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of American Culture, 1880-1920, by T.J. Jackson Lears


This is a book about conflicted people in a time of rapid, disorienting change.  But it is also a book about the roots of twentieth century capitalist culture and about the development of and struggle against social capitulation to the industrial order.  T.J. Jackson Lears deeply appreciates the complexities and ironies of that development, and he undoubtedly sympathizes with the struggle.  In No Place of Grace, the former attitude manifests itself in a rich and satisfying cultural history of the antimodernist impulse.  The latter tendency, however, results in what David Shi considers an overtly judgmental stance toward the book’s subjects.
 Still, as Shi acknowledges, Lears’ work inaugurated a procession of serious historical inquiries into the nature and psychological and cultural consequences of the consumer culture.
 


At the center of Lears’ analysis lies the idea that the secularized, bureaucratized, scientifically-reinforced, materialist version of capitalism with which we have become familiar grew (quite ironically) out of late nineteenth century attempts to transcend the encroaching order of secularism, positivism, and materialism of capitalist industrialization.  Through various forms of protest, and by directing their findings to the inner individual, antimodernists accommodated and transformed, rather than fundamentally challenged and transcended, the functions of the dominant culture.  Thus antimodernism ultimately failed.  


Lears locates the antimodern impulse in the affluent society of the American Northeast (although parallel developments in western Europe serve important comparisons).  Old-stock bourgeois reactions to modern culture included the claim that modernity had victimized adherents to traditional mores and customs.  Many claimed that society had entered a phase of overcivilization and offered the specter of urban effeminacy as one piece of evidence.  The “worship of material progress” likewise overwhelmed many, and it became a target of protest.  Antimodernism can also be defined as a protest against technical rationality, as defined by Max Weber:  a heightened concern with efficiency, maximum productivity in the economic realm, and maximum “personal achievement.”  It was also a revolt against the nervousness which came with ceaseless introspection and anxiety about “social propriety” (pp. 56-57).  Widespread diagnoses of neurasthenia verified that such anxiety had become a social problem, especially among the affluent.  Similarly, the aura of the synthetic, which paralleled the repetitive, dehumanized model of the factory and of bureaucratic management, contributed to a feeling of unreality.  Antimodernists expressed their desire for “more intense forms of physical or spiritual experience” (p. xiii).  In other words, these were “moral and psychic dilemmas” which called for a “therapeutic world view” that would allow people to feel that life was real (p. xiv).  

Hoping to find ways to revive authentic experience, antimodernists looked to premodern ideas.  Modern work and the work ethic fell prey to numerous critiques which drew from an arts and crafts ideology.  Generally, these critiques held that through repetitive, mechanized, and highly scrutinized tasks, industrial rationalization destroyed old skills as well as worker autonomy.  The crafts movement found a following in the professional and business classes whose members experienced isolation from meaningful work and sought “moral and cultural regeneration” (p. 61).  The movement also found its way into agrarian society, through subsistence farming communities and into writings on the “craft ideal.”  Generally, these occupations occurred among the affluent and educated and drew on Puritan and republican traditions as ways of investigating a growing sense of anxiety.  


The handicraft revival owed much to British writer John Ruskin, who warned that the factory system increased social stratification and thus made revolution a possibility.  Ruskin promoted manual craft labor over machine labor.  William Morris, a fellow Briton and antimodernist, combined Ruskin’s analyses with Marxian socialism and concluded that “intellectual and political liberty had been vitiated by industrial slavery and aesthetic impoverishment” (p. 63).  The craft revival aimed to reverse that corruption.  


Lears explains that although the revival acted partly as a protest against “therapeutic self-absorption,” it actually served as another kind of “therapy for an overcivilized bourgeoisie.”  In short, it became a hobby for the upper class.  Ultimately, it forwarded the goal of economic growth; this message merged with the interests of large corporations and T.R.’s “strenuous life.”


The “strenuous life” ethic generally reinforced capitalist hegemony by overlooking “the external conditions of labor” (e.g., workplace safety and class antagonisms) in favor of “personal fulfillment” (p. 80).  Jane Addams’ quest for such work in the settlement house setting, for example, represented the elevation of individual self improvement above concerns for social justice.  Having the proper attitude about work—concentrating on work quality—became more important than addressing the social function of labor.  This, explains Lears, was an inheritance from the arts and crafts ideal, but a twisted inheritance.  “[C]raftsmanship became a means of social control and self-fulfillment in a rationalizing capitalist society” (p. 91).  It became a venue in which bourgeois reactions to modernity transformed certain hegemonic capitalist principles without fundamentally challenging them. 

As with the craft ideal, a creed of vitalism received attention as a means of coping with modernity.  A faith in war became central to many antimodernists’ hopes for remedying the unreality and flatness which plagued their daily experiences.  The medieval knight became the archetype of this late nineteenth century “martial virtue.”  Regenerative of power and opposed to “overcivilized gentility and intellectualism,” violence and militarism drew endorsements from numerous prominent men, including Nietzsche, Kipling, Brooks Adams, and T.R.  Such vitalists led a rally around an unearthed “primal rationality” (a frame of mind which, in its quest for medieval symbols, omitted Thomas Aquinas’ rational scholasticism).  



Followers of the medieval vitalist creed drew from a variety of sources in accessing premodern forms of expression.  The invocation of medieval “childishness,” for example, relied on the idea of the child as uncorrupted by the “social artifice” which pervaded modern adult life.  G. Stanley Hall’s adaptation of the recapitulation theory legitimized this idea.  Avant-garde vitalism celebrated spontaneity and the impulses of the unconscious.  In expressing dissatisfaction with modern ideas, behavior, and emotional states, vitalists also pulled from the republican tradition.  Lears explains that all vitalists—despite their differences—“tended to elevate becoming over being, the process of experience over its goal or result” (p. 143).

The movement toward Catholicism coincided with the fascination over premodern art and customs.  Lears demonstrates that the Catholic allurement, like other antimodernist forms, helped many to adjust to modernity at the same time that it embodied a protest against modern culture.  Its uniqueness lay in the fact that it involved more than material concerns and the search for authentic living—it grew out of a desire to find faith and to eradicate uncertainty.  


For Lears, Henry Adams embodied all the major antimodernist forms.  He pondered the sources and problems of modern cultural authority, and he eventually rebelled against several of its assumptions.  Adams lost faith, for example, in positivism and opposed the “progressive optimism” of his father’s cultural heritage.  He sought an exit from the overcivilized atmosphere of the bourgeois elite.  He satirized the emptiness of secularized Protestantism.  And he flirted with the prospect of escaping the paradigm of “autonomous selfhood” in favor of the nirvanic goal of merging with everything else.  Adams developed an ambivalence between autonomy and dependence.  Though he initially tried to eliminate ambivalence, he ended up embracing it.    

George E. Marcus comments that this book, though a brilliant cultural study, suffers from a troubling blind spot.  Lears neglects a discussion of the processes by which the political and economic might of America’s old wealth allowed certain antimodernist elites to reformulate bourgeois culture.
 Marcus argues that political and economic institutions, as media of cultural change, deserve far more attention in discussions of modern capitalist society’s foundations than Lears provides.  While I find Lears’ cultural analysis to be skillfully woven from a diverse set of resources, I must also concur with Marcus.  No Place of Grace deserves all the praise it receives for its cross-disciplinary approach, and it seems to push into an even more richly-textured and integrative history of modern capitalist culture that waits to be written.  Still, I wish that Lears had attempted to link his brilliant cultural analysis with political and economic history.    
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