  h i m s e l f  f ro m  i t  i n  r e a l  l i f e ,  he  does  so  i n  h i s  
m i n d . 1

A dam s 's  d i s e n g a g e m e n t  f rom  s o c i e t y  was d e v i o u s  and 

i n g e n i o u s .  The c h a o s  and  l a w l e s s n e s s  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e  a l ­

low ed  h im  t o  c r e a t e  i n  h i s  own mind an o r d e r  i n t o  w h ich  he 

c o u l d  f i t  s o c i e t y ,  b u t  i n  w h ic h  he was n o t  h i m s e l f  f i x e d .

I n  t h e  en d  we s e e  h i s  s e a r c h  f o r  s o c i a l  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  laws  

a s  an  a t t e m p t  t o  im p o se  on a  s o c i e t y  w h ic h  he r e j e c t e d  l i m ­

i t a t i o n s  w h ich  h e ,  t h e  f r e e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  e s c a p e d .  Henry S t e e l e  

Commager’ s su m m at ion  p r o v e s  i n a c c u r a t e  f o r  t h e  Adams o f  t h e  

1 9 0 0 ’ s :  "He r e c o g n i z e d ,  q u i t e  i m p e r s o n a l l y ,  t h a t  i f  t h e  h i s ­

t o r i a n  e x p e c t e d  t o  f i n d  a  f o r m u l a  t h a t  w o u ld  e x p l a i n  t h e  Amer­

i c a n  c h a r a c t e r ,  i f  he  e x p e c t e d  t o  f i n d  a f o r m u l a  t h a t  w ould  

r e d u c t  h i s t o r y  t o  a s c i e n c e ,  i f  he  e x p e c t e d  t o  f i n d  a  f o r m u l a

t h a t  w o u ld  s a t i s f y  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  a s t e l l a r  u n i v e r s e ,  he
2m ust  f i n d  a  f o r m u l a  t h a t  w o u ld  e x p l a i n  Henry Adam s."  Adams 

was r e a l l y  a f t e r  a f o r m u l a  t o  e x p l a i n  e v e r y t h i n g  b u t  h i m s e l f .  

The man whose o p t i m i s t i c  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s m  h a d  b e e n  d e s t r o y e d  

when he  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  n e i t h e r  n a t u r e  n o r  s o c i e t y  c o n fo rm ed  t o  

m o r a l i t y — and  t h e r e f o r e  c o u l d  n o t  p r o g r e s s  i n  any  w o r t h w h i l e  

s e n s e — d e s p a i r e d ,  i n  t h e  l 8 8 0 ’s ,  o f  r e c o n c i l i n g  t h e  m o r a l  i n ­

d i v i d u a l  w i t h  s o c i e t y  and  n a t u r e .  The d e s p a i r  h a r d e n e d  i n  

Adams’ s mind t o  a  c h r o n i c  p e s s i m i s m ,  and  w i t h  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f

^E x i s t e n t i a l i s m  and  A l i e n a t i o n  i n  A m e r ic an  L i t e r a ­
t u r e  , p p .  1 6 1 ,  109.

2
"Henry  Adams,"  i n  The M arcus  W. J e r n e g a n  E s s a y s  i n  

A m e r ic a n  H i s t o r i o g r a p h y , p .  192 .



218

h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e  and  h i s  l i t e r a r y  h o p e s ,  i t  became a  m e n t a l  

h a b i t  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  m a i n t a i n i n g  h i s  s e l f - r e s p e c t .  The o l d e r  

Adams h a d  t o  r e j e c t  t h e  w o r l d  i n  o r d e r  t o  a c c e p t  h i m s e l f .  Thus  

he came t o  r e j o i c e  a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  i s o l a t i o n  f rom  s o c i e t y  

and  n a t u r e .  I t  was as  t h o u g h  he r e f u t e d  w ha t  Camus c a l l s  t h e  

n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  d i s c o v e r y  and  fo u n d  a g a i n  t h e  s o l i t a r y  man. 

