H. L. Mencken: The Joyous Libertarian
di Murray N. Rothbard

«The extortions and oppressions of governmentgeilbn so long as such bare fraudulence
deceives and disarms the victims — so long asaheyeady to swallow the immemorial official
theory that protesting against the stealings ofaticsbbishop’s secretary’s nephew’s mistress’
illegitimate son is a sin against the Holy Ghostkl. L. Mencken

It is typical of AmericarKultur that it was incapable of understanding H. L. Memckénd it was
typical of H. L. Mencken that this didn’t botherniia bit; in fact, quite the contrary, for it
confirmed his estimate of his fellow-countrymen.idtdifficult for Americans to understand a
merger of high-spirited wit and devotion to principle; oig either a humorist, gently or acidly
spoofing the foibles of one’s age, or else one seaous and solemn thinker. That a man of
ebullient wit can be, in a sense, all the more thvdo positive ideas and principles is understood
by very few; almost always, he is set down as & mynic and nihilist. This was and still is the
common fate of H. L. Mencken; but it is no morertline would have cheerfully expected.

Any man who is an individualist and a libertariarthis day and age has a difficult row to hoe. He
finds himself in a world marked, if not dominatdxy, folly, fraud, and tyranny. He has, if he is a
reflecting man, three possible courses of actioendp him: (1) he may retire from the social and
political world into his private occupation: in tliase of Mencken’s early partner, George Jean
Nathan, he can retire into a world of purely esthebntemplation; (2) he can set about to try to
change the world for the better, or at least tonidate and propagate his views with such an
ultimate hope in mind; or, (3) he can stay in thald; enjoying himself immensely at this spectacle
of folly. To take this third route requires a s@dype of personality with a special type of
judgment about the world. He must, on the one hdmdan individualist with a serene and
unquenchable sense of self-confidence; he mustfremely “inner-directed” witmo inner shame

or quaking at going against the judgment of thelhkle must, secondly, have a supreme zest for
enjoying life and the spectacle it affords; he mhestan individualist who cares deeply about liberty
and individual excellence, but who can — from #&ne dedication to truth and liberty — enjoy and
lampoon a society that has turned its back on &st that it can achieve. And he must, thirdly, be
deeply pessimistic about any possibility of chaggamd reforming the ideas and actions of the vast
majority of his fellow-men. He must believe thabobus Americanugs doomed to béoobus
Americanudorevermore. Put these qualities together, andr@edong way toward explaining the
route taken by Henry Louis Mencken.

Of course, Mencken had other qualities, too: enoaisngusto, a sparkling wit, a keen and erudite
appreciation of many fields of knowledge, a zesttli@ dramatic events of the everyday world that
made him a born journalist. Despite his omnivorpassion for intellectual fields and disciplines,
he had no temperament for fashioning rigorous systef thought — but then, how many people
have? All these qualities reinforced his bent ftiatvhe became.

A serene and confident individualist, dedicateddmpetence and excellence and deeply devoted to
liberty, but convinced that the bulk of his fellomsre beyond repair, Mencken carved out a role
unique in American history: he sailed joyously inb@ fray, slashing and cutting happily into the
buncombe and folly he saw all around him, punctutime balloons of pomposity, gaily cleansing
the Augean stables of cant, hypocrisy, absurditg, diché, “heaving,” as he once put it, “the dead
cat into the temple” to show bemused worshipperh®finane that he would not be struck dead on
the spot. And in the course of this task, rarelgaertaken in any age, a task performed purely f®r hi
own enjoyment, he exercised an enormous liberatimge upon the best minds of a whole
generation.

It is characteristic of Mencken that one of thengjsi he enjoyed the most was a Presidential
convention, which he almost never failed to attéfielre he plunged into the midst of the teeming,



raucous, and absurd throng: into all the hilaritgl ananity and excitement of the great American
political process itself, his jacket off, swiggibger, partaking of all the fun while missing noriie o
the folly. And then he would write up what he salashing at the cant, hypocrisy, and concentrated
nonsense obur governors in action. No one truly immersed iendken could emerge quite the
same again; no one could retain the same faithum“statesmen” or in the democratic political
process itself, no one could ever be quite the sarmker for all manner of ideological, social, and
political quackery, the same worshipper of solermnsense.

Mencken'’s liberating force, of course, was exernietlon the mass of men, but on the scattered but
intelligent few who could appreciate and be infleeth by what he had to say; in short, like his old
friend and fellow-libertarian, Albert Jay Nock, Mzen wrote for (and liberated) The Remnant
who would understand.

The style is truly the man, and not the least ohtken’s deeds of liberation was the shattering
impact of his style. A scholar in the English —tloe American HanguageMencken had a love for
the language, for precision and clarity of the wardleep respect for his craft, that few writergeha
possessed. It was not hyperbole when the emingitt @nd essayist Joseph Wood Krutch referred
to Mencken as “the greatest prose stylist of thentweth century”; this, too, has gone unrecognized
because Americans are generally incapable of takwgty writer seriously.

