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What Is a Traditional Society?

AvLLEN TATE }

[T'he Phi Beta Kappa Address at the University a;‘:‘l
Virginia, June, 1936.]

ot long ago, 1 hope with no sinister purpose, | |
N used the word tradition before a group o |
Southern men who had met to discuss the problems of
the South. A gentleman from North Carolina ros; ’
he said that tradition is meaningless, and he movel
that we drop it. I have a certain sympathy with tha
view, because many features of our lives that we il
traditions are meaningless, because we confuse with
tradition external qualities which are now, in our rich
American middle class, mere stage properties of a way/
of life than can no longer be lived. For the stage-set
differs from the natural scene, I take it, in offering s
a conventional surface without depth, and the addi-
tional facility of allowing us to stand before it on'
Saturday and Sunday and to resume on Monday the.
real business of life. Tradition as we see it today hs
little to do with the real business of life; at best it can ;
make that grim reality two-sevenths less grim —if in-
deed the pretense of our week-end traditionalists is|
not actually grimmer than the reality they apologeti-
cla!]y prefer and from which they desire, part of the |
time, to escape.

[ do not understand this romanticism, and I bring it 5
to your attention because, here within the walls of
Mr. Jefferson’s University, there is a special tradition
of realism in thinking about the nature of tradition.
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The presiding spirit of that tradition was clear in his
belief that the way of life and the livelihood of men
must be the same, that the way we make our living
must dictate the way of life, that our way of getting
a living 1s not good enough for us if we are driven by
it to pretend that it is something else, that we cannot
pretend to be landed gendemen two days of the weelk
if we are middle-class capitalists the five others. You
will remember Ruskin’s objection to the Gothic fac-
tory-architecture of his age — what ornamentation he
urged should be used around the cornice of a kind of
building that was new in that time. Ruskin’s stylized
money-bags set at the right ryhthmic intervals around
the cornices of the Berhlehem Steel Corporation might
be symbolic of something going on inside, but I thinl
the Chairman of the Board might rightly object that
Ruskin was not a good satirist, but merely a sentimen-
talist, and the Chairman would leave his cornices bare.
Committed on the one hand to an economic realism,
he might on the other indulge himself in softer mate-
rals in another direction; he might buy or build a
Georgian mansion somewhere near Middleburg, and
add to it —if they were not already there — the cor-
rect row of columns that Mr. Jefferson adapted to
Virginia after a visit to the Vieux Carré at Nimes.

Mr. Jefferson could not know Ruskin, but he knew
about mediaeval Europe, and he disliked it. He never
visited Mr. Walpole at Strawberry Hill, but T wish he
had. e would have rejoiced that Walpole’s weel-
end Gothic —if you will allow the anachronism for
the sake of the moral — meant the final destruciion, in
England, of the Middle Ages. He would have knovw
that to revive something is to hasten its destruction -
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if it is not sufficiently revived. The moment the past
becomes picturesque it is dead. I do not agree with
Mr. Jefferson about the Middle Ages, but I surmis |
that he would have considered a revival of the pu |
very much in this light. He himself was trying to re- |
vive the small freeholder who had been dispossessed
by the rising capitalist of the eighteenth century.
One of the curious features of our mentality since |
the Renaissance is the historical imagination. No othe |
civilization, I believe, has had this gift. I use the tem |
not in a strict sense, but in a very general sense, and /
perhaps not a wholly good sense. I mean that with
the revival of Greek studies men in Furope began to
pose as Greeks. After a couple of centuries, when the
pose, too heroic to last, grew tired, they posed i
Romans of the Republic. There we have a nice his
torical dramatization of the common sense of the!
eighteenth century. We were not unaffected by it
Indeed there is evidence rthat our Revolutionary
fathers were the noblest Romans of them all. There
is certainly not a Virginian here, nor a Southerner of
Virginian ancestry, whose great-great-grandfather did
not write letters to his son in the style of Addison,:
vehicle nicely fitted to convey the matter of Cicer.)
Libidinosa enim et intemperous adulescentia effetun
corpus tradit sepectuti — it is not from the orations,
but the rhycthm and sentiment here were the model of |
the ore orotundo scyle that dominated society in the
South and even other parts of America for three gen- |
erations. These generations, if our records of thci;|
more elegant representatives do not lie, were not much
impressed with the ravages of youthful license upo
the body, which, as Cicero has just told us, pass
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wearily into old age. The young blade of Albemarle
of 1770, sitting over a punch-bowl in the tavern after
a day of Cicero with the learned Parson Douglas, was
not, at that moment, an exemplar of Cicero’s morals,
but I suspect that his conversation, even after the
bottom of the bowl began to be visible, rerained a few
qualities of the Ciceronian style.

