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PREFACE

The two best places for a writer to live are America and Russia. Both are dynamic imperial powers prone to making mistakes. I should not like to live in Switzerland. Switzerland does not make mistakes, and therefore deprives a writer of grievances. For a writer, that society is best which is most burdensome. The favor is returned: for a society, that writer is best who is most burdensome.

It is true enough that in Russia writers with serious grievances are arrested, while in America they are merely featured on television talk shows where all that is arrested is their development. This is an important difference, but it does nothing to change the fact that grievance is the source of all interesting prose. Without grievance, a writer tends to become a celebrant, which is an agreeable but repetitious state. After you have sung two choruses of “God Bless America,” what else is there to say?

I must hasten to add that though grievance is a necessary condition for good prose, it is far from sufficient. There are, after all, differences between a writer and a wimp. The differences are easier to notice than to describe, but we may at least say this: a good writer is a wimp who has found a unique and prudent form in which to say “No.” I use the word “unique” to mean that the form is well suited to the nature of the writer, assuming the writer is sane. I use the word “prudent” to mean that the form is well suited to the nature of the grievance, assuming the grievance is sane. According to these definitions, there is no better complaint ever written than the Declaration of Independence or a worse one than Mein Kampf. Among writers whose exposition, by my lights, has achieved triumphs of nay-saying are George Orwell, who found his form in a humorless, crystalline understatement; H. L. Mencken, who found his in a brassy, mean-spirited, but imaginative sarcasm; and Russell Baker, who finds his in detached whimsy. My impression is that today Orwell is read very little, and then only in school, Mencken not at all. This is a sorrowful condition, with ominous overtones for the well-being of the Republic. Fortunately, Baker is available and inexhaustible. I imagine him to be like some fourth-century citizen of Rome who is amused and intrigued by the Empire’s collapse but who still cares enough to mock the stupidities that are hastening its end. He is, in my opinion, a precious national resource, and as long as he does not get his own television show, America will remain stronger than Russia.

It is possible that the essays included here will earn no judgment higher than wimpery recollected in tranquillity. Readers, as always, will decide. But they are entitled to know at the start what I intend. There is a theme to these essays, or, to be exact, three themes that make a single whole; that is to say, I think of them as inseparable. Together, they have formed the core of my academic interests for thirty years.

First, some of the essays are about the triumphs of one-eyed technology and, in particular, how these triumphs have laid waste some of our most creative, not to mention charming, habits of thought. I call technology one-eyed because, like Cyclops, it sees only what is directly in front of it. I am not, let it be said, some latter-day Luddite. I raise no complaint against a machine doing what it was designed to do. After all, who expects a machine to notice its own side effects? To care about the social and psychic consequences of its own presence? Machines ask no questions, have no peripheral vision or depth perception. They see the future through the fixed eye of their technical possibilities. But it is well said that in the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. In America, and increasingly in Europe, technology is a one-eyed king ruling unopposed amidst idiot cheering. I object to this state of affairs, and I would like some of my essays to lend support to lively discussions of where we are being taken, and in whose interests, by the unfettered development of technology. It is clear enough that our engineers, not our poets, are the unacknowledged legislators of our time, and perhaps that is as it should be. But unless there is a vigorous opposition party, technological tyranny is inevitable. Man cannot live by electric wiring alone, and this obvious fact must be part of any plans we make for the future.

A second theme in these essays may be placed under the heading “the humiliation of the word”—which, of course, has everything to do with the first theme. The phrase is taken from one of Jacques Ellul’s books, and I use it here because it is both a provocative and an accurate metaphor for one of the more distressing consequences of what Ellul calls the technological society: that the power, utility, and prestige of the word have been significantly diminished. Ellul attributes this decline to the rise and omnipresence of visual forms of communication—not only film and video technology but also posters, billboards, cartoons, art reproductions, photography, and, of course, advertising in all its manifestations.

Ellul’s complaint is essentially the same one made by Daniel Boorstin in his famous book of a quarter of a century ago, The Image. And it was made even before that by Rudolph Arnheim in his book Film as Art. Others have worried just as much about the humiliation of the word. Harold Innis, for example, in one of his last essays, “A Plea for Time,” argued that the speed, range, and impersonality of modern media undermine the oral tradition and therefore weaken the possibility of a nourishing community life. And in these days when lying is called misspeaking or disinformation, one cannot forget George Orwell, who concluded that in the age of advertising and public relations, Newspeak becomes the normal mode of discourse.

