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Editor's Preface

The multi-volume Longman Literature in English Series provides students of literature with a critical introduction to the major genres in their historical and cultural context. Each volume gives a coherent account of a clearly defined area, and the series, when complete, will offer a practical and comprehensive guide to literature written in English from Anglo-Saxon times to the present. The aim of the series as a whole is to show that the most valuable and stimulating approach to the study of literature is that based upon an awareness of the relations between literary forms and their historical contexts. Thus the areas covered by most of the separate volumes are defined by period and genre. Each volume offers new and informed ways of reading literary works, and provides guidance for further reading in an extensive reference section.

In recent years, the nature of English studies has been questioned in a number of increasingly radical ways. The very terms employed to define a series of this kind – period, genre, history, context, canon – have become the focus of extensive critical debate, which has necessarily influenced in varying degrees the successive volumes published since 1985. But however fierce the debate, it rages around the traditional terms and concepts.

As well as studies on all periods of English and American literature, the series includes books on criticism and literary theory, and on the intellectual and cultural context. A comprehensive series of this kind must of course include other literatures written in English, and therefore a group of volumes deals with Irish and Scottish literature, and the literatures of India, Africa, the Caribbean, Australia and Canada. The forty-seven volumes of the series cover the following areas: Pre-Renaissance English Literature, English Peotry, English Drama, English Fiction, English Prose, Criticism and Literary Theory, Intellectual and Cultural Context, American Literature, Other Literatures in English.

David Carroll

Michael Wheeler
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Author's Preface

The main challenge in writing a book entitled Twentieth-Century America is apparent in a single bewildering entry in the Chronology. In 1933 Nathaniel West’s Miss Lonelyhearts, Gertrude Stein’s Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, and Sidney Hook’s Towards an Understanding of Karl Marx were published, and the Marx Brothers’ Duck Soup and Cooper and Schoedsack’s King Kong were released by Hollywood. Unemployment was at thirteen million, a celebratory World’s Fair was held in Chicago, Prohibition was repealed, and Roosevelt’s first New Deal got underway. The avant-garde Black Mountain College was opened, but 1933 was also the year when social realism was revived through the Federal Arts Projects. Since events in Europe cannot be ignored, we must add that Hitler became Chancellor of Germany and the Bauhaus was closed.

Twentieth-century America is a heterotopia, writ large and, stereotypically, in neon as well. In The Order of Things (1966), one of the inaugural texts of our time, the French theorist, Michel Foucault, defines a heterotopia as a ‘place’ in which classifications are perfectly comprehensible in their own terms but combine to produce a taxonomy which is startling because, as he puts it, ‘the common ground on which such meetings are possible has itself been destroyed.’ The loss of common ground is one legacy of the modernist revolution, and a representative post-modernist like Foucault has hardly helped to repair the loss. And yet the multi-facetted concepts of modernity and post-modernity, along with the contentious relationship between them, do offer the best way of responding analytically to the discontinuities which, at a micro- and macro-level, seem to have characterized the years since the 1880s. The aim should not be to smooth out the kind of discontinuities evident in the entry for 1933, but to examine them and also to confront certain problems thrown up by a book on twentieth-century America.

To take one problem. In coming right up to the 1980s, I want at least to broach some of the issues provoked by writing a survey, not simply of a period which is literally getting longer, but from the point of view of a post-modern era in which European thinkers like Foucault and Jean-François Lyotard, and Americans like Richard Rorty and Charles Jencks, have seriously questioned grand narratives of social and artistic progress (or regress). Notwithstanding post-modern scepticism, patterns have emerged for me, and with them commitments and changes of mind. I am, for example, much more sympathetic to the New York Intellectuals than I was before writing this book. Historically, I now see the vital periods as the late nineteenth century, when the shift from production to consumption took place; the formative 1910s, rather than the more glamorous 1920s; the 1930s, when the crisis of both capitalism and socialism and the advent of totalitarianism set the intellectual agenda for post-war America; and the often denigrated 1950s, when the experiences of the 1930s were reflected upon with impressive intellectual results. The last of these preferences accounts for the long centrepiece on such thinkers as Hannah Arendt, David Riesman, Reinhold Niebuhr, C. Wright Mills, and Herbert Marcuse. I happen, also, to think highly of some of the academic post-structuralism of the 1980s, not least because it may yet rescue the 1960s from the intellectual and cultural blight of an Anglo-American New Right – one of the more unfortunate results of the special relationship.

Organizing this book around the key debate between modernity and post-modernity has pedagogical as well as analytical value. I hope that my approach will provide readers, who might otherwise be overwhelmed by the diversity and sheer quantity of material that could potentially be surveyed, with a number of important arguments. These can be tested against the many works that are regrettably omitted, either for lack of space or, in the notable instance of works of twentieth-century music, because arguing a case with any honesty requires a certain level of familiarity with the formal demands of a mode of expression. Foregrounding the concepts of modernity and post-modernity also enables links to be made between developments in many spheres, thereby providing a context for the imaginative literature which for many readers has been their entrée to twentieth-century America. In other words, when space necessitated selectivity, I have gone for arguments in preference to coverage and information. By way of compensation, though, I have made full use of the generous appendices which are so valuable a feature of the Longman Literature in English series. In particular, I have written the Notes on individual figures to complement, rather than repeat, my text, and have at least included a section on twentieth-century American music in the General Bibliographies.

Arguments only make sense when they are argued out, and so I have often halted the onward push of a survey to stay with a work long enough to explain why it matters. It would be insulting to present a text like Arendťs The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) or a film like John Ford’s Stagecoach (1939) as merely symptomatic of a broader intellectual and cultural history. For the same reason, I have insisted on attending closely to the crucial debate over political pluralism in mid-century America, despite the undoubted rival attractions of the Beats and Counter-Culture radicals, both of whom would push the narrative of the century onwards towards utopian conclusions. As the intellectual historian, Morton White, remarks in Social Thought in America, ‘a work in which an effort is made to place ideas in a historical and social context must, to some degree, offer a logical analysis of those ideas, whether they are philosophical or not.’ Close analysis is indispensable, and is not at all at odds with the politics of culture/culture of politics angle which I have adopted as a structural principle for the book.

An argument about modernity and post-modernity, then, is traced in chapter after chapter, often coming up to the 1980s, at which point readers can compare cinematic and architectural post-modernism, or evaluate the turn towards a post-structuralist concern with difference, marginality and textuality on the part of, for example, white and black feminist theorists and artists. Describing how different figures engaged with the issues of modernity and post-modernity is a way of showing that these are not merely categories over which critics haggle for definitive possession. My particular interest in Part One is in the complex and politically ambiguous struggle within selected art forms between the claim, central to modernism, that each discipline should purify itself, and the counter-pressure towards increased interdisciplinarity exerted through the continuing communications revolution and the blurring of art forms in ‘happenings’, mixed media works and so forth. In the Introduction, Conclusion and throughout Part Two, I have drawn attention to a related question, the usage of ‘modernism’ and ‘post-modernism’ in social and political theory as well as aesthetics.

Part One of this book is devoted to the three art forms I have been most excited by and (equally important) know most about: cinema, where the influence of technology can be introduced; painting, where some of the most purist arguments about representation (literally) surface; and architecture, the most material of the arts. The longer Part Two turns to intellectual history and the history of intellectuals and, perhaps, needs some further comment. Chapter 4 charts the attempts by intellectuals as varied as William James, Randolph Bourne and the Southern Agrarians to understand the relationship between the country’s culture and politics in the transitional period between Victorianism and Modernism. Chapter 5, which runs from the 1930s to the present, concentrates upon debates over culture and politics between American liberalism and the Left. Chapter 6, as already acknowledged, is an intellectual centrepiece insofar as it explores the theme of totalitarianism and reinterprets the 1930s for the post-war world. The imbalance between Parts One and Two is partially accounted for by my decision to write separate chapters on blacks and women and to integrate aesthetic concerns more directly with political issues. I have defended this inconsistency in the appropriate chapters (7 and 8).

In the Introduction I have tried to give a broader sense of twentieth-century American culture and have certainly wanted to stress the motor force of capitalism. In the rest of the book, however, I have had to slight social history and, instead, come at the United States through the preoccupations of artists and intellectuals: for example, the ‘kaffee klatches’, TV and radio world of the 1940s and ’50s in Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique and David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd; the freeways, the ‘strip’ and the shopping mall in the work of Robert Venturi and John Portman; and religion in William James, Reinhold Niebuhr and Martin Luther King. At least, though, the gap between intellectuals and artists and American life has been less noticeable than in Europe. American intellectuals (including Americanized European intellectuals like Arendt and Marcuse), have been constantly exercised by mainstream developments in American life, so much so that a good deal of American thought might best be described as ‘criticism’, in the broadest sense. In this connection, I take the slightly anomalous status of critics like Bourne or Lionel Trilling to be a strength rather than a weakness of American intellectual history.

In selecting figures who bear closely upon mainstream American developments (whether these occurred in Washington DC or Hollywood), I have, however, become aware of a serious deficiency, not simply in American intellectual history but in myself. Quite probably most readers of this book also share my disturbing ignorance of the specialized knowledge which has accumulated within mostly scientific professions this century, and especially since 1945. As my Conclusion suggests, this is not a healthy state of affairs, though it is one that the best contemporary intellectuals are beginning to address, in the United States as in Europe. If this book were to have a sequel, it would have to examine developments in the biological sciences, law, linguistics, information technology and cybernetics, and so on – but without abandoning the critical edge of cultural politics which the professions cannot, or will not, provide but which the humanities can and should provide.

