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IRVING BABBITT (1865-1933)

Continuing our intermittent series of
Re-Appraisals, we turn in this issue to
Irving Babbitt ,  who, with his col-
league Paul Elmer More, founded and
led the New Humanism in America.
Their most famous pupil was  T.S.
Eliot, and it is through Eliot’s essays
on and obituary of Irving Babbitt that
most of those who, on this side of the
Atlantic, do know something about
him, have learned of him.

For my part, I came across Babbitt
and More in RussellKirk’s The Con-
servative Mind, the book that did most
to revive serious Conservative thought
on both sides of the Atlantic nearly 50
years ago, and especial ly to revive
interest in Babbitt and More.

As Jan Olof Bengtsson mentions in
his article in this issue, there is a
Swedish tradition of interest in Bab-
bitt which, in the person of Prof.
Claes Ryn has recrossed the ocean.
Articles in journals such as Modern
Age and The Inter-Collegiate Review
often refer to Babbitt ,  and now the
National Humanities Institute in
Washington, DC, promotes interest in
Babbitt and  A m e r i c a n  N e w
Humanism.

So who was Irving Babbitt and what
was New Humanism?

Babbitt was born in Ohio, where he
worked on a farm as boy; became a
reporter in Cincinnati and a cowboy in
Wyoming, and finally became Profes-
sor of French Literature at Harvard in
1912, a  post until he held until his
death (from colitis).

But Babbitt was no narrow special-
ist and strongly opposed such tenden-
c ies  in academic life. He ranged
across European literature, life and
politics, and looked also to the sages
of the East, especial ly Confucius and
the Buddha, learning Sanskrit and Pali
and publishing a  translation of The
Dhammapada, the central text of
Buddhism.

The New Humanism that  he and
More promoted was engaged on sev-
eral fronts, principally reductionist de-
nials of the distinctively human pow-
e r s  of dec is ion  a n d  wil l  a n d
sentimental, humanitarian beliefs in
natural human goodness and changing
society or the environment and not
oneself (typified by Rousseau). The
former removed our power to govern
ourselves, especial ly our ability to say
‘No’, while the latter saw no need for
it. Russell Kirk, following More, sev-
eral times quoted a footnote in Litera-
ture and the American College as
summing up Babbitt ’s message:

The greatest of vices according to Bud-
dha is the lazy yielding to the impulses
of temperament (pamâda); the greatest
virtue (appamâda) is the opposite of
this, the awakening from the sloth and
lethargy of the senses, the constant exer -
cise of the active will. The last words of
the dying Buddha to his disciples were
an exhortation to practise this virtue
unremittingly.

The exercise of will, especial ly in
restraint, inner work, duty, the higher
self to which we  should aspire, the
law for man which we should embody

—these are the constant themes of
Babbitt ’s writings.

In a sense which most of those who
styled themselves as such would prob-
ably repudiate, Babbitt was something
of a pragmatist. It was actual life, not
theory, that mattered to him. The test
of any moral theory lies, not in logic,
but in the consequences of living ac-
cording to it—‘By their fruits ye shall
know them’. Consequently, a s  our
contributors show, Babbitt would
sympathetically cite utterances of oth-
ers which, in their context, sometimes
had a  very different significance.
Again, it was the practical task o f
getting men to heed the call to arise to
self-discipline that mattered, rather
than the elaboration of moral theory.

Babbitt would not count, and per-
haps would not have cared to count,
a s  a  phi losopher  in t h e  narrow,
modern, technical and academic
sense. But he was undoubtedly a
‘lover of wisdom’. It has been left to
those inspired by him to distinguish,
define and refine the ramifications of
the wisdom that he sought, found and
stated. 

Somewhere he quotes Burke on
Rousseau, that ‘he is a moralist or he
is nothing’. After Burke’s onslaught,
says Babbit, one is tempted to add,
‘and he is not a moralist’. Babbitt was
a moralist and, as the following pages
show, he certainly was not nothing.

Editor

Bibliography:
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The Masters of Modern French Criticism, 1912
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read ones are Rousseau and Romanticism and Democracy and Leadership.
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www.nhumanities.org ) which runs an Irving Babbitt Project and publishes a journal, Humanitas.

  

  2      Appraisal Vol. 3 No. 1  March 2000 



consequences of the transformation of
moral understanding from humanism
to humanitarianism is that Rousseaus-
tic democracy replaces constitutional
democracy1. The existence of consti-
tutional government as conceived by
the American Framers, for example, is
endangered. Constitutional democracy
cannot function without the presence
of leaders who posses a certain kind
of moral character, i.e., character that
is shaped by adherence to a quality of
will t h a t  is a t t u n e d  t o  t h e
transcendent. The political structures
of constitutional government presup-
pose a certain character type setting
the tone in societ y and in government.

What adds to the confusion about
morality and politics is the perception
that ancient and Christian theorists ad-
dressed the ethical dimension of poli-
tics but the modern and post-modern
eras are sufficiently different to make
the wisdom of classical and Christian
political philosophy irrelevant. The
works of Irving Babbitt (1865-1933)
provide insights into the ethical di-
mension of politics in a way that is
neither a simple recasting of the clas -
sical and Christian tradition nor a
wholly modern approach. His under-
standing of politics and the inner life
provides an approach that is morally
realistic, attuned to the challenges of
modern and post-modern life, and
sens i t ive  to  t h e  impor tance  o f
universality.

A Harvard professor of comparative
literature, Babbitt ’s best known books
are Democracy and Leadership
(1924), Rousseau and Romanticism
(1919), and Literature and the Ameri-
can College (1908). He, along with
Paul Elmer More, was considered one
of the leaders of a school of thought
called New Humanism or American
Humanism and he engaged in numer-
ous scholarly debates that centred on
the ethical nature of man. Among
Babbitt ’s students at Harvard were
Walter Lippmann and T.S. Eliot. Al-
though they rarely mention him b y
name their works demonstrate the in-
fluence of Babbitt ’s ideas. In 1960

scures the ends of politics. Without a
clear understanding of the higher pur-
pose of politics it becomes difficult to
judge the quality of leadership. In the
modern paradigm, the momentary will
of the people has become the measure
of the quality of political leadership.
Leadership is increasingly measured
by public opinion polls and focus
groups that reflect the constitutionally
unfiltered desires of citizens. This
practice is c learly a t  odds with the
v e r y  i d e a  of cons t i tu t ional
government. It is especially contrary
to  t h e  e t h i c a l  underpinnings  o f
constitutionalism. Specifically, it un-
dermines protections for numerical
minorities and checks against majority
tyranny.

It isn ’t as though moral concerns
have been removed from politics. It is
rather that a new moral understanding
of politics has emerged that has re-
placed the older tradition of classical
and Christian political philosophy. In
short, humanitarianism has replaced
humanism. The former is rooted in a
‘positive’ view of human nature and a
corresponding faith in progress. In ei-
ther the form of scientism or idealism
humanitarianism champions the cause
of unfettered rights and freeing human
will from the shackles of tradition and
outer authority. Morality consists
largely of ensuring the material
progress of the underprivileged clas s
by redistributing wealth and expand-
ing liberty by judicial edicts and pub-
lic policy pronouncements. These ob-
jectives are to be accomplished not by
m o r a l  se l f - improvement  but  b y
lawmaking. Humanism, by contrast,
recognises that political and social  life
reflect a quality of will and imagina-
tion that correspond to the inner life
of individuals. Political and social  or-
der are especially reflective of the
existential order of political and social
leaders. Humanism places emphasis
on the formation of ethical character
as a prerequisite for political action.
Given the defects in human nature
progress is uncertain. Good leaders
will not always be in charge. The

1 Introduction

Contemporary scholarship and West-
ern culture at large reflect an uncer-
tainty and discomfort with the rela-
tionship b e t w e e n  pol i t ics  a n d
morality. The moral character of
leaders, some have argued, is less im-
portant than their ability to ensure a
growing economy or protect national
interests abroad. As long as the mate-
rial needs of the people are being met,
why be concerned with the ethical
dimension of politics? This view eas-
ily degenerates into the idea that eco-
nomic prosperity and security are the
ethical imperative in politics. Reduc-
ing the ethical centre of politics to
satisfying economic and security
needs depreciates from the classical
and Christian understanding of poli-
tics that includes soul-craft as a pri-
mary end of political life. Combined
with the movement toward more di-
rect  democracy, reducing or trans-
forming the ethical ends of politics
creates a theoretical paradigm that un-
dermines the philosophical founda-
tions of constitutional government.
Constitutionalism is based on the idea
that the raw popular will needs to be
filtered through constitutional struc-
tures like representation, staggered
elections, judicial review, the separa-
t ion o f  p o w e r s ,  a n d  c h e c k s  a n d
balances. The presumption of repre-
sentative democracy, as James Madi-
son explains it in Federalist 10, is that
‘the public voice, pronounced by the
representatives of the people, will be
more consonant to the public good
than if pronounced by the people
themselves, convened for the purpose’
In the context of constitutional gov-
ernment leadership often requires op-
position to the prevailing majority
will. Knowing how to filter the public
views requires a type of character that
is attuned to something higher than
the self-interest of leaders or the mo-
mentary majority will. The end o f
politics is the common good, the sum-
mum bonum.

Contemporary political practice ob-

IRVING BABBITT AND THE ETHICAL DIMENSION OF POLITICS

Michael P. Federici
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Harvard University created the Irving
Babbitt Chair  of Comparative
Literature. In 1984 the National Hu-
mani t ies  In s t i t u t e ,  b a s e d  i n
Washington, D.C., was  created to
study and disseminate Babbitt ’s ideas.
NHI’s journal Humanitas regularly
publishes articles about and reviews
of Babbitt ’s ideas and works. A sig-
nificant and growing body of second-
ary literature on Babbitt testifies to his
lasting re lev ance and contribution.
Babbitt ’s influence has been signifi-
cant especially given the fact that his
ideas tend to rub against the grain of
dominant strains of modern and post-
modern thinking. He was criticized by
a broad range of intellectuals and so-
cial  critics including Sinclair Lewis,
Ernest Hemingway, and Allen Tate.
In particular Babbitt ’s understanding
of politics and the ethical life was met
with stringent opposition. His argu-
ments and his opponents’ criticisms
provide insights into recent debates
about the role of morality in politics.

2 Irving Babbitt and his
critics
In his essay on ‘Self-Reliance’ Emer-
son wrote that ‘To be great is to be
misunderstood’. To judge by Emerso-
nian standards Irving Babbitt was the
epitome of greatness. His New Hu-
manism encountered a  barrage of
criticism in the lat e 1920’s and 1930’s
that was directed from a  variety o f
intellectual, philosophical, and reli-
gious perspectives. However diverse
Babbitt ’s critics may have been, most
of them held in common a confused
understanding of his humanism.
While this fact is generally recognised
by most of Babbitt ’s proponents, the
reasons why his humanism were so
widely misunderstood remain some-
what of a mystery. Certain aspects of
Babbitt ’s thought have been studied
with the purpose of addressing his
critics, as was done, for example, by
George Panichas in his article ‘Bab-
bitt and Religion’2. However, a more
comprehensive analysis of Babbitt ’s
critics and an explanation for the gen-
erally shoddy treatment he received
has yet to appear in print. David Ho-
eveler ’s The New Humanism (1977)

attempts to define broadly the New
Humanism and its adherents through
1940. Yet, Hoeveler ’s book is bur-
dened with subtleties differentiating
the various humanists. While it does
give a perspective on the depth of the
debate over the New Humanism, it is
limited in its contribution to answer-
ing the question why Babbitt in par-
ticular was poorly understood.

A more clear understanding of the
reasons why Babbitt was so injudi-
ciously treated and misinterpreted is
warranted by the recent revival of in-
terest in his work and the growing
need to address the ethical dimension
of politics. The scholarship of George
A. Panichas and Claes G. Ryn, among
others, marks the re-emergence of
Babbitt as one of America’s leading
intellectual critics of the twentieth
century.3 The renaissance of Babbitt ’s
humanism must anticipate the criti-
cisms that are likely to be levelled
against it. If the new proponents of
humanism are to be successful in con-
tinuing Babbitt ’s critical mission,
which includes clarifying the ethical
nature of politics, they must be keenly
aware of the reasons humanism was
surrounded with misinterpretation and
vituperation in the 1920’s and 1930s.
In addition, the term ‘humanism’ im-
plies anti-theism. Otherwise sympa-
thetic readers, especial ly those who
have a religious orientation, are prone
to misunderstand Babbitt ’s ideas if the
meaning of New Humanism is not
clearly differentiated from what is of-
ten referred to as secular humanism.
Unless the renewal of New Human-
ism correctly anticipates the climate
of opinion it must confront, the debate
over humanism will be plagued with
the same problems the initial debate
incurred. A first step in raising the
level of discourse is to retrace the
confusion, misunderstanding, and hos-
tility that has characterized the debate
over humanism since the early part of
the century.

