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Foreword


According to Gregory the Great, it has not pleased God to save men through logic. Richard Weaver would have assented to this, knowing as he did the nature of the average sensual man and the limits of pure rationality. Yet with a high logical power, Weaver undertook an intellectual defense of culture, and of order and justice and freedom. This book, published a year after Weaver’s death, is the last in a series of three strong, slim volumes: Ideas Have Consequences, The Ethics of Rhetoric, and Visions of Order. They are united by Weaver’s appeal to right reason on behalf of the great traditions of humanity.


Dying before his time, at the age of fifty-three, Richard Weaver had lived austerely and seriously all his days. A shy little bulldog of a man from the mountains of North Carolina, as a graduate student at Vanderbilt University he came to know the ideas of the Southern agrarians, by whom he was powerfully influenced ever after. In the College of the University of Chicago he labored for nearly two decades, at odds with the kind of intellectuality prevalent there and nearly everywhere else in modern America.


Among his few close friends in Chicago was the late Bernard Iddings Bell, Episcopalian canon, preacher, and writer. “Richard Weaver distresses me,” Canon Bell said to me once, only half in jest; “he grows more like a little gnome every day.” Truly it was no congenial climate of opinion in which Weaver found himself enveloped, and he withdrew much of the time to the fastness of his solitary reflections. Yet he never lost himself in pedantry or antiquarianism. Meant to expose and to restrain the illusions of our century, his books and his teaching were instruments for action.


Once Weaver came to visit me at my old house in backcountry Michigan. My village of Mecosta was more quiet and old-fangled than his little town of Weaverville, North Carolina, and he was startled at my narrations of rural hardihood and decadence, of a kind he had encountered only in the pages of William Faulkner. Although his life was spent principally in great modern cities, by sentiment and principle he was a champion of the little community, rural life, and immemorial ways. For him the period never arrived when, as he had hoped, he might spend his latter years after the fashion of Henry Ryecroft, writing and meditating in the place where his ancestors had lived and died.


Despite the sympathies which joined us, Weaver and I scarcely were alike in character and temper. Puzzled at my taste for things uncanny, he frowned upon my bohemian relish for the company of pretty girls. No man was less romantic—but none more strongly attached to failing causes. In the cause of humility and peace, he struck manly blows. Vanity he knew not, and he despised the hybris of modern times. As he wrote in the essay which is his intellectual autobiography, “Up from Liberalism” (Modern Age, winter, 1958–59):


The intent of the radical to defy all substance, or to press it into forms conceived in his mind alone, is . . . theologically wrong; it is an aggression by the self which outrages a deep-laid order of things. And it has seeped into every department of our life. In the reports of the successful ascent of Mount Everest, the British members of the expedition talked of “conquering” the mountain, but the Nepalese guide who was one of the two to reach the summit spoke of a desire to visit the Buddha who lives at the top. The difference between these two attitudes is a terrible example of the modern western mentality, with its metaphysic of progress through aggression.


Order, the theme of this last book of his, was Weaver’s austere passion: the inner order of the soul, the outer order of society.


Deep-laid order has been flouted by the modern sophists, he declared in Ideas Have Consequences; ever since the triumph of nominalism, we have been stumbling down the path to Avernus. Perverting the Word, we have disordered rhetoric—and our anarchic rhetoric, in turn, undoes us: so he argued in The Ethics of Rhetoric.


Finally, in Visions of Order, Weaver assaults the “presentism,” scientism, and democratism that are subverting the high old order of our civilization and our human dignity. He did not despair: in a renewed apprehension of the purpose of humane letters, he hoped, we might resist the levelling of culture to a Dead Sea sterility. The mission of Socrates had been Richard Weaver’s, too. Thus he concluded his “Up from Liberalism”:


Somehow our education will have to recover the lost vision of the person as a creature of both intellect and will. It will have to bring together into one through its training the thinker and the doer, the dialectician and the rhetorician. Cognition, including the scientific, alone is powerless, and will without cognition is blind and destructive. The work of the future, then, is to overcome the shallow rationalisms and scientificisms of the past two centuries and to work toward the reunion of man into a being who will both know and desire what he knows.


This Platonic view gave purpose and direction to Richard Weaver’s life and work. Weaver was surprised at the attention paid to Ideas Have Consequences, sixteen years ago; after all, like Isaiah, he was speaking to a Remnant, invisible to him, yet not negligible. This final book, I trust, will speak with courage to as many more men and women who are seeking principles of order. Richard Weaver sowed deep his intellectual seed; and though there are no heirs of his body, the heirs of his mind may be many and stalwart.