The following people were good enough to comment on parts or all of the book that I have written: Nicholas Alfrey, Peter Boyle, Donald Fixico, Phillip Hammond, Liam Kennedy, Brian Lee, Peter Messent, Elaine Millard, Eric Mottram, David Murray, Frank Piekarczyk, Robert Reinders, Jill Tallack, Imelda Whelehan, Michael Wheeler (my very supportive academic editor), David Wragg, Sue Wragg, and, especially, Richard King.

In references throughout the book the place of publication is London unless otherwise stated.

Douglas Tallack

University of Nottingham
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The American century

If we take Gertrude Stein’s point, that the United States is the oldest country in the world because it has been in the twentieth century the longest, then the locus of the debate over the meaning and direction of modernity should come as no surprise. America is still both the object of analysis and prophecy and the place where many of the arguments circulate.

During the revived debate over modernity during the 1980s, no one has been more impassioned in identifying what is at stake, or more provoking in selecting texts and artefacts for discussion, than the American political and cultural commentator, Marshall Berman. In All That Is Solid Melts Into Air (1982), he provides this recognizable and compelling definition of modernity:


There is a mode of vital experience – experience of space and time, of the self and others, of life’s possibilities and perils – that is shared by men and women all over the world today. I will call this body of experience ‘modernity’. To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, and transformation of ourselves and the world – and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything we are. Modern environments and experiences cut across all boundaries of geography and ethnicity, of class and nationality, of religion and ideology: in this sense, modernity can be said to unite all mankind. But it is a paradoxical unity, a unity of disunity: it pours us all into a maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish. To be modern is to be part of a universe in which, as Marx said, ‘all that is solid melts into air’.1


By the intriguing but rather vague term, ‘modernity’, Berman means a relationship between ‘modernism’ and ‘modernization’; between, on the one hand, ‘visions and ideas … that aim to make men and women the subjects as well as the objects’ of history and, on the other hand, socio-economic processes: demographic movements (for example, immigration and migration), industrialization, growth of cities, technological advances, and, above all, the extraordinary expansion of the capitalist market. The mid-term, modernity, is, in Berman’s words but with another nod towards Marx, ‘the dialectics of modernization and modernism’: it is historical experience, a meld of objective forces and subjective responses (p. 15). The word dialectic also suggests a direction, a way out of the contradictions of capitalism. Yet Berman seems to write against this story with an end. His argument, that modernism must (in order to be modernism) remain in a tense, often ironic, relationship with socio-economic modernization, is strung out along an open-ended narrative, which eschews utopian, but also dystopian, conclusions.

In contrast to commentators from across the American political spectrum who advocate pre-modern communal values as an antidote to modern times, Berman insists that whatever the perils, there is no going back, even if we wanted to. The pre-modern world is gone forever and with it an unambiguous loyalty to family, community, region, and religion. Modernity has been our inescapable condition since the industrial revolution and it is a condition that will go on. Going-on is the important thing for Berman, and it is this quality which makes his a very American book, even though only the final section is devoted to explicitly American themes and locations.

If we are provoked – into agreement or disagreement – by Berman’s account of what it means to be modern and tempted to insert our own examples of its ‘possibilities and perils’ then, at the start of a book on ‘the American Century’, it may be helpful to rehearse some responses: a ‘way out’ of modernity, or a ‘way in’, or a way of refusing these alternatives. Following Berman’s advice, do we maintain a grip on modernity (make it our modernity) by returning to earlier modernists? Among others, Berman cites Baudelaire, Marx, Nietzsche, and Dostoyevsky, but Walt Whitman, William James, William Carlos Williams, Louis Sullivan, Charles Ives, Charlie Chaplin, and Joseph Stella make a more varied American pantheon. Berman recommends applying their lessons to what he elsewhere calls the contemporary ‘signs in the streets’. Or do we take a more positive attitude towards high and late modernism, those twentieth-century developments that Berman feels have failed us because of their cultivation of formal autonomy? If so, we shall need to argue that the relationship between, say, Abstract Expressionism or the International Style and socioeconomic conditions is more dialectical than Berman thinks, less of a retreat in the face of the market; in which case Jackson Pollock and Mies van der Rohe emerge as modernists capable of rivalling the earlier and, in Berman’s view, genuine modernists.

To take another tack, do we refuse Berman’s qualified optimism about ‘development’ (the ambiguous motor for change in his spirited account) and reject the freedoms of the modern world as so many illusions, desires which have been manufactured for our consumption by ‘the culture industry’? A materialist and probably Marxist theory of culture would then be an option, but one which may have difficulties getting back to base. Alternatively, we may look to community, tradition and, eventually, to religion as the only reliable guides in an increasingly secular world – though still with the nagging doubt that these, too, are hardly immune from modernization. The ‘personal’ letters distributed through the computerized mailing lists of televangelists like Jerry Falwell, Oral Roberts and Pat Robertson trade on, and make a mockery of, the need for stable beliefs and community felt by ordinary Americans. If we follow Berman and eschew nostalgia, this does not, of course, mean that we have to accept his assertion that modernity cuts uniformly across geography, religion, race, ethnicity, and gender. In particular, it will be worth asking whether twentieth-century feminism and black political culture tell a different story, one in which social change and protest have created different communities and allegiances to replace those traditional, pre-modern ones which so often oppressed rather than protected people. Or, finally, do we see a viable response in a break with the modernist tradition which Berman endorses, a break which announces the new aesthetic and new politics of post-modernism, with its very different relationship with post-industrial society. This would mean questioning or deconstructing the apparently straightforward oppositions which Berman employs: self/society, culture/economics, subjective/objective, even modernism/modernization.

This is not an exhaustive list of the options pursued by the figures surveyed in this book: architects, film-makers, painters, philosophers, theologians, critics and theorists, some openly engaged with the dilemmas of modernity and post-modernity, others reflecting upon them indirectly through their own disciplines and art forms. Nevertheless, the questions Marshall Berman poses, and the concepts he foregrounds, can serve as a point of reference and, perhaps more importantly, as a reminder of what is at stake when we reflect upon modernity and post-modernity in their American context.

For the remainder of this Introduction, I want to do two things. First, through some excursions into social, economic and technological history, convey something of the contradictory mixture of cultural richness and poverty which has characterized the United States since its full-scale entry into modernity in the late nineteenth century. And, second, identify some of the issues precipitated by the socio-economic and technological developments of this period, because I go along with Berman’s observation that ‘it is modern capitalism, not modern art and culture, that has set and kept the pot boiling’ (p. 123). Indeed, so rapid was the modernizing of America, that even in the era of high aesthetic modernism (roughly 1890 to 1930) capitalism and its technology were creating the depthlessness and relational quality which have since been identified as defining characteristics of the post-modern. In this respect, quite possibly the key factor is highlighted not by the well-worn synonym for modernity – Henry Luce’s phrase, ‘the American Century’ – but by Luce’s occupation. He made his millions out of mass circulation magazines, and was among the first of the media tycoons. As such he was a product of the communications revolution that entered a new phase in these early years of the modern age, and had a decisive effect on the formation of twentieth-century American culture.


Culture and communications in Middletown

In his novel, Sister Carrie (1900), Theodore Dreiser starts the twentieth century with a train journey from a small town to a city:


They were nearing Chicago. Signs were everywhere numerous. Trains flashed by them. Across wide stretches of flat open prairie they could see lines of telegraph poles stalking across the fields toward the great city.2


Railroad tracks, telegraph lines, an expanded postal service, roads carrying more and more automobiles in the early decades of the new century, and, most importantly, ubiquitous signs – all of these in-betweens or, more technically, mediations, connected cities with each other and with other small towns besides Carrie Meeber’s hometown. Among them was Muncie, Indiana, the site of Robert and Helen Lynd’s renowned sociological case study, Middletown: A Study in Contemporary American Culture (1929). As the Lynds report, by the mid-1920s, ‘the rise of large-scale advertising, popular magazines, movies, radio, and other channels of increased cultural diffusion from without are rapidly changing habits of thought.’3

Most of this book will be devoted to the kind of place Carrie was travelling to, but, first, something of the kind of place she was leaving and the broadly religious world-view it represented for the seven out of ten Americans who still lived in small towns or on farms in the 1890s. Talking to inhabitants who remembered nineteenth-century Middletown, the Lynds reconstruct a typical pre-industrial community:


Standard time was unknown; few owned watches, and sun time was good enough during the day, while early and late candle lighting served to distinguish the periods at night… Social calls were unknown, but all-day visits were the rule, a family going to visit either by horseback, the children seated behind the grownups, or in chairs set in the springless farm wagon. Social intercourse performed a highly important service; there were no daily papers in the region, and much news traveled by word of mouth. (pp. 11–12)


People also got news when they went to church, both from each other and, more formally, from the minister’s sermon. Religious observance was strict in nineteenth-century Middletown.

