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Tradition and Orthodoxy
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A_RECENT first visit to Virginia afforded me
an aﬂ ropriate occasion to reconsider a subject on
which, some fifteen years ago, | wrote an essay entitled
“Tradition and the Individual Talent”. In the South
one finds, 1 imagine, at least some recollection of a
“tradition”, such as the influx of foreign populations
has almost effaced in some parts of the North, and
such as never established itseﬁ" in the West: though it
is hardly to be expected that a tradition here, 2ny more
than anywhere else, should be found in healthy and
flourishing growth.

I have been much interested, since the publication
a few years ago of a book called I'll Take My Stand,
in what is sometimes called the agrarian movement
in the South, and look forward to any further state-
ments by the same group of writers. My first, and
no doubt superficial impressions of their country—
I speak as a New Englander—have strengthened my
feeling of sympathy with those authors: no one,
surely, can cross the Potomac for the first time with-
out being struck by differences so great that their
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extinction could only mean the death of both cultures.
1 had previously been led to wonder, in travelling from
Boston to New York, at what point Connecticut
ceases to be a New England state and is transformed
into 2 New York suburb; but to cross into Virginia is
as definite an experience as to cross from England to
Wales, almost as definite as to cross the English Chan-
nel. And the differences here, with no difference of
language or race to support them, have had to sur-
vive the immense pressure towards monotony exerted
by the industrial expansion of the latter part of the
nineteenth and the first part of the twentieth century.
The Civil War was certainly the greatest disaster in
the whole of American history; it is just as certainly a
disaster from which the country has never recovered,
and perhaps never will: we are always too ready to
assume that the good effects of wars, if any, abide
permanently while the ill effects are obliterated by
time. Yet I think that the chances for the re-establish-
ment of a native culture are perhaps better in the South
than in New England. The Southerners are farther
away from New York; they have been less industrial-
ized and less invaded by foreign races; and they
have a more opulent soil.

My local feelings were stirred very sadly by my
first view of New England, on arriving from Montreal,
and journeying all one day through the beautiful deso-
late country of Vermont. Those hills had once, I sup-
pose, been covered with primeval forest; the forest
was razed to make sheep pastures for the English set-
tlers; now the sheep are gone, and most of the
descendants of the settlers, and a new forest appeared
blazing with the melancholy glory of Ocrober maple
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and beech and birch scattered among the evergreens;
and after this procession of scarlet and golden and
purple wilderness you descend to the sordor of the
halt-dead mill towns of southern New Hampshire and
Massachuserts. It is not necessarily those lands which
are the most fertile or most favoured in climate that
seem to me the happiest, but those in which a long
struggle of adaptation between man and his environ-
ment has brought out the best qualities of both; in
which the landscape has been moulded by numerous
generations of one race, and in which the landscape
i turn has modified the race to its own character.
And those New England mountains seemed to me to
give evidence of a human success so meagre and
transitory as to be more desperate than utter failure.
I know very well that the aim of the “neo-agrarians”
in the South will be qualified as quixotic, as a hopeless
stand for a cause which was lost long before they were
born. It will be said that the whole current of economic
determinism is against thém, and economic determin-
ism is today a god before whom we all fall down and
worship with all kinds of music. I believe that these
matters may ultimately be determined by what people
want; that when anything is generally accepted as de-
sirable, economic laws can be upset in order to achieve
it; that it does not so much matter at present whether
any measures put forward are practical, as whether
the aim is a good aim, and the alternatives mtoleral.alg.
There are, at the present stage, more serious diffi-
culties in the revival or establishment of a tradition
and a way of life, which require immediate con-
sideration. .
Tradition is not solely, or even primarily, the main-
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tenance of cerrain dogmatic beliefs; these beliefs have
come to take their living form in the course of the
formation of a tradition. What I mean by tradition in-
volves all those habirual actions, habits and customs,
from the most significant religious rite to our conven-
tional way of greeting a stranger, which represent the
blood kinship of “the same people living in the same
place”. It involves a good deal which can be called
taboo: that this word is used in our time in an almost
exclusively derogatory sense is to me a curiosity of
some significance. We become conscious ‘of these
items, or conscious of their importance, usually only
after they have begun to fall into desuetude, as we are
aware of the leaves of a tree when the autumn wind
begins to blow them off—when they have separately
ceased to be vital. Energy may be wasted at that point
in a frantic endeavour to collect the leaves as they fall
and gum them onto the branches: but the sound tree
will put forth new leaves, and the dry tree should be
put to the axe. We are always in danger, in clinging to
an old tradition, or attempting to re-establish one, of
confusing the vital and the unessential, the real and the
sentimental. Qur second danger is to associate tradi-
tion with the immovable; to think of it as something
hostile to all change; to aim to rerurn to some previous
condition which we imagine as having been capable of
reservation in perpetuity, instead of aiming to stimu-
Ete the life which produced that condition in its time.
It is not of advantage to us to indulge a sentimental
attitude towards the past. For one thing, in even the
very best living tradition there is always a mixcure of
cod and bad, and much that deserves criticism; and
?or another, tradition is not a matter of feeling alone.
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Nor can we safely, without very critical examination,
dig ourselves in smbboml{ to a few dggmatlc notions,
for what is a healthy belief at one time may, unless
it is one of the few fundamental things, be a pernicious
prejudice at another. Nor should we cling to traditions
as a way of asserting our superiority over less favoured
eoples. What we can do is to use our minds, remem-
ering that a tradition without intelligence is not
worth having, to discover what is the be_st life for us
not as a politcal abstraction,‘but asa parflcular eople
in a particular place; what in the é:aSt is worth pre-
serving and what should be rejected; and what condi-
tions, within our power to bnyg a!_;out, yvould foster
the society that we desire. Stability is obviously neces-
sary. You are hardly likely to develop tradition except
where the bulk of the population is relatively so well
off where it is that it has no incentive or pressure to
move about. The population should be homogeneous;
where two or more cultures exist in the same
place they are likely either to be fiercely self-
conscious or both become adulterate_.". What s
still more important is unity of religious back-
ground; and reasons of race and religion combine to
make any large number of free-thinking Jews unde-
sirable. There must be a proper balance between
urban and rural, industrial and agricultural develop-
ment. And a spirit of excessive tolerance is to be
deprecated. )
%Ve must also remember that—in spite of every
means of transport that can be devised—the local com-

