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     ...These two attitudes of mind have been phrased once for all in our vernacular as "Highbrow" and 
"Lowbrow."  I have proposed these terms to a Russian, an Englishman and a German, asking each in turn 
whether in his country there was anything to correspond with the conceptions implied in them.  In each 
case they have been returned to me as quite American, authentically our own, and, I should add, highly 
suggestive.  
 
     What side of American life is not touched by this antithesis?  What explanation of American life is more 
central or more illuminating?  In everything one finds this frank acceptance of twin values which are not 
expected to have anything in common: on the one hand, a quite unclouded, quite unhypothetical 
assumption of transcendent theory ("high ideals"), on the other a simultaneous acceptance of catchpenny 
realities.  Between university ethics and business ethics, between American culture and American humour, 
between Good Government and Tammany, between academic pedantry and pavement slang, there is no 
continuity, no genial middle ground.  
 
     The very accent of the words "Highbrow" and "Lowbrow" implies an instinctive perception that this is a 
very unsatisfactory state of affairs.  For both are used in a derogatory sense.  The "Highbrow" is the 
superior person whose virtue is admitted but felt to be an inept unpalatable virtue; while the "Lowbrow" is 
a good fellow one readily takes to, but with a certain scorn for him and all his works.  And what is true of 
them as personal types is true of what they stand for.  They are equally undesirable, and they are 
incompatible; but they divide American life between them....  
 
     So it is that from the beginning we find two main currents in the American mind running side by side 
but rarely mingling--a current of overtones and a current of undertones--and both equally unsocial: on the 
one hand, the transcendental current, originating in the piety of the Puritans, becoming a philosophy in 
Jonathan Edwards, passing through Emerson, producing the fastidious refinement and aloofness of the 
chief American writers, and resulting in the final unreality of most contemporary American culture 
[Victorianism]; and on the other hand the current of catchpenny opportunism, originating in the practical 
shifts of Puritan life, becoming a philosophy in Franklin, passing through the American humorists, and 
resulting in the atmosphere of our contemporary business life....  
 
     For three generations the prevailing American character was compact in one type, the man of action 
who was also the man of God.  Not until the eighteenth century did the rift appear and with it the essential 
distinction between "Highbrow" and "Lowbrow."  It appeared in the two philosophers, Jonathan Edwards 
and Benjamin Franklin, who shared the eighteenth century between them.  In their singular purity of type 
and in the apparent incompatibility of their aims they determined the American character as a racial fact, 
and after them the Revolution became inevitable.  Channing, Lincoln, Emerson, Whitman, Grant, Webster, 
Garrison, Edison, Rockefeller, Mrs. Eddy, Woodrow Wilson are all, in one way or another, permutations 
and combinations of these two grand progenitors of the American mind.  
 
     Strange that at the very outset two men should have arisen so aptly side by side and fixed the poles of 
our national life!  For no one has ever more fully than Jonathan Edwards displayed the infinite inflexibility 
of the upper levels of the American mind, nor has anyone displayed more fully than Franklin the infinite 
flexibility of its lower levels.  
 
     The intellect of Jonathan Edwards was like the Matterhorn, steep, icy and pinnacled.  At its base were 
green slopes and singing valleys filled with little tender wild-flowers--for he was the most lovable of men; 
but as soon as the ground began to rise in good earnest all this verdurous life came to an abrupt end: not 
one green or living thing could subsist in that frozen soil, on those pale heights.  It was the solitude of logic 



that led him to see in destiny only a wrathful tyrant and a viper's trail in the mischievous ways of little boys 
and girls.  
 
     Notoriously, of course, our great Dr. Franklin simplified existence in precisely the opposite way; for the 
opposite of unmitigated theory is unmitigated practicality.  Who can deny that in Poor Richard the 
"Lowbrow" point of view for the first time took definite shape, stayed itself with axioms, and found a 
sanction in the idea of "policy"?  It emerges there full-fledged, in its classical form, a two-dimensional 
wisdom, a wisdom shorn of overtones, the most accommodating wisdom in the world.  
 
     Were ever two views of life more incompatible than these?  What indeed could Poor Richard have in 
common with an Angry God?  ...Don Quixote is the eternal "Highbrow" under a polite name, just as 
Sancho Panza is the eternal "Lowbrow."  ...One admits the charms of both extremes, the one so 
fantastically above, the other so fantastically below the level of right reason; to have any kind of relish for 
muddled humanity is necessarily to feel the charm of both extremes.  But where is all that is real, where is 
personality and all its works, if it is not essentially somewhere, somehow, in some not very vague way, 
between?  
 