‘And then in the fall of ’86 came gas’, the Lynds announce, their perhaps inadvertent pun inaugurating a theme generalized by later social historians and cultural commentators. This is historian, Robert Wiebe, in The Search for Order, writing about the Lynds’ nineteenth-century base-line:


The great casualty of America’s turmoil late in the century was the island community. Although a majority of Americans would still reside in relatively small, personal centers for several decades more, the society that had been premised upon the community’s effective sovereignty, upon its capacity to manage affairs within its boundaries, no longer functioned.4


At our end of this story of lost communities, we find novelist and essayist, Joan Didion, only mostly joking in The White Album (1979) when she connects community and communications and speculates that the only surviving community in Los Angeles is on the freeway at rush-hour.

The Lynds’ punning reference to the ‘fall’ has a particular significance in Middletown. Funded by the Institute of Social and Religious Research, the Lynds ended up describing the decline of religion in the 1920s, even in ‘middle America’:


As changes proceed at accelerating speed in other sections of the city’s life, the lack of dominance of religious beliefs becomes more apparent. The whole tide of this industrial culture would seem to be set more strongly than in the leisurely village of thirty-five years ago in the direction of the ‘go-getter’ rather than in that of ‘Blessed are the meek’ of the church; by their religious teachers Middletown people are told that they are sinners in need of salvation, by speakers at men’s and women’s clubs they are assured that their city, their state, and their country are, if not perfect, at least the best in the world, that it is they who make them so, and that if they but continue in their present vigorous course, progress is assured … In theory, religious beliefs dominate all other activities in Middletown; actually, large regions of Middletown’s life appear uncontrolled by them. (p. 406)


It should be admitted here – and it requires a substantial digression to do so – that the Lynds misread the signs of religion’s demise. They are perceptive on the ‘fall’ into the secularized 1920s and on the American ideology which effortlessly joined religion and business. Moreover, in their identification of ‘channels of increased cultural diffusion from without’ the Lynds have, arguably, understood the forces of social change as well as any other twentieth-century American commentators. Yet their analysis has been confounded by the undoubted persistence of religion in some regions (notably the South) and among some groups (notably blacks), but mostly by the revival of religion after the Second World War and especially since the 1960s. A necessarily schematic outline of religion in modern America will allow us to run important lines forward into later chapters.

The combination of evolutionary thought and the modernization which we shall shortly describe recommended a liberalization of religion as the best answer to secularization. The alternative was the débâcle of fundamentalist outrage in Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925 when John Scopes was tried for teaching evolution in a school. Defending lawyer, Clarence Darrow, lost the case, won the appeal, and left fundamentalism and its champion, former Populist presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan, humiliated. The more sensible route for religion was the Social Gospel movement of city clergy in the 1870s and 1880s. Washington Gladden’s ‘applied Christianity’ was an alternative to the hypocritical ‘gospel of wealth’ of Andrew Carnegie. Following Gladden, Walter Rauschenbusch argued in Christianity and Social Crisis (1907) for the kingdom of God on earth and, at the very least, for an alliance between reform movements and theology. Christianity would be reasonable and practical, he further maintained in A Theology for the Social Gospel (1917). In a related vein, in Social Idealism and Changing Theology (1913), Gerald Birney Smith advocated the democratization of religion. Harvey Cox’s The Secular City, published in 1965, is at some chronological distance from the specific concerns and contexts of Gladden, Rauschenbusch and Smith, but is, none the less in the same broad tradition of thinking. ‘The era of the secular city’, Cox writes, ‘is not one of anticlericalism or feverish antireligious fanaticism … The forces of secularization have no serious interest in persecuting religion. Secularization simply by-passes and undercuts religion and goes on to other things. It has relativized religious world-views and thus rendered them innocuous.’5 Cox set himself the task not of revitalizing religion but of adapting God to the society he saw around him, some thirty years after the Lynds described the forces which produced Cox’s secular and urban society.

The Secular City became an embarrassing best-seller since it marked the reversal of the trend which Cox described. He admitted as much in later writings. The subsequent revival of religion which the Lynds and, more culpably, Cox failed to foresee, has been of two broad kinds. The more evident kind has been born-again Christianity, which has been fundamentally anti-modern yet caught up in, as it exploits, the most blatant forms of modernization – for example in what has been called ‘the electronic church’. Religious revivalism and the moral majority are certainly important themes for social and political historians. As it is often remarked, in 1980 all three Presidential candidates, Reagan, Carter and Anderson, were born-again Christians. Of greater relevance to the intellectuals and artists covered in this book is the more diffused religion of the post-1945 period which, in sometimes ambiguous ways, accompanied the diffusion of pre-modern culture which the Lynds rightly link with the mass media. In a special issue of Daedalus on religion (1982), Martin Marty documents this more decentred revival, and observes that America’s official and legal ‘secular, nonreligious culture …houses an impressive number of religious institutions that attract the loyalties of three out of five citizens, and the weekly participation of two out of five – and are likely to continue to do so indefinitely’.6 No one denies the weighty contributions of William James, Reinhold Niebuhr and Martin Luther King. However, the ‘new religious consciousness’ amongst post-1960s intellectuals, which includes a revived Harvey Cox speculating on what a post-modern theology might look like, also deserves discussion.7

Back with the Lynds and the early decades of the century, we can see Middletown not simply as social history, but as revealing a particular concern for the present book. This is the dilemma of so many twentieth-century American intellectuals, critical (even moralistically so) of capitalism’s incursions into community life, yet accepting, in the title of Thomas Wolfe’s 1940 novel, that ‘you can’t go home again’. This tension is also to be found in the best literary engagements with middle America, from Willa Cather, Sherwood Anderson and Sinclair Lewis onwards. It is when Anderson and Lewis lost their critical edge and came home that their work generated a folksy rhetoric indistinguishable from that which Hollywood predictably disseminated at times of crisis – notably during the Depression of the 1930s. Anderson, for example, is so far from the tense ambiguities of Winesburg, Ohio (1919), but so close to the 1930s populist cinema of Frank Capra in his eulogy, ‘The American Small Town’ (1940):


Day after day, under all sorts of circumstances, in sickness and health, in good fortune and bad, we small-towners are close to one another and know each other in ways the city man can never experience. A man goes away and comes back. Certain people have died. Babies have been born. Children of yesterday have suddenly become young men and women. Life has been going on. Still nothing has really changed.8


In calling Muncie ‘Middletown’ the Lynds do not simply present it as in some ways typical of middle America, a characterization that has persisted in research projects such as their own sequel, Middletown in Transition (1937), and in much twentieth-century American literature; they also ironically reveal that this representative town was anywhere but in the middle or centre of things. W.B. Yeats’s modernist pronouncement that ‘the centre cannot hold’ finds a surprising endorsement in the dislocation of Middletown amid the babble of radio signals and the onslaught of advertising slogans. Local newspapers, once content to report from abroad that ‘Pipe ignites clothing – man in London burns to death’, in 1924–5 carried detailed foreign news reports, though these were systematically supplied by outside agencies like the Associated Press (p. 473). Two-thirds of the Middletown morning paper consisted of advertising, much of it promoting the goods and services of out-of-town companies, while the popularity of radio, especially in the 1930s, and motion pictures from the 1920s onwards were conclusive proof of the decline of a culture centred on the locality:


Today nine motion picture theaters operate from 1 to 11 p.m. seven days a week summer and winter; four of the nine give three different programs a week, the other five having two a week; thus twenty-two different programs with a total of over 300 performances are available to Middletown every week in the year. (p. 263)


As the image of small-town America has grown more powerful, its geography has become more and more dislocated, as Bill Bryson relates in The Lost Continent (1989), an account written for a British readership of his return to the Midwest of his youth:


Every town, even a quite modest one, has a mile or more of fast food places, motor inns, discount cities, shopping malls – all with thirty-foot-high revolving signs and parking lots the size of Shropshire. Carbondale [Illinois] appeared to have nothing else. I drove in on a road that became a two-mile strip of shopping centres and gas stations, K-Marts, J.C. Penneys, Hardees and MacDonald’s. And then, abruptly, I was in the country again. I turned around and drove back through town on a parallel street that offered precisely the same sort of things but in slightly different configurations and then I was in the country again. The town had no centre. It had been eaten by shopping malls.


If driving is disorientating, then taking a walk in a town apparently without sidewalks turns out to be an esoteric pastime, requiring Bryson to negotiate parking lots, garage forecourts and ‘little white-painted walls marking the boundaries between, say, Long John Silver’s Seafood Shoppe and Kentucky Fried Chicken …What you were supposed to do was get in your car, drive twelve feet down the street to another parking lot’.9

The Lynds were among the first twentieth-century American intellectuals to doubt that Middletowners could resist the onset of a mass culture which, in the years since they wrote, has continued to expand under economic and technological imperatives. Just as the late nineteenth-century reformer, Henry George, had recognized that progress could bring poverty, and wealth could threaten rather than ensure democracy, so the Lynds delineate the paradox that the concentration and exercise of cultural power (what the Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci, called hegemony) was accompanied by undeniable advances in the general standard of living. By 1920 American women could expect, on average, to live 56.5 years, compared with 51 years in 1900; for men, life expectancy rose from 48 to 54 years in the same period. Diphtheria, typhoid and tuberculosis had been combatted by medical advances, though cancer, heart disease and diabetes were killing more people, and the numbers of murders and deaths in car accidents were rising steeply. The availability of consumer goods was the most marked sign of progress, though buying 2 billion cigarettes in 1899 (hardly any were bought twenty years earlier) and 43 billion by 1921, or 151,000 pairs of silk stockings in 1899 and 217 million pairs in 1921, suggests the ambiguities of progress. These figures are given substance by the sheer clutter of Middletown. As a book, Middletown is more full of objects than any nineteenth-century English novel, though the principle of built-in obsolescence can be deduced from the many broken consumer goods which litter Middletown houses and yards.