iginal distinc-
® Or else you may get a caste system based on original
tions x;‘e mz, 18 inylndin: which is a .very different matter fron;
dasses, which presuppose homogeneity of race and a .‘undamenér
equality. But social classes, as distinct from economic classes, hardly
exist today.
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mumty must always be the most permanent, and that
the concept of the nation is by no means fixed and n-
variable.® It is, so to speak, only one fluctuating circle
of loyalties between the centre, the family and the
local community, and the periphery of humanity en-
tire. Its strength and its geographical size depend upon
the comprehensiveness of a way of life which can !?ar—
monize ;)arts.thh distinct local characters of their
own. When it becomes no more than a centralized
machinery it may affect some of jts parts to their detri-
ment, or to what they believe to be their detriment;
and we get the regional movements which have ap-
peared within recent years. It is only a law of natur}«)z,
that local patriotism, when it represents a distinct tra-
dition an .culture, takes precedence over a more
abstract national patriotism,

ofS\;hi;?:; Ihl;:zebzgllly ronounced a few doctrines all
c!o not intpnq to trespass upon their fields. I wish
sim .ly to indicate the connotation which the temm
tradition has for me, before proceeding to associate
1t with the concept of orthodoxy, which seems to me
more fundamental (with jts opposite, beterodoxy, for
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which I shall also use the term beresy) than the pair
classicism-romanticism which is frequently used.

As we use the term tradition to include a good deal
more than “traditional religious beliefs”, so I am here
giving the term orthodoxy a similar inclusiveness; and
though of course I believe that a right tradition for us
must be also a Christian tradition, and that orthodoxy
in general implies Christian orthodoxy, I do not pro-
pose to lead the present discussion to a theological
conclusion. '

