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INTRODUCTION

Man, Far from Home

The man is sitting on the shore, looking out upon the sea, his arms about his knees. That’s what he has done for a long time now, longer than he can remember. He sheds a tear.

All around him is beauty. The sea glints with the light and play of wine. The breeze is gentle, and the plane trees and the oaks dapple the hill behind him with shade. He hears the chatter of a bird above—a kingfisher, circling about and suddenly plunging into the shallows beak-first. Will he come out with his dinner? The man is distracted for a moment. Yes, there he is—but no dinner. Well, he will get his fish before long. All is well with the bird, and with the fish that swam away from his enemy.

In all the world, only the man is lost, only the man is not well.

It’s a beautiful world, often a world of terror and pain, but always beautiful. So it seems to the man when he is not sighing and sitting on the shore. He has lived all his life in places where the weather was warm and mild and men and women spent most of their waking hours out of doors, by the sea, atop high and rocky hills, on windy plains beneath the endless sky, and in deep mysterious valleys where the winding river was so clearly a god that it seemed a holy thing to bathe your feet in his waters. He has an eye for beauty. It is the great heritage of his people.

She, the woman who is keeping him here on the island, she the goddess, who spends most of her day weaving and singing, is beautiful. There is no doubt of that. She loves him, as she might love a favorite pet. In days to come, he will meet a girl who will save his life, when he washes up on a foreign shore naked, half-dead, soiled with seaweed and brine. She will be taller than her girlfriends, and a goddess will fill her heart with courage, so that she will not run away from him as they do but stand her ground and listen to his tale of suffering. “I was on the island of Delos once,” he said, “and I saw a palm tree, slender and perfect, and I thought I had never seen so beautiful a thing in my life. You remind me of that palm tree.”

Then there was the beautiful and cunning and dangerous woman, the cause of the war that he and his armies were compelled to fight. He too had been a suitor for her hand in marriage, he and many others. She made her choice, whether out of cunning or caprice or both, he never quite could decide; she chose a good man, but not the best, strong in battle, but not the strongest, certainly no half-wit, but slow to make a decision, handsome enough with his red hair, but not such a form as to cast in bronze. That man was a fool to take her, but he’d have been a greater fool to refuse. Yet that marriage had undone the knees of thousands of good men, whose ashes were scattered by the winds in that faraway land, the land where he had spent ten long years, fighting.

All those women were lovelier than his wife. And when he thought of that, he shed another tear.

Is it a countryside he longs for? What is special about that place, what makes his heart yearn to see it again? You can’t do much with thoroughbred horses there, because the terrain is too rocky. It isn’t a center of commerce, where you might meet many strangers traveling to and fro. It’s good for wheat and raising pigs. He had quite a few pigs, hundreds of them, and many head of cattle; who knows how many of them would be left now?

Is it a large family he left behind? No, the gods never blessed him that way. He was the only son of an only son, and he himself has one son, who was but a baby when he left home with his army, twenty years ago. He remembers one day in particular, and a small and mischievous smile comes to his lips, even with the tear in his eye. He didn’t want to leave. To Hades with the vow he made, to support his red-headed friend if someone should ever try to steal the dangerous woman from him. He pretended to have lost his wits, and strapped himself to his plow like an ox, zigzagging across his fields and making chaos out of them. But a couple of his fellow generals saw through the ruse. They knew his ways. So they took the little baby—Fighter-from-Afar was his name—and placed him in his father’s path. Every time they did that, he would swerve aside.

“Odysseus,” they said, “master mariner, man of many turnings, come now, we see that you are not mad. You too made the vow. You must join us in the war.”

He did, against his will. By now the son must have grown to manhood, and his wife’s hair would be turning gray.

Would it not be easier to give up hope, to stay here on the island, and let things go as they must go, faraway? The goddess is kind. And she has promised him much more than her loyalty. He will not age, so long as he remains with her. Perpetual youth, utter security, on a beautiful island, with a goddess who loves him as you love a pet, and who takes him into her bed every night; plenty of good food, wine, and peace.

A flutter of wings and spray—the kingfisher, with a fish in his beak. All is well, except with the man. He suffers the pang of something bitter and sweet, and more bitter than sweet. Yet he does not wish that the feeling would go away. He cherishes it. It is in his language the algea for the noston: pain for the return, ache for the homecoming.

The Welsh call it hiraeth, “longing,” and in one of their folk songs they say that nobody can tell what exactly hiraeth is, but it brings both great joy and intense pain. That song was written at a time when poor Welshmen were leaving the mines and quarries in the land they loved to go to America or Australia, or Argentina of all places, where there is still a small Welsh-speaking outpost in the pampas, called yr Wladfa, “the colony.”

In German, it is Heimweh, “home-woe,” or Sehnsucht, “seeking to see again”—in English, homesickness. In Italian, you feel mancanza di casa, that is, you are “missing the home,” literally the “house”; it is like a hole in your heart. The Italians also express it by the Greek word that has entered English and is the subject of this book: nostalgia, the ache to turn back home.

