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WHO IS LOYAL TO AMERICA?

HENRY STEELE COMMAGER

ON MAY 6 a Russian-born girl, Mrs.
Shura Lewis, gave a talk to the
students of the Western High

School of Washington, D. C. She talked
about Russia-its school system, its public
health program, the position of women,
of the aged, of the workers, the farmers,
and the professional classes-and com-
pared, superficially and uncritically, some
American and Russian social institutions.
The most careful examination of the
speech-happily reprinted for us in the
Congressional Record-does not disclose a
single disparagement of anything Ameri-
can unless it is a quasi-humorous reference
to the cost of having a baby and of dental
treatment in this country. Mrs. Lewis
said nothing that had not been said a
thousand times, in speeches, in news-
papers, magazines, and books. She said
nothing that any normal person could
find objectionable.

Herspeech, however, created a sensa-
tion. A few students walked out on it.
Others improvised placards proclaiming
their devotion to Americanism. Indignant

mothers telephoned their protests. News-
papers took a strong stand against the
outrage. Congress, rarely concerned for
the political or economic welfare of the
citizens of the capital city, reacted sharply
when its intellectual welfare was at stake.
Congressmen Rankin and Dirksen thun-
dered and lightened; the District of Co-
lumbia Committee went into a huddle;
there were demands for housecleaning in
the whole school system, which was ob-
viously shot through and through with
Communism.

All this might be ignored, for we have
learned not to expect either intelligence
or understanding of Americanism from
this element in our Congress. More omi-
nous was the reaction of the educators
entrusted with the high responsibility of
guiding and guarding the intellectual wel-
fare of our boys and girls. Did they stand
up for intellectual freedom? Did they
insist that high-school children had the
right and the duty to learn about other
countries? Did they protest that students
were to be trusted to use intelligence and
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common sense? Did they affirm that the
Americanism of their students was staunch
enough -to resist propaganda? Did they
perform even the elementary task, ex-
pected of educators above all, of analyzing
the much-criticized speech?

Not at all. The District Superintendent
of Schools, Dr. Hobart Corning, hastened
to agree with the animadversions of Rep-
resentatives Rankin and Dirksen. The
whole thing was, he confessed, "a very un-
fortunate occurrence," and had "shocked
the whole school system." What Mrs.
Lewis said, he added gratuitously, was
"repugnant to all who are working with
youth in the Washington schools," and
"the entire affair contrary to the philos-
ophy of education under which we oper-
ate." Mr. Danowsky, the hapless prin-
cipal of the Western High School, was
"the most shocked and regretful of all."
The District of Columbia Committee
would be happy to know that though he
was innocent in the matter, he had been
properly reprimanded!

It is the reaction of the educators that
makes this episode more than a tempest in
a teapot. We expect hysteria from Mr.
Rankin and some newspapers; we are
shocked when we see educators, timid
before criticism and confused about first
principles, betray their trust. And we
wonder what can be that "philosophy of
education" which believes that young
people can be trained to the duties of
citizenship by wrapping their minds in
cotton-wool.

MERELY by talking about Russia
Mrs. Lewis was thought to be

. attacking Americanism. It is in-
dicative of the seriousness of the situation
that during this same week the House
found it necessary to take time out from
the discussion of the labor bill, the tax bill,
the International Trade Organization,
and the world famine, to meet assaults
upon Americanism' from a new quarter.
This time it was the artists who were
undermining the American system, and
members of the House spent some hours
passing around reproductions of the paint-
ings which the State Department had
sent abroad as part of its program for
advertising American culture. We need

not pause over the exquisite humor which
congressmen displayed in their comments
on modern art: weary statesmen must
have their fun. But we may profitably
remark the major criticism which was
directed against this unfortunate collec-
tion of paintings. What was wrong with
these paintings, it shortly appeared, was
that they were un-American. "No Ameri-
can drew those crazy pictures," said Mr.
Rankin. Perhaps he was right. The copious
files of the Committee on Un-American
Activities were levied upon to prove that
of the forty-five artists represented "no
less than twenty were definitely New
Deal in various shades of Communism."
The damning facts are specified for each of
the pernicious twenty; we can content
ourselves with the first of them, Ben-Zion.
What is the evidence here? "Ben-Zion was
one of the signers of a letter sent .to
President Roosevelt by the United Ameri-
can Artists which urged help to the USSR
and Britain after Hitler attacked Russia."
He was, in short, a fellow-traveler of
Churchill and Roosevelt. I