This essay is a critical survey o f
Babbitt ’s humanism and its critics.
The scope of the debate over human-
ism and the number of participants do
not make possible a comprehensive
analysis in limited space. Nor do all

the criticisms of Babbitt warrant com-
ment given their polemical nature.
Thus, I will focus on critics and argu-
ments that are representative of the
attack on Babbitt and helpful in high-
lighting the reasons why he was
misunderstood. The analysis will also
be directed a t  c larifying Babbitt ’s
view of the ethical life and its impor-
tance for political order. The essay is
divided into three sections. The first
will provide a brief sketch of Bab-
bitt ’s humanism. The second section
will comment on Babbitt ’s critics and
present five common misconceptions
of humanism. The last section will
offer some remarks on why Babbitt
was misinterpreted and how much of
the blame can be attributed to his
methodology and terminology. 

3. The humanism of Irving
Babbitt

The modern period according to Bab-
bitt has been characterized by a revolt
against traditional authority and the
truths of the ethical life. By traditional
authority he meant the church and its
dogmas, doctrines, and revelations. In
the past these sources provided moral
standards for ethical conduct in areas
of life such as  politics, aesthetics,
economics, and education. They
shaped the substance of civilization.
The rise of modern sc i en ce and its
corresponding ideology, sc i entific
naturalism, as well as the rise of ro-
manticism and its corresponding
ideology, romantic naturalism, marks
a revolt against outer authority in the
name of autonomous secular reason
and autonomous secular imagination
respectively. These ideological influ-
ences represent a view of human na-
ture and politics that is incompatible
with constitutional government. The
incompatibility is due to the contrary
perceptions of human nature and
leadership. For Babbitt leadership be-
gins with a disposition of the soul that
is disciplined in accordance with what
he calls the ‘inner check’ The prop-
erly ordered soul exudes what Burke
referred to as the ‘spirt of religion’
and the ‘spirit of a gentlemen’ The
modern naturalist substitutes sham

Michael P. Frederici   
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spir i tual i ty  fo r  genuine m o r a l
character. Scientific naturalism and
romantic naturalism were, in Babbitt ’s
view, pseudo-religious movements
that replaced genuine ethical virtue
with humanitarian crusading. The
most obvious trait of naturalistic hu-
manitarianism was its spiritual
indolence, which Babbitt defined as ‘a
disinclination to oppose to one’s ex-
pansive desires any will to refrain’
and then ‘to shift the blame on some-
thing or somebody else for the un-
pleasant consequences’4. For this rea-
son Babbitt considered much of natu-
ralistic sentiment detrimental to genu-
ine spiritual activity, political order,
and civilization generally. He believed
humanitarianism undermined the clas -
sical and Christian understanding of
human nature and moral action. The
older tradition was premised on a du-
alistic philosophy of man, i.e., man
h a s  both  h ighe r  and  l o w e r
inclinations. Because man has dual
potentialities for good and evil actions
his lower passions should be checked
by a  higher will. This restraining
power in man is the inner check. It
functions as a discriminating force
that enables man to control or direct
the inner flux of passion and desire.
Thus, the quality of human conduct is
not arbitrarily determined by circum-
stances or environmental forces out-
side human control but by the deliber-
ate and discriminate exertion of will.

Ethical dualism was the central fea-
ture of Babbitt ’s humanism and the
point of contrast with naturalism. He
considered Rousseau to be an instru-
mental figure in the rise of modernity
because he represents a revolt against
ethical dualism. ‘The old dualism’,
Babbitt explained, ‘put the conflict
between good and evil in the breast of
the individual .  . . with Rousseau this
conflict is transferred from the indi-
vidual to societ y’5. In Literature and
the American College Babbitt re-
marked that what Rousseau called  vir-
tue was not what was traditionally
meant by the term. For Rousseau,

Virtue is no longer to be the veto power
of the personality, a bit and a bridle to
be  applied to one’s impulses, and  so

imposing a difficult struggle. These
impulses, Rousseau asserts, are good,
and so a man has only to let himself go.
Instead of the still small voice that is
heard in solitude and urges to self-
discipline, virtue is to become a form of
enthusiasm . . . He will hear of no norm
of conduct that is set above individual
feeling.6

In the romantic scheme once man is
declared naturally good and societ y is
remade accordingly, there is little rea-
son to doubt the moral purity of his
desires and passions. Babbitt , on the
other hand, believed ethical conduct
was the result of strenuous inner dis-
cipline and the inculcation of sound
moral habit. Rousseau by contrast re-
marks in his Reveries of the Solitary
Walker, ‘I give way to the impulse of
the moment .  .  .  .  As long as  I act
freely I am good and do nothing but
good  . . ’7

Babbitt warned that the inversion
and decay of standards, caused by a
rejection of traditional authority could
not be restored by an appeal to reli-
gious dogma or outer authority. He
was keenly aware that the restoration
of ethical insight was not simply a
matter of returning to the past. Instead
he believed that the naturalists were
best refuted by turning against them
‘their own principles’ Thus, Babbitt
himself c lai med to be ‘thoroughly
modern’ and he welco med ‘the efforts
of the man of scien ce . . . to put the
natural law [of physical nature] on a
positive and critical basis’. The tenets
of his humanism were not based on
metaphysics or revelation but on hu-
man experience. Referring to himself
as an ‘ethical positivist’ Babbitt at-
tempted to affirm the truths of the
inner life on the basis of the ‘immedi-
ate data of consciousness’. This ‘swift
flanking movement on the behaviour-
ists and other naturalistic psycholo-
gists’ would, he hoped, prove that
naturalism is not true to its clai m to
be experimental. The naturalist, Bab-
bitt argued, was incomplete in that he
refused to accept the truths of the
inner life as ‘facts of experience’. The
loss of standards has resulted because
naturalism, in refusing to deal with
the human moral law, has reduced

reality to the ephemeral and transitory
flux of the physical natural l aw.
‘What prevails in the region of the
[physical] natural law’, Babbitt
explained, ‘is endless change and
relativity; therefore the naturalist posi-
tivist attacks all the traditional creeds
and dogmas for the very reason that
they aspire to fixity’ The reduction of
reality to immanent ‘facts’ has meant
the loss of transcendent moral stand-
ards that are associated with the
immutable, permanent oneness of life.
Babbitt poses the challenge to modern
reductionists that ‘The constant ele-
ment in life is, no less than the ele-
ment of novelty and change, a matter
of observation and experience’. The
affirmation of ‘the constant element in
life’ on a positive and critical basis
was for Babbitt the most urgent need
of the modern age. 8

Babbitt ’s criticism of naturalism
was that it emphasized man’s natural
goodness at the expense of his moral
weakness. His view of human nature
was not Hobbesian ; he did not believe
that man is simply evil. Man is a
‘paradoxical creature’, Babbitt argued;
he experiences in his inner life the
presence of both a higher, or ethical,
will and a lower, or ‘ordinary’ self.
The higher will pulls man in the di-
rection of the abiding and permanent
things in life, whereas the lower will,
in opposition to the higher, appeals to
the ephemeral and transitory flux of
life. The higher will pulls man to a
‘common centre’ i.e., what Aristotle
called ‘homonoia’ (like-mindedness).
While Aristotle tends to conceive of
this ethical centre as reason, Babbitt
views it as a quality of will. The more
man disciplines his life in accordance
with his higher self, the more he par-
t i c ipa te s  in w h a t  is u l t i m a t e l y
normative, what Plat o called  the ‘A-
gathon’ (the good). Predominance of
the lower will, by contrast, while it
may bring momentary pleasure, re-
sults in despair, restlessness, and
anxiety. The ethical life demands con-
centration on this most fundamental
inner tension between opposing
forces. To the naturalist who ‘declared
that everything expansive in human
nature is divine’, Babbitt responded:

Babbitt and the ethical dimension of politics 



‘I do not hesitate to affirm that what
is specifically human in man and ulti-
mately divine is a certain quality of
will, a will that is felt in its relation to
his ordinary self as a will to refrain’ 9.

The humanism of Irving Babbitt
represents, in part, a re-articulation of
the ancient and medieval understand-
ing of human nature. Yet it deviates
from the older tradition in its empha-
sis on imagination and depreciation of
reason. ‘Man, a being ever changing
and living in a world of change’, Bab-
bitt explained, is ‘cut off from imme-
diate access to anything abiding and
therefore worthy to be called real, and
condemned to live in an element of
fiction or illusion. Yet  c ivilization
must rest on the recognition of some-
thing abiding. It follows that the truths
on the survival of which civilization
depends cannot be conveyed to man
directly but only through imaginative
symbols’ 10 Because he placed such
importance on imagination Babbitt
believed that art and literature were
vital to man’s perception of the per-
manen t  th ings .  M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
imagination, like will, has both a
higher and a  lower quality. Higher
imagination, or what Burke called
moral imagination, puts man in con-
tact with the true, the good, and the
beautiful as they are symbolically rep-
resented in great  works of art and
literature. Moral imagination absorbs
the ‘wholeness’ of life, it draws atten-
tion to the centrifugal element in life.
By contrast, the idyllic or romantic
imagination is ‘not drawn back to any
ethical centre and so is free to wander
wild in its own empire of chimeras’
The idyllic imagination is one-sided
in that it indulges in the playful and
pleasingly emotional experience of
life as an escape from the serious and
decorous side of life. While such art
has a t  best a merely recreational
value, Babbitt argued that it has in the
modern period been given primacy
over ethically centred art. ‘With the
elimination of the ethical e l em e n t
from the soul of art’, Babbitt asserted,
‘the result is an imagination that  is
free to wander wild with the emanci-
pated emotions’ 11. The intoxication
with the idyllic and the romantic has

meant the disappearance of art that
represents the imaginative wholeness
and centre of life. Instead of drawing
men to an ethical centre, romantic art
is a  d ivers ion f r o m  e t h i c a l
introspection.

Babbitt ’s humanistic approach was
an attempt to confront the modern
crisis on its own terms. He adopted
the terminology of his opponents, the
scientific and romantic naturalists, yet
his methodology was profoundly un-
modern in that he concentrated on a
more comprehensive spectrum o f
experience. Moreover, his emphasis
on restraint and ethical discipline was
unmodern as well. Thus, while Bab-
bitt hoped to broaden the modern de-
bate by affirming the experiential ex-
istence of an ethical veto power in
man, his positive and critical human-
ism was maligned and misunderstood
by a broad range of critics. But why
was Babbitt ’s humanism so  poorly
understood, and why did the debate
over humanism often degenerate into
a polemical tirade?

4 Five misconceptions of
Babbitt’s humanism
It is apparent from a review of Bab-
bitt ’s critics that a significant number
of people felt compelled to take a
stance on humanism. A list of critics
includes such names as T.S. Eliot,
H.L. Mencken , Allen Tate, Edmund
Wilson, Henry Hazlitt ,  and Ernest
Hemingway. Their references to Bab-
bitt ’s humanism range from jesting
remarks to serious analysis. Most all
of Babbitt ’s critics have in common a
confused understanding of his phi-
losophy of humanism. In many in-
stances the confusion is accompanied
by polemics. Accounting for the
source of confusion and polemics is
difficult, given the diversity of indi-
viduals that can be considered critics
of Babbitt. The mere number of critics
demands that an analysis of humanis-
m’s critics be limited to those who
serve to highlight the reasons why
Babbitt was misunderstood. For the
purpose of systematic analysis five
common misconceptions of Babbitt ’s
humanism can  be identified and
explai ned.

The five misconceptions of human-
ism are: 

1) Humanism was negative. It ar-
gued against everything modern and
failed to offer a positive alternative to
naturalism. 

2) Humanism was Puritanical be-
cause it emphasized self-discipline
and ethical restraint. 

3) It was irrelevant to the modern
world because the source of humanis-
m’s standards was pre-modern. It was
rigid, unimaginative, and thus it inhib-
ited creativity especial ly with respect
to literature and art. 

4) Humanism was based on meta-
physical concepts that reflected per-
sonal beliefs and had no experiential
foundation. 

5) It was hostile to institutional reli-
gion and dogma and Babbitt believed
that humanism could function inde-
pendently of traditional religion.

