A Poet's Cry of
Disillusionment
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DNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY'S wrath is that of one
•who wants to believe in her fellow-men—and cannot.
Her words recorded in these pages are quiet words.
There is no hysteria in them, but only an ironic and burning
sorrow.
Beneath the words is the fixed conviction that the two men
whom she does not name, Sacco and Vanzetti, were done to
death because of their belief in Anarchism.
If she is right, if the assumption underlying her article is
correct, then we all who call ourselves Americans deserve
some share of the reproach which she heaps upon her country
and mankind. We cannot escape by pleading that we had
no hand in the atrocity. It is because of our feebleness, our
lack of will, our love of ease, that such things can be.
But, incredible as it may seem to her, there are many people of fair and honest minds, and of intelligence too, who
firmly believe that these men died for the crime of murder.
Some believe they were guilty of the crime; others, not pretending to an independent judgment, believe that for that
crime, and not for their belief, they were tried and convicted.
Belief, opinion, has no place in the scales that weigh guilt
in a court of justice. This is true whether opinion is made a
part of the accusation or a part of the defense. If belief were
allowed as an extenuation of crime, then the inquisitors who
hounded heretics to death might be excused on the ground of
their professed belief in Christianity!
Whether in this particular case men accused of crime suffered, not for the crime, but for their beliefs, it is true that
for their beliefs men have been and still are intimidated, tortured, killed. It is against that evil spirit of persecution for
opinion that Edna St. Vincent Millay has written her flaming
tract. And that spirit, the spirit of fear in arms, still rules
the hearts and minds of an uncounted number even here in
free America. It is futile to fight ideas, even wrong ideas,
with the knout, the gun, the guillotine, or the electric chair.
It is worse than futile; for, whether in Bolshevist Russia, or
Fascist Italy, or democratic America, it displaces justice and
humanity and enthrones the devastating spirit of fear.

Disciplining Magruder
N consequence of his article in the "Saturday Evening
Post" pointing out defects in the Navy, Admiral Magruder has been relieved of his command of the United
States Navy Yard at Philadelphia. It has not been charged
that Admiral Magruder in pubUshing his article violated any
regulations. On the other hand, it has not been officially
stated—rather, it has been semi-officially denied—that the
removal of Admiral Magruder is punitive. Nevertheless the
whole effect of the action taken is to notify naval officers that
they point out the defects in the Navy or the administration
of the Navy at their peril.
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Is this what the American people want? Do they wish to
be kept in ignorance of anything that is injuring their first
line of defense? Do they want the best source of information
concerning the Navy bottled up? Do they want those in
authority over the Navy kept free from the wholesome corrective of public criticism? Do they believe that there is more
danger to the country from public discussion of bad organization, inefficient administration, shortages in necessary ships
and men—matters about which experts in foreign navies are
better informed than the American people themselves—or
from the complacency, the self-satisfaction, the inertness, that
invariably results when pubUc officials know they will not
have to answer to the public for their stewardship? Admiral
Magruder may himself have made some material errors in his
statements concerning the condition of the Navy. That is not
the point. He may have been unwise in some of his expressions in the article itself and in his later public statements.
Neither is that the point. What he did do—and this is precisely the point—was to give public expression in a way that
attracted public attention to certain outstanding evils and
perils that call for public discussion and vigilance. Such are
the politically created and maintained navy yards, the starving out of private shipyards, wastefulness, and red tape. Some
of these evils are like those in other departments of the Government; but in the Navy they are less subject to remedy.
It is not impossible in a few months to improvise an army.
It is absolutely impossible to improvise a navy. If the Forest
Service is bureaucratic, a part of the country suffers, but the
country can continue to thrive. But if in time of emergency
the Navy is found to be lacking in certain essentials the future
of the country itself is in jeopardy.
But what is of still more significance is the method by
which such a naval officer as Admiral Magruder is called to
account. Such a method may be a part of the normal disciplinary methods of the Navy; but that is not an excuse—it
is rather a revelation. It has been made plain to Admiral
Magruder that the Navy Department would like to have from
him plans for the reorganization of the Navy Department that
would meet his criticisms. Of course, no one man—even were
he the Secretary of the Navy, with all the machinery of the
Department at hand—could draw up such a plan in short
order. The tone in which Admiral Magruder is addressed
explains in part why naval and military officers are so often
regarded as overbearing. What they get from their superiors
they hand down to their inferiors. They are trained in
"passing the buck." It helps to explain why civilians who
have served their country in war say, "Never again!"
No one except a naval expert has the knowledge by which
to test the accuracy of either Admiral Magruder's allegations
or Secretary Wilbur's replies; but one need not be a naval expert to see in this episode unwillingness in the Navy Department to meet criticism with an open mind and a real desire to
profit by it.
We hope Congress will do its best to ascertain the facts;
but Congress itself is not free from blame. Politics has been
a bane of the Navy. The real remedy lies in public opinion,
which ultimately Congress, the Navy Department, and naval
officers themselves will have to heed.
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Outlook
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Explicable Perhaps, but
Inexcusable
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T WAS NOT as if we had known no better. We had
taken pains to get the facts from the highest authority.
And then, ignoring facts, we gave currency to a
legend.
We had seen the report that a movie dog named Fellow
had been exhibited before Professor C. J. Warden's class in
psychology at Columbia University by its owner, Jacob
Herbert; that the dog would obey the instructions of its
master's voice from an adjoining room; that it understood
three or four hundred words; and that it had been rated on
the level of intelligence with an eight-year-old child.
We communicated with Professor Warden, who is in
charge of the Animal Psychological Laboratory at Columbia,
and received an explicit answer. Professor Warden said the
dog obeyed the commands of the human voice with remarkable speed and facility; but that he was personally of
the opinion—though this point was not settled—that the
dog had learned to associate certain sounds rather than
words in the human sense with proper objects and commands; and that he had never made any statement with
regard to the mental age of the dog in comparison with a
human child. And then we proceeded to print a picture of
the dog with Professor Warden, and put under it a caption
saying that the dog understood 300 or 400 words and had
been given the rating of an eight-year-old boy.
How did it happen? We have not the heart to explain.
All we can say is that even under Haughton a Harvard
football team occasionally missed a signal.
To errors of this sort the human mind is prone. It wants
to believe what is interesting. Between something that is
true but complicated and what is erroneous but simple, it
tends to choose the simple, even though it is erroneous. To
dig out a fact requires patience, and then to examine the
fact requires attention. The human mind prefers its ease.
In an essay recently published on "The Standardization
of Error" Vilhaljmur Stefansson—"Voyager and Colonizer,"
as the publishers of his little book call him—studies this
trait of the human mind. He points out that there are two
kinds of fact—the fact of observation and the fact of definition. Facts of observation change. "What's the good," asks
Stefansson, "of an Englishman's learning, first, that all
Americans speak through their noses, and, secondly, why
they do so, when he has to find out eventually that they do
not?" So Stefansson turns to the fact of definition. Two
and two make four because that is the definition of four—
it "is the name of the sum of two and two. . . . A square is,
not by observation but by definition, a four-sided figure with
equal sides and equal angles. . . . If any one says that a
square has three or five sides we will all reply in chorus:
'If it has three or five sides it is not a square.'" Then he
turns to the ostrich. The ostrich of literature, Stefansson
says, "exists by definition only. He is a bird that hides his
head when frightened." Never accepted by zoologists, huntNovember
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ers, or owners of the domesticated birds, the ostrich of literature is useful, and therefore has survived. If we did not
have the literary ostrich, how could we express the idea of
willful blindness? By that question he reaches the comfortable conclusion that certain kinds of error are useful.
In order to justify ourselves to Professor Warden we
should have to describe the intelligence of an eight-year-old
boy as that of the dog Fellow. There ought to be dogs with
the intelligence of children. It is simple to think of that,
and it is interesting to believe it. All we have to do is to
make definitions that will fit our errors.