Russell Kirk









Preface


On Thanksgiving Day, 1954, Richard Weaver wrote to Richard Cornuelle of the Volker Fund to request support for a proposed new book. After summarizing the arguments of his two earlier works—Ideas Have Consequences, published in 1948 by the University of Chicago Press, and The Ethics of Rhetoric, published in 1953 by the Henry Regnery Company—Weaver offered this description of the project:


I now feel that I want to attempt a third book which might, in a sense, complete the other two. It would bring together the problems of order, community, tradition, and expression in some more comprehensive view than either of the others, and I should hope that its analysis might go deeper. It is my feeling that no one has yet adequately exposed the forces of disintegration which threaten so much of modern life. Most social science surveys of the subject impress me as practically useless because they leave too much out of account and they are too timid. And while I would not presume to do the definitive job, I think that I could push the inquiry a little further.1


The ultimate result of this initiative was a slim volume entitled Visions of Order: The Cultural Crisis of Our Time. First published by the Louisiana State University Press in March of 1964, more than nine years after it was proposed and eleven months after Weaver’s untimely death of heart failure at the age of 53, the book had little immediate impact. It received substantial reviews in only five nationally distributed publications, and of these only two were wholly favorable. Sales began slowly and never really improved. By mid-1974, a full decade after its release, combined sales of the hardback and paperback editions totalled less than 3,000 copies.2 By 1978, both editions were out of print.


Possible reasons for the book’s disappointing performance include ineffective marketing by a press more oriented to academic than popular audiences, less than enthusiastic reviews in conservative publications such as National Review and Modern Age, and the fact that the book was released at a time when the attention of many potential readers was focused on the dramatic events of the Goldwater presidential campaign. But perhaps the most important reason was the belief, still widespread, that Weaver was working on Visions of Order at the time of his death and had left the book unfinished. One prominent source of this belief is Eliseo Vivas, who claimed in his review of the book in Modern Age that Weaver “left it in manuscript and had no opportunity to make final revisions.”3


The truth of the matter is quite different. Weaver’s 1954 request to the Volker Fund was rewarded with a $4,500 grant which allowed him to take leave from the University of Chicago and spend the entire 1955–56 academic year working on the book. (It is worth noting that, aside from a single quarter of release time in 1951 to finish The Ethics of Rhetoric, this was Weaver’s only sabbatical in 29 years of teaching.) Despite a five-month interruption in 1956–57 to see his textbook Composition into print, Weaver made steady progress on the project, and in October 1957 he reported to Kenneth Templeton of the Volker Fund that “the book . . . is now virtually completed” and listed chapter titles almost identical to those in the published version.4 By the end of the following summer the first draft was finished, and Weaver turned his attention to the long and frustrating task of finding a publisher.


The manuscript was sent first to the Henry Regnery Company. But after keeping it “for a very long while—something like a year,” they returned it.5 This prompted “one more revision” of the text, after which Weaver concluded that “it is now in about as final form as I can put it”6 and resumed the search. In August 1960, on the advice of his old friend Fred Wieck (then director of the University of Michigan Press), he offered it to Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, but with similar results.


At last, in January 1961, an inquiry to the Louisiana State University Press was answered with a warm invitation to submit the manuscript for review. This Weaver did, despite warnings from a friend that LSU could not provide the professional support he needed, and despite repeated pleas from Henry Regnery for his company to be allowed to reconsider the manuscript. But Weaver did not respond to LSU immediately. Instead, he took more than two months to conduct an exhaustive review of his work and to solicit criticisms on one of the chapters from a friend.7 In the end, however, he decided to change only the proposed subtitle of the book (from the rather forbidding Essays toward a Metaphysics of Culture to Essays on the Cultural Crisis of Our Time). On April 4, 1961, he dispatched the manuscript to Baton Rouge.


With Visions of Order in the hands of an apparently sympathetic publisher, Weaver was able to resume work on two other major projects, a revised edition of Composition and a new book contrasting the historical cultures of the American North and South. Neither would be completed before his death. Meanwhile, at the LSU Press, the first two reviews of Visions of Order were highly favorable. Weaver was notified of this in November of 1961 and told that only one more review would be needed. But the third review was negative, and action on the manuscript was suspended for almost a year. Only after a change of directors at LSU Press and the receipt of a fourth (and favorable) review in March 1963 was a decision made to proceed with publication. But Weaver was never notified of that decision, and he died without learning the fate of his book.


