THE MAN OF LETTERS AND
THE FUTURE OF EUROPE'

By T. S. ELIOT j\o
wish first to define the sense in which I shall use the tern r"‘ )
I “man of letters.” 1 shall mean the writer for whom his

writing is primarily an arz, who is as much concerned with
style as with content; the understanding of whose writings, there-
fore, depends as much upon appreciation of style as upon com-
prehension of content. This is primarily the poet (including the
dramatic poet), and the writer of prose fiction. To give emphasis
to these two kinds of writer is not to deny the title “man of
Jetters” to writers in many other fields: it is simply a way of
solating the problem of responsibility of the man of letters qua
man of letters; and if what I have to say is true for the poet and
the novelist, it will also be true for other writers in so far as they .
are “artists.” \N‘n

The first responsibility of the man of letters is, of course, his
responsibility towards his art, the same, which neither time nor
arcumstance can abate or modify, that other artists have: that is,
he must do his best with the medium in which he works. He
differs from other artists, in that his medium is his language: fve
do not all paint pictures, and we are not all musicians, but we all
talk. This fact gives the man of letters a special responsibility

“This essay is reprinted by permission of Me. T. S. Eliot from the Norwegian maga-
zine T Norsemax.
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towards everybody who speaks the same language, a responsi-
bility which workers in other arts do not share. But, in general,
special responsibilities which fall upon the man of letters at any
time must take second place to his permanent responsibility as a
literary artist. However, the man of letters is not, as a rule,
exclusively engaged upon the production of works of art. He has
other interests, like anybody else; interests which will, in all
probability, exercise some influence upon the content and mean-
ing of the works of art which he does produce. He has the same
responsibility, and should have the same concern with the fate of
his country, and with political and social affairs within it, as any
other citizen; and in matters of controversy, there is no more
reason why two men of letters should hold identical opinions, and
support the same party and programme, than why any other two
citizens should. Yet there are matters of public concern, in which
3 the man of letters should express his opinion, and exert his
influence, not merely as a citizen but as a man of letters: and upon
g such matters I think that it is desirable that men of letters should
' agree. In proceeding to suggest some of these, I have no expecta-
tion that all men of letters will agree with me: but if I confined
myself to statements to which all men of letters, as men of letters,
conld give immediate assent, I should only be uttering platitudes.
The man of letters as such, is not concerned with the political
or cconomic map of Europe; but he should be very much con-
cerned with its cultural map. This problem, involving the re-
ations of different cultures and languages in Europe, must have
presented itself first, to the man of letters, as a domestic problem:
in this context, foreign affairs are merely an extension of domestic
\ o affairs. Nearly every country, that has been long settled, is a
composite of different local cultures; and even when it is com-
pletely homogeneous in race, it will, between east and west, or
more often between north and south, exhibit differences of speech,
of customs, and of ways of thinking and feeling. A small country
of course, is usually assumed by foreigners to be much more
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unified than it really is: and although the educated foreigner is
aware that Britain contains within its small area several races and
several languages, he may underestimate the importance of both
the friction, and the often happy combination toward a common

end, of the different types. It is a commonplace that-industsialism
(of which totalitarianism is a political expression) tends to ob-

literate these differences, to uproot men from their ancestral

habmmm~busi ness &,/
centres;-or-to-send-themhitheramd thither a5 tive Teeds-of-manu- ,Z

factm.-c-:m"d‘ iSEribuT I ; its political aspect, in- ¥
dustridlisiT tends ¥o centralize the direction of aFirsinone large ’%
metropolis;and to diminish that interest in, and control over -
Jocal affaits by Which men gain political experience and sense of’ 4
responsibility. Against this tendency; “regiomism™=as—ir-the . %
demand, from time to time, For greater local autonomy in Scof, %
land or in Wales—is a protest. 7Y,

It has often been the weakness of “regionalist” movements, to 5' h‘é
assume that a cultural malady can be cured by political means; to 4 '
ascribe, to individuals belonging to the dominant culture, malig- /‘.‘AZ
nant intentions of which they may be innocent ; and, by not prob-
ing deep cnough into the causes, to prescribe a superficial rem-
edy. By the materialist, these regional stirrings are often ’2'
regarded with derision. The man of letters, who should be
peculiarly qualified to respect and to criticize them, should be able
to take a longer view than either the politician or the local patriot.