The relation between tradition and orthodoxy in
the past is evident enough; as is also the great differ-
ence there may be between being an orthodox Chris-
tian and a member of the Tory Party. But Con-
servatism, so far as it has ever existed, so far as it
has ever been intelligent, and not merely one of the -
names for hand-to-mouth party politics, has been as-
sociated with the defense of tradition, ideally if not
often in fact. On the other hand, there was certainly,
a hundred years ago, a relation between the Liberal-
ism which attacked the Church and the Liberalism
which appeared in politics. According to a contem-
porary, William Palmer, the former
were eager to eliminate from the Prayer-book the belief
in the Scriptures, the Creeds, the Atonement, the worship
of Christ. They called for the admission of Unitarian in-

fidels as fellow-believers. They would eviscerate the
Prayer-book, reduce the Articles to a deistic formulary,
abolish all subscriptions or adhesions to formulsries, and
reduce religion to a state of amarchy and dissolution.
These notions were widely spread. The?r were advocated
in numberless publications, and greedily received by a
democratic, thoughtless public. . . . Christionity, as it
had existed for eighteen centuries, was unrepresented in
this turmoil. [Quoted in Northern Carbolicism, p- 9.1
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It is well to remember i
wel that this sort of Liberalism
g&ﬁf};ﬂfiz :St;]ri;ugr{t ilg?\l it is also well to rememgz;
. stll. Not many months
En article by an eminent Liberal cﬁvine frox:g\c;rl{ilt-:?lacl]
ave preserved the following sentence:

We now have at hand an
\ 2n apparatus which, th
yet able to discover reality, is fully competenttt: :l ::lt?foi
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sake. The artist’s concern with originality, certainly,
may be considered as largely negative: he wishes only
to avoid saying what has already been said as well as
possible. But I am not here occupied with the stand-
ards, ideals, and rules which the artist or writer should
set before himself, but with the way in which his work
should be taken by the reader; not with the aberra-
tions of writers, but with those of readers and critics.
To assert that a work is “original” should be very
modest praise: it should be no more than to say that
the worﬁ is not patently negligible.

Contemporary literature may conveniently be di-
vided as follows. There is first that which atrempts to
do what has already been done perfectly, and it is to
this superfluous kind of writing that the word “tradi-
tional” is commonly applied: mi{zlx_pplicd. for the
word itself implies a movement. Tradition cannot
mean standing still. Of course, no writer ever admits
to himself that he has 7o originality; but the fact that
a writer can be satisfied to use the exact idiom of a
predecessor is very suspicious; you cannot write satire
in the line of Pope or the stanza of Byron. The second
kind of contemporary writing aims at an exaggerated
novelty, a novelty usually of a trifling kind, which
conceals from the uncritical reader a fundamental com-
monplaceness. If you examine the work of any great
innovator in chronological order, you may expect to
find thar the author has been driven on, step by step,
in his innovations, by an inner necessity, and that the
novelry of form has rather been forced upon him by
his material than deliberately sought. It is well also to
remember that what any one writer can contribute in
the way of “originality” is very small indeed, and has

TRADITION AND ORTHODOXY
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;)nf;:n a pitifully small relation to the mass of his writ-
As for the small number of writers, in this or an
other period, who are worth taking seriously, I arz
very far from asserting that any of these is wholl
orthodox” or even that it would be relevant to ran{
them according to degrees of orthodoxy. It s not fair
for one thmg, to judge the individual by what can be’
actual ‘only in society as a whole; and most of us are
heretical in one way or another. Nor is the responsi-
bility solely with the individual. Furthermore eiie es-
sental of any important heresy is not simply that it i
wrong: it 1s that 1t is partly right. It is characteristic of
the more interesting heretics, in"the context in which
I use the term, that they have an exceptionally acute
perception, or profound insight, of some part. of the
truth; an insight more important often than the in-
direct perceptions of those who are aware of more
but less acutely aware of anything: So far as we are
able to redress the balance, effect the compensation
ourselves, we may find such authors of the greatest
value. If we value them as they value themselves we
shall go astray. And in the present state of affairs, with
the low degree of education to be expected of l,aublic
and of reviewers, we are more likely to go wrong than
right; we must remember too, that an heresy is apt to
have a seductive simplicity, to make a direct andpper-
suasive appeal to intellect and emotions, and to be al-
together more plausible than the truth. .

