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The American Character

Hamsun expressed s dinifurionment with the United Staves in an areicie shas
uuj_lp#&.l'j;.ﬁlmrin .ﬂfl:tnpﬂdl!!ﬂ fChrufiania) an jum.r.u'.!:!. a2 .'E.Jl'_,'. ;.-_,r[--..- wrrm fh
ﬂj}ﬂ' rﬂ‘wmfrrg to Mm-a:prl."r"d'm .-Elu_ﬁr!.‘ Ammerizan wied, o tha ELgay i'le_.lr'-.rrr-
shadvwed the strictures on American culture thar e was fater to develop smuch
marz fully, sipecially i On the Cultural Life of Modern Amenca (riEp)

O the other side of the ocean lies a country as big as twenty kingdoms
and incomparably rich—America, the Millionaires” Republic. People here
in Morway arc acquainted with it from geography lessons, America letters,
and published lectures. | have been over there and have just come back. |
went as 4 young man full of enthusiasm for the world's freest country and
people, abounding in confidence that its society was sound. By the fime |
left, a few yeass later, my enthusiasm and my faith had been badly shaken.
The same thing will happen to others. We live up here in the hills thar rise
Like u second story above other European lands. Now and then the din car-
res up from down below, from the noisy, lively, lusty world, We fee! the im-
pact of the storm’s exhilarating grust, and we are excitedly drawn along with
e This is the result of the America letters and the lectures. S0 we leave
hWH‘-‘—'H-"i.ﬂ'I Prﬁ:l:m::r::iv:d. notions and great txpm‘tul!':n.'mﬁ.

And we are often disappointed. Mot in our hope of making maney, for
anybody can do that aver there, nor in our appetite for a lot of food. No,
aur disappointment is strictly a matter of morality; it comes when our eyes
drt-opened to the base, disreputable ways, the terrible abuse of whar i

permussible. We then get a sense of the danger thar arises from the
mhang of different kinds of people in a tree, uncontrollzd, capricious enve-
wnment. The danger is all the greater in America, where shiploads of
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inmigrants—diseased and degenerate human raw material—stream in
every dav from all over the world.

America’s pranciples do not disappoint but are to be admired. Cun:-ui-ldﬂ:r
the ides thas America should take the dregs of the Eurapean population
amd tuen them into decent human beings. That in itself is not disappoint-
ing—that principle of humanity and freedom, the great and glclrill'u.ls sen-
timent that America can teach the rest of the world, Thu: Dcc!.ur;rmn of
Independence, upon which the laws and institutions of the United States
rest, is one of the noblest documents of all history. It is the more n:rn:u_k—
able in being the first of its kind, the first declaration in accordance with
which a group of people has actually tried to pracice md.-:p:nd-:nv_:c,ﬂnt only
with respect to other countries but also among rhl:mgel_vcs. Puh_hr: trust and
equal rights—thar is the basis on which America brings up its sons and
daughters.

Such are the principles, : _

Rut the practice must here be emphasized, Life in America pulsates with
greater emotional force and a more intensive use of puwer and means than
elsewhere, When you have believed firmly in the idewl of an American so-
cial order and have expected happiness and well-being m}u:l COMRENEMEN i3
a consequence, then—yes, that is when you are disappointed. The prine-
ples do not deliver what they promise. _ .

The principles do not deliver what they prurn:s?! Mo, th-:.].' remain, #s
ideals, too far from the reality of daily practice, I think there is a place for
wiore real Sorag humanity and conformity in a country based on American
principles, ButI think it takes a people mare highly dmrclul:wd morally than
the Americans to endure such free instirunons and such immense w:?ll:h

15 theirs. And there is the especially frightful danger looming for the wide,
magnificent West and for those wha sertle there. The ﬁmlwill come when
they can ne longer tolerate their freedom, EJ‘IdIﬂ'II:E'I America must n:ﬂnuz
its peaple, thus altesing its principles. Otherwise, if the flood of mean an
sickly European immigrants persists, the nation must go 1o wrack and ruin.
That is how it Jooks 10 me. Things cannet go on for very Iu:r!'ng the way ﬂ?r}’
are now going. It 35 a historic impossibilicy for America, with the same kind
of citizens, 10 SUrvIvVe as long as other AALLOnS. ; _

Consider what elections are now like, | know whar I have read in certain
MNarwegian newspapers about elections over there, but 1 also know how
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they operate in tact. Millions are spent on them, and that = why T eall
America the "Millionaires’ Republic.” Not only are indwidual votes boughe
but vote buyers are bought, These rake on a particular job as a matrer of
business and receive their pay in cash, They buy posters to put up on walls
and wagons an which the candidate's name s paraded in large letters. They
Vel bu}' ]'liiirrn-gr;].]'lhl.-m '-::|||::lm:||-§.1:¢p-ur:-., housewives, [athers apd sons—
and [EWSPApers, Enarmous sums are distributed o the P WHPIEIETS b laare
every clection of any significance. They are paid o expand and 10 work in
such-and-such a direction. And how do they work, these papers that live
exclusively on this election money? They go to extremes thar in any other
country, with normal press freedom, would be considered criminal. Ler us
recall, a5 an example, whar we hate feen in the American press during the
latest presadential election [berween Grover Cleveland and James G,
Blaine, 1884].