Hatred of the Present

Before I return to Odysseus on the shore, I want to spell out what this book is not. It is not a book of misty-eyed adulation of an imagined time that never existed, or of a past that is not ours, and that we half invent, less out of love for anything real than out of hatred of what is. It is not nostalgia as despair. I do not intend simply to be a laudator temporis acti. The poet Edwin Arlington Robinson captured the spirit of that kind of man who indulges fantasies of the past because he sees nothing around him worthy of his love. I will present it in full, because it bears upon our current situation in a most surprising way:

Miniver Cheevy, child of scorn,

Grew lean while he assailed the seasons;

He wept that he was ever born,

And he had reasons.

Miniver loved the days of old

When swords were bright and steeds were prancing;

The vision of a warrior bold

Would set him dancing.

Miniver sighed for what was not,

And dreamed, and rested from his labors;

He dreamed of Thebes and Camelot,

And Priam’s neighbors.

Miniver mourned the ripe renown

That made so many a name so fragrant;

He mourned Romance, now on the town,

And Art, a vagrant.

Miniver loved the Medici,

Albeit he had never seen one;

He would have sinned incessantly

Could he have been one.

Miniver cursed the commonplace

And eyed a khaki suit with loathing;

He missed the medieval grace

Of iron clothing.

Miniver scorned the gold he sought

But sore annoyed was he without it;

Miniver thought, and thought, and thought,

And thought about it.

Miniver Cheevy, born too late,

Scratched his head and kept on thinking;

Miniver coughed, and called it fate,

And kept on drinking.

Miniver Cheevy rests from his labors as if he were almighty God beholding the world he has made and all that is in it. He has responsibilities, which it appears he is slack in fulfilling, because he sometimes is short of money, the gold he scorns, but it’s not pleasant for him to be without it, either. No medieval monk, he. He “dreams” of Thebes, the seven-gated city. Do those dreams include the sagas of parricide and incest and civil war, of Laius and Jocasta, of Oedipus and Creon and Antigone, of Eteocles and Polynices, which in the ancient world made Thebes a byword for unnatural wickedness? He “dreams” of Camelot. Robinson did more than dream of Camelot; he wrote poems set in the Arthurian world. Do Miniver’s dreams include the adultery of Lancelot and Guinevere, which brought destruction to the fellowship of the Round Table? He “dreams” of Priam’s neighbors. Were they the ones who fought alongside the Trojans against the Greeks, or the ones who joined the Greeks out of vengeance or lust for gain?

He flits from the ancient world to the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, or rather what he imagines were these worlds; and they have nothing in common other than that they are not the time and the place where he was born. He calls it “fate,” and gets drunk. John Henry Newman warned against wishing that you were born in another time or place, because the providence of God has willed us to be here, now; these are the neighbors we are to love as ourselves, this is the land which we honor as we honor our mother and father, these are the times that try our souls. That does not mean that we accept everything that happens about us. Newman certainly did not. Nor does it mean that we ignore the wisdom of the past. Newman did not do that, either.

If we think about it, we can see a strange family resemblance between Miniver Cheevy, dreaming of an airy past that never existed while hating the ordinary things in front of him, and the self-styled “progressive,” dreaming of a future that never shall exist, if he has a visionary goal at all, while hating the ordinary things in front of him, too. The secular pessimist and the secular optimist are the same man, with differences not in the mind but in the digestive tract, and neither one is a man of hope. Miniver “views a khaki suit with loathing” because it is not armor. The progressive with an overheated digestive system views it with loathing because it is khaki and not red. The progressive with a pacifist digestive system views it with loathing because it is a military suit of any kind at all. Miniver dreams of ancient Troy, which at least has the virtue of having existed on earth and having been the inspiration for three thousand years of poetry, drama, and art. By no means was all of it in praise: for Dante, that city, queen of Asia, was an exemplar of pride going before a fall:

Mark Troy, in gutted palaces and ash.

Alas, Ilion, the signs for all to see

now show you for a thing of scorn, and trash!1

The progressive dreams of a city that does not exist and can never exist. He ends up building what Edward Banfield called the “Unheavenly City.” I am far from the first to make this observation. The progressive has turned original sin, which afflicts all mankind, into political error, which conveniently afflicts his opponents and not himself. To be saved, in his mind, is not to be transformed by God into newness of life. It is to vote for the right program. How gray, how small! It is to applaud the raising of New Babel, a city of what he imagines to be perfect justice, to be recognized and administered by man, man the foolish, vain, greedy, slothful, vindictive, violent, and lecherous. Miniver may look in the mirror and detest what he sees. The progressive does not own such a mirror. He does not repent of his sins. He turns to a new political candidate. The old and worn-out may then be disposed of, like Trotsky, in blood, or like the mild Hubert Humphrey, in dismissal and oblivion.

Miniver is no lover of tradition. He lives in the United States, but he seems to be moved by none of his people’s songs, holidays, customs, or art. He “would have sinned incessantly,” says Robinson with understated hilarity, “could he have been” a Medici, one of the brilliant and grasping and corrupt overlords of Florence, “albeit he had never seen one.” He might as well long to be an Eskimo, or a Maori spearing the emu on the South Island of New Zealand.