When discussing the advent of modernity, we invariably take the easy option and home in on crisis years: 1910 according to Virginia Woolf, 1915 for D. H. Lawrence, and 1922 for Willa Cather. In Ernest Hemingway’s fiction the break comes with the experience of the First World War. In contrast, the war barely figures in the pages of Middletown. Where it does, the inhabitants recall the war as a time of co-operation and community, an anti-modernist interlude amidst the inexorable development of a capitalist culture. The 1920s may have seen American writers and artists establishing outposts in Paris and adding a new dimension to modernism, but the changes affecting Middletown were already clearing away the pre-modern sources of resistance. One consequence of this accelerated chronology of modernization in the United States, is a less oppositional, but sometimes more engaged, relationship between American modernists and material changes than was the case in much European modernism. As we shall see when discussing cinema, painting and architecture, this had its advantages as well as its drawbacks. What is undeniable is that these material changes were no mere backdrop to artistic experimentation. They produced a mass culture based on the market, the phenomenon with which all twentieth-century writers and artists had to contend.

In trying to summarize the reasons why Middletown is such an appropriate ‘place’ to begin a survey of twentieth-century American intellectual and cultural history, four related themes may be identified. First, the threat to Culture (with a capital C) represented by the materialism and insistent ‘middleness’ of modern America; second, the loss of centrality, and with it identity, within the very communications network which disseminated the safe, conservative, provincial, middling, image of small-town America; third, the spectre of what Max Weber called ‘the iron cage’ of rationality and Herbert Marcuse termed ‘one dimensionality’; and then a fourth theme which counters the overall negative impression which books like Middletown convey. Almost in spite of themselves, the Lynds revealed the sheer excitement and range of possibilities of mass communications: the variety which motion pictures, radio, popular magazines, and advertising were bringing to small town life, and, by implication, the innovations which these new cultural forms permitted. It will be the purpose of the chapters in Part One to detail some of these innovations while yet maintaining the critical perspective of Robert and Helen Lynd.


The iron cage of capitalism

We gain a sharper perspective upon twentieth-century American thought and culture by recognizing that the years of modernism were not just the years of the kinetoscope, skyscrapers, factories, trains and the telegraph, but also the period in which most of the concepts and interpretive models through which we understand modernity in general were formulated by European social theorists: by Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, Georg Simmel, Sigmund Freud, and by Marx to the extent that he remained in dialogue with these later figures. Of all of these, Weber, with his image of the iron cage, is the pre-eminent theorist of modernity, and notwithstanding the prominence of Marx and Freud, it is Weber who sets the agenda for intellectual and cultural history in twentieth-century America. For that reason alone he requires early introduction.

According to Weber, ‘the reality in which we move’ was defined by capitalism, ‘the most fateful force in our modern life’, and a force nowhere more important than in the United States.10 It is the concept of rationalization which, Weber argues, gives an unmistakable shading to Western capitalist development. Rationalization therefore provides a handle upon the ambiguous relationship between communications and culture which is at the heart of the Lynds’ book and the recognizably modern America they describe. As far back as the late eighteenth century, New England towns, which were in the vanguard of the first stage of industrial capitalism, were experiencing the bleaching out of personal and not explicitly economic associations by the growth of a market which linked one place with another and with the few large centres of trade. The ‘purposeful pursuit of profit’ (Weber’s phrase) under market conditions became the orientation of action during the subsequent century, because, as Weber explains, to function, that is to say to be rational in its own terms, capitalism depends upon calculability. Products, services, labour, time, and space – all are given a numerical value through the agency of money so that they can be ‘taken into account’. Neither capitalism nor money are themselves sufficient to explain the consolidation of a rationalized culture; rather, they are part of an interlocking and developing system (itself a key concept by the early twentieth century). Calculability is not simply a matter of assigning a monetary value; it involves the predictability which comes with control of labour, the factory, the machinery, and the sources of power, and, outside the productive process, of the administrative and distributive structures that surround the expanding market. Within this sphere of calculability, the logic of rationality can still be subdivided. For example, the kind of control exercised within the factory – known in its developed form as ‘scientific management’ – depends upon the prior control of labour that comes with a free market. Labour must be, in Weber’s words, ‘formally free’, so that control can be exerted economically rather than physically, the latter calling up the inefficient system of slavery. Apart from registering the logic of a process leading, apparently inexorably, to our present, the point to stress is the paradox that the deterministic character of the ‘specific and peculiar rationalism’ of capitalism was set in motion by free activity, and is maintained by a continuing and quite reasonable belief that as modernization increases control over the environment so it brings greater individual freedom, as well as more wealth and better health.

Frederick Winslow Taylor’s time-and-motion studies, which he began in the 1880s and wrote up in The Principles of Scientific Management (1911), sought to institute rational control within American factories. Scientific management exemplified the self-conscious belief in the rationality of the system, such that continual recalculation of the constituent elements and attention to their compatibility would improve efficiency. The information derived from Taylor’s empirical studies had the effect of translating a substantive productive activity into knowledge. Knowledge could then be transferred from factory to office and from there into the bureaucratic network run by the new professionals, who used the new technologies of communications to process increasingly standardized blocks of information. The outcome of modernization was far more dramatic, and of course more ambiguous, than even Mark Twain could envisage in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889), in which he sends his nineteenth-century inventor back to initiate a sixth-century apocalypse.

In The Search for Order, Robert Wiebe reminds us that rationalization in the face of the apparent chaos of urban-industrial America was not a plot hatched by the Carnegies, Rockefellers, Goulds and other monopoly capitalists (the so-called ‘Robber Barons’). It was a way of thinking about the world that also attracted Progressive reformers, who were seeking to regulate the economic and social system for liberal purposes. The rationalization of avenues of communication (through such means as settlement houses and newspapers) became, for social worker Jane Addams and urban sociologist Robert Park, the means for translating the small-town togetherness which they had known as children into the ‘Great Community’ of the city – in their case, Chicago.11 City planning, social theory, national economic reform, the welfare state, even cultural reform – these were among the activities engaged in by Progressives from the 1890s through to the First World War. The most famous utopian novel in American literature, Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888), anticipated the movement for reform not through the rousing rhetoric of revolution but by espousing rationalist principles and proposing a national bureaucracy and a disciplined industrial army as answers to ‘the labor problem’. Similarly, Bellamy’s descriptions of the new, orderly Boston of the year 2000 was a stimulus to the ‘City Beautiful’ movement of the early twentieth century. City planning reached a peak in Daniel Burnham and Edward Bennett’s Plan of Chicago (1909), while the major architectural expression came when the skyscraper and the standard American grid-plan met, initially in the 1880s with Chicago School architects, Louis Sullivan, John Root and Burnham himself, and then from the late 1930s when the European Modern Movement arrived in the persons of Bauhaus architects, Walter Gropius and Mies van der Rohe.

We can examine the relationship between rationalization and architecture in a later chapter. However, rationalized production processes, use of new technology, and new business methods leading to the growth of bureaucratic organizations are better illustrated by the American railroad corporations of the late nineteenth century and the then emerging communications industry. These enterprises contributed physically to the spread of the market and the setting in place of the comprehensive system that Weber describes. By 1880 the United States had the longest railroad network in the world and in the next decade the length of track doubled to 200,000 miles as the links in the system were completed. In the light of Weber’s insights into rationality (knowledge, predictability, calculability), these physical links ought to be understood as the basis for a prevailing cast of mind: only if the elements in a system are connected can they be counted (upon) and this, in turn, is the basis for rational behaviour within the system.

As the tracks linked buyers and sellers so they underlined the impersonality of the system, much as the flow-charts of Frederick Taylor constituted individual workers as interchangeable units, lacking in autonomy. John Jay Chapman’s frequently quoted remark that the story of the small town after the Civil war was the story of the arrival of the railroad may also be understood as a loss of autonomy. The very existence of a town came to depend upon whether the tracks came or not and the period is littered with the stories of ghost towns. But when the tracks did come the centre of a town’s economy (and its culture) shifted somewhere else; dependence, rather than much-hallowed American independence, became the norm. Autonomy has its spatial and temporal co-ordinates and both were ‘incorporated’ by the extension of a railroad network.