The style is the point of a digression that T shall
hope you do not think frivolous. I hold no brief for
Cicero — he is a dull mind in any language — but I do
hold that the men of the early American Republic had
a profound instinct for high style, a genius for drama-
tizing themselves at their own particular moment of
history. They were so situated economically and po-
litically that they were able to form a definite con-
ception of their human role: they were not ants in an
cconomic ant-hill, nor were they investigating sta-
tistically the behavior of other ants. They knew what
they wanted because they knew what they, them-
selves, were. They lived in a social and economic sys-
tem that permiteed them to develop a human charac-
ter that functioned all the time, not merely two days
a week; and it functioned in every level of life, from
the economic process to the county horse-race.

The Virginian of the 1790’ might have found a
better dramatic part than that of the Roman in rogs
virilis — as Mr. Custis, the first Southern diletrante,
liked to paint him — but it was the easiest rdle to lay
hold upon at that time, and it was distinctly better
than no imaginative version of himself at all. My dis-
tingnished contemporary, Mr. T. S. Eliot, a few years
ago told an audience at this University that there are
two kinds of mythology, a higher and a lower. The
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Roman toga of our early Republic was doubtless of 2
kind of lower mythology, inferior to the higher
mythology of the Christian thirteenth century, and I
suppose Mr. Eliot would prefer the higher vision, as|
myself should were I allowed a preference. But we
must remember that the rationalism of the eighteenth
century had made myths of all ranks exceedingly
scare, as the romantic century had made myths of
all ranks exceedingly scarce, as the romantic poets
were beginning to testify; yet the Virginian did re-
markably well with the minor myth that his age per-
mitted him to cultivate. Mr. Custis’s paintings may
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seem to us to be afllicted with a sort of aesthetic giant- |

= o
1sm, and his blank verse dramas, in which every hero

is an alabaster Washington named Marcus Tullius
Scipio Americanus, are unreadable today. They must

. . .. i
have been a kind of inexquisite torture even when |

they were written. But Mr. Custis built Arlington,

and Arlington is something to have buile. He could
not have built it, of course, if Mr. Jefferson had not
first buile a house upon a place that T believe is lo-
cally called the Little Mountain; but then Mr. Jeffer-
son could not have built Monticello had he not been
dominated by the lower myth of the toga virilis.
Perhaps this lower myth, from whatever source it
may come — Rome, Greece, the age of Cellini, the
naturalism of the South Seas, or even the Old South -
this little myth is a figment of the historical imagini-
tion, that curious faculty of Western men that I have

already mentioned. The men of our early Republic ,

were powerfully endowed in this faculty. It is not
the same as a religion, if by religion we mean Chris-
tianity in the Middle Ages; nor is it the same as the
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religious imagination under any conceivable culture,
for the religious imaginacion is timeless and unhistoric.
The minor myth is based upon ascertainable history.

There is a chart that we might look at for a mo-
ment, but enly for a moment; I offer it not as history,
but as a device to ease the strain of the idea of cradi-
tional society that I am trying to give in so short 2
space. First, there is the religious imagination, which
can mythologize indiscriminately history, legend,
trees, the sea, animals, all being humanly dramatized,
somehow converted to the nature of man. Secondly,
there is the historical imagination, which is the reli-
gious imagination 7anqué — an exercise of the myth-
making propensity of man within the restricted realm
of historical fact. Men see themselves in the stern light
of the character of Cato, but they can no longer see
themselves under the control of a tutelary deity. Cato
actually lived; Apollo was merely far-darting.