Many of Babbitt ’s critics held the
view that there could be no positive
resul t  f rom Babbitt ’ s  negative
approach. Edmund Wilson, contribu-
tor to The Critique o f  Humanism ,
wrote in his essay ‘Note on Babbitt
and More’, ‘How can one take seri-
ously a  philosophy which enjoins
nothing but negative behaviour?’12

Wilson’s understanding of Babbitt ’s
inner check is that it had the sole
function of preventing action. This
view often exemplified a  failure to
conceive that what Babbitt meant by
the higher will/inner check was not
Stoical or ascetical self-denial for its
own sake but a power in man to pause
and ethically deliberate before acting.
He described the inner check as  a
power ‘that is felt [by man] in its
relation to his ordinary self as a will
to refrain’. By ‘ordinary self’ Babbitt
had in mind the selfish, egocentric
inclinations in man, recognising that
these lower desires must be checked
by a higher will does not rule out that
m a n  h a s  dignif ied a n d  v i r tuous
desires. The point Babbitt wished to
make was that ethical action is not
spontaneous or instinctive. Whether or
not individuals decide to follow their
ethical conscience, the fact remains
that they pause before acting and
‘search their soul’ The pause of ethi-
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cal deliberation is a prelude to action.
As Claes Ryn points out, ‘The term
[inner check] is employed by him
[Babbitt ] in opposition to a l l those
who would forget the duality of hu-
man nature and identify the moral
good wi th  pa r t i cu l a r  human
intentions’ 1 3 .  Babbitt ,  it must be
remembered, was  reacting against
romanticism, which asserted that man
was naturally good and that his pas-
sions and desires should not be sub-
ject to the restraining power of ethical
conscience. Rousseau expressed this
attitude when he remarked: 

I give myself to the impression of the
mom ent without resistance and [even]
without scruple; for I am perfectly sure
that my heart loves only that which is
good. All the evil I ever did in my life
was the result of reflection; and the little
good  I have been able to  do was the
result of impulse.14

The inner check was  also, some
critics charged, a negative answer to
the modern question which required a
positive response. Lewis Mumford in
his e s s a y  ‘ T o w a r d  a n  Organ ic
Humanism’, charged Babbitt with re-
ducing the problem of conduct and
social organization to merely negative
action, i.e., ethical restraint. Babbitt ,
he argued, reduced good conduct to
‘the application of the moral veto or
the inner check’ and this Mumford
believed ‘is to lose the significance of
ethics itself’ because ‘if living well
were only a matter of restraint and a
limitation of “expansiveness” a
chronic invalid would be the supreme
type of an ethical personality’. Thus,
according to Mumford , Babbitt ’s hu-
manism had nothing to offer society:

the  New Humanists have merely op -
posed to the weakness and infirmities of
our present society a series of anxious
negatives just as impotent to produce
new values as the optimistic assent of
their Mechanist rivals. In short: the New
Humanists are empty.15

Babbitt was not suggesting that the
good man do nothing. His books dis-
cuss leaders whose actions are worthy
examples of moral leadership. Babbitt
c i t e s  George  Washington,  John
Marshall, Abraham Lincoln, and Ed-

mund Burke as good leaders and he
contrasts their type of leadership with
a contrary type represented by Wil-
liam Jennings Bryan , Henry Ford,
Jefferson, and Rousseau.

Herbert Read’s review of Democ-
racy and Leadershiprecognised Bab-
bitt ’s ‘masterly’ diagnosis of modern
culture, yet Read concludes, ‘He does
not succeed in envisaging a  means
whereby the controls which are opera-
tive in the individual can  be made
valid for social organization’. 16 Bab-
bitt was explicit on the relationship
between the inner life and social
organization. In Democracy and
Leadershiphe wrote:

Civilization is something that mus t  be
deliberately willed; it is not something
that gushes up spontaneously from the
depths of the unconscious. Furthermore,
it is something that mus t  be willed first
o f  all by  the individual in his own
heart. 17

In this passage Babbitt is confirm-
ing Burke’s comment that civilization
depends for its survival on the spirit
of a gentleman and the spirit of
religion. Political and social  order are
not restored primarily by public
policy reforms but by individuals who
conform to a  higher law above the
written law. This is another way of
confirming what Plat o demonstrates
in the Republic, that the polis is man
written large, i.e., order in the city is
intimately bound up with order in the
soul. Babbitt undoubtedly recognised
that modern societ y was  in need o f
reform but like Burke and P l at o h e
believed that meaningful and lasting
reform must begin in the human heart
not a legislative chamber.

A frequent mistake made by critics
is to interpret Babbitt ’s idea of ethical
restraint in the superficial manner of
referring to it as self imposed physical
paralysis. Mumford exemplifies this
tendency in the above quoted passage
when he remarks that Babbitt ’s reduc-
tion of ethics to restraint implies that
the ideal moral type is the ‘chronic
invalid’. Henry Hazlitt , like Mumford ,
failed to grasp the meaning of the
higher will for a similar reason. ‘The
phenomenon of house training, com-
mon to nearly all adult dogs’, Hazlitt

explained, ‘is itself sufficient to dis-
credit Mr. Babbitt ’s belief that only
m a n  c a n  c o n t r o l  his  i m m e d i a t e
desires’. In his essay on ‘Humanism
and Value’ he refers to a dog’s higher
will and clai ms that ‘Our “moral” su-
periority to the animals. .  .is by n o
means thoroughly established’. 18 Such
a comment is almost worth dismissing
out of hand, yet  Hazlitt ’s argument
demonstrates just how confused many
of Babbitt ’s critics were. To speak of
a dog’s higher will is to attribute a
specifically human characteristic to an
animal on the grounds that animal and
human ‘control’ are equivalent in
kind. The dog, it hardly needs to be
mentioned, lacks the quality of sym-
bolic consciousness, if he possess it at
all, that would permit him to partici-
pate in moral deliberation. Man i s
able to detach himself from impulse
and passion through the medium of
reflective consciousness, whereas, in
Ryn’s words ‘the animal lacks, or just
has the barest rudiments of, a type of
intelligence and imagination which in-
volves detachment from the here and
now’.19 Thus, Hazlitt’s reference to a
dog’s higher will indicates that he was
far from comprehending what Babbitt
recognised as the most fundamental
fact  of experience—man ’s inner
check. Hazlitt’s confusion also raises
the question whether some of Bab-
bitt ’s critics were unable to under-
stand humanism because they were
imaginatively closed to the level of
experience to which he appealed.
Babbitt anticipated this problem when
in the introduction to Rousseau and
Romanticism he referred to the ‘in-
completeness’ of many modern
thinkers. They are  incomplete, h e
argued, because they fail to confront
the full range of experience. While it
is difficult to decipher with any de-
gree of exactness the reasons why
Hazlitt and Mumford misinterpreted
Babbitt ’s term inner check, it is never-
theless reasonably apparent that they
were operating under the assumption
that the ethical veto was a physical
reality that renders the body unable to
act. The inner check, however, is not
an ‘object’ nor does it have physical
content or tangible substance. It is an
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ethical conscience or moral sense
which is experienced as  a will to
refrain, i.e., a veto power that scruti-
nizes human desire. ‘Besides the flux
of life’, explained Paul Elmer More, 

there is also that within man which
displays itself intermittently as an inhi-
bition upon this or that impulse, pre-
venting its prolongation in activity, and
making a p a u s e  o r  eddy . . . in the
stream. This negation of the  flux we
call the inner check. It is not the mere
blocking of one impulse by another. .
.but a restraint upon the flux by a force
contrary to it. 20

Hazlitt’s and Mumford ’s confusion
is due in part to the fact  that when
they refer to physical paralysis they
fail to realize that the inner check
functions as a precondition to human
action. The action itself, be it physi-
cally static (negative) or physically
dynamic (positive), is the outcome of
the working of the inner check.

The second misconception of Bab-
bitt ’s humanism is closely relat ed to
the first. It consists of the argument
that Babbitt was a Puritan meaning
that he advocated excessive self-re-
straint and moral extremism. In the
words of C. Hartly Grattan , he was
one of those ‘life-hating’ Christians.
The source of such criticism is not
difficult to identify. Austin Warren,
who was sympathetic to Babbitt ’s
humanism, remarked that:

In consequence of his emphasis on the
‘freinvital’ and on the evils of mos t  of
what, from the late eighteenth century
to  our own day,  has passed  for ‘pro-
gress’ Babbitt has passed for a Puritan
and a constitutional denier.21

Babbitt ’ s  humanism,  while i t
stresses inner discipline, is in some
respects fundamentally at odds with
Puritanism. The Puritan notion of an
elec t ,  ‘chosen’ aristocracy, for
example, is in sharp contrast with
Babbitt ’s fondness for Buddha’s view
that ‘In the last analysis a man must. .
.save himself’.22 Many critics assumed
that because Babbitt was a Harvard
professor, his intellectual background

was heavily influenced by New Eng-
land Puritanism. Yet, Babbitt was of
partly Midwestern origin, and in early
life he was everything from a cowboy
in Wyoming t o  a  r e p o r t e r  in
Cincinnati. References to his Puritan-
ism and other name calling, a s  for
example Rebecca West’s comment
that Babbitt was a ‘drill-sergeant’ or
Allen Tate’s c lai m that  he ‘recom-
mends the police force’ as a solution
to the collapse of authority, are  a t -
tempts to discredit Babbitt by label-
ling him as a fringe reactionary. The
hostility toward Puritanism also indi-
cates the influence of naturalism. If
Rousseau’s anthropology is accurate,
then arguments philosophically
grounded in ethical dualism that es-
pouse the need for inner self-disci-
pline are apt to be dismissed as ethical
authoritarianism.

The charge that Babbitt was a Puri-
tan fits what Eric Voegelin called  ‘a
tactic of classification’ and it indicates
an unwillingness to engage in an open
dialogue about the truths of the inner
life. Here the validity of Babbitt ’s hu-
manism is dismissed by categorizing
it as Puritanical. The negative conno-
tation of the word ‘Puritan’ diverts
attention away from the particular ar-
guments of Babbitt and discredits his
humanism in one fell swoop. Edmund
Wilson uses this tactic when he writes
that the arguments of Babbitt and Paul
Elmer More ‘are not really conclu-
sions from any sort of evidence, but
merely the unexamined prejudices of
a Puritan heritage which Babbitt and
More have never outgrown’. 23 Thus, to
Austin Warren’s observation that
Babbitt passed for a Puritan because
of his emphasis on the will to refrain,
it must be added that such name call-
ing is the result of a superficial under-
standing of humanism and perhaps a
closure to rational debate.

The third misconception is that hu-
manism condemned modern culture,
especially literature, and that it is di-
dactic when it should be sympathetic
and accommodating. The general ar-
gument is put forth in David Hoevel-
er’s The New Humanism.

The smug  dismissal of the new literary

efforts by the two major humanist
minds was patently irresponsible. Their
culpability was two-fold. Babbitt and
More genuinely believed that the Hu-
manist  prescription was capable of
qualitatively impr oving American life,
even if they never expected a thorough
Humanist renovation. There was muc h
in Babbitt ’s and More’s philosophy of
art that was valuable, but they rendered
it ineffective by failing to apply it to the
contemporary literary scene . . .
.Secondly, More and Babbitt . . .  read
the new literature too narrowly . . . .
Had the Humanists looked closer they
might have found elements there of the
spiri tual struggle and  the search for
self-perfection that they themselves en-
dorsed . . . . In the end the battle of the
books did successfully elaborate Hu-
manistic values and prejudices, and cer-
tainly it demonstrated how remote Bab-
bitt and  More were from t h e  cultural
directions of American life. But the
fact ,  unfortunately,  meant that the
battle, for these Humanists, was a lost
opportunity to give some substance to
the Humanist programme. 24

Similar charges were made by
Wilson, Hazlitt ,  J.E. Spingarn, and
Rebecca West. Babbitt was aware of
these criticisms and defended himself
against the charge that he was irre-
sponsible in addressing modern
culture. Once again, if his position is
to be understood, it must be viewed in
the proper context. The urgent need of
the early twentieth century, Babbitt
argued, was to restore sound ethical
standards to art ,  literature, and the
whole of culture. In Rousseau and
Romanticism he explained the reasons
for his approach to literary and social
criticism.

I am n o t  trying to give rounded esti-
mates of individuals. . . but trace main
currents as part of my search for a se t
of principles to oppose to naturalism. .
.Criticism is such a difficult art because
one mus t  not only have principles but
mus t  apply them flexibly and
intuitively. No one would accuse criti-
cism at present of lacking flexibility. It
has grown so flexible in fact as to
become invertebrate. One of my reasons
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for practising the present type of criti-
cism is the conviction that because of a
lack of principles the type of criticism
that aims at rounded estimates of indi-
viduals is rapidly ceasing to have any
meaning.25

In addition to this defence of his
critical method Babbitt responded to
his critics in an article that appeared
in The Bookman , entitled ‘On Being
Creative’. Here he cites examples of
the ‘lack of principles’ in modern
criticism. One example is ‘Mrs. Mary
Colum’s assertion that Aristotle’s lit-
erary taste, as revealed in the Poetics ,
was the kind we  associate with the
tired business man—the kind that in-
clines “to good detective stories and
melodrama . .  .”’ Edmund Wilson,
Babbitt charged, asserted ‘that the
characters of Sophocles have no more
ethical substance than those of Mr.
E u g e n e O ' N e i l’ .  The d e n i a l  o f
s t a n d a r d s ,  Babbitt added ,  ‘has
amounted to a repudiation of the two
chief traditions of the Occident, the
classical and the Christian. The ‘out-
standing trait of the modern era’, Bab-
bitt argued, is ‘a boundless intoxica-
tion with novelty’26.

The danger presented by the loss of
critical standards, Babbitt warned,
jeopardizes the existence of sound
criticism. Therefore, he stated:

There is need of a type of critic who
will essay the task, especially difficult
under existing circumstances, of creat-
ing standards. Without standards there
can be no centre of judgment to which
to refer the mere welter of appearances.
Lacking this centre, other forms of crea-
tion will become unstructural and so
sink to a comparatively low level. As a
result of the failure to achieve thus far
any such coordinating principle of
unity, the whole modern experiment is
in danger of assuming the aspect of a
return to chaos.27

By ‘coordinating principle of unity’
Babbitt meant a lasting centre of judg-
ment kept alive by sound tradition.
The great literary works of the past
provide a vast record of the articu-
lat ed wisdom of the ages. Sound tradi-

tion is instrumental in creating stand-
ards by which to judge contemporary
l i t e r a tu re .  The t r end  in m o d e r n
criticism, however, was to deny tradi-
tion a place and substitute the dubious
standards of creativity and originality.
Babbitt was not arguing that there is
no place for creativity and originality
in literature but that they must be
subservient to what  is central to
literature, i.e., the articulation o f
sound ethical tradition. The primary
function of these literary traits is to
bring a  freshness to the wisdom o f
generations past. While he called for
imitation in art and literature he was
not referring to a rigid adherence to
symmetrical design but an imagina-
tive recreation of the abiding element
in history.