The regulation of time is usually associated with an urban environment but while it is true that city life multiplied interactions and so necessitated the standardization of time (the need to be ‘on time’), the impetus came from economic and technological sources. This is where we perceive the significance of the railroad as an industry and a form of communication. Slight time differences between towns in the same state or county made little difference. Before the introduction of standard time in 1883, Indiana had 23 time zones, Wisconsin 39. Space dominated time. But when the railroad criss-crossed the continent it revealed the irrationality of time, from a certain modern point of view. Local times were, at first, repeated in the timetables of railroad corporations, alongside railroad time which was itself keyed to cities; those cities varied according to the constituency of the railroad and where its offices were located. This situation could not continue and it was the railroads, acting under economic imperatives, which brought about standard time zones across the USA. Where time was once located physically, it became legitimated according to other criteria as local communities were forced either to adjust to the standard time used on the railroad timetables or to risk being ‘out of time’.12

On the occasions when Max Weber’s own point of view stands clear from his account of capitalist rationality, we are faced with the picture of a gradual ‘disenchantment’ of the world, bringing a loss of individualism and community, and the dismantling of the mystery of craft-skills. When describing changes in the glass-blowing industry in Middletown during the thirty-five years spanned by their case study, Robert and Helen Lynd refer to ‘batteries of tireless iron men doing narrowly specialized things over and over’ and to ‘the speeding-up process of the iron man’ (pp. 39 and 40). They bring to mind the fatalistic image of the iron cage which dominates the closing pages of Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904–5):


This order is now bound to the technical and economic conditions of machine production which to-day determine the lives of all the individuals who are born into this mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic acquisition, with irresistible force. Perhaps it will so determine them until the last ton of fossilized coal is burnt… No one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at the end of this tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or there will be a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither, mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance. (pp. 181 and 182)


Variations on the image of the iron cage appear in the work of many twentieth-century thinkers and artists, not least Hannah Arendt, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse and other European exiles who came to the United States from the 1930s onwards to escape persecution by the Nazis. Indeed, it has been the theme of most leading intellectuals and artists this century that not only people, work, products, places, and time, but also culture itself, has taken on meaning according to the dictates of capitalist rationality.

However, two other points may be taken from Weber’s peroration: first, the hope for ‘new prophets’ or a return to old ideas, alternatives which were mentioned earlier in connection with Marshall Berman’s book, and which will be the concern of later chapters; and, second, the implication, in the images of ‘fossilized coal’ and the iron cage as the sources, respectively, of power and materials, that Weber’s pessimism is related to an outmoded technology. As we shall see, the period under discussion witnessed the institution of new technologies, notably in the field of communications. Like the print technology of the fifteenth century, the communications revolution of the nineteenth century and beyond changed habits of thought and ways of seeing the world, and also brought new forms of cultural expression: radio, motion pictures, photography, phonographic records, and so on. Of course, these new forms had (and, with new electronic technologies, still have) the potential to extend cultural control, and to create more novelty, in the sense of the trivial refashioning of standardized options (‘novelty goods’). Yet a degree of indeterminacy enters with technological change. Motion pictures and photography, for instance, which simply did not exist prior to the invention of the camera, possess the potential for liberation and novelty, in the literal sense of something unknown. We can gain some understanding of this crucial doubleness, a version of the active/passive paradox outlined by Marshall Berman, by tracing the transition from the rationality of a nineteenth-century production economy to that of a twentieth-century consumer economy. In commenting upon such matters as credit, techniques of marketing and selling, and technologies of communication, we can also glimpse, in the drive towards rationalized practices and formations, the shape of a different, post-modern, society – one that would not be formally identified until the 1960s.

The American economy was, if unstable, extraordinarily productive into and then through the 1920s. Between 1919 and 1929, GNP rose by 40 per cent. By then the United States had been the world’s leading industrial power for at least three decades, with an output which exceeded that of Britain, France and Germany together. Because of the excess production from American farms as well as industries, and because of labour unrest at the wage and factory system in the context of post-First World War socialist movements in Europe, an image of a new society was required, a society characterized by abundance and, therefore, by consumption and leisure.

The logic of rationalization, which had already been extended beyond the factory gates to administrative and legal spheres, also encompassed that of consumption. Advertising was the chief means for achieving this end. Expenditure on advertising was around $9.5 million in 1865; in 1900 it was $95 million; in 1919 $500 million; and in 1929 an astounding $1.78 billion. Since the late eighteenth century and Thomas Jefferson, the distant farmer had been the epitome of a producer, but this figure, too, was drawn into the orbit of consumerism as city-based newspapers and magazines achieved mass-circulation status. The mail-order houses of Montgomery Ward and Sears and Roebuck had been utilizing the postal service since the 1870s, but the institution of Rural Free Delivery in 1898 and parcel post in 1913 turned their catalogues into portable department stores. The 500 pages of Ward’s ‘Great Wish Book’ brought a whole new world of city goods, especially fashion, into isolated farmhouses. Mail-order catalogues were used as textbooks in rural schools, and as substitutes for the gossip formerly to be found in the general store, witness this letter addressed to Mr Ward:


I suppose you wonder why we haven’t ordered anything from you since the fall. The cow kicked my arm and broke it and besides my wife was sick, and there was the doctor bill. But now, thank God, that is paid, and we are all well again, and we have a fine new baby, and please send plush bonnet number 29d8077.13


Richard Sears converted rural consumers into agents by rewarding them with premiums if they introduced their neighbours to the company. ‘Iowaization’, as his scheme was called, even converted folkways into rationalized channels of commercial communication, and is one of the clearest illustrations of the decisive influence of capitalist economic relations upon cultural relations.

Distance from the product in quite a different sense could also be resolved by the credit facilities offered by Marshall Field, Macy’s, Wanamaker’s and the other large department stores which came to prominence in the late nineteenth century. Just as money, as a supposedly neutral means of exchange, allowed work, for example, the routine tasks demanded on a Ford Motor Company production line or in the glass-blowing plant in Middletown, to be converted into the phantasmagoric world of consumer goods, so credit made such compensation almost immediate. Advertising, credit and the mass communications upon which they were based, changed the economic and cultural face of the United States, much as Thorstein Veblen had predicted they would in his discussion of ‘conspicuous consumption’ in The Theory of the Leisure Class, published in 1899. Processed foods carrying brand names and distributed through chain stores across the country; electric refrigerators and washing machines; wristwatches; radios; and thirty million cars: no longer the Model T, first marketed in 1910, but a whole range of models which were changed each year – these were among the products bought by Americans in the 1920s.


Inspire, educate and entertain: the dissemination of mass culture

The Lynds’ announcement that Middletown in 1924–5 no longer produced the bulk of what it consumed ranks with those of Woolf, Lawrence, Hemingway, Cather or any other commentator on modernism. The goods in Middletown stores had become commodities. In Marx’s classic explanation, a product lost its substance, any uniqueness which it might have possessed in a local, craft economy prior to mass production, by being passed through the market system of exchange. Its value was determined by exchange and not use. Furthermore, with the expansion of credit facilities and advertising, images or even product numbers (as in the letter quoted above) circulated rather than the goods themselves, making it vital for the maintenance of consumer confidence that the product be both described in the abstract and be describable. It should be noted, though, that this degree of control was not dependent upon a more objective, truthful relationship between object and representation, in spite of the claims of journalists, advertising people and some modernist writers, but was legitimated by a logic of rationality which, as we have seen, arose out of industrial, commercial and technological developments dating back to late eighteenth-century America. The identity of a product, perhaps even of a person, lost its presumed essential, self-evident quality, and became relational, dependent upon other elements in the system. This would have far-reaching and unexpected implications.

Standardization also operated when the product itself was a reproducible image and here we have the point of intersection between goods as commodities and cultural products as a new kind of leisure commodity. There was a growing audience for cultural goods, as there was a growing consumer market, and this was particularly so in American cities. Chicago, for instance, had grown from a village of 350 people in 1833 to a city of over two million by 1910. This concentration of people, along with with good urban transportation and expanding literacy, created a market for news and entertainment.

The idea of pre-digested information was institutionalized in DeWitt Wallace’s Reader’s Digest, founded in 1922. Wallace admired and sought to emulate Henry Ford by applying mass production techniques to the world of print. He also pioneered direct and postal selling in the effort to ‘inspire, educate and entertain’. (In the post-Second World War era, especially, these laudable aims were thought to be quite compatible with the tough State Department line adopted whenever American foreign policy was big news in the daily papers.) The ‘tabloid’, which made its first American appearance in 1919 in the form of the New York Illustrated Daily News further demonstrates the commodification of news, which could be sent down the telegraph or telephone line, packaged, and distributed by road, rail and, by the late 1920s, by aeroplane. By 1926 the circulation of the Daily News had topped the one million mark. Physically manageable in crowded locations and, through its large headlines and ‘leads’, a short-cut to what was new, the tabloid also sought to be entertaining. The New York Evening Graphic announced in 1924 that it would ‘dramatize and sensationalize the news and some stories that are not news …We want this newspaper to be human, first, last and all the time. We want to throb with those life forces that fill life with joyous delight.’14 Two points can be made here. First, the way that the ordinary, the human and the real, become a composite quality to be constructed and projected – onto ordinary Americans. And, second, by way of a comparison with the advertising industry, that, curiously, out of standardization could come excess. Indeed, the look of the front page became vitally important, adding a new dimension to news.

One magazine, Henry Luce’s Life, actually had its origins in a technical invention, the camera. Photography would present the world more directly than any words and its influence was in every verb in Life’s manifesto: ‘To see life; to see the world; to witness great events; to watch the faces of the poor and the gestures of the proud; to see strange things – machines, armies, multitudes, shadows in the jungle and on the moon.’15 Students of literature might think of Joseph Conrad’s stated intention of making the reader ‘see’, but, far from endorsing this modernist aesthetic of immediacy, Life, with its worldwide coverage of people, places and events poses the question of authenticity: Was the reproduction of the Himalayas in Life, or the voice on the radio the real thing?