The f o r m e r  s o c i a l  e v o l u t i o n i s t  f o u n d  an  u n e a s y  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  

and  m o r a l  r e s t i n g  p l a c e  i n  a  r o m a n t i c i z e d  m e d i a e v a l  p a s t  and  

t h e  u n r o m a n t i c i z e d  i n d i v i d u a l .  Once more a  p a r a l l e l  t o  

N i e t z s c h e  an d  K i e r k e g a a r d  i s  i n s t r u c t i v e .  P o i n t i n g  o u t  t h a t  

t h e s e  two w ere  b r o u g h t  up on a  c l a s s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  and  C h r i s ­

t i a n  t r a d i t i o n ,  K a r l  J a s p e r s  w r i t e s  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  r e ­

j e c t e d  t h e  p e r v e r s i o n s  o f  t h e s e  t r a d i t i o n s  t h e y  a c c e p t e d  them  

i n  w h a t  t h e y  t h o u g h t  t h e i r  p u r e  f o rm .  And s o ,  "They bound  

t h e m s e l v e s  t o  a  b a s i s  w h ic h  f u l f i l l e d  t h e i r  own b e l i e f s :  

K i e r k e g a a r d  t o  a C h r i s t i a n i t y  o f  t h e  New T e s t a m e n t ,  and  

N i e t z s c h e  t o  a  p r e - S o c r a t i c  H e l l e n i s m . "  B u t ,  J a s p e r s  c o n ­

c l u d e s  ,

Nowhere i s  t h e r e  any  f i n a l  s t o p  f o r  th e m ,  n e i t h e r  i n  
f i n l t u d e ,  n o r  i n  an  e x p l i c i t l y  g r a s p e d  b a s i s ,  n o r  i n  a  
d e t e r m i n a t e l y  g r a s p e d  T r a n s c e n d e n c e ,  n o r  i n  a  h i s t o r i c a l  
t r a d i t i o n .  I t  i s  as  th o u g h  t h e i r  v e r y  b e i n g ,  e x p e r i e n c ­
i n g  t h e  abandonm ent  o f  t h e  age  t o  t h e  e n d ,  s h a t t e r e d  a n d ,  
i n  t h e  s h a t t e r i n g  i t s e l f ,  m a n i f e s t e d  a  t r u t h  w h ich  o t h e r ­
w i s e  w o u ld  n e v e r  h a v e  come t o  e x p r e s s i o n .  I f  t h e y  won an  
u n h e a r d - o f  v i c t o r y  o v e r  t h e i r  own s e l v e s ,  t h e y  a l s o  were  
condemned t o  a  w o r l d l e s s  l o n e l i n e s s ;  t h e y  w ere  a s  th o u g h  
p u s h e d  o u t . l

We r e j e c t  s u c h  n e a t n e s s ,  o f  c o u r s e ;  Henry Adams e n ­

j o y e d  h i m s e l f  t o o  much, h i s  v i c t o r y  o v e r  h i m s e l f  was i m p e r f e c t ,

■'■"Reason and  E x i s t e n z , "  i n  E x i s t e n t i a l i s m  From 
D o s t o e v s k y  t o  S a r t r e ,  p .  173.
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h i s  l o n e l i n e s s  was t o o  w o r l d l y .  He was s o  much t h e  t e a c h e r  an d  

m o r a l i s t  t h a t  he  k e p t  e v e n  i n  o l d  age  an  i d e a  o f  w h a t  S am ue ls  

c a l l s  " t h e  m o r a l  e l i t e  who m ust  b e g i n  t h e  r e f o r m  o f  s o c i e t y  by 

l e a r n i n g  f i r s t  t o  d e s p i s e  i t . " ' * '  H is  " e x i s t e n t i a l ,  p u r i t a n ­

i c a l ,  . . . p r o f o u n d l y  a n t i - h u m a n i s t i c "  q u a l i t i e s ,  a s  H a r ry  

S. K a r i e l  s t a t e s ,  n e v e r  c o m p l e t e l y  d o m i n a t e d  h im .  "He n e v e r  

c e a s e d  t a k i n g  p a r t  i n  t h e  p e r e n n i a l  human d e b a t e  and  t h u s

n e v e r  c o m p l e t e d  h i s  a l i e n a t i o n  f ro m  s o c i e t y ,  h a n g i n g  on as
2

i t s  d i f f i d e n t  p a r t i c i p a n t  w h i l e  e v e r  d e p a r t i n g  f ro m  i t . "

E v e r  d e p a r t i n g  f ro m  s o c i e t y - - b u t  e v e r  l o o k i n g  b a c k  w i t h  a  

f a i n t  a i r  o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  b u t  an  i n t e n t  c u r i o s i t y ,  c o n d e s c e n d ­

i n g  t o  s o c i e t y  b u t  f a s c i n a t e d  by i t  and  c a r i n g  f o r  i t ,  k n o w in g  

t h a t  t h o u g h  he  knew more a b o u t  i t  t h a n  o t h e r s ,  he  n e e d e d  t o  

know m o re .

~*~M a jo r  P h a s e , p .  2 0 9 .

2 " L i m i t s  o f  S o c i a l  S c i e n c e , "  p .  1086 .
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