This brief history suggests at least two important conclusions. First, it is clear that Visions of Order was conceived in 1954 and largely written between 1955 and 1957. Further, all of the available evidence indicates that there were no substantial revisions to the manuscript after August of 1960 at the latest. This means that the book is best seen as an expression of Weaver’s views in the mid-1950s, not, as is commonly supposed, at the end of his life. This point is crucial to any accurate understanding of the progression of Weaver’s thought. In particular, a 1960 letter shows that Visions of Order was meant to mark a retreat from the pure Platonism of The Ethics of Rhetoric to a more organic view of language and culture and a more explicitly Christian conception of reality.8 Weaver’s writings in the last five years of his life must therefore be seen as products, not precursors, of that change.


Second, it is evident that the manuscript submitted to the LSU Press in 1961 was anything but unfinished. After completing the first draft in 1958, Weaver revised and refined the text repeatedly over the next three years, and on two occasions (in August 1960 and April 1961) he stated explicitly that he had taken the work as far as he could. Thus, whatever one’s final opinion of the merits of his arguments might be, those arguments must be seen as the product of long and thoughtful deliberation by an intellect of considerable magnitude and should not be lightly dismissed. This is true even (perhaps especially) in the case of Weaver’s iconoclastic attacks on egalitarian democracy, forced racial integration, the cult of the automobile, modern warfare, public education, and the theory of evolution, all of which have been the target of superficial criticisms by those unwilling to address his larger claims.


Weaver’s purpose in Visions of Order is to show that the restoration of Western culture is both possible and desirable. In order to establish those claims, he constructs a case at two distinct levels of analysis. At the first (and largely dialectical) level, he uses a definition of the essential nature of culture and an analysis of the dominant forces in contemporary American society to show that certain key features of the modernistic worldview lead inexorably to the disintegration of culture. Given this diagnosis, he can then indicate what actions would be needed to effect a recovery. At the deeper (and largely rhetorical) level, he offers an eloquent defense of the idea of culture and a foundational critique of modernism, both grounded in a traditional Western conception of the “nature and proper end of man.”


Weaver presents his case in a series of eight freestanding essays, which are formed into a coherent whole by a subtle and elegant pattern of organization. At its most basic level, that pattern divides the series into two groups of four essays each. The first quartet (chapters 1–4) provides a deductive analysis of the nature of culture and the causes of its decline in America and the West. The second quartet (chapters 5–8) rounds out the case by exploring certain themes suggested by the initial analysis. Here Weaver offers contrasting studies of how an overemphasis on status can result in cultural despotism while the subordination of status to function has spawned the barbarities of modern “total war,” followed by searching critiques of progressive education (“the greatest single threat to our culture”) and those scientific theories that have served to diminish man.


Despite its limited initial success, Visions of Order has attracted a large and growing body of admirers over the last three decades, particularly in the academic fields of cultural studies and rhetoric.9 This should not be surprising. The book includes several of Weaver’s best essays (especially “The Image of Culture” and “The Cultural Role of Rhetoric”) and its analyses of the nature of culture, the limits of science and technology, and the relationship between rhetoric and dialectic are of profound and lasting significance. In addition, many of the ideas in Visions of Order display a kind of heuristic richness which invites their application to other areas of inquiry. For example, the discussion of the problems that arise when a culture attributes “immanence” to its forms is directly relevant to one of the most vexed questions of pluralism: At what point is it permissible for a pluralistic culture to suspend tolerance and act in opposition to a rival culture? In Weaver’s terms, tolerance ends, and the defense of pluralism begins, when the rival culture attributes immanence to its forms. Or again, Weaver’s discussion of the destructiveness of dialectic in the form of science functions equally well as a foundational critique of ideology, and his analysis of the trial of Socrates may help explain why the adoption by American journalists of a Socratic posture marked by cultural neutrality and systematic skepticism has sparked a massive popular revulsion against the press.