The same day that Mr. Dirksen was
denouncing the Washington school au-
thorities for allowing students to hear
about Russia ("In Russia equal right is
granted to each nationality. There is no
discrimination. Nobody says, you are a
Negro, you are a Jew") Representative
Williams of Mississippi rose to denounce
the Suruey-Graphic magazine and' to add
further to our understanding of Ameri-
canism. The Survey-Graphic, he said, "con-
tained 129 pages of outrageously vile and
nauseating anti-Southern, anti-Christian,
uri-American, and pro-Communist tripe,
ostensibly directed toward the elimination
of the custom of racial segregation in the
South." It was written by "meddling un-
American purveyors of hate and in-
decency."

XL in all, a busy week for the House.
Yet those who make a practice of
reading their Record will agree that

it was a typical week. For increasingly
Congress is concerned with the eradica-
tion of disloyalty and the defense of
Americanism, and scarcely a day passes
that some congressman does not treat us
to exhortations. and admonitions, impas-
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sioned appeals and eloquent declamations,
similar to those inspired by Mrs. Lewis,
Mr. Ben-Zion, and the editors of the
Survey-Graphic. And scarcely a day passes
that the outlines of the new loyalty and
the new Americanism' are not etched
more sharply in public policy. -

And this is what is significant-the
emergence of new patterns of Ameri-
canism and of loyalty, patterns radically
different from those which have ·long
been traditional. It is not only the Con-
gress that is busy designing the new pat-
terns. They are outlined in President Tru-
man's recent disloyalty order; in similar
orders formulated by the New York City
Council and by state and local authorities
throughout the country; in the programs
of the D.A.R., the American Legion, and
similar patriotic organizations; in the edi-
torials of the Hearst and the Mcflormick-,
Patterson papers; and in an elaborate
series of advertisements sponsored by large
corporations and business organizations.
In the making is a revival of the red
hysteria of the early 1920's, one of the
shabbiest chapters in the history of Ameri-
can democracy; and morethan a revival,
for the new crusade is designed not merely
to frustrate Communism but to formulate
a positive definition of Americanism, and
a positive concept of loyalty.

WHAT is the new· loyalty? It is,
above all, conformity. It is the
uncritical and unquestioning ac-

ceptance of America as it is-the political
institutions, the social relationships, the
economic practices. It rejects inquiry into
the race question or socialized medicine,
or public housing, or into the wisdom or
validity of our foreign policy. It regards
as particularly heinous any challenge to
what is called "the system of private
enterprise," identifying that system with
Americanism. It abandons evolution, re-
pudiates the once popular concept of
progress, and regards America as a finished
product, perfect and complete.

It is, it must be added, easily satisfied.
For it wants not intellectual conviction
nor spiritual conquest, but mere outward
conformity. In matters of loyalty it takes
the word for the deed, the gesture for the
principle. It is content with the fia&
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salute, and does not pause to consider the
warning of our Supreme Court that "a
person gets from a symbol the meaning
he puts into it, and what is one man's
comfort and inspiration is another's jest
and scorn." It is satisfied with membership
in respectable organizations and, as it
assumes that every member' of a liberal
organization is a Communist, concludes
that every member of a conservative one
is a true American. It has not yet learned
that not everyone who saith Lord, Lord,
shall enter into the kingdom of Heaven.
It is designed neither to discover real
disloyalty nor to foster true loyalty.

II

WHAT is wrong with this new concept
ofloyalty? What, fundamentally, is
wrong with the pusillanimous re-

treat of the Washington educators, the
barbarous antics of Washington legisla-"
tors, the hysterical outbursts of the D.A.R.,
the gross and vulgar appeals of business
corporations? It is not merely that these'
things are offensive. It is rather that they
are wrong-morally, socially, and polit-
ically.

The concept of loyalty as conformity is
a false one. It is narrow and restrictive,
denies freedom of thought and of con-
science, and is irremediably stained by
private and selfish considerations. "En-
lightened loyalty," wrote Josiah Royce,
who made loyalty the very core of his
philosophy,
means harm to no man's loyalty. It is at war only
with disloyalty, and its warfare, unless necessity
constrains, is only a spiritual warfare. It does not
foster class hatreds; it knows of nothing reasonable
about race prejudices; and it regards all races of ' .
men as one in their need of loyalty. It ignores
mutual misunderstandings. It loves its own
wherever upon earth its own, namely loyalty
itself, is to be found.