HLshould know that neither in a complete and universal unj-
formity, nor in an isolated self-sufficiency, can cum;
that a local and a general culture are so far from being in coniic-t,
that they are truly necessary to each other. To the engineering
mind, the idea of a universal uniformity on the one hand or the
idea of complete autarchy on the other, is more easily apprehen-
sible. The union of local cultures in a general culture is more
difficult to conceive, and more difficult to realize. But the man of
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letters should know that uniformity means the obliteration of
culture, and thxt self-suffri 5 its death by starvation.

" The man of letters should see also, that within any cultural

unit, 2 proper balance of rural and urban life is essential. With-
out great cities—great, not necessarily in the modern material
sense, but great by being the meeting-place of 2 society of superior
mind and more polished manners—the culture of a nation will
never rise above 2 rustic level; without the life of the soil from
which to draw its strength, the urban culture must lose its source

“.C}df strength and rejuvenescence. Fortunatus et ille qui deos novis

agrestes.

What we learn from 2 study of conditions within our own
countries, we can apply to the cultural economy of Europe. The
primary aim of politics, at the end of a great war, must be, of
course, the establishment of a peace, and of a peace which will
endure. But at diffcrent times, different notions of what con-
ditions are necessary for peace may prevail. At the end of the last
war, the idea of peace was associated with the idea of indepen-
dence and freedom: it was thought that if each nation managed
all its own affairs at home, and transacted its foreign political
affaits through a League of Nations, peace would be perpetually
assured. 1t was an idea which disregarded the uuity of European
culture. At the end of this war, the idea of peace is more likely to
be associated with the idea of efficiency—that is, with whatever can
be planned. This wou o distegard the diversit ean

lture. It is not that “culture” is in danger of being ignored: on

e contrary, I think that culture might be safer if it were less
talked about. But in this talk of “culture,” the notion of a Eu-
ropean culture—a culture with several sub-divisions, other than
national boundaries, within it, and with various crossing threads of
relationship between countries, but still a recognizable universal
European culture—is not very prominent: and there is a danger
that the importance of the various cultures may be assumed to be
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in Proportion to the size, population, wealth and power of the
nations,

I have mentioned the problem of regional diversities of race
and culture within one nation (as in Great Britain) not merely as
a helpful anslogy to the diversity of Europe, but because I think
the two problems are essentially one and the same. I do not think
that 2 unity between the main regional cultures of Europe is
possible, unless each of the units is itself comprehensive of con-
siderable diversity. A completely unified national culture, such
as has been the ambition of German ideologues and politicians, for
the last hundred years and more, to bring about in Germany,
tends to become, as is easily seen from a purely political point of
view, a menace to its neighbours. What is not so immediately
obvious is that, from a cultural point of view, a nation so com-
pletely unified is a menace to itself. can all see that in a na
tion the citizens of which have been tﬁmﬁcﬁfﬁcr
as br&rs, we shall find the brotherliness intensified by, and in
turn mntensitying, a common hatred of foreigners., We can even
say that a nation 1n which a good deal of internal bickering and
quarrelling does not go on, cannot be a desirable member of the
European community of nations. But I think that 2 nation which
is completely unified culturally, will cease to produce any culture:
so that there must be a certain amount of internal cultural bicker-
ing if it is to achieve anything in the way of art, thought and
spiritual activity—and thereby make its contribution to the cul-
ture of Europe.