In 1941, just over twenty years after the Westinghouse Company had opened KDKA, the first broadcasting station, there were 955 stations, and two television stations. In 1924 Americans spent $350 million on radios and spare parts. Between 1922 and 1932 the proportion of homes with radios jumped from 0.2 to 55.2 per cent; by 1939 it was up to 88.5 per cent. The speed of communication also increased the rate of consumption and put pressure upon the producers of radio programmes. Inevitably, this led to the recycling of material and variations upon a format. Mass communications had other effects, though. People were put in the same cultural place at the same time: a movie theatre or around the family hearth but tuned in to the radio:


Often whole families would place the headset into a soup tureen and cluster with their ears close to this primitive loudspeaker. What they heard was ‘AWK …RAACK …hello out there …hello ouBriee …crackle …snap …wee …this Is …ROAR …HISS …STAtion 8 xkCRASHhiss …RoArrr …pop.’ (quoted in Marquis, Hopes and Ashes, p. 16)


Once communications had been improved, radio could give instant access to the same images and messages, as illustrated by the phenomenon of the fad. Throughout the 1920s crossword puzzles, mah-jong, the Charleston, and stunts like goldfish swallowing caught on with amazing rapidity. The special power of radio was exemplified by ‘The War of the Worlds’, broadcast on Halloween 1938 in which Orson Welles left millions of Americans convinced that Martians had landed in New Jersey. The novelty of radio is hard to recapture, the feeling of being a part of and yet apart from the scenes being broadcast.

In the early days, radio had been thought of rather like a telephone, a situation that called for arbitration. According to Herbert Hoover, who in 1922 was Secretary of State:


Obviously, if ten million [radio] telephone subscribers are crying through the air for their mates they will never make a junction; the ether will be filled with frantic chaos, with no communication of any kind possible. In other words, the wireless telephone has one definite feature, and that is for the spread of certain predetermined matter of public interest from central stations.’16


In the light of disputes about satellite television and deregulation in the 1970s and 1980s, first in the USA and then in Europe, we can appreciate the ambiguous cultural politics which the invention of radio brought about. Should information be controlled or permitted to ‘flow’ or disseminate? In which direction does freedom of information lie? As the Lynds realized in the 1920s, radio contributed to a general political problem: people knew more but had more difficulty in judging information when they did not know its source and there was so much of it ‘in the air’ and on the page. The fear that ‘alien’ (usually communist and Jewish) propaganda would infiltrate American homes over the airwaves was voiced by Henry Ford’s Dearborn Independent, an ironic response from the man who famously proclaimed that ‘society lives by circulation and not by congestion’. In the 1930s the political scene was deeply affected by radio: in Europe where fascist and communist leaders made expert use of the new medium, and in the USA, in a different register, in the fireside chats of Franklin Roosevelt and the radio church of Father Coughlin.

In addition to worrying about the mass media’s effects on the political process, American intellectuals, from Randolph Bourne in the 1910s through to Dwight Macdonald from the 1930s onwards, were concerned about the media’s influence on the process of cultural Americanization. Between Bourne and Macdonald, a generation of intellectuals voted with their feet. According to Malcolm Cowley, post-war intellectuals like Harold Stearns, Harry Crosby, e.e. cummings, Hemingway, John Dos Passos, and others followed the lead of Henry James, Gertrude Stein, Eliot, and Pound and selfconsciously ‘performed autopsies … wrote obituaries of civilization in the United States [and] …shook the standardized dust of the country from their feet. Here, apparently, was a symbolic struggle: on the one side, the great megaphone of middle-class culture [The Saturday Evening Post]: on the other, the American disciples of art and artistic living’.17

A related, but differently focused, post-mortem on mass society was conducted by leading Southern intellectuals, among them Donald Davidson, John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, and Robert Penn Warren. Their critique, which arose out of the impact of modernization upon a society that explicitly characterized itself as traditional, was at its most explicit in the manifesto of the Southern Agrarians: I’ll Take My Stand, published in 1930. According to the ‘Statement of Principles’, all the contributors ‘tend to support a Southern way of life against what may be called the American or prevailing way; and all as much as agree that the best terms in which to represent the distinction are contained in the phrase, Agrarian versus Industrial’.18 This opposition, like that between the traditional and the modern, turns out, on inspection, to be a good deal more complicated, not least because the Southern Agrarians were modernists of a sort (see pages 174–76), just as Southern industrialists were modernizing, albeit in the context of pre-modern social relations based upon the plantation. Nevertheless, in the criticism of Davidson, Ransom, Tate, Warren, and their colleagues, we undoubtedly have an example of an important group of intellectuals who sought to base their resistance to modernity upon claims made for the past. Richard Godden succinctly translates the North/South economic division into cultural terms, pointing out that ‘a culture committed to wage labour and its attendant forms of accumulation generates a commodity aesthetic’ whereas ‘a culture, or a cultural fragment, which resists wage labour and the consequent spread of the shop window, will generate an aesthetics of anti-development’.19 Similarly, in their careers as New Critics, Southern Agrarians determinedly opposed any kind of aesthetics which was dependent upon mechanical reproduction; their aesthetics was thus a defence of literature (in particular) against the media of a mass society.

In one of his late papers, ‘Science as a Vocation’ (1918), Weber pessimistically enters this familiar modernist debate:


The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world.’ Precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have retreated from public life either into the transcendental realm of mystic life or into the brotherliness of direct and personal human relations. It is not accidental that our greatest art is intimate rather and not monumental.20


Weber’s distinction between ‘intimate’ and ‘monumental’ points to one strain in modernism as it responded to rationalization and became a private and difficult art. It advanced aesthetic criteria: for example, the hard or the impressionistic image in Pound and Cezanne, respectively; narrative epiphanies in Joyce; cleansing the language of the tribe in Mallarmé and Hemingway. Yet modernism’s fiercely individualistic ethic and unerring insights into questions of representation (the necessity of creating the immutable or even the real, rather than merely reflecting either), served to undermine any of the universal or eternal claims which art has traditionally made when opposing the flux of change. This does not mean that these relativizing tendencies in modernism and their ambiguous relation to the commercial processes of product differentiation issued directly into post-modern pastiche and play. Even hindsight, and our realization that the struggle for style and uniqueness is a feature of the market as well as the artist’s garret, still cannot reduce modernist writers and artists to the status of mere symptoms of post-modernist problematics. Besides, cultural ‘institutions’, such as expatriation in the 1920s, and larger and more prestigious American galleries and exhibitions from the early 1930s onwards, underpined modernism, marking it off from mass culture in a distinctively modernist way.

A reaction against modernization and mass culture was only one strain in modernism, however. Aside from the European Futurists, with their enthusiastic and shrill embracing of technology, a number of American intellectuals and artists, for instance Randolph Bourne, Lewis Mumford, Joseph Stella, and Frank Lloyd Wright, refused to turn away from modernization. As Americans, they were much closer to its processes than many Europeans. They were conscious of the dangers of the mass media, but did not dismiss the possibility that what they were witnessing was less the closure of a one-dimensional culture than the openness of a democratic culture. The image of the undifferentiated, threatening masses which dominates a European book like Ortega Y Gasset’s The Revolt of the Masses (1930) jarred with an American faith in ‘The Art and Craft of the Machine’ (Wright’s formulation) and the potential for individual self-improvement within a democratic rather than aristocratic frame of beliefs. Besides, it was (and is) difficult to opt single-mindedly for one of these interpretations rather than the other when faced with the pot pourri of American culture: music of different kinds – classics, jazz, popular tunes; news – of fads and of political developments in Germany, Italy and Spain in the 1930s; comics and soap operas; photographs exhibited not in such and such a gallery but between the covers of Life; films – mediocre productions scripted by Scott Fitzgerald and genre-films which have consistently attracted critical attention; operatic performances sponsored by Texaco; and what-you-need-to-know guides to art, history and science. If twentieth-century American culture is a heterotopia (to borrow Foucault’s term again), it is a fascinating one. But more than this: the appearance by the 1930s of novel cultural forms demonstrates that the communications revolution had affected the production as well as the distribution and reception of culture. Specifically, things that could not be done before could now be done with the refinement of colour printing and radio transmission. Understood in a less precise way, as the intersecting of different dimensions of life, better communications meant that Midwestern grain elevators could enter the consciousness of Bauhaus architects and American Cubist-Realists. In other words, different strains of modernism became possible, besides the intimate and private one. In all its manifestations, though, modernism had still to grapple with the politics of a culture which had its motor in new material conditions, and which was no longer rooted in pre-modern locations.

Warren Susman has addressed the perennial division between freedom and domination, activity and passivity, and the two meanings of novelty that we have introduced. He has done so in the context of the communications revolution which, for most of this century, has had its forward wave in the United States. Consequently, his conclusion supplies a perspective upon the politics of culture/culture of politics axes that this book will explore:


If the culture of abundance has become manipulative, coercive, vulgar, and intolerable … why did this happen? Did it have to follow? Were there alternatives? Only a historical view – a vision of that culture as it developed and changed over time and in interaction with the traditional culture itself – can provide hope of getting at these crucial issues …

To see the utopian possibilities in the culture of abundance and to insist on a dialogical or dialectical reading of both its repressive and its liberating possibilities is not to commit oneself to the culture itself, to accept all that it proposes, or even to agree that its end can be achieved only within this particular economic and social structure.21


We can reasonably add that demographic changes – an important aspect of modernization in the United States during the years of massive immigration and migration to cities – produced recipients of mass culture but also potential sources of new ideas, new resistances. There were few blacks and recent immigrants in Middletown in the 1920s, but there were a great many in New York and Chicago, and they represented an ‘emergent culture’ within the ‘dominant culture’, to make use of Raymond Williams’ useful terms.