It will already have been observed that my contrast
of heresy and orthodoxy has some analogy to the m(;re
usual one of romanticism and classicism?and I wish Eo
emphasize this analogy myself, as a safeguard against
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carrying it too far. I would wish in any case to make
the point that these are not matters with which crea-
tive writers can afford to bother over-much, or mat-
ters with which they do, as a rule, in practice greatly
concern themselves. It is true that from time to time
writers have labelled themselves “romanticists” or
“classicists”, just as they have from time to time banded
themselves together under other names. These names
which groups of writers and artists give themselves
are the delight of professors and historians of litera-
ture, but should not be taken very seriously; their chief
value is temporary and political—that, simply, of help-
ing to make the authors known to a contemporary
ublic; and I doubt whether any poet has ever done
himself anything but harm by attempting to write as
2 “romantic” or as a “classicist”. No sensible author, in
the midst of something that he is trying to write, can
stop to consider whether it is going to be romantic
or the opposite. At the moment when one writes, one
is what one i, and the damages of a lifetime, and of
having been born into an unsettled or a torpid society,
cannot be repaired at the moment of composition.
The danger of using terms like “romantic” and
“classic”—this does not however give us permission
to avoid them altogether—does not spring so much
-from the confusion caused by those who use these
terms about their own worl, as from inevitable shifts
of meaning in context. We do not mean quite the same
thing when we speak of a writer s romantic, as we do
when we speak of a literary period as romantic. Fur-
thermore, we may have in mind, on any particular
occasion, certain virtues or vices more or less justly
associated with one term or the other, and it is doubt-

TRADITION AND ORTHODOXY



[524] THE AMERICAN REVIEW

ful whether there is any total sum of virtues or of
v:)crfisu “flpchfmay be arrogated to either class. Thero0
?udlenégﬁm(;:; systematic misunderstanding, and for
e contra t]-lrsy, ba're accordingly almost ideal; and
Ciscussion of ¢ s;:_ su )egt is ggngrally conducted by ex-
Cirement ¢ f ion an: pre]udlce., rather than by rea-
son. rcx:zesy - :;gesthls 1; tll)\e ThOSt important point~the
ented by these two terms are not

;ﬁcllllsﬁls cal:) be confined to a purely literary context.
g them, you are ultimately bringing in all hu-

malm values, and according to your own scheme of
:l: uanolr:. A thqrogghgoxpg classicist is likely to be 2
bi:)tr.o:og ! ::ng mdi;nd;lghgt, like the late Irving Bab-

; SO 1 ne should be o i i
tcr‘n)‘rls, against being thorough;oi%léa:rd’ 1 g such
i henbwe press such a term to an exactness which it
will not bear, confusions are bound to occur. Such, for
Instance, is the association sometimes madé bem’r
classicism and Carholicism. It is possible for a r:en
to adhere to both; but he should not be under the del:n
f:]on that the connection is necessarily objective: i;
n :i}trysparsmiigifrpm] some unity within himself, but that
uni w‘orld ﬁfn!g im, may not be valid for the rest of
che world. you cannot treat on the same footing
l maintenance of religious and literary principles, 1
have said ‘t‘hat you cannot restrict the terms “rgma-n-
tic” and “classical”, as professors of literature ¢

]x;emently do, to the literary context; but on the or?ug-
and you cannot wholly free them from that cont :
gl’;l:;l;s '{]lllere 1.1 surfly something wrong when a crii)i{;
works of art neatly into one group and the

:;h:r aﬂdl the\?V plumps for the romantic gr ths classical
whole. Whichever you like in theory, it is sus-
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picious if you prefer works altogether of one class in
practice: probably you have either made the terms
merely names for what you admire and for what you
do not, or you have forced and falsified your tastes.”
Here again is the error of being too thoroughgoing.

I may as well admit at this point that in this discus-
sion of terms | have my own log to roll. Some years
ago, in the preface to a small volume of essays, I made
2 sort of summary declaration of faith mn matters
religious, political, and literary.** The facility with
which this statement has been quoted has helped to
reveal to me that as it stands the statement is mjudi-
cious. It may suggest that the three subjects are of
equal importance to me, which is not so; it may suggest
that T accept all three beliefs on the same grounds,
which is not so; and it may suggest that I believe that
they all hang together or fall together, which would be
the most serious misunderstanding of all. That there
are connections for me 1 of course admit, but these
iluminate my own mind rather than the external
world; and I now see that there was danger of sug-
gesting to outsiders that the Faith is a political princi-
ple or a literary fashion, and the sum of all a dramatic
posture.