Justice, charity, wisdom, spirituality, he
added, were all definable in terms of
loyalty, and we may properly ask which
of these qualities our contemporary cham-
pions of loyalty display.

Above all, loyalty must be to something
larger than oneself, untainted by private
purposes or selfish ends. But what are we
to say of the attempts by the NAM and
by individual corporations to identify
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loyalty with the system of private enter-
prise? Is it not as if officeholders should
attempt to identify loyalty with their own
party, their own political careers? Do not
those corporations which pay for full-page
advertisements associating Americanism
with the competitive system expect, ulti-
mately, to profit from that association?
Do not those organizations that deplore,
in the name of patriotism, the extension
of government operation of hydro-electric
power expect to profit from their cam-
paign?

Certainly it is a gross perversion not
only of the concept of loyalty but of the
concept of Americanism to identify it
with a particular economic system. This
precise question, interestingly enough, came
before the Supreme Court in the Schnei-
derman case not so long ago-and it was
Wendell Willkie who was counsel for
Schneiderman. Said the Court:

Throughout our history many sincere people
whose attachment to the general Constitutional
scheme cannot be doubted have, for various and
even divergent reasons, urged differing degrees
of governmental ownership and control of natural
resources, basic means of production, and banks
and the media of exchange, either with or with-
out compensation. And something once regarded
as a species of private property was abolished
without compensating the owners when the in-
stitution of slavery was forbidden. Can it be said
that the author of the Emancipation Proclama-
tion and the supporters of the Thirteenth Amend-
ment were not attached to the Constitution?

There is, it should be added, a further
danger in the willful identification of
Americanism with a particular body of
economic practices. Many learned econ-
omists predict for the near future an
economic crash similar to that of 1929.
If Americanism is equated with competi-
tive capitalism, what happens to it if
competitive capitalism comes a cropper?
If loyalty and private enterprise are in-
extricably associated, what is to preserve
loyalty if private enterprise fails? Those
who associate Americanism with a partic-
ular program of economic practices have
a grave responsibility, for if their program
should fail, they expose Americanism itself
to disrepute.

The effort to equate loyalty with con-
formity is misguided because it assumes
that there is a fixed content to loyalty
and that this can be determined and de-

fined. But loyalty is a principle, and eludes
definition except in its own terms. I t is
devotion to the best interests of the com-
monwealth, and may require hostility to
the particular policies which the govern-
ment pursues, 'the particular practices
which the economy undertakes, the par-
ticular institutions which society main-
tains. "If there is any fixed star in our
Constitutional constellation," said the
Supreme Court in the Barnette case, "it is
that no official, high or petty, can pre-
scribe what shall be orthodox in politics,
nationalism, religion, or other matters of
opinion, or force citizens to confess by
word or act their faith therein. If there
are any circumstances which permit an
exception they do not now occur to us."

TRUE loyalty may require, in fact,
what appears to the naive to be dis-
loyalty. It may require hostility to

certain provisions of the Constitution it-
self, and historians have not concluded
that those who subscribed to the "Higher
Law" were lacking in patriotism. We
should not forget that our tradition is one
of protest and revolt, and it is stultifying to
celebrate the rebels of the past-Jefferson
and Paine, Emerson and Thoreau-while
we silence the rebels of the present. "We
are a rebellious nation," said Theodore
Parker, known in his day as the Great
American Preacher, and went 'on:

Our whole history is treason; our blood was
attainted before we were born; our creeds are
infidelity to the mother church; our constitution,
treason to our fatherland. What of that? Though
all the governors in the world bid us commit
treason against man, and set the example, let us
never submit. '

Those who would impose upon us a
new concept of loyalty not only assume
that this is possible, but have the pre-
sumption to believe that they are com-
petent to write the definition. We are
reminded of Whitman's defiance of the
"never-ending audacity of elected per-
sons." Who are those who would set the
standards of loyalty? They are Rankins
and 'Bilbos, officials of the D.A.R. and the
Legion and the NAM, Hearsts and Me-
Cormicks. May. we not say of Rankin's
harangues on loyalty what Emerson said
of Webster at the time of the Seventh of
March speech: "The word honor in the
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mouth of Mr. Webster is like die word
love in the mouth of a whore."