The tragedy — for us, not for Mencken himself -that most of The Remnant didn’t understand
either; the bulk of his supposed followers madesae mistake as everyone else in presuming wit
and serious purpose cannot be joined; blinded by, they did not realize the positive values
which should have been evident in his work. Andrexse who happily joined Mencken in scoffing
at Babbittry, at Prohibition and the Anti-Saloonabee, at the wowsers and the Uplift of the
1920’s, abandoned Mencken to enlist in the rankb®intensified Uplift and the more extravagant
wowsers of the 1930’s. The very scorners of théipiains and political nostrums of the ‘twenties,
promptly and fiercely subscribed to the far morenmous nostrums of the political quacks of the
New Deal. The same Menckenians who clear-sighteally the folly of America’s immersion into
World War | beat the drums loudly and with no trace of humadnesitation for the equal or greater
folly of our entry into World War Il. The failurefdMencken’s would-be followers to understand
his “message” (a concept he would have abhorredaingy did not depress Mencken; it only
confirmed him in his judgment of the pervasivenekthe “boob-oisie.” But it was a calamity for
the country.

If Mencken was not a nihilist, what positive valugisl he hold? His values included a devoted
dedication to his craft — to his work as editorurjmalist, linguist. This in turn reflected his
thorough-going and pervasive individualism, with dorollary devotion to individual excellence
and to individual liberty. They included a life-lgrpassion for music. They included a perhaps
excessive zeal for science, the scientific metlaodl medical orthodoxy; along with the zeal for
science came a mechanistic type of determinismiwinzloubtedly helped to shape his pessimistic
view of the possibility of changing the ideas aotans of men.

Mencken’s pervasive individuali$¥eltanschauungave an unappreciated consistency to his views
on many different subjects. It gave a system toshserficially piecemeal forays into innumerable
fields. Let us take, for example, such a supposédbn-political” field as folk-music. It is not
accidental that both the Socialist Left and the idvatlist Right — those twin enemies of
individualism — in our century have made a virttedish of the “people’s” folk-song. Mencken cut
to the heart of the matter in his inimitable revieivDr. Louise Pound'$?oetic Origins and the
Ballad:

“Dr. Pound’s book completely disposes of the thagugn which nine-tenths of all the pedagogical
discussions of the ballad and its origins are bagb is the theory that the ballads familiar o a
of us...are the product, not of individual authdssi of whole herds of minnesingers working
together...in brief, that the primitive balladidist joined in a communal hoofing, then began to
moan and hum a tune, and finally fitted words tdtiis difficult to imagine anything more idiotic,
and yet this doctrine is cherished as somethingsiirmacred by whole droves of professors and



rammed annually into the skulls of innumerable cdaies for the Ph.D. Dr. Pound proves...that the
ballads really did not originate that way at alltkat they were written, on the contrary, by
individual poets with talents...and that most amnthfirst saw the light, not at vulgar shindigs ba t
village green, but at fashionable and even intkieEc ale-parties in castle halls.
The notion thatinyrespectable work of art can have a communal orggmholly nonsensical. The
plain people, taking them together, are quite aapable of a coherent esthetic impulse as they are
of courage, honesty, or honor. The cathedrals efMiddle Ages were not planned and built by
whole communities, but by individual men; and &k tcommunities had to do with the business
was to do the hard work, reluctantly and often a8ib with folk-song, folk-myth, folk-balladry....
German folk-song...used to be credited to a mymisrnative talent in the German yokelry, but
scientific investigation reveals that some of thags regarded as especially characteristic of the
folk-soul were actually written by the director ofusic at the University of Tubingen, Prof.
Dr. Friedrich Silcher....

The English ballads are to be accounted for insdr@e way. Dr. Pound shows that some of the
most famous of them, in their earliest forms, aledf concepts and phrases that would have been
as incomprehensible to the English peasantry afaBith’'s time as the Ehrlich hypothesis of
immunity — that it is a sheer impossibility to invag them being composed by a gang of oafs
whooping and galloping around a May pole, or evesembled solemnly in aBisteddfodor
Allgemeinesangerfedtlore, she shows the process of ballad making imeur time — how a song
by a Paul Dresser or a Stephen Foster is borrowéaebfolk, and then gradually debaséd”.

The myth of Mencken as a mocking nihilist has pdeehliterary criticism; it was with surprise and
much admiration, then, that the eminent critic SalnRutnam read Mencken’s great collection of
short pieces — selected and edited by himself Miecken Chrestomathin a perceptive review,
Putnam wrote that it was now evident that Menckexs & “Tory anarchist.” “Tory anarchist” is
indeed an excellent summation of Mencken'’s lifeglevorld-view.