The progressive shares Miniver’s scorn but not his naive generosity. He looks with delight upon nothing that has been. The history of man is a long tale of misery from which we learn nothing except, perhaps, how to avoid doing what people used to do. Only the future, which no one can know, is real to him. For the sake of that idol, all manner of evil and folly can be justified and, in the terrible wars of the twentieth century, has been justified. C. S. Lewis’s shrewd demon, Uncle Screwtape, reveals the general principle:

The Future is, of all things, the thing least like eternity. It is the most completely temporal part of time—for the Past is frozen and no longer flows, and the Present is all lit up with its eternal rays. Hence the encouragement we have given to all those schemes of thought such as Creative Evolution, Scientific Humanism, or Communism, which fix men’s attention on the Future, on the very core of temporality. Hence nearly all vices are rooted in the Future. Gratitude looks to the Past and love to the Present; fear, avarice, lust, and ambition look ahead.2

Hence also does the progressive pontificate about the “judgment of history,” by which he does not mean that we learn from the ineluctable reality of the past about the unchanging features of human nature. He means instead that the future, like a god, or like the Minotaur lurking around the next corner of the maze—the “Minotaur that is history,” said the philosopher and playwright Gabriel Marcel, with trenchant wit—will have its inexorable judgment, which will be in accord with what the progressive desires. That Minotaur is the deity to which he sacrifices mankind. A childless Seattle is his paradise.

I could say more. Robinson’s Miniver has not given himself over to the perverse. He may be wary of trains and cars and modern improvements in the daily stuff of human life, but that is not because he dreams of a world in which computing devices are implanted into human brains. He may weave fantasies of Tristan and Isolde, adultery after the natural fashion. He does not weave fantasies of Tristan and Mark. He sighs for a romance he has never known. He does not feel a frisson of delight in contemplating the surgical mutilation of an ordinary boy. His problems are scorn and ingratitude. He is foolish, but he is not insane. The progressive, assuming that he has signed his soul over to an endless and increasingly chaotic devolution of sexual being, is both foolish and insane. Liquefaction of ice is good. Liquefaction of the brain is not. Miniver loves some things that are beautiful: the prancing steeds. The educational progressive—the “Gaius” and “Titius” of C. S. Lewis’s The Abolition of Man—has adopted as a tenet of his aesthetic faith that there are no such things as good and bad aesthetic judgments. These are all mere brute feelings, and do not touch the question of truth. He therefore no longer believes in beauty as such. But because he wishes to be au courant with the resultant artistic deterioration, he ends up having to pretend he enjoys what is hideous. Hence we have modern architecture, the continual assault upon a normal human being’s perceptions and love; and in this regard, as in many others, the progressive and the culture-dissolving capitalist who finances the progressive’s fun-houses are but ungrateful son and indulgent father.

Beauty and the Home

Neither Robinson’s unfashionable man of the hazy past nor the far more malignant man of the future properly possesses a home. I do not mean to say that no individual human being who calls himself progressive has a roof over his head and cherishes his tomato patch. Men are seldom as bad as the worst of their ideas. I mean that he has no home in principle. Witness the common and continual and changeless call for “change” for the sake of change and the contempt for people who dare to ask whether a particular change is actually for the good. What can “change” without a subject or an object possibly mean? Does a man who loves his wife want to change her from year to year? “Yes,” says the laudator mutationis, “a river runs through our village, a beautiful river. Many are the days I walked along its banks when I was a lad, but it has been also a disappointing river, a river stuck in its mud, a bedridden river, running in the same course for a thousand years and giving nourishment to the birds and beasts and fish, always the same kinds. Why, the green swallows sang the same song when I was a child as they do now. Therefore,” he says, with a sigh, as if making a great sacrifice for other people who may not understand the blessing he confers upon them, a painful decision—that is, painful for others—“therefore, I shall have it dammed a mile upstream, so that I will not have to endure any longer its endless whisper, which speaks of eternity.”

What we love we want to endure.

No man ever said, “I used to play ball on a field that was here—I think it was here. There was a stream at its far end, and a ball hit into it on the fly was a home run. I can’t imagine where any stream would be now. But I am glad, glad indeed, that it no longer exists. I am glad that there’s a tangle of highways here. I am glad that the slender blade of grass is now a mile-broad clover leaf. That’s progress.” Even if he understands that the highway had to be built, he is not glad of the loss. I have never met a single person who was happy that the school he attended, the church where he worshiped, or the old house where he grew up is now dust. It is natural for man to long for home. It is not natural for him to knock out its posts and feed its beams to termites.

The kingdom of God, says Jesus, is the reward of children new-made. If so, then I trust they will feel as did Shakespeare’s wistful King Polixenes in The Winter’s Tale, remembering what it was like to be a child:

We thought there was no more behind

But such a day tomorrow as today,

And to be boy eternal. (I.ii. 65–67)

We will take some time, in this book, to ponder the relationship between man’s return to childhood and his going forth from time into eternity. It is what the modern progressive denies, having once been advised of it by a man named Jesus, and what the pagan can hardly imagine, having never heard of it before.