What do men know of loyalty who
make a mockery of the Declaration of
Independence and the Bill of Rights,
whose. energies are dedicated to stirring.
up race and class hatreds, who would
straitjacket the American spirit? What
indeed do they know of America-the
America of Sam Adams and Tom Paine,
of jackson's defiance of the Court and
Lincoln's celebration of labor, of Tho-
reau's. essay on Civil Disobedience' and
Emerson's championship of John Brown,
of the America of the Fourierists and the
Come-Outers, of cranks and fanatics, of
socialists and anarchists? Who among
American heroes could meet their tests,
who would be cleared by their com-
mittees? Not Washington, who was a
rebel. Not Jefferson, who wrote that all
men are created equal and whose motto
was "rebellion to tyrants is obedience to
God." Not Garrison, who publicly burned
the Constitution; or Wendell Phillips, who
spoke for the underprivileged everywhere
and counted himself a philosophical an-
archist; not Seward of the Higher Law
or Sumner of racial equality. Not Lincoln,
who admonished us to have malice toward
none, charity for all; or Wilson, who
warned that our flag was "a flag of liberty
of opinion as well as of political liberty";
or Justice Holmes, who said that our
Constitution is an experiment and that
while that experiment is being made "we
should be eternally vigilant against at-
tempts to check the expression of opinions
that we loathe and believe to be fraught
with death."

III

THERE are futther and more practical
objections against the imposition of
fixed concepts of loyalty or tests of

disloyalty. The effort is itself a confession
of fear, a declaration of insolvency. Those
who are sure of themselves do not need
reassurance, and those who have con-
fidence in the strength and the virtue of
America do not need to fear either criti-
cism or competition. The effort is bound
to miscarry. It will not apprehend those
who are really disloyal, it will not even
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frighten them; it will affect only those who
can be labeled "radical." It is sobering to
recall that though the Japanese relocation
program, carried through at such incalcu-
lable cost in misery and tragedy, was
justified to us on the ground that the
Japanese were potentially disloyal, the
record does not disclose a single case of
Japanese disloyalty or sabotage during
the whole war. The warning sounded by
the Supreme Court in the Barnette flag-
salute case is a timely one:

Ultimate futility of such attempts to compel
obedience is the lessonof every such effort from
the Roman drive to stamp out Christianity as a
disturber of pagan unity, the Inquisition as a
means to religious and dynastic unity, the Si-
berian exilesas a means to Russian unity, down
to the fast-failing efforts of our .present totali-
tarian enemies.Those who begin coercive elim-
ination of dissent soon find themselves exter-
minating dissenters. Compulsory unification of
opinion achieves only the unanimity of the
graveyard.

Nor are we left to idle conjecture in this
matter; we have had experience enough.
Let us limit ourselves to a single example,
one that is wonderfully relevant. Back in
1943 the House Un-American Activities
Committee, deeply disturbed by alleged
disloyalty among government employees,
wrote a definition of subversive activities
and proceeded to apply it. The definition
was admirable, and no one could chal-
lenge its logic or its symmetry:

Subversive activity derives from conduct in-
tentionally destructive of or inimical to the
Government of the United States-that which
seeks to undermine its institutions, or to distort
its functions, or to impede its projects, or to
lessen its efforts, the ultimate end being to
overturn it all.
Surely anyone guilty of activities so defined
deserved not only dismissal but punish-
ment. But how was the test applied? It was
applied to two distinguished scholars,
Robert Morss Lovett and Goodwin Wat-
son, and to one able young historian,
William E. Dodd, Jr., son of our former
Ambassador to Germany. Of almost three
million persons employed by the govern-
ment, these were the three whose sub-
versive activities were deemed the most
pernicious, and the House cut them off
the payroll. The sequel is familiar. The
Senate concurred only to save a wartime
appropriation; the President signed the
bill under protest for the same reason.
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The Supreme Court declared the whole
business a "bill of attainder" and there-
fore unconstitutional. Who was it, in the
end, who engaged in "subversive activ-
ities"-Lovett, Dodd, and Watson, or
the Congress which flagrantly violated
Article One of the Constitution?