Even granting these qualities, however, it must be acknowledged that much of Visions of Order is devoted to a critique of contemporary culture. It is therefore legitimate to question how much relevance a critique of the modernist culture of the mid-1950s can have for the postmodern world of the mid-1990s. After all, the book was written before television’s rise to dominance; before the endless procession of movements seeking new and special “rights”; before the “War on Poverty” and the construction of the American welfare state; before the quintupling of violent crime and illegitimacy; before widespread drug use and abortion-on-demand, Vietnam and Watergate, consumerism and environmentalism, affirmative action and political correctness; before the sexual revolution, the information revolution, and the worldwide repudiation of socialism. In a very real sense, Visions of Order is the product of a different and more innocent age.


But Weaver took aim at the root of things, and despite the enormous changes in American society and culture over the past generation, there are only two significant instances in which his analysis has been superseded by events. The first of these involves the attempt by social scientists to apply empirical methods to the study of human language and behavior, which was a principal target of Visions of Order. This effort collapsed in the late 1970s, due largely to the inability of its proponents to provide satisfactory responses to humanistic criticisms like those that Weaver had advanced. The second instance concerns the determination to “conquer” nature, an attitude of modernism that Weaver reviled as hubristic and impious. However common this attitude might have been in the 1950s, it was quickly suppressed by the triumph of environmentalism in the decades immediately following.


In most other matters, Visions of Order stands as a monument to Weaver’s prescience. The central focus of the book is the decline of traditional Western culture and its transcendent view of man in the face of relentless attacks by the forces of secular rationalism. That decline has now produced a massive popular reaction and a spreading Kulturkampf that is centered squarely on the conflict of worldviews that Visions of Order describes. Similarly, Weaver’s attacks on the “revolutionary” program of progressive education and his claim that “the world for which the progressivists are conditioning their students is not the world espoused by general society, but by a rather small minority of radical doctrinaires and social faddists” might once have seemed extreme and shrill. But many now endorse such views as an accurate description not only of primary and secondary education, but higher education as well. And in that realm, it is not difficult to see a direct connection between the anti-authoritarian, child-centered practices of progressive education and the emergence of a kind of postmodern “scholarship” in which the search for truth has been supplanted by mere interpretation and the worth of a scholar is determined less by his intellectual achievements than by his membership in some favored group. Nor is it difficult to see, given Weaver’s discussion of the organic unity of real cultures, why the effort by the intellectual Left to erect a “multicultural” society on the ruins of forced integration must also end in failure.


In short, for those many now committed to the restoration of American culture, Visions of Order can serve as an invaluable guide. Aside from the addition of a preface, this reprinted edition is identical to the original in all respects. The “Foreword” was written in December 1963 by the late Russell Kirk. It is altogether fitting that Dr. Kirk was asked to perform the task. It was on his suggestion that Weaver approached the Volker Fund for support in 1954, and there are many similarities in their views of the plight of Western civilization.10 It is also fitting that the Intercollegiate Studies Institute should be the publisher of this new edition. Weaver served for many years as a member of the Institute’s board and as an associate editor and frequent contributor to its journal, Modern Age. It now remains for those who have followed to realize his vision.


Ted J. Smith III


Richmond, Virginia


January 1995









ONE


The Image of Culture


However much opinions of the realities involved may differ, no one can deny that there is widespread discussion of the decline of Western culture. This has been present in philosophical works for more than half a century; the shock of the First World War brought it into more popular organs of discussion, and today one may encounter it, though usually in frivolous forms, in the columns of daily newspapers. That the idea has not merely persisted but has seeped increasingly into the modern consciousness is itself a cultural and social fact of great importance which cannot be overlooked among the signs of the times.


Attempts to dismiss the idea often take the easy route of attributing it to temperamental pessimism or some other condition of the critic. It is alleged that those who say our culture is decaying are those who regularly take an apprehensive view of the future, or they are those who have lost their nerve amid the complexities of an age of transition, or they are those who suffer from nostalgia. The presence of such persons, it is argued, is not peculiar to this age, and hence their warnings are not to be taken as a serious sign that our way of life is deteriorating. The properly constituted man shuns the red-blooded attitude toward things; he goes along with changes because he realizes that change and progress are the law of life and that, although some valued institutions may be disappearing, they will more than be made up for by new ones that are in process of creation. The upholders of this view retort, in brief, that the world instead of growing worse is growing better and that it is really one’s civic duty to believe this and to proclaim it.