Mencken’s guiding passion was individual libertyo Tis good friend Hamilton Owens, he once
solemnly declared: “I believe in only one thing ahdt thing is human liberty. If ever a man is to
achieve anything like dignity, it can happen orflysuperior men are given absolute freedom to
think what they want to think and say what they tvan say. | am against any man and any
organization which seeks to limit or deny that ffe®. . . [and] the superior man can be sure of
freedom only if it is given to all merf."At another time he wrote that he believed in alsol
individual liberty “up to the limit of the unbeadab and even beyond.” In a privately written
“Addendum on Aims,” Mencken wrote that “I am anrexte libertarian, and believe in absolute
free speech. . . . | am against jailing men foirtbpinions, or, for that matter, for anything efSe
And in a letter to one of his biographers, Ernesyd Mencken wrote: “So far as | can make out, |
believe in only one thing: liberty. But | do notligge in even liberty enough to want to force it
upon anyone. That is, | am nothing of the refornhesvever much | may rant against this or that
great curse or malaise. In that ranting there igllg far more delight than indignatiofi.”

The Chrestomathygontains some brilliant writing on what Mencken toaped as the “inner nature”
of government:

“All government, in its essence, is a conspiracgiast the superior man; its one permanent object
is to oppress him and cripple him. If it be aris&dic in organization, then it seeks to protect the
man who is superior only in law against the man wghsuperior in fact; if it be democratic, then it
seeks to protect the man who is inferior in eveayagainst both. One of its primary functions is to
regiment men by force, to make them as much abkpossible and as dependent upon one another
as possible, to search out and combat originafitprag them. All it can see in an original idea is
potential change, and hence an invasion of itsogedives. The most dangerous man, to any
government, is the man who is able to think thiagsfor himself, without regard to the prevailing
superstitions and taboos. Almost inevitably he cotoeehe conclusion that the government he lives
under is dishonest, insane and intolerable, and Be,is romantic, he tries to change it. And eifen
he is not romantic personally he is very apt toeagr discontent among those who are....



The average man, whatever his errors otherwideaat sees clearly that government is something
lying outside him and outside the generality of fekbow-men — that it is a separate, independent
and often hostile power, only partly under his cohtand capable of doing him great harm. In his
romantic moments, he may think of it as a beneudbgher or even as a sortjafn or god, but he
never thinks of it as part of himself. In time obuble he looks to it to perform miracles for his
benefit; at other times he sees it as an enemywhibh he must do constant battle. Is it a fact@f
little significance that robbing the governmeneierywhere regarded as a crime of less magnitude
than robbing an individual?...

What lies behind all this, | believe, is a deepsgenf the fundamental antagonism between the
government and the people it governs. It is apprébe, not as a committee of citizens chosen to
carry on the communal business of the whole pojuatout as a separate and autonomous
corporation, mainly devoted to exploiting the p@tigdn for the benefit of its own members.
Robbing it is thus an act almost devoid of infamyVhen a private citizen is robbed a worthy man
is deprived of the fruits of his industry and thrivhen the government is robbed the worst that
happens is that certain rogues and loafers hagentesiey to play with than they had before. The
notion that they have earned that money is neviartamed; to most sensible men it would seem
ludicrous. They are simply rascals who, by acciglaritlaw, have a somewhat dubious right to a
share in the earnings of their fellow men. When 8tare is diminished by private enterprise the
business is, on the whole, far more laudable tlwdn n

This gang is well-nigh immune to punishment. Itsrst@xtortions, even when they are baldly for
private profit, carry no certain penalties under mws. Since the first days of the Republic, less
than a dozen of its members have been impeachédndy a few obscure understrappers have ever
been put into prison. The number of men sittind\énta and Leavenworth for revolting against
the extortions of government is always ten timegm@at as the number of government officials
condemned for oppressing the taxpayers to theirgaim.... There are no longer any citizens in the
world; there are only subjects. They work day id day out for their masters; they are bound to die
for their masters at call.... On some bright toroatra geological epoch or two hence, they will
come to the end of their endurance’..”.

Mencken had little faith in the ability of revolatis to effect an overthrow on behalf of liberty:
“Political revolutions do not often accomplish amyig of genuine value; their one undoubted effect
is simply to throw out one gang of thieves and ipuanother. After a revolution, of course, the
successful revolutionists always try to convincelaters that they have achieved great things, and
usually they hang any man who denies it. But thiaelg doesn’t prove their case.” This blend of
libertarian doctrine and pessimism on achievingvds summed up by Mencken: “The ideal
government of all reflective men...is one which I¢éte individual alone — one which barely
escapes being no government at all. This ideaglieve, will be realized in the world twenty or
thirty centuries after | have passed from thesaesand taken up my public duties in H&Il.”
Mencken saw clearly the fallacy of treating goveemtnofficials as uniquely motivated by the
public weal:

“These men, in point of fact, are seldom if evewve by anything rationally describable as public
spirit; there is actually no more public spirit amgothem than among so many burglars or street-
walkers. Their purpose, first, last and all theetjiis to promote their private advantage, and &b th
end, and that end alone, they exercise all the p@sers that are in their hands.... Whatever it is
they seek, whether security, greater ease, moreeynonmore power, it has to come out of the
common stock, and so it diminishes the shareslaltiaér men. Putting a new job-holder to work
decreases the wages of every wage-earner in tlie..l&iving a job-holder more power takes
something away from the liberty of all of us....”