Indeed, for forty years a conversation has taken place among our most prescient social critics about the alarming decline of both the spoken and the written word as instruments of civilized discourse. Some of my essays are intended to contribute to that conversation, although with perhaps less optimism than I can usually muster. I am constrained by the thought that the decline of language may have proceeded so far that most people no longer perceive it as a problem. An analogy here might clarify what I mean. It is said that the brain is the only organ of our body that feels no pain and therefore does not know when it is injured. The brain does not regard brain damage as a problem. If we think of language as the brain of a civilization, then it is possible that severe language-damage may not be perceived by the social body as a problem. It is possible that we have adapted ourselves to disinformation, to Newspeak, to public-relations hype, to imagery disguised as thought, to picture newspapers and magazines, to religion revealed in the form of entertainment, to politics in the form of a thirty-second television commercial. In adapting ourselves, we come to accept the present situation as the only available standard, and conclude with Dr. Pangloss that this is the best of all possible worlds.

But perhaps this is not the case. There does appear to be a national concern about illiteracy, aliteracy, and the persisting decline in our young people’s analytic ability. There is even a movement—as I write—that wants to give the highest priority to teaching critical thinking in the schools.

Which leads to the third theme of these essays, education, a subject never far from the issues raised by technology and language. By my reckoning, the three most traumatic conflicts in Western education occurred, first, in the fifth century B.C., when Athens was undergoing a change from an oral culture to an alphabet-writing culture; second, the sixteenth century A.D., when Europe underwent a radical transformation as a result of the printing press; and third, now, in the late twentieth century, as a result of the electronic revolution, particularly the invention of television. It has been wisely said by the great historian of American education Lawrence Cremin that whenever America needs a revolution, it gets a new school curriculum. He meant to suggest that our schools are always the focal point of our attempts to understand and resolve new conditions of culture. The subject of education is vibrant and filled with challenge precisely because no one knows what it should be like in our own times. We are safe in assuming only that what we are presently doing is wrong—an irresistible situation for a complainer.

There are three last points in need of mention. First, some of the essays were composed to be spoken, and I have let them remain in that form. After several attempts to make them more hospitable to a conventional standard of exposition, I had to acknowledge that the discipline required in directing one’s remarks to a specific audience enforced an economy of expression that was too easily lost if one tampered with the text.

Second, a brief prologue to each essay (or, in some cases, to a brace of essays) explains the circumstances or the question that produced it, the context that gave life to my grievance. I know the essays must stand or fall on their own merits, but the Jewish mother in me made me think that a word or two about their pedigree might get them off to a good start.

Finally, among the several synonyms for the word “conscientious” is the word “dutiful.” That is the meaning I mostly had in mind in choosing the book’s title. Sometimes it is great fun to complain and, in America, it can even be profitable. But unless one’s complaints are grounded in a sense of duty to one’s country or to a recognizable humane tradition, they are not worthy of serious attention.

Therefore, I write as a devoted patriot who wishes to celebrate the best by noticing the worst. Readers must decide if I have found a unique and prudent form in which to do this.
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Social Science
as Moral Theology


I begin with this essay because it provides the reader with the frame within which I compose my conscientious objections. I see myself as a storyteller (non-fiction division), make no claims to being a scientist, am not insulted when my essays are called polemical. Indeed, as I hope to make clear, there is a measure of cultural self-delusion in the prevalent belief that psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, and other moral theologians are doing something different from storytelling. The New York Times could help if it stopped reporting their work on its Science Page. It could help even more if it added a Moral Theology Page to which “social scientists” of every variety (including economists) could regularly contribute.



Without getting misty-eyed about it, I think we can fairly say that universities have a sacred responsibility to define for their society what is worthwhile knowledge. These definitions are most clearly visible in university catalogues, where you will find lists of courses, subjects, and “fields” of study. Taken together, they amount to a certified statement of what the university thinks a serious student ought to think about. In what is omitted from a catalogue, you may also learn what a serious student need not think about.