From another aspect also I have a personal interest
in the clearing up of the use of the terms with which
I have been concerned. My friend Dr. Paul Elmer
More is not the first critic to call attention to an appar-
ent incoherence berween my verse and my critical

o For instance: two of my own favourite authors are Sir Thomas

Malory and Racine. .
oo Eprron's Nore: “The general point of view may be described as

classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and Anglo-Catholic in
religion.” (For Lancelot Andresves, p. vii.)
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f:::’z;:hl?;;gh he g the first whose perplexity on this
caused me any distress. I
that while I mainrai ot opiions rer
: n the most correct opinions i
W . ! nions in m
;::;gn::m, I do nothing but violate thempin my verse}t
and nousshz:g):ai; u;‘ 2 double, if not double-faced rale I
this marter. I am not, of ¢ inte
th ; ourse, inter-
:s)tgtiis g?; (;'.hose critics who praise my criticism in order
to disere dl.t m}:] verse, or those who praise my verse in
prder ¢ 2lmxscr:I 1t my opinions in religious or social af-
s 52 D: A% mtcl:restcd 1(:; answering those critics
X . More, have paid me the compli
served or not does not h P g o
ere matter—of expressi
approval of both. I sh in one’s prose re.
ﬂp - I'should say that in one’
¢ I she s prose re-
A .
A }::;g:ssizn:h?z‘ 'le.gmn}ately be occupied wi}:h ideals,
1ng of verse one can onl i
: ¢ y deal with
;z;z:ag;)é. V\‘,7(}/‘1;)@(! (I) woulcll_ as]k, 1s most religious verse so
ad; es so litcle religion
o ond gious verse reach the
of poetry? Largely, I thi
hest levels of : think, because of
a pious insincerity. The capaci f itir ¥
rity. acity for writing poetry is
::;z‘, the capacity for religious emotion of t%lf ﬁrstryin-
by b:-,?;; :‘s: rare; and it is to be expected that the existence
of bor asmcmes in the same individual should be rarer
sull. eop: chwho write devotional verse are usually
e Egkas they want to feel, rather than as they do
el i ew:;e, In an age like the present, it could only
nin]‘:loetr)lr1 of the very greatest rank that could be gen-
cal".y what ?r. More would be obliged to call “classi-
ey poets ‘I) lower ability—that is all bur such as half
“c]asse.n FF;‘) haps in the world’s history—could only be
A mxgad' hy being pseudo-classical; by being unfaith-
fu necms:xsr ;r:zst (t;c)l tllmr eli:pcrience. It should hardly
add that the “classical” is
¢ ] ust as un-
predictable as the romantic, and that most o]f us would
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not recognize a classical writer if he appeared, so queer
and horrifying he would seem even to those who

clamour for him.

I hold—in summing up—that a tradition is rather 2
way of feeling and acting which characterizes a group
throughout generations; and that it must largely be, or
that many of the elements in it must be, unconscious;
whereas the maintenance of orthodoxy is a matter
which calls for the exercise of all our conscious in-
telligence. The two will therefore considerably com-
plement each other. Not only is it possible to conceive
of a tradition being definitely bad; a good tradition
might, in changing circumstances, become ouc of date.
Tradition has not the means to criticize itself; it m?r
perpetuate much that is trivial or of transient signifi-
cance as well as what is vital and gcrmanent. And
while tradition, being a matter of good habits, is neces-
sarily real only in a social group, orthodoxy exists
whether realized in anyone’s thought or not. Ortho-
doxy also, of course, represents a consensus between

the living and the dead: buca whole generation might
conceivably pass without any orthodox thought; or,
as by Athanasius, orthodm(:iy may be upheld by one
man against the world. Tra ition may be conceived as
a by-product of right living, not to be aimed at di-
rectly. It is of the blood, so to speak, rather than of the
brain: it is the means by which the virality of the past
enriches the life of the present. In the co-operation of
poth is che reconciliation of thought and fecling. The
concepts of romantic and classic are both more himited
in scope and less definite in meaning. Accordingly
they do not carry with them the implication of abso-



(528] THE AMERICAN REVIEW

lute value which those who have defended one against
the other would give them: it is only in particular con-
texts that they can be contrasted in this way, and there
are always values more important than any that either
of these terms can adequately represent.

[This article i1 based on one of the Page-Barbour Lectures given
by Mr. Eliot at the University of Virginia, 1933.]