Mencken goes on to add, on the nature of governarehtittempts to stem its incursions:

“It is, perhaps, a fact provocative of sour mirtiatt the Bill of Rights was designed trustfully to
prohibit forever two of the favorite crimes of &hown governments: the seizure of private
property without adequate compensation and thesiomeof the citizen’s liberty without justifiable



cause.... It is a fact provocative of mirth yet mmsour that the execution of these prohibitions was
put into the hands of courts, which is to say, itite hands of lawyers, which is to say, into the
hands of men specifically educated to discoverllegauses for dishonest, dishonorable and anti-
social acts”.

One of the major forces keeping governmental tyyammchecked, Mencken pointed out, was the
credulity of the masses of men: “The State is natd alone. It depends upon the credulity of man
quite as much as upon his docility. Its aim is m&rely to make him obey, but also to make him
want to obey ®

Is government sometimes useful? Answered Mencken:

“So is a doctor. But suppose the dear fellow claintee right, every time he was called in to
prescribe for a bellyache or a ringing in the e&rstaid the family silver, use the family tooth-
brushes, and execute ttioit de seigneuupon the housemaid?”

Neither did Mencken have any greater affection e military caste than for the civilian
bureaucracy:

“The military caste did not originate as a partypatriots, but as a party of bandits. The primeval
bandit chiefs eventually became kings. Somethinghef bandit character still attaches to the
military professional. He may fight bravely and elfishly, but so do gamecocks. He may seek no
material rewards, but neither do hunting dogs.deiseral attitude of mind is stupid and anti-social.
It was a sound instinct in the Founding Fatherst ttmade them subordinate the military
establishment to the civil power. To be sure, tlvé power consists largely of political scoundrels
but they at least differ in outlook and purposerfrihe military...”*°

No one excelled Mencken in what he called “Utodiaghts” — hilarious and magnificent projects
for libertarian reform of government, or of societygeneral. Thus, in a piece written in 1924,
before, as he put it, “the New Deal afflicted tloeistry with a great mass of new administrative law
and extra-tyrannical jobholders,” Mencken proposedsearching reform in our system of
administrative law. He begins by saying that “ire ttmmoral monarchies of the continent of
Europe, now happily abolished by God’s will, theras, in the old days of sin, an intelligent and
effective way of dealing with delinquent officidlsNot only, he adds, were they subjects to
ordinary criminal law butlso to special courts for “offenses...peculiar to thdiices.” Prussia
maintained a court where any citizen was free tigéoa complaint against an official, and a guilty
official could be punished in many ways — forcedptyy damages against a victimized citizen,
removed from office, and/or sent to jail. “Had ai$®ian judge in those far-off days of despotism,
overcome by a brainstorm kéiserlichepassion, done any of the high-handed and irratitimagjs
that our own judges, Federal and State, do almeasialay, an aggrieved citizen might have hailed
him before the administrative court and recoveredvly damages from him....” Furthermore, the
law “specifically provided that responsible offigashould be punished, not more leniently than
subordinate or ordinary offenders, but more seyeréla corrupt policeman got six months a
corrupt chief of police got two years. More, thesatutes were enforced with Prussian barbarity;
and the jails were constantly full of errant oféils.”

Mencken adds that he does not precisely propo$eclarse,” the Prussian system for the United
States:

“As a matter of fact, the Prussian scheme wouldbaindy prove ineffective in the Republic, if only
because it involved setting up one gang of jobhrside judge and punish another gang. It worked
very well in Prussia before the country was ci@tizby force of arms because, as everyone knows,
a Prussian official was trained in ferocity fronfancy, and regarded every man arraigned before
him, whether a fellow official or not, as guilipso factg in fact, any thought of a prisoner’s
possible innocence was abhorrent to him as a tefteapon thePolizei,and by inference, upon the
Throne, the whole monarchical idea, and God. Bu&nmerica...judge and prisoner would often be
fellow Democrats or fellow Republicans, and hencimtly interested in protecting their party
against scandal and its members against the Idbgiofobs”.



“What is needed,” concluded Mencken, “is a systajrttfat does not depend for its execution upon
the good-will of fellow jobholders, and (b) thabpides swift, certain and unpedantic punishments,
each fitted neatly to its crime.” Mencken’s propbsemedy

“provides that any [citizen]...having looked intwetacts of a jobholder and found him delinquent,
may punish him instantly and on the spot, and ywraanner that seems appropriate and convenient
— and that, in case this punishment involves playslamage to the jobholder, the ensuing inquiry
by the grand jury or coroner shall confine itsdlficsly to the question whether the jobholder
deserved what he got. In other words, | propostitisaall no longer benalum in sdor a citizen to
pummel, cowhide, kick, gouge, cut, wound, bruisairm burn, club, bastinado, flay, or even lynch
a jobholder, and that it shall imalum prohibitunonly to the extent that the punishment exceeds
the jobholder’s desserts. The amount of this exeeany, may be determined very conveniently by
a petit jury, as other questions of guilt are nogtedmined.... If it decides that the jobholder
deserves the punishment inflicted upon him, thieemt who inflicted it is acquitted with honor. If,
on the contrary, it decides that the punishment exagssive, then the citizen is adjudged guilty of
assault, mayhem, murder, or whatever it is, ingreke apportioned to the difference between what
the jobholder deserved and what he got, and pumshrfor that excess follows in the usual
course....