The society of the spectacle

Arguments about mass culture, modernism, and the politics of both are a staple of the twentieth-century thought and culture which we shall be covering. However, an important aim of this introductory chapter remains that of establishing a dynamic relationship between modernization and articulated ideas and formal works of art which can then be drawn upon in later chapters. Questions of representation and temporality, which are central to the innovations of modernist art, literature and thought, were also precipitated by the process of modernization. When the ‘ether’ was ‘filled with frantic chaos’ (Herbert Hoover’s words), and cities were filled with signs (Vachel Lindsay’s ‘hieroglyphic civilization’), discontinuities, decenterings, and novelties were encountered in the communications network itself. As such they are an undeniable part of historical experience, though whether we agree with Marshall Berman and describe this experience as modern or have to introduce the term post-modern to describe some aspects of the experience remains to be seen. Here we might note, but postpone comment upon, the interesting career of Yeats’s line, ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold’: it appears as an epigraph in Arthur Schlesinger Jr’s end-of-ideology study, The Vital Center (1949); in Philip Rieffs end-of-modernism/pre-post-modernism jeremiad, The Triumph of the Therapeutic (1966); and then in Joan Didion’s postmodernist collection, Slouching Towards Bethlehem (1968).

In his anatomy of the consumer culture, The Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein Veblen comments that people were on the move and that this affected forms of representation:


In such places as churches, theaters, ballrooms, hotels, parks, shops, and the like [in] order to impress …transient observers, and to retain one’s self-complacency under their observation, the signature of one’s pecuniary strength should be written in characters which he who runs may read.22


But signs, too, were ‘on the run’; they were, in Theodore Dreiser’s words from Sister Carrie, ‘everywhere numerous’ on billboards, in movie theatres, in newspapers and magazines. Cities and towns were full of dealers in signs, and while the dollar sign and what it crudely represents is a central theme of both The Theory of the Leisure Class and Middletown, it is apparent that Veblen and the Lynds were also interested in the way that money functioned as a sign system, keeping goods and people on the move and constantly changing their appearance. America by the 1920s had become the first example of what Guy Debord calls ‘the society of the spectacle’.

One of the most noticeable institutions in this society was the department store. This description of Wanamaker’s Chicago store conveys some of the magic and novelty of display, which expanded cultural life even as the profit motive narrowed it:


129 counters totalling two-thirds of a mile in length, with fourteen hundred stools in front of them. Lighting was supplied by leaded glass skylights by day, gas chandeliers by night. In 1896, Wanamaker built a nearly life-sized replica of the Rue de la Paix in his store – ‘a consolation for Americans who could not go to Paris.’ In 1911, Wanamaker opened a new twelve-story structure featuring a Grand Court, and the second largest organ in the world, the latter punctuating the shopping day with sacredness.23


Rachel Bowlby writes shrewdly on the department store and her title phrase, ‘just looking’, makes a connection that we can explore in the next chapter:


The transformation of merchandise into a spectacle in fact suggests an analogy with an industry that developed fifty years after the first department stores: the cinema. In this case, the pleasure of looking, just looking, is itself the commodity for which money is paid.24


Going back to Thorstein Veblen’s statement, the consolidation of railroad and urban transport systems meant that as well as metaphorically climbing the ladder of social mobility, more and more people were literally on the move as well. In consequence, they saw things differently. Now, of course, we take for granted the unexpected sights which occur when a train ‘cuts’ straight through a landscape rather than respecting its unique features. Yet when separated from the landscape, modes of perception and then of representation alter. The passenger, seemingly passive, just looking, looks out sideways from the compartment but with far from routine results: discrete objects are blurred and streaked; they carry a ‘tail’, the visual equivalent of the ‘elongated’ noises of rail travel: whistles, the sound of a train passing in the opposite direction, and so on.

There is an important difference between this modern view of the landscape and the relationship between sight and the landscape in mainstream romanticism. For example, in Nature (1836), Emerson claims that raising one’s eyes from the foreground to the horizon has the effect of transcending (by blurring) the property divisions, thereby recreating the original landscape. Passengers on a train, however, are themselves on the move, allowing for no fixed or central point of perception and therefore no certain relation. Moreover, where for Emerson, perception was thought to be an unmediated process, best achieved when in isolation, the passenger sees the landscape by means of the train. In The Railway Journey, Wolfgang Schivelbusch makes this intriguing observation about mediation and movement:


The outer world beyond the compartment window is mediated to the traveler by the telegraph poles and wires flashing by – no longer does he see only the landscape through which he is travelling, but also, continuously, these poles and wires that belong to the railroad as intimately as the rails themselves do. The landscape appears behind the telegraph poles and wires; it is seen through them …The hurtling railroad train appears here as the very motion of writing, and the telegraph poles and wires are the calligraphic instruments with which the new perception inscribes the panoramic landscape upon the real one.25


The intervention of the train, its rails and the signalling system between the observer and the landscape and, more obviously, between places of departure and destination, remove what were thought to be the normal continuities and produce discontinuities, a montage effect which anticipates developments in aesthetics: the replacement of a mimetic and narrative relationship between a visual or verbal sign and object by the juxtapositions of modernism. It is precisely this disconnectedness which the Marxist critic Georg Lukács criticizes: ‘The loss of the narrative interrelationship between objects and their function in concrete human experiences means a loss of artistic significance.’ What he has to say also applies to the ‘constructedness’ of the newspaper and the pot pourri that was radio programming: ‘Lifeless, fetishized objects are whisked about in an amorphous atmosphere.’26

It is true that the ceaseless round of commodity differentiation in advertising, as well as the speed of travel and pace of metropolitan life can leave people and objects disconnected, and can dull rather than excite the senses. However, Lukács, in common with critics of mass culture from the left and right, takes for granted that there is an underlying narrative which gives meaning to surface objects and events, and that genuine art is in touch with this narrative. Yet this is precisely what is at issue in the communications revolution that only became fully manifest in the 1920s and 1930s. The kinds of developments in consumer capitalism which the Lynds detail in their ‘Study of Contemporary American Culture’ and which the German critic, Walter Benjamin, theorizes in his essay, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ (1936), question such oppositions as depth and surface, necessity and randomness, and reality and representation, together with the aesthetics of discrimination that accompanies these oppositions. As Dreiser’s Sister Carrie demonstrates, and Georg Simmel explains in his essay of 1903, ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life’, urban life is so crowded with impressions and images that we are kept at the surface of life. Our confidence in a fundamental (deeper) temporal order based upon a fixed point of perception is challenged. Radio had the same effect, Catherine Covert argues: ‘The jumble now included bands, orchestras, national rites, and public functions interspersed mindlessly with “explanations” by announcers. Radio broadcasting provided “the biggest crazy-quilt of audition” ever perceived by human ear’ (Covert and Stephens (eds), Mass Media Between the Wars, p. 208).

In The Lonely Crowd (1950), which is the heir to Middletown in taking American ‘sudsology’ and the media society entirely seriously, David Riesman picks up the sense of anxiety as the formerly ‘inner-directed’, nineteenth-century individual becomes attuned to the ‘torrent’ of ‘words and images’. ‘Increasingly’, Riesman adds, ‘relations with the outer world and with one-self are mediated by the flow of mass communication.’ Appropriately, he presents this shift in technological terms. Where the inner-directed character – the hero or perhaps anti-hero of Weber’s Protestant Ethic – is kept on the right track by his/her ‘psychological gyroscope’, the ‘control equipment’ of the other-directed character is ‘like a radar’. Identity and location become problematical for the person who is ‘at home everywhere and nowhere.’27

The examples cited – railway travel, radio, modernist aesthetics, and social theory – may seem to be too specific to warrant larger claims about changing modes of perception and representation. The interconnections between different spheres of activity, which are so characteristic of twentieth-century American culture, suggest otherwise. For example, in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, modernist architecture was being seen on screen (and therefore seen everywhere) as Hollywood sets made use of internal and external architectural motifs derived from the work of Le Corbusier, Mies, Gropius, and Wright. The nineteenth-century train traveller experienced a more direct sense of interconnectedness. The spacious city railroad stations were architecturally similar to department stores, and made much use of glass and, later, electric lighting. In anticipation of today’s shopping malls, the railway stations were multi-functional, housing restaurants and shops, and providing space for cultural events.