FINALLY, disloyalty tests are not only
futile in application, they are perni-
cious in their consequences. They

distract attention from activities that are
really disloyal, and silence criticism in-
spired by true loyalty. That there are dis-
loyal elements in America will not be
denied, but there is no reason to suppose
that any of the tests now formulated will
ever be applied to them. It is relevant to
remember that when Rankin was asked
why his Committee did not investigate
the Ku Klux Klan he replied that the
Klan was not un-American, it was Ameri-
can!

Who are those who are really dis-
loyal? Those -who inflame racial hatreds,
who sow religious and class dissensions.
Those who subvert the Constitution by
violating the freedom of the ballot box.
Those who make a mockery of majority
rule by the use of the filibuster. Those
who impair democracy by denying equal
educational facilities. Those who frustrate
justice by lynch law or by making a farce
of jury trials. Those who deny freedom of
speech and of the press and of assembly.
Those who press for special favors against
the interest of the commonwealth. Those
who regard public office as a source of
private gain. Those who would exalt the
military over the civil. Those who for
selfish and private purposes stir up na-
tional antagonisms and expose the world
to the ruin of war.

Will the House Committee on Un-
American Activities interfere with the
activities of these? Will Mr. Truman's
disloyalty proclamation reach these? Will
the current campaigns for Americanism
convert these? If past experience is any
guide, they will not. What they will do, if
they are successful, is to silence criticism,
stamp out dissent--or drive it under-
ground. But if our democracy is to flourish
it must have criticism, if our government
is to function it must have dissent. Only

totalitarian governments insist upon con-
formity and they-as we know-do so at
their peril. Without criticism abuses will
go unrebuked; without dissent our dynam-
ic system will become static. The Ameri-
can people 'have a stake in the .rnain-
tenance of the most thorough-going in-
quisition into American institutions. They
have a stake in nonconformity, for they
know that the American genius is non-
conformist. They have a stake in experi-
mentation of the most radical character,
for they know that only those who prove
all things can hold fast that which is good.

IV

ITIS easier to say what loyalty is not than
to say what it is. It is not conformity.
It is not passive acquiescence in the

status quo. It is' not preference for every-
thing American over everything foreign.
It is not an ostrich-like ignorance of other
countries and other institutions. It is not
the indulgence in ceremony-a flag salute,
an oath of allegiance, a fervid verbal
declaration.' It is not a particular creed,
a particular version of history, a particular
body of economic practices, a particular
philosophy. .

It is a tradition, an ideal, and a prin-
ciple. It is a willingness to subordinate
every private advantage for the larger

. good. It is an appreciation of the rich and
diverse contributions that can come from
the most varied sources. It is allegiance to
the traditions that have guided our
greatest statesmen and inspired our most
eloquent poets-the traditions of freedom,
equality, democracy, tolerance, the tradi-
tion of the higher law, of experimentation,
co-operation, and pluralism. It is a realiza-
tion that America was born of revolt,
flourished on dissent, became great
through experimentation.

Independence was an act of revolution;
republicanism was something new under
the sun; the federal system was a vast
experimental laboratory. Physically
Americans were pioneers; in the realm of
social and economic institutions, too, their"
tradition has been one of pioneering.
From the beginning, intellectual and spir-
itual diversity have been as characteristic
of America as racial and linguistic. The

','
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most distinctively American philosophies
have been transcendentalism-which is
the philosophy of the Higher Law-and
pragmatism-which is the philosophy of
experimentation and pluralism. These two
principles are the very core of Ameri-
canism: the principle of the Higher Law,
or of obedience to the dictates of con-
science rather than of statutes, and the

principle of pragmatism, or the rejection
of a single good and of the notion of a
finished universe. From the beginning
Americans have known that there were
new worlds to conquer, new truths to be
discovered. Every effort to confine Ameri-
canism to a single pattern, to constrain
it to a single formula, is disloyalty to
everything that is valid in Americanism.
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Spring Dusk, San Francisco

ER r c w I L S ON BAR K E R

MILKEN as marble through the porticoes
the sea-fog draws the twilight in her sails.

Not ringdoves now to dimming woods persuaded
drop softer syllables through thickening leaves
than mumbling pigeons huddled ~m their eaves.

St. Mary's bell adds up a mellow sum
of seven sonant numbers in the air.

Yellow as daffodils
(as the switch is thrown)
the windows bloom with light round Portsmouth Square.

And up and up the hilly windows stare
and steep and steeper down

where,

street by street from the harbor's shrouded water
evening, seagull-breasted, climbs this town.