The advantages of this plan, | believe, are toemiab need argument. At one stroke it removes all
the legal impediments which now make the punishnuéna recreant jobholder so hopeless a
process.... Say a citizen today becomes convirttadat certain judge is a jack-ass — that his legal
learning is defective, his sense of justice atrephand his conduct of cases before him tyrannical
and against decency. As things stand, it is imjpés$o do anything about it.... Nor is anything to
be gained by denouncing him publicly and urginggalbd citizens to vote against him when he
comes up for re-election, for his term may run tiem or fifteen years, and even if it expires
tomorrow and he is defeated the chances are gabthigisuccessor will be quite as bad, and maybe
even worse.

But now imagine any citizen free to approach himopen court and pull his nose. Or even, in
aggravated cases, to cut off his ears, throw hitobthe window, or knock him in the head with an
ax. How vastly more attentive he would be to hisedi How diligently he would apply himself to
the study of the law! How careful he would be ahibetrights of litigants before himit”

Mencken’s concern for the parlous state of libertyAmerica, and with the virtual immunity
granted to its oppressors, was never expressechwvath hilarity or bitter irony than in his artiche
“The Nature of Liberty” — written in the early 192but in no sense out of date. His theme is the
police vs. the individual citizen. He begins inryo “Every time an officer of the constabulary, in
the execution of his just and awful powers underefican law, produces a compound fracture of
the occiput of some citizen in his custody, wittmoerhage, shock, coma, and death, there comes a
feeble, falsetto protest from specialists in huniiderty.” “Is it a fact without significance,”
Mencken continues, “that this protest is never sujgol by the great body of American freemen,
setting aside the actual heirs and creditors of wicem? | think not.” For the plain people
understand that policemen are given night-sticks the purpose of cracking the skulls of the
recalcitrant plain people, Democrats and Repub$icdike.”

It is clear, therefore, Mencken continued to sptwdf this minority of intellectuals concerned with
civil liberty and individual rights as against thelice are subversive and un-American:

“The specialists aforesaid are the same fanatice slimke the air with sobs every time the
Postmaster-General of the United States bars adieai from the mails because its ideas do not
please him, and every time some poor Russian isrtegpfor reading Karl Marx, and every time a
Prohibition enforcement officer murders a bootleggho resists his levies, and every time agents
of the Department of Justice throw an lItalian duthe window, and every time the Ku Klux Klan
or the American Legion tars and feathers a Sotialiangelist. In brief, they are Radicals, and to
scratch one with a pitchfork is to expose a BolgheVhey are men standing in contempt of
American institutions and in enmity to Americanatism....



What ails them primarily is...that...having master¢he theoretical principles set forth in thel Bil
Rights, they work themselves into a passionate ictom that those principles are identical with
the rules of law and justice, and ought to be eef@diterally, and without the slightest regard for
circumstance and expediency.

They did not realize, added Mencken, that the d@iRRights as originally

adopted by the Fathers of the Republic...was grossde¢ idealistic, a bit fanciful and
transcendental. It specified the rights of a citizbut it said nothing whatever about his duties.
Since then, by the orderly processes of legislatoience and by the even more subtle and beautiful
devices of juridic art, it has been kneaded andlaweld into a far greater pliability and
reasonableness. On the one hand, the citizerredtilins the great privilege of membership in the
most superb free nation ever witnessed on thidhie@m the other hand, as a result of countless
shrewd enactments and sagacious decisions, hisah&igts and appetites are held in laudable
check, and he is thus kept in order and decoru@nce a policeman, he is protected by the
legislative and judicial arms in the peculiar rgland prerogatives that go with his high office,
including especially the right to jug the laitytas will, to sweat and mug them, to subject them to
the third degree, and to subdue their resistandeehying out their brains. Those who are unaware
of this are simply ignorant of the basic principlEsAmerican jurisprudence, as they have been
exposed times without number by the courts of finstance and ratified in lofty terms by the
Supreme Court of the United States”.

Mencken’s devoted services to civil liberty, higoopition to censorship as editor of thmerican
Mercury, are too well-known to need repeating here. But ksswn is Mencken's searching
dissection of the myth of Mr. Justice Holmes adhisidissenting opinions, a great civil libertarian
Mencken keenly pointed out that “it is impossildesee how...[Holmes’ opinions] can conceivably
promote liberty.” It was misleading to consider hhels an advocate of the rights of man; rather,

“he was actually no more than an advocate of ti@siof law-makers. There, indeed, is the clue to
his whole jurisprudence. He believed that the lamkimg bodies should be free to experiment
almostad libitum, that the courts should not call a halt upon thertl tmey clearly passed the
uttermost bounds of reason, that everything shd@dsacrificed to their autonomy, including,
apparently, even the Bill of Rights. If this is eitalism, then all | can say is that Liberalism @& n
what it was when | was yound?®.