Ballyhoo's Who

S

ILAS BENT—"veteran of the city room," as his
publisher's notices describe him—has written a book
about newspapers in which he says all the things
about his former bosses that he would apparently have liked
to say to their faces while he was working for them.
It is not often that a dissatisfied employee both gets the
chance to speak his mind in public and can do it in a style
that is entertaining for any reason except the fun of watching a man vent his irritation. He has been reporter, "rewrite man," special correspondent, and editor, and he talks
about something of which he knows.
A purpose more fundamental than Upton Sinclair had in
writing "The Brass Check" Mr. Bent accomplishes in telling
fashion where Sinclair failed. For Sinclair wrote from the
outside looking in, while Mr. Bent writes from the inside
looking in. Sinclair's exposure of the press is a fantastic
exaggeration, while Mr. Bent's is a statement of journalistic
truth.
Journalistic truth in the sense that it is correct as far as
it goes. It avoids the all too commonly committed, journalistic sin of inaccuracy. But it omits or f^tils to recognize
some of the sound services of information that the American
press performs under difficulties little comprehended outside
newspaper walls—and performs on the whole as well as any
other press in the world and better than any except the
British, Dutch, German, and Scandinavian. Mr. Bent's
book does this for a reason—the same reason that a cartoonist suppresses some details in order to bring out others.
He has in mind one impression, and he conveys it with
deadly certainty.
Mr. Bent points his finger at the ruthless hunt for "good
copy"—and keeps it pointing. He reveals the forces that
have made newspapers what they are. All the shameless
exploitation of personalities, the engineering of publicity for
ends of propaganda and free advertising by "public relations
counsels," the invasion of privacy, and the appeal to the
hunger for sensation he portrays. Only a man who knows
the glare of a city room and the litter of a copy desk when
the final five-star edition is going to bed could have written
the story as he has done it.
In the end he drives home his moral. The press both
creates and responds to public desire and opinion. When an
awakened and improved pubhc taste demands better newspapers, it can get them.
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