The achievement of a creative balance of local and racial forces,
within a single nation or between the communities of Europe,
seems to me, however, nothing like so easy as some theorists like
Professor E. H. Carr, whose attention is concentrated upon purely
political problems, scem to believe. “There is every reason to
suppose,” says Professor Carr in his Conditions of Peace, “that
considerable numbers of Welshmen, Catalans and Uzbeks have
quite sufficiently solved the problem of regarding themselves as
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good Welshmen, Catalans and Uzbeks for some purposes and
good British, Spanish and Soviet citizens for others.” 1 do not
know how considerable numbers of Catalans and Uzbeks feel

about it; but so far as the Welsh are concerned, Professor Carr -

seems to me to have answered a question which no Welshman
would ask. The majority of Welsh, 1 have no doub't, would re-
gard themselves as both “good Welsh” an “good Brltons’.’ (apart
from the fact that the Welsh have a better zmcest.ral claim than
most of us in this island to regard themselves as Britons—but Mr.
Carr has been a professor at Aberystwyth, so he ought to k.now):
the question for them is, whether Welsh culnfrc can mafntmn anfi
develop itself against the pressure towards mdxfferentlatec‘l uni-
formity which is exerted from London. The same question is
asked in Scotland; the same question should be asked in every
county of England which has not alread}z been absorbefif bl};
London or by some great provincial industrial town. Andifa

the parts of Britain lose their local culturf:§, they will have noth-
ing to contribute to the formation of British Fulturc, and conse-
quently, Britain will have nothing to contribute to European

re. .
KC“J;“ have suggested that the cultural health qf .Europe, i.ncludl‘ng
the cultural health of its component parts, 1s 1.ncom‘pat1ble with
extreme forms of both nationalism and intcrnaf:qnalxsr.n. But the
cause of that disease, which destroys the very soil in which cu.lt.urc
has its roots, is not so much extreme ideas, and the fana‘tnasm
which they stimulate, as the relentless pressure of modern indus-
trialism, setting the problems which the extreme ideas attempt to
solve. Not least of the effects of industrialism is that we !)ecome
mechanized in mind, and consequently attemp.t to prov:dc' so-
lutions in terms of engineering, for problems which are essentially

/

problems of Zife. '

I may secm, in the foregoing pages, to have been departmg
further and further from the subject of this paper; thc- responsi-
bility of the man of letters. Political problems will continue to be
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dealt with by politicians, and economic problems by economists;
and there must continually be compromises between the political
and the economic points of view. And just as these are not two
wholly separate areas of activity, which can be satisfactorily dealt
with by two mutually independent groups of specialists, so the
“cultural” area cannot be isolated from either of these. It would
be very convenient if it were so, and if the men of letters, and the
other people whose special concern may be said to be matters of
“culture,” could pursue their policies indifferent to what happens
in the political and economic realms. The assumption that such
a clear separation of activities can be made, seems to underlie such
a statement of Professor Carr’s as the following:

The existence of a more or less homogeneous racial or lin-
guistic group bound together by a common tradition and the
cultivation of a common culture must cease to provide a
prima facie case for the setting up or the maintenance of an
independent political unit. (Conditions of Peace, p. 62.)

One cannot say that this statement, as it stands, is unacceptable.
But it needs qualification; for, otherwise, one might infer from it
that the “culturc” of a “more or less homogeneous racial or lin-
guistic group bound together by a common tradition and the cul-
tivation of a common culture” can flourish unimpaired, whatever
its degree of political subordination. In other words, 1 raise the
question whether the culture of such a group can remain inde-
pendent, without some degree of political independence: though
on the other hand, I assert that compleze cultural autarchy is not
compatible with the existence of a2 common European culture.
The world’s real problems arc in practice a complex, usually a
confusion, of political, economic, cultural and religious considera-
tions; in one or another situation, one or more of these will be
sacrificed to the one which is, in that situation, the most com-
pulsive; but every one of them involves the rest.

The responsibility of the man of letters at the present time,
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according to this point of view, is neither to ignore politics and
economics, nor, certainly, to desert literature in order to pre-
capitate himself into controversy on matters which he does not
understand. But he should be vigilantly watching the conduct of
politicians and economists, for the purpose of criticizing and
warning, when the decisions and actions of politicians and econ-
omists are likely to have cultural consequences. Of these con-
sequences the man of letters should prepare himself to judge.
Of the possible cultural consequences of their activities, politicians
and economists are usually oblivious; the man of letters is better
qualified to foresee them, and to perceive their seriousness.’