Mencken had no particular interest in economic engftbut he saw clearly that capitalism, the
consequent of individual liberty in the economitheg, was the most productive and rational
economic system. He bitterly opposed the New Dealbking anti-capitalist as well as anti-
libertarian. Of capitalism, Mencken wrote:

“We owe to it almost everything that passes under deneral name of civilization today. The
extraordinary progress of the world since the Medélges has not been due to the mere expenditure
of human energy, nor even to the flights of humanigs, for men have worked hard since the
remotest times, and some of them had been of singamtellect. No, it has been due to the
accumulation of capital. That accumulation...preddthe machinery that gradually diminished
human drudgery, and liberated the spirit of the kear who had formerly been almost
indistinguishable from a mulé*

His old friend, Hamilton Owens, writes of Menckervehement anger at Roosevelt’'s taking
America off the gold standard. “With all the veheroe of which he was capable he insisted it was
downright robbery. He talked about taking courtiactin person.* In correspondence with the
famous socialist, Upton Sinclair, who had evidemtigd him with the old well-tested bromide on
the supposed efficiency of government post offidies, departments, public health services, etc.,
Mencken, instead of hastily retreating and compsiomgi, as most conservatives do when faced
with similar challenges, riposted:

“Your questions are easy. The government bringsmagazine to you only unwillingly. It tried to
ruin my business[The American Mercuryland failed only by an inch. It charges too much for
postal orders, and loses too many of them. A catpor of idiot Chinamen could do the thing



better. Its machine for putting out fires is intalely expensive and inefficient. It seldom, in fact
actually puts out a fire; they burn out.... The Arhad nothing to do with the discovery of the cause
of yellow fever. Its bureaucrats persecuted the mvbo did the work. They could have done it
much more quickly if they had been outside the Arriytook years of effort to induce the
government to fight mosquitoes, and it does thekwery badly today™®

And, in a significant but forgotten review of thadividualist Sir Ernest Benn'8he Confessions of
A Capitalist,Mencken wrote that Benn

“devotes most of his book to proving what the migyoof Americans regard as axiomatic: that the
capitalistic system, whatever its defects, yet wdoktter than any other system so far devised by
man. The rest of his space he gives over to pritafs government is inevitably extravagant and
wasteful — that nothing it does is ever done asplyeand efficiently as the same thing might be
done by private enterprise. | see nothing to olietiere”.

And Mencken immediately adds:

“Even the most precious functions of governmenay; sollecting taxes or hanging men — would
be better done if the doing of them were farmedtotord”!’

The great individualist Albert Jay Nock has writtdrat, while in the 1920’s he was generally
considered a flaming “radical,” and in the 1930ssaabitter “reactionary,” his political philosophy
remained, in these decades, exactly the same.drhe might be said of his friend Mencken, who
also remained, throughout, an individualist andbartarian. In the 1920’s, Mencken directed his
fire against the tariff and other special privilede favored business groups, against laws andsedic
against free speech and other personal liberties,egpecially against the monstrous tyranny of
Prohibition. In the 1930’s, Mencken directed higanattacks against the major threat to liberty of
that era: the New Deal. The former Menckeniteshaef 1920’s and his new-found conservative
champions of the 1930’s, each, in believing thantken had now shifted from Left to Right,
showed that they understood neither Mencken nor piteciples of liberty. Often, what was
mistaken for anti-capitalism was simply a cultuaald esthetic distaste that Mencken had for the
bulk of businessmen (“Babbitts”) as persons — tadie which they shared with the common run —
the “mass-men” — of other occupations. But Menc&amitipathy to the cultural tastes of individual
capitalstsmust not be confused — as he never did — with appoego capitalismas such.

Looking back on the two eras as early as 1934, kemavrote to a friend:

“If | really believed that | had Left a Mark uponynTime | think I'd leap into the nearest ocean.
This is no mere fancy talk. It is based on the faat | believe the American people are more insane
today than they were when | began to write. Celgtaime Rotarians at their worst never concocted
anything as preposterous as some of the inventbtise Brain Trust. They were harmless fools,
seeking to formulate a substitute for the Christjathat was slipping from them. But the Brain
Trusters, at least in large part, are maniacaltiesyaand will lead us down to ruin if they are not
soon suppressed?®.

One of the delightful aspects of Mencken, indesdhé constancy of his views. As he once, at the
age of sixty, playfully wrote to a friend: “On aknown subjects, ranging from aviation to
xylophone-playing, | have fixed and invariable isle@hey have not changed since | was four or
five years old.*

In his charming, mellow, affectionate, and wittyw@hiography on his life as a chiltlappy Days,
Mencken recalls imbibing his “reactionary” viewshed father’'s knee:

“His moral system, as | try to piece it togetheteafso many years, seems to have been
predominantly Chinese. All mankind, in his sighgsadivided into two great races: those who paid
their bills, and those who didn’t. The former wefietuous, despite any evidence that could be
adduced to the contrary; the latter were unaninyoarstl incurably scoundrels.