The expansion of the sign system, as one network intersected with another, raises spatial and temporal questions normally discussed in terms of modernist aesthetics; this in spite of a dominant tradition of modernist aesthetics stemming from the philosopher, Henri Bergson, which contrasts subjective perception and mechanistic, rationalized notions of space and time. When the name of a destination city was displayed on a railroad information board, travellers must have wondered where the city limits were drawn. Was a destination city somehow part of the traveller’s home or departure city once the distance between them had shrunk with faster travel? Similarly, well before structuralism gave intellectual prominence to Saussure’s insight that identity (including an individual’s identity) arises differentially rather than referentially, the complexities of communications made any traveller who consulted the map of a subway system (for example in Boston after 1897) a party to the shift in thinking. The pre-history of subway mapping confirms the importance of the move towards abstraction and system in representation. Prototype maps attempted to reflect the surface reality but looked like a picture of multi-coloured spaghetti. Under ground, travellers could not relate and made more sense of a map which systematically distorted above-ground reality. The most successful designs represented stations as widely separated when they were, in actuality, on opposite sides of a street. In the ‘code’ of the map, the meaning of one entity (a station) depends upon its relation to, or difference from, another entity in the system. Each element in the system, each sign or mark, carries with it the traces of the whole sign system, but the rules that legitimate the system are also part of it. I hasten to add that the indeterminacy of sign-systems is not a paradox to be shunted off for resolution into the domains of faith, the occult or the ineffable. It is the unexpected outcome of the process of rationalization and systematization which was given theoretical prominence by Weber.

Where Weber remained a theorist of modernity, some of the insights more properly associated with post-modern theorists came to Weber’s contemporary, Thorstein Veblen, when he chose not to burrow beneath the surfaces of life but to cultivate superficialities. The Theory of the Leisure Class describes in hyperbolic detail the replacement of an apparently tangible reality by codes – of behaviour, of dress and, back of it all, of consumption; consumption, that is, under the direction of mass advertising, in which, by definition, only representations of products can appear and circulate free from reference to use-value. Veblen’s ‘conspicuous consumption’, facilitated by money and, even more intangibly, by credit, illustrates the peculiar functioning of ‘the medium’, understood not as a mere in-between but as a system or code in which signs refer to other signs. At the time when language had become a new kind of social fact, especially in the multi-signposted and billboarded American cities of the early twentieth century, so with Veblen, but more explicitly with Saussure, language also became the theoretical model for explaining proliferating sign-systems.

These speculations recall my initial question about the centrality of Middletown, or indeed, of any centre, including that of the individual self. It is not simply that by the 1920s the small town had lost its pre-eminent position in American culture to the large city; the communications network made it difficult even to locate the new centre of the economy in Chicago, New York or wherever, since cities were also subject to the new time/space continuum and the circulation of commodities. Instead, as we have seen, attention switched to relations between the elements in any system. In The Education of Henry Adams (1907), an autobiography written in the third person, Adams remarks on the consequences of communications:


He and his eighteenth-century, troglodytic Boston were suddenly cut apart – separated forever – in act if not in sentiment, by the opening of the Boston and Albany Railroad; the appearance of the first Cunard steamers in the bay; and the telegraphic messages which carried from Baltimore to Washington the news that Henry Clay and James K. Polk were nominated for the presidency. This was in May, 1844; he was six years old; his new world was ready for use, and only fragments of the old met his eyes.28


Adams linked the railroad, as well as steamships, with the telegraph, and it is true that the telegraph did follow the physical tracks of the railroad. None the less, the transportation revolution should, strictly speaking, be distinguished from the communications revolution, which brought still more alterations to ways of seeing (time). The telegraph, which ushered in this new phase, was invented in 1844 but was not in widespread use until after 1900. In ‘Technology and Ideology: The Case of the Telegraph’, James Carey expertly draws out the implications of telegraphic communications when describing the moving of markets from space, where local market conditions determined the price of a commodity, into time, where all markets (national and international) determine price because, by means of the telegraph, everyone can be in possession of the required information about supply and demand at the same time. With the refinement of ‘futures’ trading, which the telegraph permitted, next year’s goods, as well as simply the goods in other geographical markets entered the concern of dealers. Carey concludes that ‘time as a new region of experience, uncertainty, speculation, and exploration was opened up’, but the point worth emphasizing is that this was the outcome not of stream-of-consciousness techniques in the modernist fiction of Joyce, Woolf or Faulkner, or of investigations into the irrational by philosophers and psychologists, but of a logical extension of rational calculability in the commercial sphere. This is the same contradictory process we noted earlier when discussing the excess which standardization produced in mass-circulation newspapers, and the curious concept of time which standard time zones enforced.

James Carey points out that the crucial change which the telegraph brought about was that the commodity being bought and sold did not actually have to move at time of purchase and so ‘was sundered from its representations’ (p. 317). The separation of the object from its representation in a telegraphic message or a mail-order catalogue; the separation of the traveller from the ‘real’ world; the alienation of workers from their work and their territorial communities and relocation in what Daniel Boorstin calls ‘consumption communities’; the enclosure of the shopper in a large department store or in a movie theatre: all of these illustrate the creation of systems of meaning which ‘incorporated’ what were thought to be separate sectors of American society in the years after the Civil War.

Not surprisingly, Marxist theory reorientated itself in the 1920s away from a straightforward economic determinism towards the idea of cultural domination, or, to use the technical term, hegemony. We can return to this critique in later chapters. However, the distinction between controlled and controller which is at the heart of such a critique of mass culture, the idea of some one or some company outside of, say, the fashion industry or even the communications industry, manipulating the whole charade, is rendered problematical by the sheer extent of any one system, let alone the overlapping of different systems. Equally, without clear boundaries it is difficult to identify the artistic or political source of transcendence, the way out of Weber’s cage of rationality, or even the point of view from which a way out could be seen. A final example will help to explain how indeterminacy was produced by what were conceived of as determinate systems of thought and operation.

The shift from a production to a consumption economy which we have been describing depended, in large part, upon persuading women to consume. Veblen was among the first to depict women as consumers, most clearly in the chapter on fashion in The Theory of the Leisure Class. Women, he maintains, are the chief victims of the cultural domination and economic oppression that is effected by means of fashion: ‘The corset is, in economic theory, substantially a mutilation, undergone for the purpose of lowering the subject’s vitality and rendering her permanently and obviously unfit for work’ (p. 121). On the other hand, fashion illustrates very clearly the arbitrariness which results when signs are separated from objects within a system of signification. An item of clothing in what the Lynds, quoting local terminology, call the ‘style show’, takes on its meaning not from a relation to that which it represents outside the style show or from some essence residing in it, but from that which it is not, its competitor or a variation within the same catalogue. There is no relation to an older use-value, but there is a relation to the ‘old’, the ‘old’ being the superseded image. ‘The object of study,’ Henry Adams remarks prophetically, ‘is the garment, not the figure’ (Education, p. xvi).

The great uncertainty of fashion arises from this lack of a firm referent, and while Marx’s distinction between use-value and exchange-value is one important way of interpreting the constant differentiation of commodity which late capitalism demanded and fashion exemplifies, we should also acknowledge that the very distance from use-value makes space. As Baudelaire recognized, fashion is social and historical through and through: as such it reflects power relations but in the case of women, especially, creates an arena which need not be an extension of the biological. ‘Anatomy is destiny’, Freud wrote in an unguarded moment; but anatomy is not necessarily the determinant of fashion. Objecting to deterministic theories of fashion (including Veblen’s) Elizabeth Wilson writes that ‘clothing marks an unclear boundary ambiguously, and unclear boundaries disturb us.’29 An item of clothing can be given meaning and, to this extent, there is the potential for activity, even creativity, within the seemingly closed system of fashion. Women can use fashion as well as be used by it, though the distinction between the two is often difficult to determine: was the clothing worn by the ‘flapper’ in the 1920s a sign of emancipation from Victorian values or a sign of further exploitation? Or, to put it differently, who derived pleasure from shorter skirts and how do we ‘take account’ of pleasure? Whether or not this is thought to be a significant example, the underlying issue here, as in all of the examples discussed in this book, is one of power, rather than of truth and falsity. This reorientation is one legacy of the modernist revolution, and is therefore the main reason why this book will pay only passing attention to the pre-modern world and the fundamental truths it is thought to embody.

Going back to Weber, for a moment, we can fully accept the sombre portents of his prophesy – ‘mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance’ – while taking up the idea that his pessimism was very much tied to a nineteenth-century machine technology and to sources of power (‘fossilized coal’) that were being superseded even as he wrote. Even the powerful image of all-encompassing rationalization – the iron cage – may be inappropriate given that the bars of the cage have become, in one sense at least, ‘wire-less’, a point very nicely made by Henry James in ‘In the Cage’ (1899), his story of a London telegraphist. In his discussion of the telegraph, James Carey identifies this transition to a different way of thinking:


The telegraph not only allowed messages to be separated from the physical movement of objects; it also allowed communication to control physical processes actively …Telegraphic messages could control the physical switching of rolling stock …The world of signifiers progressively overwhelms and moves independently of real, material objects. (pp. 305 and 319)


As it happens, the main intellectual source of this key insight in twentieth-century thought was roughly contemporaneous with many of the new technological developments, as well as with a modernism that sought to recreate in art the values that had hitherto given a centre to life. In Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics, delivered as a lecture series between 1906 and 1911 but influential only with the advent of structuralism in the 1960s, we find this seminal statement:


In language there are only differences. Even more important: a difference generally implies positive terms between which the difference is set up: but in language there are only differences without positive terms.30


In some ways, then, the Lynds’ America was ahead of the productions of artists and intellectuals, many of whom took on an adversary role vis-à-vis their society. They were right to attack the corrosive effects of a mass culture, and, as we shall see in the next chapter on cinema, the opportunities for reconceptualizing time and space were too often seen purely in commercial terms and wasted or turned into opportunities for control.
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