Thus two largely antithetical views are regularly placed before the public. It is well to see that both of these views are capable of support. One can argue that our culture is in serious decline, and one can argue that it is flourishing and improving. But both arguments cannot be equally valid. Whenever large-scale tendencies are being examined, facts taken from a superficial level and facts taken from a profound one may conflict or point in opposite directions. Like two air masses, one moving at ground level and one moving at a high altitude, they can for awhile pursue opposite courses. If one reads from the top level of phenomena, one may get many signs of assurance which will be contradicted by a look lower down. The real issue in this controversy, then, is one of depth of implication. Yet there can be no implication at all unless one is willing to contemplate an order of human values. The nature and proper end of man are central to any discussion not only of whether a certain culture is weakening, but also of whether such a culture is worth preserving. It is when we look at the depth of implication that we see the real difference between the parties to this argument.


Those who contend that things are going well enough or are improving are found to be nonserious, in the sense of refusing to look at serious things. They glean their data from the novel, or flashy, or transitory sort of development, which often does indicate a sort of vitality, but shows at the same time a lack of direction and a purposelessness. Their data are likely to be the kind that can be quantified in the style of the social scientists or at least of the publicist—so many more people owning record players, so many more books circulating from public libraries, and the like. They ignore the deep sources of tendency which can very easily render nugatory any gains of the above kind. In short, their fact finding is superficial and simplistic, and their claims are made sometimes in a strident tone which is itself a demerit to their case.


Moreover, it is certain that some if not many of the defenders of this optimistic position have a vested interest in “progress,” or the present trend of things. A continuation of this trend means for them reputation and money, and they fall in with it as supporters who expect to be rewarded. There are many disintegrative processes which are immediately profitable to those engaged in promoting them, and it is human weakness to covet even such ill-gotten rewards. Therefore it is not hypercritical to look closely at the situation of those who argue for the excellence of modernism to see whether they stand to profit in practical ways from these developments. Not only advertising and journalism but considerable areas of education now invite this kind of scrutiny.


When we turn to the other view, we find that it is made up predominantly of persons who are concerned with the nature of man and the problem of value. They are people with definite ideas of right and wrong, possessing the faculty of taste and consciences which can be offended. Furthermore, they usually will be historically informed, with the result that to them novelty is not always originality nor a fresh departure toward a new horizon. If they are conservative, it is because they have learned the truth of the maxim, “The good is hard,” and they know how tempting it is to try to circumvent this. It is my observation that these people suffer a great deal, and their suffering is sometimes used to condemn them, as if failure to achieve complacency were an indictable thing. But it is only those who are capable of discrimination and of feelings against things who can be the custodians of culture. Accordingly, I am satisfied that T. S. Eliot made a true appraisal of our times in asserting that “our own period is one of decline; that the standards of culture are lower than they were fifty years ago; and that the evidences of this decline are visible in every department of human activity.”1


Another way of understanding this conflict of opinion is to recognize that the “optimists” have the current rhetoric on their side even while the “pessimists” have the proof. The modern world has a terrific momentum in the direction in which it is going, and many of the words of our everyday vocabulary are terms implicit with approval of modern tendencies. To describe these tendencies in the language that is used most widely is to endorse them, whereas to oppose them is to bring in words that connote half-forgotten beliefs and carry disturbing resonances. Thus the signs and probabilities are with the optimists, and their task of expression is an easy one, since they have so many ready-made terms at hand. They have the rhetorician’s advantage of a language in circulation and a set of “prejudices” in the mind of the majority. It is the object of this writing to bring a rhetoric along with a proof to show that the present course of our culture is not occasion for complacency but for criticism and for possible reconstruction. This requires meeting a rhetoric derived from circumstances with one based more on definition and causal analysis.


I anticipate the further objection that all ages are ages of anxiety just because all ages are in some respect ages of transition. Since transition is a passage to the unknown, a degree of apprehensiveness over what is tentative, unformed, and uncertain is natural. There is some truth in this generalization, yet it would be as absurd to say that every period in the history of a culture is equally healthy and fruitful as to say that every period in the life of an individual is equally happy. It would in fact be intellectual and moral skepticism to deny that some periods are distinct as crises, and the troubled consciousness of modern man gives ample ground for believing that ours is such a period.


The need then is great for a revisionist view of what is known as modernism. The mindless approval of everything modern—indeed, of each dissolution of an old pattern—as something better than what preceded it, or acceptance of the Spenglerian thesis of inevitable decay, massive and intellectually serious as this is, does not constitute a true dilemma for the man who wishes to orient himself with reference to the culture of our time. There is the answer of some third alternative, involving basic principles and leading through free will and effort to some creative result. The imagination of the time cannot, at least, leave this possibility unexamined.