Despite Babbitt ’s explication of his
literary and social  criticism, his critics
misconstrued his purpose. In 1967
Kenneth Frederick Stewart, wrote an
article on Babbitt ’s humanism. He
made the common remark that:

It does seem t h a t  in his attacks on
contemporary art and literature Babbitt
was alienating the very group he should
have wooed . . . . But instead of using .
. . potent ial  agreement to encourage
writers to follow the  humanist  way,
Babbitt s tood  off and  cursed the
darkness.28

Such criticism fails to comprehend
both the nature of the modern crisis
and Babbitt ’s response to it. The dis-
order of the age, Babbitt realised, was
desperate. He believed that the influ-
ence of naturalism had served to re-
place sound tradition, both religious
and  humanis t i c ,  w i th  sham
spirituality. Consequently, responding
to the disorder of the age was not
some political game in which Babbitt
could have voiced occasional agree-
ment and in return expected to win
over a few disciples to his humanism.
While he recognised that social and
l i t e r a ry  c r i t i c i sm n e e d s  to  b e
sympathetic, Babbitt ’s understanding
of the modern problem compelled him
to emphasize judgment. ‘The truth is’
Babbitt explained, 

that the critic worthy of the name mus t
judge;  the counter- truth is that he
should base his judgment on the widest
compr ehension and sympathy. The hu-
manistic critic does not cultivate exclu-
sively either. . .but mediates between
them. . . .Goethe leaned very strongly to
the side of compr ehension and sympa-
thy as a corrective to the dogmatic nar-
rowness of many of the critics of his
time. The present emergency is the ex-
act opposite of the one that confronted
Goethe. Open-mindedness is being glo-
rified in the critic as an end in itself.29

To the widespread glorification o f
‘open-mindedness’ Babbitt offered
judgment and standards as a correc-
tive to excessive sympathy.

To believe that if Babbitt had been
more accommodating he would have
avoided much unnecessary criticism
ignores both the stark contrast be-
tween Babbitt and his critics and the
philosophical incompatibility their re-
spective positions represent. Had Bab-
bitt been more sympathetic to modern
critics and contemporary literature, he
would have compromised his role as a
critic of sound standards. In other
words, if Babbitt ’s response to the
d i sorder  of the  age  w a s  to  b e
effective, it had to be combative. Bab-
bitt ’s dissidence was itself a part of
his response to the modern age. His
one-sided treatment of Rousseau was
justified, because the part of Rousseau
that was influential in the political and
social milieu of Babbitt ’s time was
itself one-sided. If Babbitt emphasized
ethical restraint it was because
naturalism, both in its romantic and
scientific form, preached excessive
moral expansionism. If he argued
forcefully for disciplined imagination
and sober thinking, it was because
sentimental humanitarianism was radi-
cally transforming the meaning of vir-
tue into emotional pity and reflection
into idyllic dreaming. Moreover, Bab-
bitt was convinced that the only way
to correct the modern delirium was by
vigorous concentration on the central
elements of life.

The fourth misconception of Bab-
bitt ’s humanism was that it was ab-
stract and that  what it called the
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higher will was a metaphysical con-
cept and hence unscientific. Yet Bab-
bitt was correct in asserting his hu-
manism was ‘modern’. By modern he
meant the refusal to take things on
authority and readiness to establish
truth without the a id of dogma or
outer authority. In place of doctrines,
revelation, and creeds he appealed to
human experience as the evidence for
the existence of ethical and moral
norms. In clai ming that the ‘constant
element in life’ is a ‘matter of obser-
vation and experience’, Babbitt hoped
to restore the ‘ethical values of
civilization’. To many scientific natu-
ralists Babbitt had gone too far once
he began talking about ethical values
and went beyond the physical natural
law to the realm of the moral law. C.
Hartly Grattan stated this reservation
in his essay ‘The New Humanism’:

Agreeing with the Humanists that it is
impossible to accept values imposed by
external authority or divine revelation,
we mus t  go a step beyond the Human-
ist s and demand that the values to
which allegiance is finally given, be
arrived at according to the scientific
method in cooperation with true esthetic
appreciation . . . . if we are to  have
values which are to have any reasonable
finality for living, they  mus t  be t h e
product of the application of the scien-
tific technic. 30

For Grattan , only the scientific
method can define value. Moreover,
Babbitt ’s ethical positivism did not, in
his view, meet the criterion of scien -
tific method because

Humanistic values are derived from
past formulations, and particularly from
formulations arrived at in a primitive
society  where the  authors could no t
conceivably imagine many of the mos t
vital and complex problems of modern
living.

By ‘primitive’ Grattan meant scien -
tifically primitive. Because Babbitt
borrows from ancient and medieval
au tho r s  s u c h  a s  Aris tot le  a n d
Sophocles, his ‘values’ reflect their
‘primitive’ knowledge and scientific

ignorance. Grattan concludes that,

The humanist will. . .is a metaphysical
concept not to be defined, measured, or
described in terms that are acceptable to
the scientific mind . . . . Its action is not
causal but arbitrary. It is a figment of
the imagination, without validity to any
one with an elementary knowledge of
modern scientific thought  on the
subject.31

Grattan , a scientific positivist, was
a t  odds wi th  Babbitt on f i r s t
principles, namely what constitutes
experience. He charged that the higher
will is ‘not causal’ and its action is
arbitrary. To assert that the action of
the higher will is arbitrary is to clai m
that man has no control over his will.
By defining the higher will as a veto
power Babbitt was not only arguing
that man controls his action (free will)
but also that human action is not de-
termined by causality. Grattan’s posi-
t iv ism w a s  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m
Babbitt ’s. For him, scientific method
was the measure of whether some-
thing fits into ‘a  unitary system o f
natural processes’ and thus is verifi-
able in experience. This was exactly
the ‘incompleteness’ of modern posi-
tivism that Babbitt alluded to in the
int roduct ion t o  R o u s s e a u  a n d
Romanticism. By reducing experience
to that which is verified by physical
natural laws, e.g., the system of ‘natu-
ral processes’ modern positivism ne-
g l ec t s  all  e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  i s
nondeterministic, for example, human
free will. Babbitt ’s reference to a
higher will in man challenges the be-
lief that experience can be reduced to
deterministic categories. For all his
efforts to put the truths of the inner
life on experimental grounds, Babbitt
faced the repeated criticism that the
higher will was an abstract metaphysi-
cal concept, when in fact he clai med
that it was a part of the ‘immediate
data of consciousness’.32

The fifth and final misconception
of humanism is that it was hostile to
traditional religion and that Babbitt
believed that humanism could exist
independently of religion. The major
critics of Babbitt on this point were

Allen Tate, T.S. Eliot, and G.K.
Chesterton. Allen Tate criticized hu-
manism because it ‘is based upon
scien ce, which is naturism . . ’ The
problem with Babbitt was that he had
‘not been philosophical enough’. By
depending on the methods of scien ce,
Tate charged, Babbitt was himself a
naturalist, and he concludes that ‘Hu-
manism is an attempt to do mechani-
cally—that is, naturalistically—what
should b e  done moral ly’ . 3 3 Thi s
interpretation, which was echoed by
Hoeveler , represents a profound con-
fusion regarding Babbitt ’s position on
religion and the experiential reality of
the higher will.

Babbitt , who believed he could best
appropriate the  Christian outline by
demonstrating that Christianity simply
gave a supernatural statement to the
empirical t ruth of a  posit ivistic
Humanism, was working along the
same lines as the romantics, who, dis-
pensing with an overruling God ,  le f t
only the soul and nature by which to
work out the terms of the older Chris-
tian program.

In addition, Hoeveler believed that
Babbitt ’s critics were justified in
pointing to the ‘precariousness’ of
Babbitt ’s ‘reliance on an inner disci-
pline and a  personal authority that
sought no support from external
creeds or supernatural authority’. 34

Kenneth Frederick Stewart typifies
this view of Babbitt when he writes,
‘The missing element in his system is
a concept of God’.35 Babbitt ’s critics
repeatedly chastised him for not tak-
ing the last step toward religion. Even
his close friend Paul Elmer More had
reservations concerning the ability of
humanism to ground itself sufficiently
in transcendent authority. In his article
‘A Revival of Humanism’ that ap-
peared in the March 1930 Bookman ,
More wrote:

Will not the humanist, unless he adds to
his creed the faith and hope of religion,
find himself at last, despite his protests,
dragged back into the camp of t h e
naturalist.36
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The most extensive criticism o f
Babbitt on the subject of humanism
and religion came from his former
student T.S. Eliot. Eliot published two
articles dealing specifically with the
question of humanism and religion.
The first, ‘Religion Without Human-
ism’ appeared in Norman Foerster ’s
Humanism and America (1930), and
the second was titled ‘The Humanism
of Irving Babbitt ’ which appeared in
The Forum (1928). In both these es-
says Eliot centres his criticism o f
Babbitt on the contention that human-
ism is futile without religion. He does
his former teacher an injustice by mis-
stating Babbitt ’s position on human-
ism and religion. He wrongly attrib-
uted to Babbitt the view that ‘human-
ism is the alternative to religion’.
Babbitt ’s ethical positivism, while it
r e f u s e d  t o  t a k e  things on outer
authority, was nevertheless theistic.
Yet, Eliot believed that  Babbitt ’s
methodology ‘suppressed the divine’.
In fact, he was convinced that Babbitt
was trying to ‘make humanism .  .  .
work without religion’ Eliot argued
that:

the humanistic point of view is auxil-
iary to and dependent upon the religious
point  of view. For  u s ,  religion is
Christianity; and Christianity implies, I
think, the conception of the church. . .
.Professor Babbitt knows too much he
knows too many religions and
philosophies, has assimilated their spirit
too thoroughly to be able to give him-
self to any. The result is humanism.37

Babbitt ’s humanism, Eliot charged,
could not provide the emotional disci-
pline lacking in the modern world. It
could only be provided by institu-
tional religion. Like Chesterton, h e
attributed to humanism characteristics
Babbitt never intended it to have.
Chesterton states, ‘The question i s
whether Humanism can perform all
the functions of religion’. 38 In his es-
say ‘Humanism: An Essay At Defini-
tion’ Babbitt responded to the charge
that his humanism was incompatible
with or an alternative to religion.

It is a mist ake to hold that humanism

can take the place of religion. Religion
indeed may mor e readily dispense with
humanism than humanism with religion.
Humanism ga ins  greatly by having a
religious background . . . whereas
religion, for the man who has actually
renounced the world, may very conceiv-
ably be all in all. On the other hand, the
man who sets out to live religiously in
the  secular  order  without having re-
course to the wisdom of the humanist is
likely to fall into vicious confusion—
notably, into a confusion between the
things  of God and the th ings  of
Caesar.39

In part, the confusion surrounding
the debate over humanism and reli-
gion is due to the fact that Babbitt ’s
message was addressed to the modern
audience that refuses to accept the
authority of revelation and dogma.
His appeal to ‘ethical positivism’ was
couched in terms that were apt to
disturb persons oriented toward tradi-
tional religion. As is evident from the
passage quoted above, Babbitt be-
lieved that  humanism and religion
were intimately bound up with one
another. 

The problem of humanism and reli-
gion highlights the awkward situation
Babbitt faced. On the one hand, h e
was attacked for being a metaphysical
philosopher who relied on traditional
prejudices and therefore was untrue to
the scientific method. On the other
hand, critics like Eliot, Chesterton,
and Tate accused him of being insuf-
ficiently theistic. In Tate’s view, Bab-
bitt was a naturalist. In responding to
this variegated criticism Babbitt faced
the dubious choice that if he compro-
mised his position in one direction, he
would infuriate the critics from the
other direction. Babbitt stood firmly
on the middle ground, not between
religion on the one side and nihilism
on the other, but between the ‘doc-
trinization ’ of experience and the re-
jection of the complete range of
experience.

5 Why Babbitt was misunder-
stood

It is clear from the evidence that Bab-

bitt was to a  degree both unfairly
criticized and widely misunderstood.
It remains to consider why his human-
ism was surrounded with confusion
and vituperation. Passing references
have been made in the previous sec-
tion to reasons why Babbitt was so
often misinterpreted. While other fac-
tors contributed to the misunderstand-
ing of his humanism, four major influ-
ences are listed below.

1) The Social and Intellectual Environ-
ment

‘The rise of the New Humanism’
wrote David Hoeveler , ‘takes place
against the most profound revolution
in American thought and this transfor-
mation must be considered the start-
ing poin t  for  d i scuss ion  o f  the
subject’.40 While he may overstate the
case, Hoeveler is correct in pointing
to the importance of discussing hu-
manism in the context in which i t
developed. Positivism, romanticism,
Marxism, and pragmatism were all on
the rise in the early part of the twenti-
eth century. They significantly af-
fected the intellectual, political, and
social ethos of America. In Babbitt ’s
view, naturalism in both its romantic
and scientific forms, rejected tradi-
tional standards provided by revela-
tion and dogma, and replaced them
with humanitarian sentiment. The ar-
guments that ensued were therefore
over first principles. Most striking
was the contrast between the ethical
restraint of humanism and the emo-
t iona l  e x p a n s i v e n e s s  o f
humanitarianism. In condemning
much of naturalism as  pseudo-reli-
gious Babbitt was calling into ques-
tion the fundamental framework o f
modern thought and sensibility. The
differences between humanism and
humanitarianism were so great that
they represented two irreconcilable
views of human nature. Thus, the ex-
change between Babbitt and his critics
was not inconsequential. On the out-
come of the issues in question de-
pended the political, social , and spir-
itual order of America. In that sense
Babbitt was a ‘dissident critic;’ he not
only disagreed with the intellectual
and social  status quo of his age but he
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was combative in his criticism of it.