Why does Odysseus want to go home?

We must rule out all merely sentimental reasons. Calypso’s island is more beautiful than Ithaca is. Calypso is more beautiful than is Odysseus’ wife, Penelope. Odysseus has been told that when he reaches Ithaca, he will have to deal with more than a hundred suitors for Penelope, who have descended upon his estate like an invading army. They have devoured his goods and turned his home into a banquet hall and brothel. He has no idea what kind of young man his son, Telemachus, has become. He cannot depend upon the loyalty of any single person; even his wife, who he supposes will have been true to him, is not utterly beyond suspicion. He cannot depend upon the citizens of Ithaca. Many of them will wish that he had starved on an unknown shore or been cut down in battle. The goddess Athena has told him that he will return and will succeed, but she is a crafty liar, as he himself is, and in any case, if you trust the gods, you will deserve what you get.

Odysseus wants to go home because it is his home. It is as simple as that.

But we should not let that simplicity deceive us. We must not be reductive. We cannot say that Odysseus will be happy when he has come home. He may be happy, he may not, but happiness is not the point. Odysseus’ name itself suggests suffering and strife, and the telltale upon his flesh that gives his identity away when his old nurse washes him is not a birthmark. It is a long scar across his knee. He got it when he was a boy, hunting the wild boar with his maternal grandfather and his uncles. Grandpa Autolycus was something of a renegade and thief, ever at odds with other men, as the more virtuous but by no means saintly Odysseus has been.

Pleasure is not the point. Pleasure is what he enjoys now, with Calypso. The hedonist does not go home, because it is too arduous a journey, and who knows what difficulties await? Had Odysseus given his heart to pleasure, he would have remained in the land of the Lotos-Eaters, who do nothing all day long but eat the flower that banishes care. Tennyson captured the quiet despair of pleasure-seekers, or, what is much the same, the resignation of those who shy away from heartache, in his remarkable poem “The Lotos-Eaters,” inspired by the scene from Homer. Here the mariners guess what will await them should they go home, and Tennyson has them guess correctly, although Odysseus is the only man who will survive the voyage and experience it:

Dear is the memory of our wedded lives,

And dear the last embraces of our wives

And their warm tears: but all hath suffered change:

For surely now our household hearths are cold,

Our sons inherit us: our looks are strange:

And we should come like ghosts to trouble joy.

Or else the island princes over-bold

Have eat our substance, and the minstrel sings

Before them of the ten years’ war in Troy,

And our great deeds, as half-forgotten things.

Is there confusion in the little isle?

Let what is broken so remain.

The Gods are hard to reconcile:

’Tis hard to settle order once again.

There is confusion worse than death,

Trouble on trouble, pain on pain,

Long labor unto aged breath,

Sore task to hearts worn out by many wars

And eyes grown dim with gazing on the pilot-stars.

“Let what is broken so remain,” say the weary men. If it were not for Odysseus and his demands, leading them back to their ships against their will, they would be content to cherish the memories of what was, perhaps with a pleasing tang of salt spray and sorrow, but never move one limb to return to it. This is the false nostalgia, one that has reduced the past to a room in the curiosity shop of the mind. It is a kind of suicide, and in fact Tennyson’s other inspiration for the poem was Spenser’s portrayal of Despair in The Faerie Queene, who tries to persuade the Knight of the Red Cross to give up hope and rest in his failure and his sin:

Sleep after toil, port after stormy seas,

Ease after war, death after life doth greatly please.3

These men, I say, are patterns of those who in our time do sense that we have strayed far from home, but who do not choose the heartache of the battle. They are not deceived. They know that many things are wrong and that the vanguard of what we indolently call our culture is quite mad, but it seems too great a task to fight it. “Let what is broken so remain,” they say, and shrug, and wish that things will work out somehow. “I am certain,” says Mr. Micawber, hastily casting a glance down a side street lest the grocer be waiting there with a bill, “that something—something will turn up.”

The hashish smokers, they who steep their minds in television that bores them, they who sign their children over to an institution we still call a school and do not inquire too closely into what goes on there, know that there should be an order in their lives and in their homelands, but they say that restoring that order is hard, and that “there is confusion worse than death.” There is the key: order. The word has unfortunate associations for Americans; we imagine Puritans such as never were, keeping their suits and their tables spotless in a life of interminable Sunday sermons. Not for the Greeks, as Tennyson knew. He is thinking of cosmos, the world as an ordered whole, a beautiful world, wherein everything is in its proper place. The converse is chaos, confusion, which can be, according to the mariners, “worse than death.” The irony is that they are unwilling to endure the confusion of battle so as to establish again the cosmos of an ordered household and an ordered community. They would choose to die—not to die in pain, but to die in slow, degenerating, enervate ease—rather than to fight. There is a confusion worse than death, and it is the confusion of moral disorder, the man-made desert of passions that drag Reason from her throne and beat her senseless with her own scepter or stupefy her with drugs; perhaps the nepenthe that Helen, ever the sly woman, slips into the drink of Menelaus and Telemachus, to still their weeping for a real friend and a real father lost.