He had a very tolerant view of all other torts amalfeasances. He believed that political corruption
was inevitable under democracy, and even arguddpfdois own experience, that it had its uses.
One of his favorite anecdotes was about a hugegswgrsign that used to hang outside his place of
business in Paca street. When the building was, huill885, he simply hung out the sign, sent for



the city councilman of the district, and gave higd$This was in full settlement forevermore of all
permit and privilege fees, easement taxes, and stheh costs and imposts. The city councilman
pocketed the money, and in return was supposetve sff any cops, building inspectors, or other
functionaries who had any lawful interest in thettera or tried to horn in for private profit. Being
an honorable man according to his lights, he kepbargain, and the sign flapped and squeaked in
the breeze for ten years. But then, in 1895, Baltexhad a reform wave, the councilman was voted
out of office, and the idealists in the City Ha#in$ word that a license to maintain the sign would
cost $62.7% year.lt came down the next day.

This was proof to my father that reform was maiohly a conspiracy of prehensile charlatans to
mulct tax-payers. | picked up this idea from himg @&ntertain it to the present day. | also picked u
his doctrine that private conduct had better noinlgeired into too closely — with the exception, of
course of any kind involving beating a creditot”.

The firmness of Mencken’s libertarianism may algdauged by the numerous quotations from
libertarian and even unknown anarchist authorssNlew Dictionary of Quotations.Thus, in his
section on the “State,” the great bulk of the gtiots are anti-State, and the remainder are so
extremely pro-State that the effect on the reasl@mphatically ironic. An example of the latter is
“The National Socialist party is the state — AdHitler.” And the anti-State quotations are taken
largely from highly individualist or anarchist sees: Emerson, Max Stirner, Thoreau, Bakunin,
William Graham Sumner, Kropotkin, Tolstoy, and Benjn R. Tucker. It is doubtful if someone
not highly sympathetic with these authors wouldkAddw their writings with such familiarity, and
(2) “pack” such sections with their quotations. T¢ertion on “Speech, Free” is, again, almost
exclusively filled with pro-free speech quotations;luding not only Macaulay, Jefferson, James
Mill, and various judges, but also the quasi-anatchEnglish individualist, Auberon Herbert.

H. L. Mencken’s contempt for democracy is well-kmowt stemmed largely from his primary
devotion to individual liberty, and his insight tithe bulk of men — the democratic majority — is
generally inclined to suppress rather than defdrel liberty of the individual. Mencken once
summed up his view of the nature of democracyctimmon man, and the State in this eight-word
definition of “democracy”: “Democracy is the worphof jackals by jackasses.” Other Menckenian
definitions: “Democracy is the theory that the coompeople know what they want, and deserve to
get it good and hard.” “Ikis the population of the United States arid the degree of imbecility of
the average American, then democracy is the théoay x timesy is less thany.” All of
democracy’s axioms “resolve themselves into thundgparadoxes, many amounting to downright
contradictions in terms. The mob is competent 1e the rest of us — but it must be rigorously
policed itself. There is a government, not of maut,laws — but men are set upon benches to decide
finally what the law is and may bé”’On democracy’s inherent tendency to suppresstyiper
Mencken wrote in a private letter:

“All appeals to any intrinsic love of free speech &uitile. There is no such passion in the pedple.
is only an aristocracy that is ever tolerant. Thesses are invariably cocksure, suspicious, furious,
and tyrannical. This, in fact, is the central okt to democracy: that it hinders progress by
penalizing innovation and non-conformity.

Mencken’s atheism is, again, well-known, but fomhpassionate hostility was reserved for those
religious groups which persisted in imposing thewral codes by coercion upon the rest of the
population. In Mencken’s day, the prime example Vashibition: and therefore Mencken’s
hostility was directed chiefly toward the Methodisind Baptists. In contrast, Mencken had no
particular animus against the Roman Catholics @alte the non-Irish sections): “Catholics are
not Prohibitionists, they have more humor thanNrethodists,” he is supposed to have said once,
and he was apparently friendly with quite a few rbers of the Catholic clergy.

The linkage in Mencken’s thought between religicosrcion of morals, democracy, the common
man, and tyranny over the individual, may be seewne of his most uproarious articles — his
blistering attack upon the American farmer:



“The same mountebanks who get to Washington by jsiogito augment his [the farmer’s] gains
and make good his losses devote whatever timdtiever from that enterprise to saddling the rest
of us with oppressive and idiotic laws, all hatcloedthe farm. There, where the cows low through
the still night, and the jug of Peruna stands be:tie stove, and bathing begins, as at Biarriti) wi
the vernal equinox — there is the reservoir oftadl non-sensical legislation which makes the United
States a buffoon among the great nations. It wasngntountry Methodists, practitioners of a
theology degraded almost to the level of voodooidrat Prohibition was invented, and it was by
country Methodists...that it was fastened uponrést of us, to the damage of our bank accounts,
our dignity and our viscera. What lay under it, antter all the other crazy enactments of its
category, was no more and no less than the yo&etigenital and incurable hatred of the city man
— his simian rage against everyone who, as heiséefaving a better time than he §”.