2) The Ideological Component

The intellectual and social  c l imate
Babbitt confronted was  not merely
hostile toward his humanism, but it
was to a large degree ‘closed’ to ra-
tional debate. Voegelin has argued
that  Questions of social order can
be discussed rationally only if the
whole concept of the order of human
existence, of which the social order
forms a part, is viewed in its entirety
and right back to its transcendental
origins. 41

For C. Hartly Grattan only that
which can be verified by the scientific
method is considered real and there-
fore on logical grounds open to
debate. Although Babbitt professed
himself an ‘ethical positivist’ it is
clear that his positivism differed sig-
nificantly from Grattan’s. In fact, in
the usual sense of the word, Babbitt
was not a positivist at all. For as John
H. Hallowell explained,

The positivist tends to regard all value
judgments as expressions simply of sub-
jective individual preference. He denies
that value judgments refer to any objec-
tive reality, because he cannot scientifi-
cally demonstrate the exist ence of any-
thing like a moral order. . . .And for the
transcendent order potentially embodied
in reason and conscience, the positivist
liberal substituted the conception of an
immanent order of nature. 42

Babbitt ’s humanism clearly does not
m e e t  the  mode rn  c r i t e r ion  o f
positivism, for it recognised the tran-
s c e n d e n t  bas is  of m o r a l  o r d e r .
Grattan , however, demonstrated just
how divergent Babbitt and his critics
were. His refusal to accept the experi-
ential reality of the higher will was
due to what he characterized as Bab-
bitt ’s failure to follow the scientific
technique. 

Frequent polemical references to
Babbitt as a Puritan or reactionary
further marks the intellectual milieu in
which he lived. While his New Hu-
manism was taken seriously enough
by many intellectuals to warrant
comment, the criticisms often were
lacking in substance. This can be at-
tributed in part to the fact that many

scholars, and especial ly literary
critics, were so intoxicated with
‘open-mindedness’ that they were
closed to the restoration of judgmental
criticism represented by Babbitt ’s
humanism.

3) The Terminological and Substantive
Deficiency of Babbitt

Not all the blame for the confusion
surrounding the debate over human-
ism can  be attributed to Babbitt ’s
critics. His terminology and method-
ology c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  misunder -
standing. Babbitt was not a positivist,
if by positivism is meant the rejection
of transcendent reality. Nor was Bab-
bitt ‘modern’ or ‘experimental’ nor
did he base his arguments on ‘psycho-
logical facts’. Although he used this
language, it did not adequately articu-
lat e the experiential reality he wished
to convey. The reader is often con-
fused by his terms because they imply
in their modern context and by their
semantic origins something radically
different than what he intended. For
example, he defines ‘psychological
evidence’ to mean ‘evidence of the
same kind as is supplied by numerous
passages of the New Testament, pas-
sages that give one the immediate
sense of being in the presence of a
great religious teacher’.43 No doubt the
New Testament provides a wealth of
historical experience that conveys an
immediate sense of the engendering
experience that was the impetus for its
symbolic expression. Yet, ‘psycho-
logical fact’ in the modern context
implies, as does positivism, closure to
transcendent reality. Confusion i s
therefore evident between the experi-
ential reality, which he correctly
perceived, and the symbolic articula-
tion of the experience, which Babbitt
did not adequately communicate. The
immanentist connotation of his termi-
nology results in a misinterpretation
of his philosophy. Hoeveler , for
example, interprets the phrase ‘the im-
mediate data of consciousness’ to
mean that Babbitt ‘would suspend all
appeal to the transcendental and
supernatural’. 44 Yet, he does not sus-
pend all appeal to the transcendent.
While Babbitt aims to affirm the

higher will on an experimental basis,
he does not mean that the higher will
is an object of immanent reality o r
that it is not divinely guided. The
higher will, rather, is the point of
contact between human and divine; it
marks the ‘inbetweenness’ of human
existence, what  P lat o ca l led  the
‘metaxy’ In the words of James
Luther Adams, ‘It may be confidently
asserted that Professor Babbitt be-
lieves in the real presence of some-
thing which is in human nature and
transcends human nature’.45 Although
his terminology m a y  imply
differently, Babbitt was neither a posi-
tivist nor an experimentalist in the
ordinary meaning of those terms. His
humanism presupposes an openness to
transcendent reality.

4) The Critical Dissent of Irving Bab-
bitt

Babbitt ’s critical method caused a de-
gree of confusion. The justification
for it was the need for a criticism of
sound judgment that could correct the
overemphasis on sympathy in modern
literary criticism. By ‘judgment’ Bab-
bitt did not mean didacticism as his
critics charged but adherence to ethi-
cal standards. Tradition was, for him,
a check on the tendency to forego
standards for the sake of originality
and creativity. Excellent in their ap-
propriate place, originality and crea-
tivity were not ends in themselves. To
those who attempted to divorce ethics
from art and literature Babbitt ’s criti-
cism was unacceptable. For them art
was just as valuable when it was play-
ful as when it conveyed an enduring
principle.

The dissent of Babbitt ’s criticism
was more than a disagreement over
what constituted good literature or art.
His dissent went beyond the bounds
of comparative literature and into
political, social , and spiritual matters.
He was reacting against the disorder
of the age, and his judgment was both
negative and positive. On the negative
side he was critical of the modern
disregard for ethical standards and
spiritual indolence. He refused to
compromise his position, for he be-
lieved the most urgent need of sound
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criticism was the restoration o f
standards. On the positive side he at-
tempted to conserve tradition and re-
store the ethical centre to literature.
Like Burke, he believed that man is
dependent on the wisdom of past
generations. In admiration of Burke
he wrote: ‘He saw how much of the
wisdom of life consists in an imagina-
tive assumption of the experience of
the past in such fashion as to bring it
to bear as living force upon the
present’.46

6 The relevance of Irving
Babbitt
Recent debates about the ethical di-
mension of politics have much in
common with the debate over New
Humanism. Both indicate significant
resistance in Western culture to the
idea that politics should be ethically

grounded in self-restraint. New efforts
to re-establish the ethical dimension
of politics are apt to be more success-
ful if the experience of Babbitt ’s New
Humanism is carefully studied. Bab-
bitt ’s ideas address age-old questions
about the nature of politics and about
human nature. Yet there is a refresh-
ing element of creativity in Babbitt ’s
work. His emphasis on imagination,
for example, provides a perspective of
life that is modern/post-modern but he
uses the insights of modernity to re-
constitute the insights of classical and
Christian thinkers.

Babbitt ’s humanism provides a con-
trast to contemporary views of politics
and societ y that tend to shift the set-
ting for ethical work from the soul to
policy making institutions. It is in-
creasingly common that  morality
ceases to be a matter of personal self-

discipline and ordering passions in the
soul. The new morality measures
goodness in social  statistics. Justice
becomes a matter of social equality
and promoting public policies that up-
lift the underprivileged. In some in-
stances holding the right policy posi-
tions is the measure of morality re-
gardless of personal behaviour There
is, no doubt, a n  e l ement of truth in
this idea. Unfortunately it tends to be
overstated, exaggerated and a thinly
veiled effort to protect political power
and influence. The humanism of Irv-
ing Babbitt provides insights that help
clarify the relationship between moral
standards and politics.
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1 A bit of a confession

I propose to examine the question of
whether Irving Babbitt ’s form of hu-
manism c a n  b e  r econc i l ed  with
present day sensibilities about the
p l ace  of tempora l i ty  in human
experience, and the effects of evolu-
tion and history on human nature.  I
will require a few paragraphs to ex-
plain what I mean by this, and why it
is an important question to consider,
but I should confess to the reader
right away that  this is an essay in
metaphysics. Almost nothing has been
written in the way of investigating
Babbitt ’s metaphysics, and for very
good reason. Not only is this sort of
speculation contrary to Babbitt ’s sen-
sibilities and training, but there is lit-
tle in his writings to give one clea r
guidance as to what  metaphysical
ideas he favoured. Claes Ryn has
done much to bring into a more sys-
tematic order the characteristic episte-
mological doctrines of Babbitt , and
has extended and e l aborated those
doctrines a t  length.1  Where Ryn
needed metaphysical grounding to
complement Babbitt ’s epistemology,
he went, not to Babbitt ,  but to the
thought of Bendetto Croce to fill out
his account. Yet Ryn admits this pair-
ing of Babbitt ’s epistemology with
Croce ’s dialectical, idealistic meta-
physics is not always a comfortable
fit, and he mainly effects the synthesis
to pursue important present-day aims
quite beyond the interpretation o f
Babbitt. Hence, Ryn is wisely diffi-
dent of clai ming that his doctrine fol-
lows Babbitt. And indeed, any effort
to systematize the thought of a hu-
manist ought always to be met with
suspicion. But unsystematic episte-
mology and metaphysics ought to be
met with still more. I admit it is fair to
question whether one ought to seek in
Babbitt ’s thought a metaphysics, but
once one has decided there are good
reasons to seek it, one ought at least
to be rigorous rather than random in

setting it out. If I subjugate living
humanism to a dangerously Baconian
impulse in what  follows, may I  a t
least state my awareness of the
dangers, and apologize in advance if I
cannot persuade the reader that there
are pressing reasons to attempt this.
Let me begin, then by offering a n
account of these reasons.

2 Lunch with Royce
I would like first to engage the read-
er’s historical imagination, for per-
haps here there may be found a meas-
ure of humane warrant for the ap-
proach I will take in this investigation.
This point aims to quell the irritated
sensibilities of those who think meta-
physics barbarous to the core. Josiah
Royce, the great idealist and perhaps
the most rigorously systematic phi-
losopher in America’s history, was
Babbitt ’s neighbour and colleague.
Royce ’s thought happens to be an
area in which I have done some ex-
tensive research, and the type of meta-
physical perspective I take up here is
inspired in no small measure by
Royce’s logic of relations and his phi-
losophy of time. If it helps the reader
find sympathy, then, please imagine
this as Royce’s response to Babbitt
over lunch, just after having read Bab-
bitt ’ s  e s s a y s  on or iginal i ty  a n d
creativity. It is a summer afternoon on
a perfect day, just Babbitt , Royce, and
an excellent red wine, and they are
well into their second bottle, as the
conversation takes a definite meta-
physical turn. You are  privy to the
conversation from a nearby table, but
you a r e  p re tending  t o  r e a d  t h e
newspaper. Perhaps you may find an
opportunity to join the conversation
lat er. With this scenario in mind, I
hope my results may contribute some-
thing to the on-going discussion o f
Babbitt , and perhaps deepen that dis-
cussion without barbarizing it. The
metaphysical views that follow are
my own, not Royce’s, but recognising
that nothing of the sort can be wholly

original or wholly possessed, they are
consistent with what  Royce might
have said.

3 Stories of Origins: A Mile-
stone in Philosophical Con-
sciousness

Moving to other reasons why w e
should believe that Babbitt ’s meta-
physics ought to be brought forward, I
have defended elsewhere2 the idea that
a  f u n d a m e n t a l  sh i f t  in human
thinking, and in the development of
human consciousness itself, began
making itself manifest in the 18th cen-
tury–precisely at the time Rousseau
was creating the legacy Babbitt so
regretted. The full articulation of the
dawning shift in the form of human
consciousness culminated in the early
19t h century with the appearance,
among the upper crust intellectuals of
Germany, of modern historical con-
sciousness–leading eventually to the
increasingly widespread recognition
among ordinary people that patterns
may be discerned in history and that
these patterns create an inertia and
context in the present. Increasingly,
human self-understanding has fitted
itself to the form of historical con-
sciousness that broke into the public
awareness with the work of Herder,
the lat er writings of Kant, and those
of Hegel, and Schelling.  In the mid-
dle part of the 19th century, unprec-
edented popularity and controversy
was given to the idea that processes of
development and growth, the scien -
tific investigation of which takes a
narrative form, were the most funda-
mental questions one could ask.
Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology
(1830-33) substituted a developmental
account of earth’s history for the
static accounts that had been believed
for thousands of years, while Alexan-
der von Humboldt literally invented
the scien ce of natural history, and
Darwin applied the narrative idea of
natural history to the story of the for-
merly ‘eternal species.’  These ideas
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were not new.  What was new was
that they were being taken seriously
as true accounts of the phenomena.
For example, the idea of biological
evolution had been around a t  least
since the 6th century BC, when Anaxi-
mander suggested it.  Empedocles de-
veloped biological evolution further,
and it appeared from time to time
throughout Western history,3 but the
import of the idea was not recognised
until human consciousness became
historical.