Odysseus longs to go home, because it is home. He belongs there, in the way that the figure of Apollo belongs in the sanctum of his temple, or in the way that a well-hewed beam stretches as the roof-tree of a good strong house. I do not mean to describe here the biological longing of salmon to return to the pool where they spawned. We are closer with dogs, who have been known to trek over many miles of unknown territory to return to the masters they love. But neither the salmon nor the dog knows the beauty of home, the fitness of it. It is this beauty that is everywhere in the Odyssey, when men do what is right: to kalon, in Greek, the right thing, the decorous thing, what fits well and is admirable. We might say that man both makes his home beautiful and finds his home in beauty. Again, I am not talking about the picturesque. If a fine beach and a comfortable bed and a lovely bedmate were all, Odysseus would stay with Calypso. The braggart suitors in Ithaca are good-looking. Helen of Troy was the most beautiful woman in the world, and see what happened on her account.

Perhaps I can illustrate what this homely beauty is by going to the first man in Ithaca who welcomes Odysseus, whose identity he does not yet know. He is Eumaeus, the swineherd. Living in his shack a mile or two from the manor house, he keeps the hogs on Odysseus’ estate, penning them in, giving orders to the younger men who assist him in his work, and taking the night watch himself, armed with a good stout club in case of wolves or thieves. Everything he does is fit, is right: for there is a beauty even in keeping a fine herd of hogs.

When Odysseus, disguised as a beggar, shows up at the swineherd’s hut, all is as it should be. Fierce dogs rush upon him, barking and baring their teeth, as is right and fit, and Eumaeus himself, who knows more than the dogs do, comes out running and hollering and driving the dogs away. He knows what kind of greeting is owed to beggars and strangers, who the Greeks believed come from Zeus, as a test to man. Eumaeus welcomes the stranger, gives him the most comfortable seat, sets about straightaway to preparing with his own skilled hands a hearty supper, and asks his guest to tell his story, to share his sorrows. The suitors, hedonists as they are, will find the telling of the stranger’s story a bore; they would not want to sit to hear the very poem in which they play so great and so ignoble a part. They are the sort who would slip an old and dying man a drink so as to put him out of their misery. So it is with our euthanasia: good for me and death for thee.

But Eumaeus and the beggar freely share stories of where they come from and what pains they have endured, though Odysseus’ story is woven with truth and falsehood, because he knows it is not yet time to reveal his identity. When Odysseus asks Eumaeus a leading question about how well he lives on the estate, the old swineherd replies in a way that the man of nostalgia—of heartache for the homecoming—can understand:

My master? Well, no doubt the dogs and wheeling birds

have ripped the skin from his ribs by now, his life is through—

or fish have picked him clean at sea, and the man’s bones

lie piled up on the mainland, buried deep in sand. . .

he’s dead and gone. Aye, leaving a broken heart

for loved ones left behind, for me most of all.

Never another master kind as he!

I’ll never find one—no matter where I go,

not even if I went back to mother and father,

the house where I was born and my parents reared me once.

Ah, but much as I grieve for them, much as I long

to lay my eyes on them, set foot on the old soil,

it’s longing for him, him that wrings my heart—

Odysseus, lost and gone!

That man, old friend, far away as he is. . .

I can scarcely bear to say his name aloud,

so deeply he loved me, cared for me, so deeply.

Worlds away as he is, I call him Master, Brother!4

We will learn that Eumaeus was kidnapped as a small boy and sold as a slave far from his home across the seas. The nostalgia he feels here, then, is not a superstition regarding his native land or his race. It is bound up with the duties of gratitude and love. Because Odysseus has been a kind master to him, because Eumaeus admires the wife Penelope and loves the boy Telemachus as if he were his own son, he remains at his post, doing what is right for a swineherd to do. He is, without exaggeration, a beautiful old man, though nothing much to look at. He is rich enough, he says, to take a good part of the herd away and set up on his own, with the blessing of the family, but he will not do so. That is not because he has any hope that Odysseus will return. When the beggar-king tells him that he saw Odysseus and that the man will soon arrive, Eumaeus regards it as gossip or as a well-meant lie. He is sure he will never see the king again. That makes his loyalty all the more impressive. He is thus the antithesis of the mariners who want to lay down their oars and sail no more, no more steer their ship by the silent and certain pilot-star in the heavens, no more torment their hearts with sorrow and longing. Nepioi, Homer calls them in the first few lines of the poem: ninnies. They are babies, not fit to bear arms.

It is the duty of a man to fight for his home, even when the enemy has overrun it like locusts. It is also his duty to love that home and to want to protect it, and if it has been reduced to rubble, it is his duty to build it up again. In doing so he does not pretend that it was perfect. It was not. I will speak in its place about the heaven toward which we turn our gaze. But the reason we love our home is because it simply is. It is more than a house and other than a house. “Other lords may build,” writes Ben Jonson at the end of his tribute to the Sidneys’ manor, Penshurst, “but thy lord dwells.” In the home where man dwells, even such homes as wayfaring man may find and cherish in this life, we find things in happy order. The home is for man as natural as the grass.