One more thing needs to be said about the relation of a critic to his culture. There is an opinion, by no means easy to refute, that culture is like a brotherhood: either you are of it or you are not. If you are of it, you can do something about it to the extent of carrying it on by living according to its prescriptions. If you are not of it, there is nothing you can do about it, except perhaps describe it from a distance while missing the real Innigkeit. On this assumption there is no such thing as aiding a culture from the outside or of aiding it consciously in any way. If you belong to it, you live in and by it; if you are outside it, you find the gulf impassable, except to certain superficial contacts. “Culture is culturing,” and when a culture has lost its will to live, outside ministrations are of no use.


But in a further view, there is more than one way of being outside a culture. One can be outside it simply in the sense of having been born outside its pale and of having received no nurture through it. People in this position constitute the kind of “foreigners” the Greeks called barbaroi—“those speaking a different language.” Certainly not to speak the language of a culture, in the figurative sense, is to suffer effective disbarment. These persons are alien, even when they belong to another culture of high development. The man of a different culture has different intellectual and moral bearings, and except in the case of gifted individuals having long periods to assimilate, there is no crossing over, nor any real desire for it. The men of another culture are outsiders, and one expects no more from them than from a friendly stranger, although there is sometimes critical value in an outside view.


There is another type of outsider, however, who may entertain hope of doing something about a culture that is weakening. He is a member of the culture who has to some degree estranged himself from it through study and reflection. He is like the savant in society; though in it, he is not wholly of it; he has acquired knowledge and developed habits of thought which enable him to see it in perspective and to gauge it. He has not lost the intuitive understanding which belongs to him as a member, but he has added something to that. A temporary alienation from his culture may be followed by an intense preoccupation with it, but on a more reflective level than that of the typical member. He has become sufficiently aware of what is outside it to see it as a system or an entity. This person may be a kind of doctor of culture; in one way he is crippled by his objectivity, but in another way he is helped to what he must have, a point of view and a consciousness of freedom of movement.


It has been observed, to cite a kind of parallel, that nearly all of the leaders of strong nationalistic movements in the present age were men who had some type of “outside” experience in their rearing or their education. They were men who knew their nations from the inside, but who had also seen them from a vantage point elsewhere. Thus it was with Parnell and Ireland, with Sun Yat-sen and China, with Hitler and Germany, with Gandhi and India. Even Franco is a “Gallego”—not a Spaniard in the true sense. These men had all at one time been far enough removed from their future nations to see what these were, and what they saw engendered in them an urge to define the reality and the consciousness of that nationhood. Although they were “doctors” of nationalism rather than “doctors” of culture, their case shows enough analogy to provide guiding points here. The man who is simply a carrier of his culture may not be armed in the same way to do something about it when it flags. His role may be too much that of simply acting; he can keep in stride, but he cannot coach. For diagnostic and remedial work we may have to turn to those who have in a way mutilated themselves by withdrawal, by a special kind of mental discipline, and by the kind of fixation upon a task which even impedes free cultural participation.2 We may therefore regard it as no anomaly, but rather as an understandable event, if a person not conspicuously cultured himself should discern what is impairing the health of a culture. Thus it is not the person who has contributed most to a culture who will necessarily have the most useful things to say when the culture shows signs of dissolution.


But what can this person, who is not a paragon of the culture, but who finds himself profoundly stirred by its uneasy situation, actually contribute? From his mixed position he probably can recognize the hostile or disruptive forces. Like the doctor again, he cannot make the object of his attention live, but he can combat those things which would keep it from living. He can point out: this is a disease, this is a poison, this is a bad diet. If the inimical conditions are removed and if there is a true vitality, the sufferer should recover. There are, of course, limits of the analogy of a human culture to an organism, yet culture is a creation in the world, and it must obey certain fundamental conditions of existence.


A radical perspective on the subject may even start with the question of whether culture as such is something we ought to cherish and defend. It would be uncritical to assume that the answer has always been affirmative. Now and in the past, culture in the sense meant here has had to meet open and covert hostility. Certain religions have been largely hostile to it; moralists have condemned it as a frivolity or an indulgence; men of business have been impatient with its demands and its “extravagance”; statesmen of a certain type have opposed it as producing “effeminacy.” At present there is a fairly widespread feeling that culture “costs too much” in the sense of gratifying certain educated appetites at considerable expense while the masses are deprived. If the friends of culture were to allow the matter to be put to a popular vote, they might still win, but I do not think that the size of the majority would be reassuring. The public of today does not understand clearly either the nature or the role of culture, and general literacy has not helped the situation.