Where formerly, since Aristotle, sci-
entific and most other inquiries had
sought what was eternal and unchang-
ing in things—their essence, the i r
principle, their logos—gradually over
the past two to three hundred years
we have sought instead their origins
and their stories, the true narrative of
how things came to be the way they
are. Certainly the narrative form of
explanation has always been a funda-
m e n t a l  a s p e c t  of human
consciousness, and we need look no
further than the most ancient ‘expla-
nations’ of things that survive today,
since mythic form is narrative, with-
out exception. But the modern con-
sciousness of humanity is not only
narrative, it is historical. Historical
consciousness has the effect of re-
mythologizing human understanding,
with the difference that historical nar-
rative follows both an imaginative and
a conceptual logic, where mythic con-
sciousness had followed a predomi-
nantly imaginative logic in which rea-
son was either nascent, suppressed, or
wholly absent. This is a point that was
clear to philosophers of history from
Vico to Cassirer, but as the re-my-
thologizing has progressed into the
present, somehow this insight has
been largely forgotten. Historical con-
sciousness itself is no recent novelty,
of course, since it is clear that Hero-
dotus and Thucydides already pos-
sessed a highly developed awareness
of the difference between the more
general mythic form of narration and
the more specific form of the ‘histori-
cal account.’ The issue is not whether
historical consciousness was some-
how a completely new phenomenon,
but rather what functional role it was

playing in the quest for truth in the
minds of those who lived and live. I
submit t h a t  t o d a y  h i s t o r i c a l
consciousness, of a sort I will further
elaborate, has replaced almost entirely
the appeal to first principles, to
eternal, universal truths, as the domi-
nant form of human consciousness.

4  Fr iends  o f  t h e  Eterna l
Forms
Some people, such as Straussians and
other fundamentalists, lament this
sh i f t  t owards  h is tor ic ized
consciousness.4 They are inclined to
think of it as a betrayal of Truth, or
the Form of the Good, or, in political
c i r c l e s  a s  a  ‘s louching t o w a r d s
Gomor rah ,’ of a n  embrac ing  o f
nihilism. Let them whine all they like,
it does not change the situation. I wish
neither to praise nor bury historicism,
but wish only at this point to describe
it. A major shift in the form of con-
scious human appropriation of truth is
worthy of note. If truth was in former
days, the ‘saying of the eternal logos,’
but it is now a story like Stephen
Weinberg tells about ‘the first three
seconds,’ then something worth con-
sidering has occurred.

I think, and would like the reader to
a g r e e  erewhile ,  t h a t  while the
Straussians, the Thomists, the reli-
gious fundamentalists, and Robert
Maynard Hutchins ’ frightening mid-
century collection of reactionaries, all
allowed the rise of this new form of
consciousness to turn them into s o
many nostalgic dogmatists, American
humanism, exemplified in the thought
of Irving Babbitt ,  fared far  better.
While the remaining adherents of the
former list now belong in a museum,
the American humanists live in their
own time, having been neither swept
blindly in to  th is  n e w  f o r m  o f
consciousness, nor made into relics in
reaction to it. In large part the meas-
ured and wise response in American
humanism to the rise of historical
consciousness has Irving Babbitt to
thank, at least if I am correct in what
I will argue.

5 How to be pre-postmodern
and post-premodern
Time, evolution and history

Let me first lay out in a  sketch the
metaphysical basis for the argument I
will present. This view is worked out
in greater detail elsewhere, but only
the basics are needed for my account
here, and so a moment’s flight into
rarified air will, I hope, be tolerated
(oxygen masks will automatically
drop if there is a sudden change in
cabin pressure, and be sure to put
your own on first before assisting
your students).

Relative Time

Historical consciousness is one kind
of temporal consciousness. The full
field of temporality, taking in time,
evolution and history, is, in my view,
a threefold phenomenon. I use these
three terms in very specific senses.
One may characterize time as the
brute existence of processes in infinite
relation to one another. In ‘time,’ so
considered, there are the temporal as-
pects of past, present and future, but
there is no single, universally neces-
sary arrangement of past present and
future. Rather, there are infinitely
many possible arrangements, each
constituting a frame of reference. The
common frame of reference, of course,
is the one that defines the past by the
Big Bang event, the future, a little less
clearly, in terms of an infinite expan-
sion (or perhaps a final re-collapse) of
the universe, and the present, still less
c learly, a s  the simultaneity of a
(perhaps infinite) collection of inter-
nally relat ed events we call ‘space.’
But one could, with little difficulty,
offer alternative frames of reference,
defining past, present and future on
the basis of other events or relations
of events, and these frames need not
observe the common frame of refer-
ence at all. I can, if I wish, define past
in terms of a spacetime event that has
not even occurred yet in the common
frame of reference, or an event that
will never occur in the common frame
(i.e., a merely possible event), and I
can do the same for the present and
the futural aspects of time. So long as
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I have specified the possible events
upon which I wish to build my frame,
and I have all three aspects of time so
specified, I have the minimum condi-
tions for a frame of reference. The
relations that may then be described
on the basis of that frame of reference
m a y  b e  more  or l e s s  u s e f u l  o r
interesting, but the point is that the
necessary conditions for orderly rela-
tions exist in every properly defined
frame of reference. ‘Time,’ in this
strict sense, is neither symmetrical nor
asymmetrical; there is no ‘time’s ar-
row’ here. Rather, time is relative ,
i.e., constituted by a totality of possi-
ble relations that mutually imply one
another for the purposes of any par-
ticular description. Here we have the
minimum conditions both for meta-
physical order and for coherent
description, and here metaphysics and
epistemology touch without limiting
one another, and without necessitating
one another. Relative time is suscepti-
ble to descriptions of a narrative form,
but it is also open to infinitely many
other forms of description, such a s
those that posit a single eternal order
(prescriptive metaphysics). However,
there is no a priori reason to privilege
any one description over any other on
the basis of the nature of time itself. If
one chooses to identify relative time
with the common frame of reference,
as the eternalists all do, one has con-
flated time with evolution (see below),
and narrowed one’s field of under-
standing and truth in a way that is not
necessitated by the fundamental con-
ditions for order and description, nor
by character of time itself. There are
many a posteriori reasons to privilege
the common frame of reference, but
these reasons derive from the relations
that obtain between time, evolution
and history. But a priori, in relative
time, all possible events stand on an
equal footing.

Asymmetrical Evolution
Evolution , the second level in the field
of temporality, taken in its cosmic
sense (not its biological) sense, is the
asymmetrical unfolding of spacetime
events in re lation to the common
f rame  of r e f e r e n c e .  Speaking

‘evolutionarily,’ we should say that
once an event has occurred, has be-
come actual,  it always will have
occurred, rendering all contrary events
‘mere possibilities’ from the stand-
point  of the  common f r a m e  o f
reference. From the standpoint of
evolution, then, events that have oc-
curred stand in an external relation to
all subsequent events—meaning that
subsequent events would not be pre-
cisely a s  they are  had the previous
events been otherwise, but the previ-
ous events remain what they are with-
out regard to the subsequent events.
‘Time’s arrow’ is here, but misnamed.
‘Evolution’ in this sense does not im-
ply progress, only asymmetrically or-
dered change. Evolution alone might
never produce anything that  was in
any way ‘better’ than what  came
before. It is linear, but not necessarily
progressive. In order to say that there
is progress in evolution, we  must
bring in history, for history is the
ground of all evaluative judgments.
But it is c lea r  that evolution is a
condition for metaphysical descrip-
t ions of the  common f r a m e  o f
reference. Evolution is not, however,
a condition for metaphysical descrip-
tions of time, strictly conceived, ex-
cept in the tangential sense that a l l
descriptions of which we have experi-
ence occur in a  historical language
(whether natural or formal) that must
have itself evolved. If I am correct,
even God’s language would be sub-
ject to evolution and history, as God
experiences them, because the total
field of temporality is irreducibly
tripartite. There really is no temporal-
ity that  lacks all three levels, time,
evolution, and history. I cannot clai m
there is no being that is non-temporal,
since all my knowledge clai ms pre-
suppose temporality, but I can say
with confidence that whatever non-
temporal existence there may be, it
will submit to the conditions of tem-
porality if we choose to describe it,
and as a result, no one can even say
with precision what ‘non-temporal be-
ing’ even means. Hence, for human
experience, and divine experience in-
sofar as it can be described, and eve-
rything in between (if there is any-

thing in between), being is temporal.

Syncretic History

Finally, then, at the third level in the
field of temporality, one finds history,
which, like evolution, is also asym-
metrical due to its dependence upon
both the common frame of reference
and evolutionary order, but ‘history’
is not reducible to these other two
levels. History is characterized by its
syncretism ,  by which I  mean two
things. First, I  mean that  history,
through a  transcendence of mere
asymmetrically ordered change, has
meaning , while evolution and time,
taken apart from history, have none. I
cannot offer an adequate account of
this ‘transcendence’ here, but this idea
is akin to Hegel’s concept of Geist. It
is not, however, the same idea. Geist
takes in and attempts to unify all three
levels, making history the agent of the
becoming of the Absolute. It is more
accurate to say that history is an agent
of the self-surpassingness of the
divine, the agent through which that
self-transcendence has a meaning. He-
gel misses something quite crucial to
the nature of history in trying to assert
its unity with and predominance over
time and the principle of growth and
development (or evolution). The cru-
cial  thing he overlooks is that not all
historical meaning is preserved in the
unfolding of the cosmos. Clearly I am
not limiting the sense of the word
‘history’ to human history. I include
also natural history, and any other
interpretation of the field of temporal-
ity that depends upon meaning . We do
not know that human beings are the
only historical beings. God might
have a history also, or there may be
races on distant planets that interpret
the meaning of the temporal field, and
certainly animal life is not insensitive
to the presence of meaning in the
temporal field. A mistreated dog takes
account in her cowering under the bed
of the last kick she received a t  the
hands of her abusive master, con-
scious of (at some level) the fact that
what has happened before may hap-
pen again. This involves judgment,
however rudimentary, about the
meaning of the temporal field, and
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hence is historical. However, unlike
evolution, where each event makes its
permanent contribution to the fabric
of the common frame of reference and
remains externally relat ed to all sub-
sequent events, history has a freer
form of temporal existence. While
historical meaning can be genuinely
lost – infinitely many meaningful
events have occurred the meaning of
which no interpreter (with the possi-
ble exception of God) will ever know.
Some of these meanings are unrecov-
e rab le in principle to  finite
consciousness. But novel historical
meaning can be created . Through the
historical transcendence of the com-
mon frame of reference and the evolu-
tionary process, historical conscious-
ness can compare and discover novel
relations without restriction, and de-
scribe them meaningfully. Not all re-
lations will be deemed valuable (for
example, I can think of no pressing
reason to ponder the meaning of the
relation of my last haircut to the Bat-
tle of Waterloo), but some will b e
adjudged indispensable to self-under-
standing and the growth of conscious-
ness itself (say, the relationship be-
tween the 1918 Treaty of Versailles
and the Second World War). So his-
tory is syncretic in that it both creates
and destroys meanings, but accumu-
lat es them in patterns that depend
upon but do not simply imitate the
relationship between evolution and
the common frame of reference.

A Temporal Trinity

Much more can be said, and needs to
be said, about the implications of this
view of the temporal field, but it can-
not be said here. By way of leading
the reader towards some fruitful
thoughts, I  should remark that  my
view here view takes its point of de-
parture from the categories of Charles
Sanders Peirce: Firstness (time on my
account), Secondness (evolution on
my account) and Thirdness (history
on my account), although it reinter-
prets the exact role and function of
those categories. This view is also
sensitive to contemporary physics,
and can even be reconciled, I believe,

with the central insights in the doc-
trine of the Trinity in Christianity.
Hence, I aim to preserve what is true
in the eternalist account without be-
traying what is true in contemporary
scien ce. All that, however, is a very
long story.

6 Metaphysical historicism
For reasons not easy to understand,
the temporal mode of appropriating
and explaining human experience has
gradually replaced the former, eternal-
ist or atemporal mode over the past
three centuries. As a result, what
counts as ‘knowledge’ has shifted
from an account of first principles to a
kind of historical account. We have
become not merely more aware of the
role of history in forming our present
self-concept, rather, we have become
metaphysical historicists. We are per-
sons who cannot well bring ourselves
to accept any non-historical account
of things as truth.  This point is the
crucial one for the interpretation of
Babbitt I would like to offer. I clai m
that Babbitt cautiously embraced his-
torical consciousness and its mode of
explanation without denying that the
former dominant mode of conscious-
ness had a  truth of its own, a  truth
well worth our effort to contemplate.
Thus, Babbitt was a temporalist , if I
am correct, and in that sense an evolu-
tionist and a  historicist, but not a
strictly Darwinian evolutionist (which
would have given him over to the
Baconian extreme), nor a Rortyan his-
toricist (which would have given him
over to the Rousseauian extreme). The
attempt to make evolution do the
work of time just is Baconianism , and
the attempt to make history do the
work of time and evolution just is
Rousseauism. Both commit them-
selves overly to the primacy or origi-
nality and creativity, replacing en-
tirely the idea of the universal with
the cult of novelty. But a temporalist
can acknowledge the importance of
originality and creativity without
making a cult of it. The sensible hu-
manist is not susceptible to fads and
overstatement, but sees the reasons
why they exist, and why the weak-
minded are prone to take what is good

in these ideas to extremes.
Another reason this clai m of

metaphysical historicism matters is
that it c learly distinguishes Babbitt
and subsequent American humanism
from the museum pieces being offered
by those who still c l ing to the idea
that the old eternalist mode of con-
sciousness has a privileged and exclu-
sive clai m to The Truth. A genuine
humanist cannot afford to live either
in a nostalgic conception of the past
or a utopian conception of the future.
A humanist must, among other things,
live deeply in his or her present. A
humanist cannot forsake or ignore a
major shift in the human conception
of truth, but must confront it as a
human being, wrestle with it until all
human strength is exhausted, and pass
the struggle on to the next generation.
The humanist must be both fallible
and heroic, seeing in the individual
struggle to live well, something en-
during (if not necessarily permanent)
about humanity itself. Thus, if Babbitt
lived in a time when the very ground
of truth was shifting, he had to con-
front the shift and see what was living
and what  was dead in the present
meaning of the past, and read its au-
gury for the future. I aim presently to
make the case that Babbitt did pre-
cisely this.