The third stage is the complere triumph of ration-
alism. And with the complete triumph of rationalism,
in our own time, we get, in place of so workable a
makeshift as the historical imagination, merely a
truncation of that phrase in which the adjective has
declared its independence. Tt has set up for a noun.
Under rationalism we get just plain, everyday his-
tory. If this is an obscure conception, T must hasten
to say that alchough history cannot write itself, al-
though it must be written by men whose minds are
immune as little to prejudice as to the law of con-
tradiction, it is true that any sort of imagination i
entirely out of this picture. Yet in recognition of his-
tory’s impotence to bring itself into being, the histo-
rians give us a new word: method. We live in the age
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of the historical method. Method brings history into |
being. l

I shall not labor the point here, but I do think it i "
fair to say that history, although it has become :a[-l
tached to method, is stll a2 noun of agency, as the
grammarians call it, trying to do its own work. [ |
think this is true simply because on principle scien- |
tific 77zethod is itself not attached to anything. It is jus |
abstract method — from which plain, abstract, inhu-
man history differs not by a hair. Of course, I am |
talking about the historian’s ideal of physical law -
his belief that history must conform to the ideal of 2
normative science, whether or not it can mean any- |
thing written that way. The historical method then
may be briefly described — by one who does not be-
lieve in its use — as the way of discovering historical
“truths” that are true in some other world than tha
inhabited by the historian and his fellow men: eruths, |
in a word, that are true for the historical method.

Now most of you have read The Waste Land, but |
I shall ask you to hear a passage from it again for the
sake of those who have not read it.

THE

The Chair she sat in, like a burnished throne )

Glowed on the marble, where the glass

Held up by standards wrought with f{ruited vines
From which a golden Cupidon peeped out
(Amnother bid his eyes bebind his wing)

Doubled the flames of sevenbranched candelabra
Reflecting light upon the table as

The glitter of her jewels rose to meet it,

From satin cases poured in rich profusion;

In vials of ivory and colored glass

Unstoppered, lurked her strange synthetic perfumes.
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In this charming décor the lady, T imagine, is about
to dress for dinner. On the walls and cciling are scenes
from our heroic past:

Huge sea-wood fed with copper

Burned green and oramge, framed by the colored stone,
In which sad light a carved dolphin swam.

Above the antique mantel was displayed

dAs though a window gave upon the sylvan scene

The change of Philomel, by the barbarous king

Sorudely forced; yet there the nightingale

' Filled all the desert with invielable voice. . . .

People living in such favorable influences, partaking
of the best of our history, and of the most charming
art of the great tradition, command our most inter-
ested attention: they will at least exhibit the benefits

, of a good lower mythology. We may expect them to

show us, if not the innocence of the religious imagina-
tion, a high style that expresses, or is the expression of,
the walls that we have just looked at. But no; the poer
warns us as follows:

And other withered stumps of time

Were told upon the awalls; staring forms
Leaned out, leaning, bushing the room enclosed.
Footsteps shuffled on the stair,

[ hope you will forgive me if T venture to think that
| the shuffling feet are about to bring into the room

the historical method. For, after some desperately
aimless conversation, in which both the woman and

: the man seem to feel lictle but a bored exhaustion aiid

vacuity of purpose, the woman suddenly says:

“What shall I do now? What shall 1 do.
“l shall vush out as I am, and walk the street
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“With my bair down, so. What shall we do tomorrou! |
“TW bat shall we ever do?”

Her companion replies —and I ask you to place wha
he says against the heroic background of Renaissanee |
art on the ceiling and walls: what he says does reduc |
it, I think, to withered stumps of time:

The hbot awater at ten.
And if it raims, a closed car at four.
And e shall play a game of chess, ’
Pressing lidless eyes, and waiting for a knock upon the
door.