The Virtue of Piety

It is also natural for man to look to his elders for wisdom. They are the builders of his moral home. You will find this sense of reverence for the old in every culture in the world. The Roman Senate is literally a gathering of old men. Virgil turned that insight into perhaps the most important motif of the Aeneid. Aeneas turns to his crippled father, Anchises, for advice when they seek a homeland for their refugee people, and after Anchises, “the best of fathers,” has passed away, he will be instructed to seek him out in the underworld, where the soul of the happy old man will reveal to him the glorious future of his people. The name that Virgil gives Aeneas is not Odysseus’ polytropon, the man of shifts and dodges, but the Latin word pius. Aeneas embodies a virtue we hardly recognize in our time: piety, which meant for the Romans a willingness to do your duty by your father and mother, your elders, your household gods, the city and state, and the great gods above.

This piety is at once a deeply personal virtue and a powerful force to bring together the generations, allowing the young to take root in the soil of the old and the old to engraft their experiences onto the young, so that we sense that home is a place where the passing day partakes of long ages past and to come. If it is advisable in the young, it is a duty and a pleasure for their elders. Says Cicero’s Cato: “I can think of nothing more agreeable than an old age surrounded by the activities of young people in their prime. For surely at the very least we must concede age the capacity to teach and train young men and fit them for jobs of every kind.”5

That attitude was universal in the ancient world. Devotees of the Stoics, the Platonists, the Aristotelians, and the Epicureans might heave books at each other’s heads, but not about that. The Epicureans, who had no use for temple sacrifices, still held as sacred the birthday of their founder. Every book of Lucretius’ On the Nature of Things thus begins with praise for a man who had died hundreds of years before:

Out of such darkness you who were first to raise

So brilliant a light to show us the best of life,

I follow you, glory of Greece, and in the deep

Print of your traces I now fix my steps.

“Honor thy father and thy mother,” says the commandment, the one that forms a bridge between our duty to God and our duty toward others. It is the only commandment with a promise: “Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the Lord, thy God, giveth thee” (Exodus 20:12). So also Jewish wisdom:

Hear, ye children, the instruction of a father,

and attend to know understanding.

For I give you good doctrine,

forsake ye not my law.

For I was my father’s son,

tender and only beloved in the sight of my mother.

He taught me also, and said unto me,

Let thine heart retain my words; keep my commandments and live. (Proverbs 4:1–4)

Nothing here of the puerile dismissal of the father, characteristic of our time of spoiled, unhappy, and aimless children old in years and infantile in wisdom.

If anything, the ethos of the East, with its love for the changeless Order of Heaven, demands an even more faithful cherishing of the old and wise. “Since King Wen died,” said Confucius, who was meeting opposition from the people of the kingdom, “is not the tradition of King Wen in my keeping or possession? If it be the will of Heaven that this moral tradition should be lost, posterity shall never again share in the knowledge of this tradition. But if it be the will of Heaven that this tradition should not be lost, what can the people of K’uang do to me?” That same reverence for what was old and true was to be accorded to Confucius himself in turn, in a measure never before known in China, and never known since. “There have been many kings, emperors and great men in history,” said the Master Historian of the Han court, Szema Ch’ien, “who enjoyed fame and honor while they lived and came to nothing at their deaths, while Confucius, who was but a common scholar clad in a cotton gown, became the acknowledged Master of scholars for over ten generations. All people in China who discuss the six arts, from the emperors, kings and princes down, regard the Master as the final authority.”6

When Mao Tse-tung embarked on his sanguinary “Cultural Revolution,” he decreed that the “Four Olds” had to be destroyed: old ideas, old customs, old habits, and old culture. So much for the millennial wisdom of the world’s oldest civilization. I recall an argument I had with a chubby and bespectacled young woman in the main plaza of my graduate school. She was selling Mao’s Little Red Book. The bloodshed did not matter to her. It was a small price to pay for cultural destruction, and after all, what do the aged have to offer?

Central to a healthy attitude of reverence is an insight that the self-named progressive is ever in danger of missing, which is that man can no more discover a new moral truth than he can invent a new color of the spectrum. What we do instead is to develop a moral insight already grasped, or we allow a moral insight to lapse into forgetfulness or confusion, or we are fitful and foolish in our application of the insight; and here the conservative needs to be careful, lest he conserve the outward trappings and lose the soul. But the truths do not change. They make up what C. S. Lewis called the “Tao” and are not the results of moral inquiry but the premises upon which moral inquiry is based. We do not arrive by deduction at the conclusions that the elderly are to be honored and that the innocence of children is to be protected. An immediate grasp of the good allows us to see these things. Of course we can, after the fact, come up with fine reasons why it is sensible to honor the elderly even when they have entered their second childhood, or to protect the innocence of children even when they are precocious. But those reasons are supplemental, not primary.