I should not like to give the impression that I assume there to
be a definite frontier, between the matters of direct and those of
indirect concern to the man of letters. In matters of Education,
for instance, he is less directly concerned with the problems of
organization and administration of popular instruction, than he is
with the content of education. He should certainly be aware, of
what many persons seem to be ignorant, that it is possible to have
2 high state of culture with very little education, and a great deal
of education without any consequent improvement of culture:
from some points of view he will not take education quite so
seriously as other people seem to do. But he is very much con-
cerned with the maintenance of guality, and with the constant
reminder of what is easily overlooked: that, if we had to choose,
it would be better that a few people should be educated well, than
that everyone should be educated moderately well. He should
also be particularly concerned with the maintenance of those ele-
ments in education which the several European nations have in
the past had in common. . We are not only in danger of, we are
actually suffering from, excessive nationalism in education. The

common higher elements of European secular education are, I

*A casc in point is the recent Education Act in this country, No one so far, appeans
to have devoted any attention to the probable effects of such a measure upon English
culture: even the ecclesiastics have not arrived at any definite view of tg: probable
effects upon English religion.
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presume, the cultivation of Latin and Greek language and litera-
ture, and the cultivation of pure science. At a time when science
is chiefly advertised for the sake of the practical benefits, from in-
vention and discovery, which the application of science may con-
fer, the reminder is perhaps not inappropriate, that applied science
is always liable to be contaminated by political and economic
motives, and that inventions and discoveries appeal to people as
often for their usefulness in getting the better of other people, in
peace and in war, as for their common benefits to mankind. And
also, that it is not the use of the same machines and the enjoy-
ment of the same comforts and therapeutic aids, that can establish
and develop a common mind, 2 common culture. I speak of™|
science with some hesitation: but I am wholly convinced that
for the preservation of any European culture, as well as for
the health of its national components, a perpetual cultivation of
the sources of that culture, in Greece and Rome, and a continual
refreshment from them, are necessary. 1 should say Israel also,
but that I wish to confine myself, so far as that is possible, to the

@
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cultural, rather than the religious aspect.

There are other matters over which the man of letters should
exercise constant surveillance: matters which may, from time tg
time, and here and there, present themselves with immediate
urgency. Such are the questions which arise in particular con-
texts, when the freedom of the man of letters is menaced. I have
in mind, not merely questions of censorship, whether political,
religious or moral: my experience tells me that these issues must
be faced as they arise. I have in mind also the dangers which
may come from official encouragement and patronage of the arts;
the dangers to which men of letters would be exposed, if they be-
came, in their professional capacity, servants of the State.” Mod-~

ern governments are very much aware of the new invention

*Formerly, English men of letters often found their livelihood in the Civil Service.
But this kind of dependence upon the State enabled them to be all the freer to follow
their own aims and observe their own consciences as writers. This was a very different
thing from serving the State as men of Letters. In the future it scems likely that Civil
Servants will be far too tusy to be authors in their spare time, and that the Civil
Service will not enlist men of this type.
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. The “republic” or (to use a stronger term) the “fraternity” of
letters does not, fortunately, demand that all men of letters
‘ should love one another—there always have been, and always
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“cultural propaganda,” even when the governors are not re-
markably sensitive to culture: and, however necessary cultural
propaganda may be under modern conditions, we must be alert to
the fact that all propaganda can be perverted.

As I said earlier, I do not expect that all men of letters, in every
country of Europe, will concur with my views; but I venture to
hope that some of them will agree, that there is a range of public
problems in which we all have, irrespective of nationality, lan-

uage or political bias, 2 common interest, and about which we

ight hope to have a common mind; and I hope that some wi
agree that I have stated some of these problems. Such agreement
would give more content to the phrase “the republic of letters.”

will be, jealousy and intrigue amongst authors: but it dees imply
that we have a mutual bond, and a mutual obligation to a common
ideal; and that on some questions we should speak for Europe,
even when we speak only to our fellow-countrymen.