The Americans have saf grown up and emerged safely from their coun-
u—l!.-'s history of freedom. For they are constantly being uprooted and bro
ken up and mixed with the food of European raw material and criminal
elements. Who, among these fifny million, are really “Americans” and who
are Imshmen, Scandinavians, Germans, Austrians® [f Americans were to-
day a single people who had been familiar with freedom and human nghrs
from the beginning, and not a mixture of the most heterogeneous elements
fram all ower the world, America would acrually be what we ideally expect
before we go there; it would be soctally and morally as far ahead of other
countries a5 it now is behind them. Though 1 believe it will take many vears’
development before any country can long endure with such free instinu-
toms, | nevertheless am confident thar America can keep going for a while
yet, especially if it puts a timely stop 1o tmmigranion, or ar least purs some
festrictions on it.

1 do nox think hberty should be fiderfies, or well-being the only measure
#f wuccess in life, but that is about what the Americans believe. It has been
'siiid that “as soon as you land in America you realize you are in a free coun-
try." This iz eaid in praise of America, bur whar | saw was people taking lib-
Crties!

., From the harbor T made my way up one of the busiesr sereets in New
Tork. T was not used to such terriblé traffic, which is due te the population
and the h.i.gh COt ﬂfl:nd, wl‘i.l::r-l.: there are ]_1LIi]di.|'|1_|l'l-| of sixtesn sto-
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Fies, fovar of which Le below gml.l.l:ll.]. }"':uw, I saw one driver leave his wag-
on erosswise so as 1o unload into 3 warehouse, and another driver did the
same on the sther sile of the street, These two blocked the pusageway so
completely thar other drivers could nor ger by, and nine of them had ro wair
until one of the first rwo deigned 1o move.

I cannoc help reporting another nypical, everyday occurrence. A monsier
of a man raped a little girl right on the street in one of the large cities our
West, but the fellow had connections who were about 1o get him aequit-
ted. The moral sense of the community was aroused, and one fine night a
mob with the mayer Simselfat the head of it stormed the city hall, wok the
i‘l-l:'i:»:-:‘.lﬂﬂ' ot of s cell, and hiﬂE'EI:I Tarn o i tree, See, when you have been
in America for @ while, you realize you are in a land of fberties! Such an
evasion of law and order—when the imposition of justice seems so ab-
solutely necessary—indicates a loose sense of law and morality. Here lib-
erties were taken bath by those who evaded the law and by those who ought
to have enforced it, Even in cases where the law appears to have been prop-
erly enforced, @ supplementary lynching often ocours, to demonstrate that
you Tive in g free country

Mo, | do not think that liberty consists of /fberties ar that well-being is
the only measure of success in life. As soon as you land in America, you arc
put under strain at finding the rules of conduct so bewilderingly broad and
people an such a nerveus hurry, There are no Limits to this eternal pursuir,
from the time you arc big enough to start work until the time you have 1o
ston and no limits o this nervousness about gerting ahead as fast and as
tar as possable. The Amernicans are a restless, ambitious people. It is as if -
gantic wheels were driving their whole existence with roaring speed. Onee
they hit wpon an idea for geeting ahead, they pursue it compulsively, work-
ing a5 hard as a slave, with boundless hope and grear leaps of faith. People
in other countries may be said to be engaged in a struggle for exastence; here
it must be called a struggle for welf-being—1tor a kind of carnivorous, sat-
ating existence, with the ability to afford intense sensual pleasures along
with far horses and rich food. The typical American has no real antistic
sense or substantial literary, religious, pc-Llﬁca], or social interests. Conse-
quently, when he is forty or fifty and has accumulated enough to be free
from care for the rest of his life, he no longer craves so much what used o
seemn like necessities, and his zest for life is satiated—if not vitiated. So
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c:-rrwurkml as he is, the American can hold our only so long and then mus
stap.