Mencken’s view of the hostility of the common mawward liberty was also expressed in his
insight into the truly puzzling question: How digketoverwhelming majority of conscripts manage
to adjust so readily to the enslavement of Armg/dif

“All save a small minority of them came from enviroents a great deal less comfortable than an
Army camp.... At one stroke they were relieved luditthaunting uncertainty about subsistence
which is the curse of all poor and ignorant youngnmand also of all need to experiment and
decide for themselves. They were fed and clotheédeapublic expense...and could engage freely in
sports and other divertissements forbidden in thairve places. Their lives, in brief, were not
unlike those of the inmates of a well-run prisont twith...the constant expectation of release on
some near tomorrow — not as wards of nosey coppartde officers, but as heroes.... Not only did
someone else decide what they should wear, wheyestiould sleep, when they should get up and
when they should go to bed, and what they shouicdaed when: all these accommodations were
provided for them plentifully, and at no expenséhemselves. In brief, the burden of responsibility
was lifted from them altogether.

The average soldier...found in the Army a vastlyengpacious life, with many of the privileges of
a chartered libertine.... If he did a little staglit was one of his privileges as a savior of huitya

If he was rough and brutal it was a sign of hisfiigg spirit. Moreover, he could look forward to
distinction and respect for the rest of his lifeithwa long list of special privileges. In every
community in America, however small, there are loxdables whose notability rests wholly on the
fact that they were once drafted into some wartlero... Their general intelligence is shown by the
kind of ideas they advocate. They are, in the miitter enemies of the liberty of the individual,
and are responsible for some of the worst corroptiof politics. The most grasping of all
politicians is the war veterar®.

Mencken, in fact, was an arch “isolationist” whatdxily opposed American entry into both World
Wars | and Il. He often remarked that he was opghdseintervention in both wars, but that if
America had tointervene, it should have intervened on the otl@e.dn April, 1942, he wrote
jocularly to a friend: “The coming summer promisesprovide Christian men with the best show
seen on earth since the Crusades. | am lookingafaito it with the most eager anticipations. | only
hope that if the Japs actually take California they polite to you?® And to his old friend Harry
Elmer Barnes, Mencken wrote, in September, 1948, “lham so constituted that | have to either
Tell It All or stay silent altogether. In this waas in the last, it seems to me to be most ratitmal
save up what | have to say until it can be saielyr&’

Mencken’s reaction to the dropping of the atom bomals understandably bitter. Two years after
the event, he wrote to Julian Boyd that

“The atom bomb, | have long preached, is the gstaterention that Yahweh has made since
Leprosy. Certainly it has given great glory to @ieristian physicists of this country. Try to imagin

a decent cannibal throwing it on a town full of wemmand children®®

Mencken was particularly concerned with the wegjmabsolute suppression of civil liberties that
seems inevitably to stem from participation in ward in the conduct of World War | he saw the
exemplar of his jaundiced view of democracy, thet&tforeign intervention, and the common man.



One of Mencken’s funniest “buffooneries” was higgosal to decorate lavishly the “home front”
heroes of World War I:

“What | propose is a variety of the Distinguisheshce Medal for civilians...to mark off varying
services to democracy.... for the university presidwho prohibited the teaching of the enemy
language in his learned grove, heaved the worksasthe out of the university library, cashiered
every professor unwilling to support Woodrow foe first vacancy in the Trinity, took to the stump
for the National Security League, and made two hemhépeeches in moving picture theaters for
this giant of loyal endeavor let no 100 percent Anan speak of anything less than the grand cross
of the order, with a gold badge in stained glaslsaldric of the national colors, a violet plug hat
with a sunburst on the side, the privilege of tlwif of Congress, and a pension of $10,000 a
year....

Palmer and Burleson leave for special legislatibmere university presidents, such as Nicholas
Murray Butler, are to have the grand cross, thdm&adeserves to be rolled in malleable gold from
head to foot, and polished until he blinds the aosmni'?°

There is no space here to discuss Mencken'’s otitable contributions — his dissections of Veblen,
Wilson, and Theodore Roosevelt, his being the fiegson to write books on Nietzsche or George
Bernard Shaw, his.... But let it suffice to sayttAmerica desperately needs another Mencken, and
that the reader should consider the above a taimglsample of Menckeniana to spur him toward
more of the rich and copious product available.réhg no better way of concluding than to turn to
Mencken’s noble and moving Credo, written for a ‘&¥hBelieve” series in a leading magazine:

“I believe that no discovery of fact, however talican be wholly useless to the race, and that no
trumpeting of falsehood, however virtuous in infer@n be anything but vicious.

| believe that all government is evil, in that gilvernment must necessarily make war upon liberty,
and that the democratic form is as bad as anyeobther forms....

| believe in complete freedom of thought and speeahke for the humblest man and the mightiest,
and in the utmost freedom of conduct that is cdestswith living in organized society.

| believe in the capacity of man to conquer hisldjaand to find out what it is made of, and how it
is run. | believe in the reality of progress. I --

But the whole thing, after all, may be put very giyn | believe that it is better to tell the trutiman

to lie. | believe that it is better to be free tharbe a slave. And | believe that it is betteknow
than to be ignorant®
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