7 Metaphysical Questions

No topic that Babbitt addressed at any
length touches more intimately upon
the fundamental character of tempo-
rality than his essays concerning
originality and creativity. It is here
that he asks whether origins are good
or bad, whether creativity and novelty
are good or bad, and as  one might
predict, his method of investigation is
historical and descriptive, embodying
well one of the three levels of tempo-
rality sketched above. Here I would
like to take as exemplars two well-
known essays, and show how they
point to a  sort of humanism that  is
consistent with the metaphysical pre-
suppositions of our current age, a s
sketched above. The essays are ‘On
Being Original’ from The Atlantic
Monthly (1906), and ‘On Being Crea-
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tive’ from The Bookman (1931). 5 We
must ask whether Babbitt ’s use of
historical method follows our account
of history above. Where shall we see
its syncretism? What of its depend-
ence upon and relation to the asym-
metry of evolution and the common
frame of reference? Is Babbitt ’s use
and view of history one that requires
both situatedness and transcendence
in order to generate meaning? Is
meaning sometimes lost in history?
And most importantly, does human
nature ‘evolve’? What would it mean
to be a humanist who embraces the
idea that there is no fixed or perma-
nent human nature? Is it enough to
embrace enduring patterns in human
nature? When we have answered these
questions, we  shall have a central
piece of Babbitt ’s metaphysics, and its
r e l at i o n  t o  his  epis temology.
Therefore, in some ways I aim to
complement the work Ryn has already
done on Babbitt ’s epistemology b y
backing  it  up w i th  a  p laus ib le
metaphysics. I do not do this to rescue
Babbitt from philosophical obscurity,
but because Babbitt still has much to
teach the children of the present. The
children of the present, however, can
no more bring themselves to ‘believe’
an eternalist than they can bring them-
selves to believe in polytheism. Both
are dead options for modern historical
consciousness. Babbitt can only b e
believable to the present generation if
he meant something other than ‘eter-
nal’ when he spoke of finding what
was ‘universal’ in human nature.

8 Originality in Neoclassi-
cism

Beginning wi th  t h e  e s s a y  o n
originality, we  first recognise that
Babbitt criticizes both the Romantic
enthusiasm for the infinite worth of
originality, and the Neoclassical con-
demnation of it as worthless. Babbitt
will accept neither extreme, and seeks
to make out the genuine place of
originality in humane life. Let us take
a moment with Neoclassicism before
moving to the more important account
of Romanticism. 

Neoclassicism, in its fanatical devo-
tion to convention, may seem histori-

cal at first glance, but Babbitt reads it
otherwise.  It substitutes dead formal-
ism (read ‘eternalism’) for the more
appropriate living appreciation of the
past.  The accomplishments of the
ancients are to be appreciated, even
revered, but not worshipped for
Babbitt.  Where taste and judgment
fall into mere formalism, they become
anti-humanistic and, more importantly
for our purposes, unhistorical.  That
is, the Neoclassical fanatic fails to
unde r s t and  t h a t  he den ies  the
importance, vitality and worth of his
own age by idealizing the past.  The
living human being becomes less, a
priori, than the dead ones (who are
not  s o  m u c h  d e a d  a s  t h e y  a r e
immortal , i.e., removed from the field
of temporality altogether).  Living hu-
man beings, no matter how piously
they may regard the past, are not per-
mi t t ed  t o  or ig ina te  forms o f
expression.  Therefore certain epochs
of human history become an eternal
Now in which all significant things
have already happened, and the Neo-
classicist becomes a narrow and un-
witting eternalist.  Not only does this
pernicious eternalism murder the hu-
manity of the present and the future,
it, somewhat surprisingly, also mur-
ders the past.  The fanatical Neoclas-
siscist fails to recognise that his own
view of things could not easily have
been true during the privileged epochs
in w h i c h  t h e  anc ien t  f o r m s
(apparently) originated.  He certainly
would have been obliged, had he lived
and held his view in ancient times, to
rejec t  the originality of Plat o and Ar-
istotle as surely as he rejects the origi-
nality of Beethoven.  So e i ther the
Neolclassical view of the universal
worth of conventional forms was not
always true (and is hence an ‘original’
doct r ine  in t h e  v e r y  s e n s e  h e
condemns), or it was always true and
historical personages were not really
the originators of conventional forms.
Since the first option must be rejected
out of hand, the second must be de-
fended by the Neoclassicist.  It may
be clai med, for example, that the true
forms of human expression were de-
livered from the heavens themselves,
where they had been waiting with the

gods for the right moment to be deliv-
ered as  a dispensation to the pious
Greeks, evermore to be imitated by
succeeding human beings.  But even
in this whimsical account of ‘origins’
there is a fatal flaw, since it seems to
suggest the possibility of new and
lat er dispensations by the gods to later
epochs.  The only way to head off that
possibility is to argue (or believe
unconsciously) that lat er people are
not sufficiently deserving or pious to
be favoured in this way, or that the
gods are dead.  Rejecting the latter,
the Neoclassicist becomes committed
to a view that takes the Greeks out of
history and places them in a kind of
Neverlandout of the reach of all time,
evolution and history.  He thereby
denies any genuine historical connec-
tion between the Greeks, their forms,
and the people of the present and
future whom he holds under the obli-
gation to imitate those forms.  For the
sake  of denying t h e  wor th  o f
originality, then, the Neoclassicist un-
dermines with metaphysics his own
theory of valuation, for he must argue
at some level that there is a connec-
tion between his own time and the
Greeks, for otherwise, there is no rea-
son for people of his own time to
imitate  the  Greeks  r a t h e r  than
innovate, or call upon the gods and
muses for new forms of expression.

To this monstrosity, Babbitt opposes
his notion of seeking what is universal
in human experience, but without hy-
postatizing the universality.  He re-
minds us that Mnemosyne, memory,
is the mother of the Muses (OBO
244-245), and that  among those
Muses, Clio is not to be despised.  We
shall take this up further when w e
have said a word about Romanticism.

9 Originality in Romanticism
The trouble with the Romantic ideali-
zation of originality is that it fails to
cultivate the universal at all, even in-
consistently (as with Neoclassicism),
and therefore eventually loses the
ability to distinguish what is ‘original’
(in the valuable sense) from what is
simply freakish or odd.  This inability
to distinguish what  is weird from
what is original arises from a n  ab-
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sence of common standards.  Here
even the admirable Emerson is held
under considerable suspicion for his
view of originality, due to the ‘un-
bounded deference with which it fills
him for the untrained individual’
(OBO, 225).  One suspects that Bab-
bitt has in mind here especially Emer-
son’s essay on ‘Self-reliance.’  But
one can hardly charge Emerson with a
generalised failure to appreciate what
is universal in human nature, as Bab-
bitt knows.  When it comes to the
point of stating what, a t  bottom, i s
wrong with the Romantic idealization
of originality, Babbitt makes a sur-
prising (and for our purposes quite
telling) case that Romanticism’s crip-
pling weakness is not that it sets out
to destroy the eternal forms, but rather
that it fails to appreciate history.

Romanticism encourages each per-
son to live ‘as if none had lived be-
fore him’ (OBO 223).  

The man who breaks with the past in this
way will think he is original when he is
in reality merely ignorant and
presumptuous .   He is apt to imagine
himself about a century ahead of his age
when he is at least four or five centuries
behind it (OBO 230-231). 

In this regard we may begin to un-
derstand why Babbitt gives us a
somewhat surprising moment.  The
moment confronts us when Babbitt
approvingly cites Nietzsche, not for
his lat er contempt of Romanticism,
but from what is generally regarded as
Nietzsche’s most Romantic work, The
Birth of Tragedy.  Here Babbitt recog-
nises Nietzsche’s distinction between
the Apollonian and the Dionysian
urges as valuable (OBC 10-11).
While some critics of the present are
likely to blame Nietzsche for having
pressed the cult of genius to an all-
time solipsistic high-water mark, Bab-
bitt recognises in Nietzsche a man
who, above all, was not ignorant of
the past.  It was Nietzsche’s historical
sense that turned him against nihilism,
formalism, and Romanticism, and
while one cannot call him a humanist,
one is obliged to recognise that he
avoids the standard traps.

The unhistorical character of Ro-

mant ic i sm l eads  it into a  bad
me taphys i c s ,  one  in w h i c h  t h e
individual, unhistorical self is thought
to create its own reality.  The indi-
vidual self, then, becomes a meta-
physical atom from which all worth
and value is created.  That may sound,
initially, like an extremely pure form
of humanism, and indeed, Babbitt
sees the seeds of this metaphysical
atomism in the lat e Renaissance,
wherefrom modern humanism also
arose. But there is a fundamental flaw
in the social atomism of the Romantic
view of the all-creating self.  It de-
rives from Aristotle’s insight that to
live alone is to be a beast or a god.6

The Romantic viewpoint produced
many beasts, a few gods, but no hu-
man beings.  Whatever a community
may be,  for them, it can never be
more than the all-encompassing con-
sent of so many uncreated social
atoms.  But this is precisely the re-
v e r s e  of the  c a s e ,  c o n s i d e r e d
historically.  Historically speaking, it
is far more accurate to say that what-
ever an individual may be, including
her originality and creativity, it is pos-
sible only upon the basis of an histori-
cal community.  The paradox at the
bottom of Romanticism is that the
individual must be an uncreated
creator.  For the Romantic to admit
that his own creativity and originality
come from some prior source (in time,
evolution or history) is to undermine
the authority he alleges for his own
creations, for it introduces an external
standard by which those creations
may be judged (e.g., is this particular
creation more or less like its source?).
But for the Romantic, every creation
and every form of expression must be
sui generis, valuable because it is dif-
ferent from all else, because no stand-
ard above its own being can be ap-
plied to it.  Hence, the Romantic also
becomes an unwitting eternalist , but
perhaps even worse off than the
Neoclassicist.  At least the Neoclassi-
cist asserts a more or less unitary
eternity that holds together, somehow.
The Romantic has infinitely many
eternities, all entirely sufficient unto
themselves with no binding relations.
The former gives rise to an oppressive

community, but the latter can be the
basis for no community at all.

In Babbitt ’s words, then, 

Both extr emes fail equally of being
humane.  For, to revert to our fundamen-
tal principle, the humanist mus t  combine
opposite extremes and occupy all the
space between them’ (OBO 232-233).  

The allusion to a Heraclitean view of
the union of opposites should b e
noted, since Heraclitus is the patron
saint of temporal philosophy.  And it
is not enough to have spoken of the
extremes, as we now have, trying to
save what is true in them, without
speaking of ‘all the space between
them.’  What, then, is Babbitt ’s ac-
count of the space between them?
What is his own view of originality
and creativity?  We move now to this
question.

10 The Space Between the
Opposites

Unsurprisingly, creativity and origi-
nality for Babbitt are precisely a un-
ion of opposites.  He says:

Genuine originality is so immensely dif-
ficult because  it imposes the t a sk  of
achieving work that is of general human
truth and at the same time intensely
individual.  Perhaps the best examples of
this union of qualities are found in
Greek.  The original man for the Greek
was the one who could create in the very
act of imitating the past. (OBO 233)

Placed in overtly temporal terms,
originality of a valuable sort is
uncommon, even rare, and difficult,
for it must answer equally to the past
and the present, and only by doing
both  d o e s  it t r a n s c e n d  p a s t  a n d
present and reach towards the future.
The past is arduous to master, and
here lies one side of the challenge, but
the present, while not difficult to
master, is quite resistant to the effort
to create enduring value.  The form of
enduring value comes from the past,
but  only w i th  m a s t e r y  is  i t
comprehended, and such mastery
threatens to remove one from the
present.  In this context, Babbitt re-
minds us of Goethe’s disturbing re-
mark that he would never have writ-
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ten a line if, as a young man, he had
known the classics (OBO 231).  As I
contemplate how much poorer my
own life would be had Goethe’s exag-
geration been true, I notice that some
of the uses of the transcendent power
of historical imagination are  more
chastening than others.  And I shall
resolve not to become the sort of anti-
quarian Nietzsche so justly abused. 