Edmund Burke called such insights by the name of “prejudice,” a word which has acquired in America an understandable opprobrium, given its legal significance and our sorry history of slavery and racism. But prejudice, as Burke uses the word, does not imply evil intent or foolishness. Here he flashes his rapier against a clerical supporter of the French Revolution just as it was slouching toward Paris to be born:

You see, Sir, that in this enlightened age I am bold enough to confess that we are generally men of untaught feelings, that, instead of casting away all our old prejudices, we cherish them to a very considerable degree, and, to take more shame to ourselves, we cherish them because they are prejudices; and the longer they have lasted and the more generally they have prevailed, the more we cherish them.7

By “prejudices” here, Burke means accepted and time-honored sentiments regarding right and wrong. They are not the results of philosophical discourse; Burke fairly boasts that he is a man of “untaught feelings.” He does not mean that he has received no instruction in those feelings. Perhaps we ought to say “unschooled feelings,” because the sentiments of moral insight are in fact taught to us, though not much at all in schools. They are taught by our parents’ precepts, but still more often by their quiet example, by the example of good and honorable people around us, and most mysteriously by the prompting of the human heart, made by God to thrive upon what is right, and to sicken and wither by what is wrong. Such feelings that have the approbation of the ages, that have lasted and prevailed a long time, are all the more to be cherished, says Burke. They build up the moral home.

The alternative is to cast aside the heritage and to build anew. A dangerous enterprise, given the insufficiency of the individual man:

We are afraid to put men to live and trade each on his own private stock of reason, because we suspect that this stock in each man is small, and that the individuals would do better to avail themselves of the general bank and capital of nations and of ages. Many of our men of speculation, instead of exploding general prejudices, employ their sagacity to discover the latent wisdom which prevails in them. If they find what they seek, and they seldom fail, they think it more wise to continue the prejudice, with the reason involved, than to cast away the coat of prejudice and to leave nothing but the naked reason . . . . 8

What applies to the individual applies all the more to the generation. A people that vainly thinks it has nothing to learn from its forebears, no wisdom to seek, is as foolish as a young man who scoffs at his father and grandfather. As foolish, but more devastating. As I write these words, the people of a once noble and now silly nation, Great Britain, are considering giving the vote to sixteen-year-old children. There was a time when a fourteen-year-old John Quincy Adams could act as the effective American ambassador to the Russian court in Saint Petersburg because he spoke fluent French and the official ambassador could not; even he was not so foolish and self-satisfied as to believe that he merited the franchise. But in our day, the typical sixteen-year-old in Great Britain, if he is like his American cousin, would find it hard going to read Quincy’s letters back home—in English.


Sed Contra


Here I should like to forestall objections. They are jejune, mere substitutes for thought. The first one is strangely “conservative” in the worst sense. It tricks itself out in a slogan and takes the slogan for wisdom. “You can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube,” they say, or, “You can’t turn the clock back.” If by those bromides we mean that we cannot take a time machine and return to the day before yesterday, so that we should not after all filch Lady Windermere’s fan but leave it on the dresser where it belongs, who can disagree? What’s done is done. But of course, I can put toothpaste back into its tube; I assume that it did not grow there from a tiny seed of dentifrice, or that the tube did not slowly envelop a lump of toothpaste patiently waiting for its abode. It is not easy, but I can do it. And I can turn the clock back. I get up, cross the room, take the clock, turn a dial, and there you go.

The adulterer cannot alter the past. He can certainly alter his behavior for the future. He can cease to commit adultery. The past may be a fait accompli, but the future certainly is not. The German people embraced the Nazi regime. They did not have to do that, and they did not have to continue doing it. We have embraced the sexual revolution. We did not have to do that, and we do not have to persist in it. Every bad thing in the world will seek to justify its continuance by conferring inevitability upon what is in man’s choice. A stupid law may be revoked. A depraved custom may be repudiated. A forgotten virtue may be recalled. Otherwise we are bound as slaves to the most irresponsible and irrepressible among us, who wreak havoc and call it history.

It will appear that I have contradicted myself. Not so. I do not claim that a certain time in the past was a golden age. Ithaca was not Paradise. I claim, again, that human nature does not change, and that therefore we do well to look to our forebears for wisdom, because they have experienced far more than we in our individual lives ever can, and because their mistakes are rarely going to be the same as ours. Where they erred, we can see and forgive; where they were right, and where we err—that is what is hard for modern man to see, and even harder for him to forgive. Modern man enjoys his sense of superiority to those who came before. That is almost the essence of modernity itself: and underneath the pride of it all there lurks a persistent fear that the pride is empty. I am persuaded that there are men the modern feminist finds it even harder to forgive than her great-great-grandfather who beat his wife. They are her seven other great-great-grandfathers who loved their wives and would sooner have cut off their right hands than raise them in anger to the women they loved.