The claim of culture as such to exist is best explained through its genesis. Man is a special creature in the respect that he has to live with two selves. One of these is his existential part, his simple animal being, which breathes and moves and nourishes itself. This is man without qualification or adornment, an organism living in an environment. In this existence he is a very predictable animal—or would be except that the second self can have effects upon his somatic appearance and behavior.


The second self is an image which he somehow evolves from his spirit. It is made up of wishes and hopes, of things transfigured, of imaginations and value ascriptions. It is a picture to which the subjective part of our being necessarily gives a great deal, and hence the danger of trying to read it literally from external facts. A culture expresses itself very extensively through artistic creation, and, as Suzanne Langer has pointed out in her Problems of Art, we cannot infer artistic vision from a symptom. That is to say, a mere noting of details without insight and some constructive use of the imagination will not produce an understanding of a culture.


It appears that even the most primitive people have this urge to depict themselves in some fashion. Without the picturization, man feels an unendurable nakedness in the face of his environment and before the questions of life. From such poverty he rescues himself through projections that include the natural environment and whatever is suggested by his spirit regarding the mystery that broods over creation. Look beneath the surface of the most brilliant cultures of history, and you find a hunger and a wonderment, reaching even to a kind of melancholia. Nietzsche has shown how this impelled the Greeks to create their splendid world of illusion in myth and art. Impulses of like kind can be found beneath the efflorescence of Elizabethan England. The more man is impressed with the tragic nature of his lot, the more he dramatizes his relation with the world. A strain of artist in the race causes it to reach out in proportion as its awareness deepens and to throw up great protective creations.


This great yearning of man to be something in the imaginative sense, that is, to be something more than he is in the simple existential way or in the reductionist formula of materialism is both universal and proper to him. The latter may be asserted because he is the only creature who asks the question why he is here and who feels thwarted in his self-realization until some kind of answer is produced. This urge to be representative of something higher is an active ingredient of his specific humanity; it has created everything from the necklace of animal teeth with which the primitive adorns his body to the elaborate constructions which the men of high cultures have made to interpret the meaning of life and their mission in it. This is the point at which he departs from the purely utilitarian course and makes of himself a being with significance. It is a refutation of all simplistic histories and psychologies, but it is one of the most verifiable facts about man.


No one has been able to define exactly how a culture integrates and homologizes the ideas and actions of many men over a long period of time any more than how the consciousness gives a thematic continuity to the life of an individual. As far as one can tell, the collective consciousness of the group creates a mode of looking at the world or arrives at some imaginative visual bearing. It “sees” the world metaphorically according to some felt need of the group, and this entails an ordering which denotes dissatisfaction with “things as they are.” Of course cultures do respond to differences in what nature has provided, such as the sea, or a kind of terrain, or a hot or cold climate, these having the power to initiate imaginative reactions. But man meets the given part way, and then proceeds with something of his own. So cultures reflect different regions and varying kinds of historical endowment. But the decisive thing is the work of the spirit, which always operates positively by transfiguring and excluding. It is of the essence of culture to feel its own imperative and to believe in the uniqueness of its worth. In doing so, it has to reject others which are “objectively” just as good, yet for it irrelevant. Syncretistic cultures like syncretistic religions have always proved relatively powerless to create and to influence; there is no weight of authentic history behind them. The very concept of eclectic religion and eclectic culture derives from an inappropriate analogy which suggests that a plurality can be greater than one. Culture derives its very desire to continue from its unitariness. Perhaps some deep force which explains our liking for figures of repetition is here involved; we feel confirmed through seeing things repeated in the same way, and departures from the form are viewed as laxity or ignorance.


Evidently this is the reason that every culture in the course of its formation sets up directions from which the members are constrained not to depart. Penalties for violation may be no more than cultural, although sometimes they have been moral and legal. The truth is that if the culture is to assume form and to bring the satisfactions for which cultures are created, it is not culturally feasible for everyone to do everything “any way he wants to.” There is at the heart of every culture a center of authority from which there proceed subtle and pervasive pressures upon us to conform and to repel the unlike as disruptive. So culture too is faced with the metaphysical problem of freedom and organization, which rules out the possibility of uncircumscribed liberty. Like all forces which shape and direct, it must insist on a pattern of inclusion and exclusion. This is a necessity of integral being and a fundamental fact to deal with in any plan for its protection.