This observation is in no way a criticism of universities. You cannot have a university which does not, in some way, organize learning and by so doing attribute relative value to categories of knowledge. The trouble is that sometimes a university can suffer from hardening of the categories. This happens when certified scholars resolve, against all reason, to defend their customary view of knowledge from encroachment by more novel perspectives. Why scholars should fall into this state of mind is, all by itself, a fascinating issue and probably should be included in university catalogues as a course, or a subject, or even a field of study. Abraham Maslow devoted a portion of his career to studying the matter, and in his book The Psychology of Science he concluded that science (and by extension, scholarship generally) can be “a safety philosophy, a security system, a complicated way of avoiding anxiety and upsetting problems.… It can become—in the hands of some people, at least—a social institution with primarily defensive, conserving functions, ordering and stabilizing rather than discovering and renewing.” Maslow went on to describe in some detail the psychopathology of scholarship which when given its head almost always leads to an environment of extreme intellectual sterility. Of course it must be said, and Maslow said it, that when it is not psychopathic, the conserving impulse in scholarship is quite important, since it serves to protect an intellectual community from expending energy on trivial and even depraved categories of knowledge such as elocution and astrology.

But these are bad times for scrupulous efforts at gate-keeping, and, happily, many universities are now busily engaged in rewriting their catalogues. A pervasive and lively energy, especially in our great universities, is being directed toward the expansion of categories, models, and theories, toward the development of new subjects. Among the most prominent of these is the subject known variously as “Communication,” or “Media Studies,” or (as we call it at my university) “Media Ecology.” This takes as its domain the study of the cultural consequences of media change: how media affect our forms of social organization, our cognitive habits, and our political ideas. As a young subject, media ecology must address such fundamental questions as how to define “media,” where to look for cultural change, and how to link changes in our media environment with changes in our ways of behaving and feeling. But such questions rest on another, larger question which is as yet unanswered—namely, what kind of subject is this to be? Is it a science? Is it a branch of philosophy? Is it a form of social criticism? Where, in short, do we place it in the catalogue?

The usual, indeed the only, answer is that the subject must be a social science. Therefore, in this essay I will address two fundamental questions: What are legitimate forms of research in the social sciences? And, what are the purposes of conducting such research?

I must say at the start that I reject the implications of the phrase “social science.” I do not believe psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, or media ecologists do science, and Michael Oakeshott’s distinction between processes and practices is definitive in explaining why. Oakeshott means by processes those events that occur in nature, such as the orbiting of planets or the melting of ice or the production of chlorophyll in a leaf. Such processes have nothing to do with human intelligence, are governed by immutable laws, and are, so to say, determined by the structure of nature. If one were so inclined, one might even say that processes are the creation of God. By practices, on the other hand, Oakeshott means the creations of people—those events that result from human decisions and actions, such as this essay or the formation of a new government or our conversations at dinner or falling in love. These events are a function of human intelligence interacting with environment, and although, to be sure, there is a measure of regularity in human affairs, such affairs are not determined by immutable laws. Now, I have been told by friendly colleagues that this last statement, namely, that human actions are not determined by immutable and universal laws, cannot be proved, and that to assert it is in the nature of a metaphysical speculation. Fair enough. You may consider it, then, to be part of my metaphysics that I believe in free will and in choice; that human beings are fundamentally different from orbiting planets and melting ice; and that while we are profoundly influenced by our environment, our ideas and behavior are not irrevocably determined by natural laws, immutable or otherwise. In other words, I believe with Oakeshott that there is an irrevocable difference between a blink and a wink. A blink can be classified as a process, meaning it has physiological causes which can be understood and explained within the context of established postulates and theories; but a wink must be classified as a practice, filled with personal and to some extent unknowable meanings and, in any case, quite impossible to explain or predict in terms of causal relations.

As I understand it, science is the quest to find the immutable and universal laws that govern processes, and does so on the assumption that there are cause-and-effect relations among these processes. In this definition, I place myself, even if only beside their feet, with Newton and the last of the great Newtonians, Albert Einstein. It follows that I believe the quest to understand human behavior and feeling can in no sense except the most trivial be called science. The trivial-minded point, of course, to the fact that students of natural law and human behavior both often quantify their observations, and on this common ground may be classified together. A fair analogy would be to argue that since a house painter and an artist both use paint, they are engaged in the same enterprise, and to the same end.