Yer, in #u:l:r material terms, the Americans are livelier than iny other
people, as is shown by their powers of invention, boldaess of enterprise, and
rage for &ch.u..lari::n—whal: might be called their mashereluse. This It;u]ts
from the pesicree side of the population mixture, besides the countryv's nat-
ural E:nnd”.mm' From the beginning the people have been surrounded by
machines, migrrLiuUa centrivances 1w lghren their toil and yield them the
gn.-_at::-.t._mmb]: profit. From childhood they have been familiar with ””."
road trains rodring by, as well a5 machines thar o, trim, rake, wash knie
dry, hoist, plane, erc, T

A:!d with machines they manufucrure the largest, che smallest, the most
amuzing things. I have eaten a hen's #gg from a Brookln r‘“ljﬂ'ﬁh'e';.;l.' 1-1'|"|.-|.' Fie
not only the yolk but even the thin membrane berween the -.vhi:r:-.a;ni{ the
shell were placed where they belong. Nothing was licking. In some of the
large Eastern cities 1 have seen juggless' machines with which they swin-
dle people who rake a chance on a number, These machines, nicely made
of palished steel, contain whirring lirde wheels, weblike steings and hid-
den 1:-mrks. It must be added that America also provides EumE:f with 1ts
best :l|s:n.|.mc{m I'l::.r dentists, midwives, and hospirals. Indeed, '-1.'5".:'|:|le

1t::;l;:‘rni.-.s to app:].hud saience or technology, the Usnsted States is ahead af all
=r countries, cven those where fine mechanisms are a specialry—
Switzerland, for example. .

_ But this special distinction of the Americans 15 marred by their propen-
sity ﬁ:n! I:-nur[dl-:ss. speculation. With cheir technical ability they are insa-
tiable in rlhl::r craving for newer, always newer things. They plun, make
;?jlgh lEEEH'Iﬂt_ﬁ:: .ﬁf.ul with tremendous projects, ger excited ahout the
dﬂ:j l_mpﬂsﬁ:]f::ﬂlncs—n.nd often ruin themsa)ves in the process. But they
iy h{m up. They fuﬂ'i:r from a national manid, an incurable disease, one

Ps on spreading. Onward, onward! is the eternal ery. and coward

they go cagerly, greedily, : '
example: In N:w York City, where thers is neither coal JLs DT pee-
m‘d;-mg:i. a pr‘:l:n-:ﬂ ﬁ.m:rlf:n_—:l.nd all Americans are “practical"—re-
g “:l.'li an interesting experiment to produce gas from strect refuse
o empe E?I-l.‘.'ct:dtd brilliancly, seventeen ounces of trash yielding
t¥-two cubic feer of gas at lirtle cosr, Formerly the city's ashes and gar-
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bage were transported several miles our 1o sea, bur the incoming ride car-
reied rotren egps, cabbages, and dead cats back to the beaches, thus d.ri'n.'ing
hovel owners crazy. Now their torment was over. Now the dead cats would
be converted inro gas!

Hardly had this experiment been reported in the Mew Yord Herald when
another practical American conceived an even more original plan: FHe was
going to make gas out of the city’s corpeer. New York having a population
of 1.5 million, he could count on sixty to seventy thousand deaths per year.
Just think of the gas from all these! It would double the city's “well-being.”
Seventy thousand corpses—how delightful such staristics! That is the way
the Americans’ brains operate,

Their brains keep going tirclessly and with the passion of a serious gam-
hler. Many of the Americans "work their way up,” as they say over there,
from tenant farmer's son to property owner; from riverboat oarsman to the
country's highest honor, the presidency; from a Lirtle warchouse job w ral-
road king from selling matches on the streer to millionaire. Jay Gould, the
great railroad prince of the Ease, told a U5, Senate committes that, when
he was fourteen years old, he had 1o leave home without a cent. Two years
after that he had s500; soon, with a successful speculation in map-making,
s5,000; and a few vears later, with the purchase and sale of a mill, s50,000.
Then he became the owner of the Rutland & Washington ling and, not
long after thar, the Cleveland & Pittsburgh, while borrowing money and
buying stocks ar low prices. Next, he invested s5 million in the Union Pa-
dfic, bought and sold other ralroads, developed coal mines, and made
cnormaous amounts of money. Now, after forty years, he 15 one of the four
men in the United States whose millions secretly run the country

Such are American captains of industry, but some exhibit even more
boldness and energy. Enterprises do not always depend on careful planning
and calculating, but quite often are merely the result of a bralliant Hash of
madness. A [Wisconsin] acquaintance told me: *1 bee on trotting horses;
that’s my profession. | have bet and made a bundle one day and lost every-
thing the next. One year 1 went down to Chicago with s1o,000; when |
eame home | was so complerely wiped out thar [ had o work in a mill all
the fellowing summer. The next winter | went back and won s35,000 on
five bers, I'll never b broke agaim; ﬂﬁ'lll'..l.l.‘l'.l.].lﬁ 1 l.':ll'lJ_'!.l' risk half of what 1
own—that's enonigh.” Aa American can stand ro lose his money. He does

THe American CHARACTER A%
not get sick, nor does he poison or shoot himsel, like the more delicate Fu-
ropean, A New Yorker is stll alive who Lust winrer [ost his immense fas-
tune speculating in railroad lands. At present he has a job as 3 olerk i 3
branch office, but he will ey again! If you think he is |:-|,-:-i.nj_." LiF B3V LU, Ykl
are mastaken. An American is not cut out that way )
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