At this center there lies a “tyrannizing image,” which draws everything toward itself. This image is the ideal of its excellence. The forms that it can take and the particular manifestations that it can find are various. In some instances it has been a religious ritual; in others a sacred scripture; in others a literature which everyone is expected to know; codes of conduct (and even of warfare) may be the highest embodied form. But examine them as we will, we find this inward facing toward some high representation. This is the sacred well of the culture from which inspiring waters like magnetic lines of force flow out and hold the various activities in a subservience of acknowledgment. Not to feel this magnetic pull toward identification and assimilation is to be outside the culture.


Such centripetalism is the essence of culture’s power to cohere and to endure. There is a center which commands all things, and this center is open to imaginative but not logical discovery. It is a focus of value, a law of relationships, an inspiriting vision. By its very nature it sets up rankings and orders; to be near it is to be higher; to be far from it in the sense of not feeling its attraction is to be lower. Culture is thus by nature aristocratic, for it is a means of discriminating between what counts for much and what counts for little; this no doubt explains the necessity man feels to create it. It is his protest against the uniformity and dead level of simple succession. He will establish a center of value and see to it that the group is oriented toward it. This is his rejection of any merely naturalistic ordering of his life, his declaration of independence from mere environment. Discrimination, selection, and preference with regard to the tyrannizing image are its constitutives.


For this reason it is the very nature of culture to be exclusive. Without the power to reject that which does not understand or acknowledge its center of force, it would disintegrate. We might say that a culture continues by attracting and attracts by continuing. In this way it maintains its identity. There can be no such thing as a “democratic” culture in the sense of one open to everybody at all times on equal terms. To know the right thing, without mediating thoughts as to what and when, is to be native born to the culture. An individual absorbs his native culture as he acquires his native tongue, with the most subtle shades of intonation; again, like the idioms of a language, the ways of a culture are rooted too deep in immemorial bias and feeling to be analyzed. If a culture appears arbitrary in the preferences it makes and the lines it draws, this is because it is a willed creation.


The truth most important for us to recognize in our present crisis is this principle of integration and exclusiveness. There is for all things, as Aristotle pointed out, an entelechy, a binding, type-determining factor, which gives to a thing its specific form and property of coherence. The fact that a culture is a spiritual and imaginative creation does not mean that it is any less bound by this pervading law. Just as the skin of a sound fruit protects it from dispersion or evaporation, so the form of a culture keeps it from ceasing to exist through a miscellaneous commingling. Form is intellectual and negative; it sets boundaries which affirm in the very process of denying. The form of a culture is its style, which it asserts against the world of meaningless “democratic” existence. In a highly developed culture this sense of style permeates everything; it is in dress and manners, in art and institutions, in architecture and cookery. It imparts tone to the whole of society by keeping before its members a standard of the right and not right. But this form depends upon the centripetal image of an ideal of perfection and goodness and upon confidence in ruling out what is unlike or fortuitous.


The task in our time of the conservative is to defend this concentration and to expose as erroneous attempts to break down the discriminations of a culture. For once the inwardlooking vision and the impulse to resist the alien are lost, disruption must ensue. What was a whole ceases to feel its reason for being a whole, and the different parts may suffer a random distortion—random just because there is no longer a unifying idea to prescribe fitness and size. Parts then get out of line and begin to usurp the places and roles belonging to other parts. This is the chaos that the true friend of culture beholds with deepest apprehension, not only because it deprives him of so much but because in the masses it can induce monstrous outbursts of irrationality. All men, and not merely the sensitive and the gifted, need the integrating service of this vision, although not all realize that they need it. Lancelot Law Whyte in his Next Development in Man has vividly expressed the power of this urge:


Man abhors the absence of integration. He demands integration, and will create religions, achieve heroic self-sacrifice, pursue mad ambitions, or follow the ecstasy of danger rather than live without. If society refuses him this satisfaction in constructive form, he will seize a destructive principle to which he can devote himself and will take revenge on the society which thought his only demand was pleasure. Vice, in this sense, shows the integrating power of virtue, of which it is merely the negative form. The mass-man readily rejected the utilitarian philosophy which had created him and accepted in its place the new mass religion of national suicide.3
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