The scientist uses mathematics to assist in uncovering and describing the structure of nature. At best, the sociologist (to take one example) uses quantification merely to give some precision to his ideas. But there is nothing especially scientific in that. All sorts of people count things in order to achieve precision without claiming that they are scientists. Detectives and bail bondsmen count the number of murders committed in their city; judges count the number of divorce actions in their jurisdictions; business executives count the amount of money spent in their stores; and young children like to count their toes and fingers in order not to be vague about how many they have. Information of this kind may sometimes be valuable in helping a person get an idea, or, even more so, in providing support for an idea. Numbers may even be useful in browbeating people into accepting an idea that otherwise has no merit. I have, myself, harbored several such worthless ideas, one of which has recently been supplied with some impressive numbers that not only will permit me to continue to believe this nonsense, but may help me to persuade others to believe it. I refer to my theory that living in California, Florida, and other warm climates tends to shrivel the brain and makes people dumber than those living in colder climates, such as New York, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Iowa. Since there is no idea so bad that a social scientist will not find support for it, I was not surprised to come across a study by two doctoral students at Texas Technical University who found that the ten states with the highest average SAT scores all had cold winters. Indeed, every state with an average of 510 or higher on both the verbal and quantitative parts of the SAT had an average high temperature in January of less than 42 degrees Fahrenheit. At the other end, five of the ten states with the lowest SAT scores were warm-weather states. Moreover, temperature had a significant relationship to SAT scores even when the researchers took into account such factors as per-pupil expenditures on schooling. So there!

Just as counting things does not a scientist make, neither does observing things, though it is sometimes said that if one is empirical, one is scientific. To be empirical means to look at things before drawing conclusions. Everyone, therefore, is an empiricist, with the possible exception of paranoid schizophrenics. To be empirical also means to offer evidence that others can see as clearly as you. You may, for example, conclude that I like to write essays, offering as evidence that I have written this one and that there are several others contained in this book. You may also offer as evidence a tape recording, which I will gladly supply, on which I tell you that I like to write essays. Such evidence may be said to be empirical, and your conclusion empirically based. But you are not therefore acting as a scientist. You are acting as a rational person, to which condition many people who are not scientists may make a just claim.

Some time ago, I had a conversation with a young communications professor from a midwestern university who repeatedly claimed to be a member of the community of social scientists. The basis of her claim was that she had conducted what is called a correlational study of television viewing and aggressive behavior in children, the conclusion of which was that some children in the state capital who watch lots of violent programs are also apt to act more aggressively than some of the children who watch fewer violent programs. She could not say—and had no hope of saying—whether they were aggressive because they watched television violence, or watched television violence because they were aggressive. She could also not say—and had no aspiration to say—why it was that some children who watched many violent programs did not act aggressively, or why some of those who didn’t watch violent programs did act aggressively. Moreover, she told me that within the past five years there have been more than 2,500 such studies conducted in American universities, with the result that there is no agreement on very much except that watching violent television programs may be a contributing factor in making some children act aggressively, but that in any case it is not entirely clear what constitutes aggressive behavior. In other words, after 2,500 studies, we have a statement that is somewhat less meaningful than my saying that Ronald Reagan’s telegenic charm may have been a contributing factor to his being elected President.

Confronted by such a desiccated view of science, I naturally asked what her definition of science was. She replied that it required one to be empirical, to measure things, to make one’s methods and conclusions public, and to test one’s assertions. Because this definition would not distinguish the act of science from the normal working of a sane mind engaged in problem-solving, it did not take me long to get her to acknowledge that such actions, while necessary in science, were hardly sufficient, and I was able to reduce her to saying, “Well, what difference does it make what you call it?” Now, this is not normally the way one ought to treat a young professor, but I did so because I believe it is important to distinguish science from non-science.

There are three reasons why. First, it is always worthwhile to insist that people explain the words they have chosen to describe what they are doing, so that their purposes may be evaluated. Second, many people who use the word “science” do so in the hope that its prestige will attach to their work. Americans are peculiarly afflicted with science-adoration, which is why we must endure such abominations as the oxymorons Christian Science, Creation Science, Scientology, Policy Science, Decision Science, and Administrative Science, as well as Behavioral and Social Science. And third, when the study of human conduct is classified as science, there is a tendency to limit the kinds of inquiries that may be made: counters and “empiricists”—that is, pseudo-scientists—are apt to deprive others of the right to proceed in alternative ways, for example, by denying them tenure. The result is, of course, that they impoverish all of us and make it difficult for people with ideas to be heard.