Now fortunately upon this occasion I am neither poe
nor literary critic. Here I am a moralist, and if 1 find
more to my use in Mr. Eliot’s poem than he would
willingly allow, you will remember that moraliss |
these days are desperate persons, and must squeeze 1|
moral even out of modern poetry. If the chcss-gamri
seems trivial as a symbol of aimless intellectuality, it
intention is nevertheless just. The rich experience of
the great tradition depicted in the room receives a vio-|
lent shock in contrast with a game that symbolizes the
inhuman abstraction of the modern mind. In propos
ing the game of chess the man is proposing an exercis )
in a kind of truth that has no meaning for cither of
them. The woman in this remarkable scene has jus!
said she can think of nothing to do — the moralist here|
would gloss that as lack of purpose — and she intends
to rush our into the street with her hair down.
What does this mean? It means that in ages which )
suffer the decay of manners, religion, morals, code
our indestrucrible vitality demands expression in vio-
lence and chaos; it means that men who have lost both.
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the higher myth of religion and the lower myth of
historical dramatization have lost the forms of human
action; it means that they are no longer capable of
defining a human objective, of forming a dramatic
conception of human nature; it means that they capit-
ulate from their human rodle to a series of pragmatic
conquests which, taken alone, are true only in some
other world than that inhabited by men. )

The woman in Mr. Elioc’s poem is, I believe, the
symbol of man at the present time. He is surrounded
by the grandeurs of the past, but he does not parrici-
pate in them; they do not sustain him. To complete
the allegory, the man represents a kind of truth that
I have described in very general terms as the historical
method: he offers us the exercise of intellect ro no
purpose, a game that we cannot relate to our conduct,
an instrument of power over both past and present
which we can neither control nor use.

Man in this plight lives in an untraditional society.
For an untraditional society does not permit its mem-
bers to pass to the next generation what it received
from its immediate past. Why is this so? I have tried
to describe in moral terms some of the defects of life
in an untraditional society —and I expect merely ro
ask and not to answer, whether there is not some kind
of analysis that we may subject our situation to, that
will show us one way of understanding the fundamen-
tal difference between tradition and non-tradition.

I shall return to a question that I asked in the be
ginning. Why do many modern people live one kind
of life five days a week and another the two othe:
days? Why is it that a middle-class capitalist from
Pitesburgh  or Birmingham desires an ante-bellin
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“With my hair down, so. What shall we do tomorre:? }
“TWhat shall awe ever de?” |
Her companion replies —and I ask you to place wha }
he says against the heroic background of Renaissanct |
art on the ceiling and walls: what he says does reduct |
it, I think, to withered stumps of time: ‘
]
The hot water at ten. '
And if it vains, a closed car at four. }
And awe shall play a game of chess,
Pressing lidless eyes, and waiting for a knock upon th )
door, '

Now fortunately upon this occasion T am neither post |
nor licerary critic. Here I am a moralist, and if I find |
more to my use in Mr. Eliot’s poem than he way]d
willingly allow, you will remember that moraliss |
these days are desperate persons, and must squeeze 1
moral even out of modern poetry. If the chess-game
seems trivial as a symbol of aimless intellectuality, its’
intention is nevertheless just. The rich experience of |
the great tradition depicted in the room receives a vio- |
lent shock in contrast with a game that symbolizes the |
inhuman abstraction of the modern mind. In propos- |
ing the game of chess the man is proposing an exercis: |
in a kind of truth that has no meaning for either of |
them. The woman in this remarkable scene has just |
said she can think of nothing to do — the moralist here
would gloss that as lack of purpose — and she intends |
to rush out into the street with her hair down.
What does this mean? It means that in ages which |
suffer the decay of manners, religion, morals, codcs_.;
our indestructible vitalicy demands expression in vio- |

lence and chaos; it means that men who have lost both
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the higher myth of religion and the lower myth of
historical dramatization have lost the forms of human
action; it means that they are no longer capable of
defining a human objective, of forming a dramatic
conception of human nature; it means that they capit-
ulate from their human role to a series of pragmatic
conquests which, taken alone, are true only in some
other world than that inhabited by men.