Others say that conservatives are nostalgic—and they mean that as an insult—because they want to return to a time when black people were treated miserably and all the women stayed home to bake, preserve vegetables and fruit, make and mend clothes, tend gardens, care for small children, make butter and cheese from raw milk, teach children their first lessons, see to the elderly and neighbors in need, organize social events with other women, and make a house into a home. Pro-life people, they say, oppose “choice” because they oppose “choices” for women generally speaking, as if the women I have described were not immersed in choices of moment all the time.

Such criticism is childish and not to the point. First, all that I say here applies, mutatis mutandis, to every people in the modern world struggling against the leveling force of a technocratic and culture-dissolving state. I write for the citizen of Lagos as for the citizen of Saint Louis. I speak to the farmer in Szechuan as to the farmer in Saskatchewan—and to those poor souls, the graduates of our expensively inept schools, who can no sooner locate either place on a map than they can label the mountains on the moon. As bad as the cultural destruction has been in the United States, it is still nowhere near as bad as what happened in China under Mao; as if all the topsoil of a civilization three thousand years old had been stripped away, leaving nothing but a moral dust bowl, a sad and dismal desert, swarming with people robbed of the treasure of their past—a billion people without a home. We in the United States still have the wherewithal to remember.

Second, we do not say that our forebears were saints. All we require is that they were not villains, and they were our forebears. Every great renewal of art, like every great renewal of the moral life, has come when people, seeing beyond their own time and sometimes beyond the recent past, have recovered forgotten virtues from the more distant past. We do not have to recover the vices. Wordsworth set Pope aside and returned to Spenser and Milton. That did not mean that he “writ no language,” as Ben Jonson said of the archaizing Spenser, or that he believed that the Catholic Church was the whore of Babylon, as Milton did. A. W. N. Pugin set classicism to the side, not ignoring it altogether by any means, and returned to the Gothic. That did not mean that he hired illiterate masons, or that he reproduced the profound blue of the windows at Chartres—nobody has been able to do that. Dickens set aside the utilitarianism of his time to return to the Gospel, where he found wisdom far more useful than anything deduced in the boilermaker mind of Jeremy Bentham. That does not mean that he took to wearing a tunic, or that he abandoned industrial England in disgust.

Mozart turned to Bach, as did Mendelssohn, but neither man was a church organist who wrote a cantata every week. Donatello dug up—with a shovel—copies of Greek statuary that had been buried in centuries of Italian rubble. But no sane person can view Lo Zuccone, his statue of the prophet Habakkuk, and miss the gulf that separates the Christian from the ancient Greek. Who are we to disdain to do what Wordsworth and Mozart and Donatello did?

Third, any particular person’s motives are not relevant. A man may argue for a new road, knowing that it will cross land that he owns and can sell at a high price. But that does not touch the main point, whether the road ought to be built. His motives may be entirely mercenary or entirely selfless; it does not matter. Good people will sometimes promote a bad thing for a good reason. Perhaps they have not thought the matter through; perhaps they are deceived; perhaps their longing for a good end gets the better of their moral sense, and they elide the difficulties. Good people will sometimes promote a good thing but for a bad reason. Perhaps a baseball coach makes his boys work twice as hard as everyone else, partly because he really wants them to learn the game, but also partly because he hates the coach of the rival team. We may take his motives into account when judging him as a man or deciding what weight to give to his testimony, but ultimately they do not touch the main point. Bad people will sometimes promote a good thing, for a bad reason, as when Karl Marx, an energetic hater of mankind, defended the rights of miners in England, not because he loved miners, but because he hated capitalists. Bad people may promote a bad thing for an ostensibly good reason. All the tyrants of the world have done so. The best of men is a tangle of motives, often contradictory. Ultimately, we must base our decision for or against a law or a custom upon its merits.

But if ever we were justified in attributing a selfish reason to what someone promotes, we are justified in the case of someone whose philosophy admits in principle of none other than selfish reasons. We may take the materialist at his word. If he is correct, and all moral judgments are but camouflage for the powerful, then he invites us to apply his own reductive analysis to himself. Consider what the ancients tell us. What quicker way to debase a people and keep them subservient than to induce licentiousness in them? Who benefits from the evisceration of the working-class family? Whose bank account is fattened by feminism and its promotion of the double-professional household? Who have penned up for themselves a dependent clientele? Who is it who fairly reveals his own economic motives when he says, without blushing and with no sense of absurdity, that people who wish to protect the lives of unborn children—people like Mary Ann Glendon, the Learned Hand Professor of Law at Harvard, a devout Catholic and a champion of the unborn, or the redoubtable philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe, who in her old age was once dragged off to jail for protesting at an abortuary—want to rob women of their careers? Is that then to be the justification for killing the unborn child—that it is economically desirable for the mother? Was it not also economically desirable for the slaveholder to preserve that peculiar institution, propping it up with the lingo of the newest developments in biology? Was it not economically desirable for Hitler to unify the Germans by aiming their resentment at the Jews? If money is the arbiter, it is hard for me to see why we should look askance at robber barons or monopolists. People who see only money and power as the motives of their opponents unwittingly reveal a great deal about themselves.
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