I want to give one more example of social science to make clear why I would not call it science at all. A piece of work that is greatly admired as social science, at least from a technical if not an ethical point of view, is the set of experiments (so called) supervised by Stanley Milgram, the account of which was published under the title Obedience to Authority. In this notorious study, Milgram sought to entice people to give electric shocks to “innocent victims” who were in fact conspirators in the experiment and did not actually receive the shocks. Nonetheless, most of Milgram’s subjects believed that the victims were receiving the shocks, and many of them, under pressure, gave shocks that, were they real, might have killed the victim. Milgram took great care in designing the environment in which all this took place, and his book is filled with statistics that indicate how many did or did not do what the experimenters told them to do. As I recall, somewhere in the neighborhood of 65 percent of his subjects were rather more compliant than would have been good for the health of their victims. Milgram drew the following conclusion from his research: In the face of what they construe to be legitimate authority, most people will do what they are told. Or, to put it another way, the social context in which people find themselves will be a controlling factor in how they behave.

Now, in the first place, this conclusion is merely a commonplace of human experience, known by just about everyone from Maimonides to my Aunt Molly. The exceptions seem to be American psychiatrists. Before he conducted his experiment, Milgram sent to a large group of psychiatrists a questionnaire in which he solicited their opinions as to how many subjects would be likely to continue giving electric shocks when ordered to do so. The psychiatrists thought the number would be very much smaller than it actually was, basing their estimates on their knowledge of human behavior. Which explains to my complete satisfaction why their estimates were so wrong. I do not mean to imply that real scientists never produce commonplaces, but only that it is rare, and never a cause for excitement. On the other hand, commonplace conclusions are almost always a characteristic of academic pseudo-science.

In the second place, Milgram’s study is not empirical in the strict sense, since it is not based on observations of people in natural life situations. I assume that no one is especially interested in how people behave in a laboratory at Yale or any other university; what matters is how people behave in situations where their behavior makes a difference to their lives. But any conclusions that can be drawn from Milgram’s study must specify that they apply only to people in laboratories under the conditions Milgram arranged. And even if we assume a correspondence between laboratory behavior and more lifelike situations, no predictions can be made about what lifelike situations these might be. Neither can any serious claim be made that there is a causal relationship between the acceptance of legitimate authority and doing what you are told. In fact, Milgram himself shows us that there is not, since 35 percent of his subjects told the “authority figure” to bug off. Moreover, Milgram had no idea why some people did and some people did not tell him to bug off. For myself, I feel quite sure that if each of Milgram’s subjects had been required to read Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem before showing up at the laboratory, Milgram’s numbers would have been quite different.

But let us suppose that I am wrong about that, and let us further suppose that Milgram had found that 100 percent of his subjects did what they were told, with or without Hannah Arendt. And now let us suppose that I tell you a story of a group of people who in some real situation refused to comply with the orders of a legitimate authority. Would you say to me that this cannot be so, because Milgram’s study proves otherwise? Or would you say that this overturns Milgram’s work? I think you would say neither, because Milgram’s experiment does not confirm or falsify any theory that might be said to postulate a law of human nature. His study, which incidentally I find both fascinating and terrifying, is not science. It is something else entirely.

Which leads me to say, at last, what sort of work I think Milgram was engaged in—and what sort of work all of us who study human behavior and situations are engaged in. I will start by making reference to a famous correspondence between Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein. Freud once sent a copy of one of his books to Einstein, asking for his evaluation of it. Einstein replied that he thought the book exemplary but was not qualified to judge its scientific merit. To which Freud replied somewhat testily that if Einstein could say nothing of its scientific merit, he could not imagine how the book could be judged exemplary; it is science or it is nothing. Well, of course, Freud was wrong. His work is exemplary—indeed, monumental—but scarcely anyone believes today that Freud was doing science, any more than educated people believe that Marx was doing science, or Max Weber or Lewis Mumford or Bruno Bettelheim or Carl Jung or Margaret Mead or Arnold Toynbee. What these people were doing—and Stanley Milgram was doing—is weaving narratives about human behavior. Their work is a form of storytelling, not unlike conventional imaginative literature although different from it in several important ways.

I call the work these people do storytelling because this suggests that an author has given a unique interpretation to a set of human events, that he has supported his interpretation with examples in various forms, and
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