The woman in Mr. Eliot’s poem 1s, I believe, the
symbol of man at the present time. He is surrounded
by the grandeurs of the past, but he does not partici-
pate in themy; they do not sustain him. To complete
the allegory, the man represents a kind of truth that
[have described in very general terms as the historical
method: he offers us the exercise of intellecr to no
purpose, a game that we cannot relate to our conduct,
an instrument of power over both past and present
which we can neither control nor use.

Man in this plight lives in an untraditional society.
For an untraditional society does not permit its mem-
bers to pass to the next generation what it received
from its immediate past. Why is this so? T have tried
to describe in moral terms some of the defects of life
in an untraditional society — and I expect merely to
sk and not to answer, whether there is not some kind
of analysis that we may subject our situation to, that

| will show us one way of understanding the fundamen-

tal difference between tradition and non-tradition.

I shall return to a question that T asked in the be-
ginning. Why do many modern people live one kind
of life five days a week and another the two other
days? Why is it that a middle-class capicalist from

Pitsburgh  or Birmingham desires an ante-bellum



| S
[386] { WHAT IS A TRADITIONAL SocIETY? [387]
Georgian house near Lexington, Kentucky, or Mid|  Yer what is there traditional about this? The answer
dleburg, Virginia> And why was it that the men why is that if such a society could come into being lllt])Jw,
buile those houses desired only those houses, and ma: | and had no past whatever, it would be tradmoml be-
serious objections in the eighteen-sixties to being! cause it could hand something on. That something

forcibly removed from them? There are many | would be 2 moral conception of man in relation to the
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swers to these questions, but I have space for only
one. The middle-class capitalist has no confidence in
the material basis of his life; his human nature d-
mands a homogeneous pattern of behavior that hi
economic life will not give him. He doubtless sees in
the remains of the Old South a symbol of the homo-
geneous life. But the ante-bellum man saw no differ

material of life. The material basis of life, in such a
society, is not hostile to the perpetuation of a moral
code, as our finance-capitalist €CONOMICS Unquestion-
ably is. It is an old story by this time that our modern
. economic system can be operated efficiently regnrdlcss
' of the moral stature of the men who operate it. .
The kind of property that sustains the traditional

ence between the Georgian house and the economi

basis that supported it. It was all of one piece.

I am exaggerating, but permit me the exaggeration
so that I may make this matter as clear as I can. Man
has never achieved a perfect unity of his moral natuse
and his economics; yet he had never failed quite so
dismally in that greatest of all human tasks as he &
failing now. Ante-bellum man, in so far as he achieved

a unity between his moral nature and his livelihood,

was a traditional man. He dominated the means of
life; he was not dominated by it. T think the distin-
guishing feature of a tradirional society is simply that.
In order to make a livelihood men do not have to put
aside their moral natures. Traditional men are never
quite making their living, and they never quite ceas
to make it. Or put otherwise: they are making their
living all the time, and affirming their humanity all the
time. The whole economic basis of life is closely
bound up with moral behavior, and it is possible to
behave morally all the time.

the center of the philosophy of Jefferson.

It is chis principle that is |

- society is not only 720t hostile to a unified moral code;
' itis positively the basis of it. Moreover it is the me-

dium, just as canvas is the medium of a painter,
, through which that code is passed to the next genera-
| tion. For traditional property is Fhe expression of
. man’s moral nature. Finance-capitalism, a system that
has removed men from the responsible control of the
- means of livelihood, is necessarily hostile to the devel-
. opment of a moral nature. Morality is responsibility to
2 given set of conditions. The further the modern sys-
tem develops in the direction that it has taken 'For two
! generations — the more anti-traditional our society will
| become, and the more difficult it will- be to pass on the
' fragments of the traditions that we inherit. '

The higher myth of religion, the lower myth of his-

tory, even ordinary codes of cundm_:t, cannot preserve
- themselves; indeed they do not exist apart from our
| experience. Since the most significant .fojamre of our

experience is the way we 111:31& our lwmg, the eco-
nomic basis of life is the soil out of which all the
- forms, good or bad, of our experience must come.
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