This is the difficulty of assimilating
the past, but the present hides an even
greater snare, for few among us are
really ever lost to the lure of the past.
The present, however, is vital with
possibilities, so many possibilities that
choosing among them the enduringly
valuable ones is a challenge to which
few are equal.  It is hard to live in the
present with a n  adequate sense of
one’s place in history, and deb t
thereto.  The phrase ‘historical dis-
t a n c e ’  d e s c r i b e s  a  genuine
phenomenon, but on occasion one is
allowed to witness events that are
very likely to be defining moments,
and although one cannot say with cer-
tainty how they will shape the future,
one nevertheless encounters historical
transcendence in these moments.  One
ought not look overly hard nor wait
ove r ly long fo r  s u c h  moments
however, since lesser instances of his-
torical transcendence are available on
a daily basis.  One needs simply to
recognise how one’s present condition
embodies an enduring truth about
things humans.  Babbitt ’s true tempo-
ralism shows through quite plainly
when, in speaking of the task of as-
similating the past, he uses Spinoza,
arguably the most eternal of the eter-
nalists to make this very point:

Spinoza says that a man should keep
constant ly before his eyes a sort of
exem pl ar o f  human nature (idea
hominus, tamquam naturæ humanæ
exemplar).  He should, in other words,
have a humane standard to which he may
defer, and  which will no t  proscribe
originality, but will help him to discrimi-
nate between what is original and what
is merely freakish and abnormal in him-
self and others. (OBO 243-244).

It would really be a task to imagine
anything further from Spinoza’s ac-
tual view than Babbitt ’s interpretation

of this statement.  He simply con-
verted one of Spinoza’s eternal modes
into a historical standard of common
sense, and adding metaphysical insult
to injury, suggested that a living indi-
vidual was  free to follow it or not,
that one may (and hence may not )
defer to this standard (quite in con-
trast to Spinoza’s uncompromising
determinism).  The coup de grace is
then dealt in suggesting that  this
power enables one to be open to what
is genuinely original.  For Spinoza,
nothing is original in that  sense.
There is only one cause and it causes
all that is, including itself, and only it
(i.e., God) is original, and even it is
not free.  Spinoza asserts that all rela-
tions are internal to this one substance
and time is therefore not real, while
Babbitt has just implied that human
beings are relat ed both internally and
externally to their temporality, which
m a k e s  t h e m  capab le  of genuine
creation.  Whether Babbitt is con-
sciously misusing Spinoza, here I can-
not guess, but Babbitt was an excel-
lent reader, and it is hard to imagine
that the explicit doctrines of Spinoza
were lost entirely on him.  It is also
hard to believe that Babbitt chose to
cite Spinoza here because it just hap-
pened to come to his mind as  he
wrote.  Babbitt was a much more
careful writer than that.  But there is
another explanation.  In much the way
we are surprised to see Nietzsche used
approvingly, Rousseau occasionally
praised, or even Shelley admired
(OBO 241), the truth in Spinoza needs
also to be placed before the reader.
The man was no charalatan.  In many
ways, Spinoza is as extreme in his
Parmenidean eternalism as Rousseau
is in his Democritean eternalism.
Babbitt was not one to throw away a
truth, no matter how distorted it had
become by being pushed to one of the
extremes.  The truth in Spinoza’s ex-
emplars is not in their alleged eternal
essence, but in their humane value.
After all, one needs standards to live
well.  Spinoza saw that.  One does not
need these standards to be eternal un-
less one wishes to be a god rather
than a human being.  But that is an-
other matter.

What other constructive statements
can we find in Babbitt to help us fill
in the space between the extremes?
Babbitt also offers the following
observation: ‘Genuine originality .  . .
is a hardy growth, and usually gains
more than it loses by striking a deep
root into the literature of the past’
(OBO 230).  In this statement, Babbitt
comes as close as he ever does to the
sense of ‘evolution’ I set out above.
He invokes the image of a sturdy tree
that grows from the ground of history
into the sky of the future.  Yes, the
tree eventually dies, but a t  least it
does not think itself to be either the
earth itself or the sky itself.  It lives
between the two, and in so  doing
imitates in its own way countless trees
before it.  It is neither passive to the
soil nor to the light, but takes from
light and soil what it is a tree’s lot to
take.  The earth cannot do what the
tree does, nor can the sky, and in that
regard the tree is entirely its own, but
it is after all, a tree, vulnerable to the
lightning from above and the root rot
from below.

The image of growth is significant
in re lation to time, evolution and
history, however, because it acknowl-
edges a principle of asymmetry.
Genuine originali ty is  a n
asymmetrical, cumulative growth
process, manifest in human culture in
the process of education.  No civilisa-
tion lasts forever, but no civilisation
can exist at all except on the basis of
cumulative growth.  Parts of present
history, indeed most of it, must be left
behind in order to carry a civilisation
historically forward, and hence educa-
tion becomes a historical symbol of
the evolution of a culture.  But each
deed done, whether it is remembered
and symbolized or not, always will
have been done.  It becomes part of
the being of a culture, and of the
universe.  From the standpoint of
evolution, no deed is wholly in vain.
Whether any particular deed will
come to be symbolized and its mean-
ing taken up into the general culture,
one cannot know in advance.  Many
great deeds are not symbolized, and
come to  b e  los t  in his tory’s
syncretism.  But the genuinely origi-
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nal act embodies something universal
in a unique way.  One need not worry
about how to make one’s individual
relation to the universal ‘unique,’ for
evolution has seen to that  already.
You could not with any amount effort
succeed in making yourself identical
to another time and place–your ‘uniq-
uity ’  ( O B C 6) is your t e m p o r a l
birthright.  Your universality, on the
other hand, will require an effort, if it
is to be original.

11 Human nature evolving
At this juncture a critic may want to
say, ‘but Babbitt ’s view of human
nature, while it is historical, does not
allow for its evolution –it is always
the same, for the Greeks, for the
Asiatics, and even for the cave dwell-
ers’ (see OBO 231).  Here I must
confess that Babbitt clearly stresses
more the enduring aspects of human
nature than the changing ones, and is
given to using the language of perma-
nence when he discusses it.  Babbitt ’s
historical sense does soften the effects
of this a p p a r e n t  concess ion  t o
Plat onism , but does he really allow
for an evolving human nature?  In this
regard I have been led to an odd fact
about Babbitt ’s life and career.  I had
read quite a lot of Babbitt before I
found out he had done a translation of
The Dhammapada .   I was utterly
stunned.  I thought surely it must be
not Irving Babbitt , but another man of
that name.  It would be like discover-
ing Stalin had spent his last years
translating Adam Smith into Russian.
One grows suspicious.  Was Babbitt
simply being thorough in learning the
v iews  of his opposi t ion?  The
Dhammapada, for all its wisdom, ex-
presses a viewpoint so removed from
Babbitt ’s habitual type of Western hu-
manism that it was impossible to be-
lieve he would have devoted himself
to the incredibly time-consuming task
of translating it.  But my suspicions
were wrong.  I had badly underesti-
mated Babbitt.  He translated The
Dhammapada not to learn the view-
point of a foe, but simply to learn the
things that are human.  Like Terrence ,
Babbitt is saying ‘Homo sum; humani
nil a me alienum puto.’  Babbitt rec-

ognised in the Western view of hu-
man nature a pernicious conceit of the
sort Vico used to call ‘the conceit of
nations’ –the tendency to judge the
customs and beliefs of other times and
people by the standards of one’s own.7

And fortunately, it is in this ‘labor of
love’ that we may catch a glance of
the true breadth of Babbitt ’s view of
human nature.8  Here we can at least
make the beginnings of a case for the
idea that he did not by any means
reify the Western concept of the eter-
nal soul.  A passage from his essay
‘Buddha and the Occident’ is worth
quoting at some length:

Though particular utterances of the Bud-
dha . . . may offer little difficulty, it mus t
be admitted that his teaching is not easy
for the Westerner to grasp in its total
spirit.  Even the person who affirms an
underlying unity in human nature and is
more interested in this unity than its
picturesque modifications in time and
space, should at least be able to see the
point  of view o f  the  scholar  who af-
firmed that he had turned to the study of
Buddhism in order that he might enjoy
‘the s t rangeness  of the  intellectual
landscape.’   A chief reason for this
strangeness is that the doctrine of the
Buddha cuts across certain oppositions
that have been established in Western
thought since the Greeks, and have come
to seem almost inevitable.  There has,
for exam pl e, from the time of Heraclitus
and Parmenides been an opposition be-
tween the partisans of the One and the
partisans of the Many, between those
who see in life only change and relativity
and those who in some form or other
affirm an abiding unity.  The Platonic
affirmation in particular of a world of
ideas that transcends the flux so com-
bined with Christianity that it has come
to be almost inseparable from our notion
of religion.  Religion, as we understand
it, seems to require faith in a spiritual
essence or soul that is sharply set apart
from the transitory, and in a God who is
conceived as the supreme ‘idea’ or
entity.  Buddha denies the soul in the
Platonic sense and does not grant any
place in his discipline to the idea of God.
Superficially he seems to be on the side
of all the ‘flowing’ philosophers from
Heraclitus to Bergson.  The schoolmen
of  the  Middle Ages would have ac-
counted  him a n  uncompromis i ng
nominalist. . . . Buddha is so disconcert-
ing to us because doctrinally he recalls

the mos t  extreme of our Occidental phi-
losophers of the flux, and at the same
time, by  the type  o f  life a t  which he
aims, reminds us rather of the Platonist
and the Christian.9

Here we find that Babbitt ’s grasp of
human nature is quite a lot broader
than a reading of his popular criticism
suggests.  He embraces neither the
strictly temporalist account of human
nature, nor the strictly eternalist
account.  The philosophers of flux
have always been around, and if they
are having finally a day in the sun in
the West, that  too is human.  But
Babbitt does not confuse accounts of
human nature with human nature
itself.  The former vary a great deal,
although not all a re  equally to b e
believed, but that latter, human nature
itself, remains always to some degree
beyond our grasp.  We are neither
wholly unintelligible to ourselves, nor
wholly transparent, for Babbitt , and
anyone who tells us that we are one or
the other has mistaken himself for a
beast or a god, and probably ought to
be left a lone.  I cannot show, then,
that Babbitt is a thorough-going
temporalist , although I can show he is
not a thorough-going eternalist.  There
is no reason for Babbitt ,  or anyone
else, to embrace temporalism as the
inevitable truth about things.  The rea-
son to come to terms with temporal-
ism is because it has become an inte-
gral part, and if I am right, the larger
part, of the dominant form of human
consciousness in the present.  This is
the world we find ourselves in, and it
would be wise to find a way to live
well in it, for one will be hard-pressed
to live well in this one while one is
wishing for another.  Babbitt does not
believe he will get  much access to
eternal truths, nor would he know
what to do with any if he had them.
He settles, like a human being, for
enduring truths, since that is what hu-
man beings can understand and use to
the end of living well the humane life.
Enduring truths can be originated and
created by human beings, and in this
regard Babbitt certainly follows Vi-
co’s verum factum principle—the true
is the made, and we can understand
what we make.  But not very much
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that we make warrants the effort of
understanding, and life is very short.
Therefore, it is a mistake to read Bab-
bitt ’s vigorous defence of the univer-
sal as a Western myopia or a reifica-
tion of the soul.  The better interpreta-
tion is to see Babbitt as living in and
with the tradition that gave him his
historical meaning, and contributing
what a single man could to its better-
ment  in t h e  c o u r s e  of a  l i f e .
Fortunately, that  activity included
reaching beyond his own tradition and
into all things human.

12 Creativity and originality:
Calling for the guest bill
I  have  b e e n  concen t r a t i ng  o n
originality, and little has been said so
far about creativity proper according
to Babbitt ’s view.  I cannot analyze it
extensively, a s  I have done with
originality, but perhaps a sufficient
groundwork has been laid for me to
offer the following observation: Bab-
bitt has a tendency to use the term
‘creativity’ in association with the
power of human imagination.  When
he speaks of originality, however, he
is more apt to speak of it in reference
to universally enduring aspects of hu-
man existence he takes to be real—-
not in the sense of eternal essences,
but in the sense of lasting concrete
actualities.  If this observation is fol-
lowed out, we  might safely recom-
mend that, for Babbitt , ‘originality’
has to do with matters of being, while
‘creativity’ refers most often to the
relationship between being and
knowing.  Much has been written
about Babbitt ’s view of imagination,
and indeed, Babbitt himself wrote
much more extensively on creativity
than on originality.  Again Claes
Ryn’s systematization of Babbitt ’s
view of imagination is of great help
here.10  We may also call to our aid
Croce and Vico for a fuller epistemo-
logical account of the relation be-
tween imagination and being.  In gen-
eral we would find accounts here that
are a t  least not alien to Babbitt ’s
viewpoint.  But I have focused o n
originality in this essay precisely be-
cause I think it points us to the most
metaphysical aspect  of Babbitt ’s

world-view.  Whether Babbitt himself
looked explicitly upon the relation of
creativity and originality in this way I
seriously doubt, but his habit of using
these terms in these ways would not
have been missed by Royce, in their
(now rather long) lunch conversation.
Perhaps Royce would make a remark
on this very point, and you, listening
in a t  the next table would finally
chime in ‘Oh, I see.’  At least, that is
w h a t  I  would s a y ,  w e r e  I  the
eavesdropper, adding ‘I think this is
true of your ideas, Professor Babbitt ,
even if you never noticed.’  I fear
Professor Babbitt would choose that
moment to ca l l for his bill and a
carriage, but, hopefully, leaving you
and me with Professor Royce to ex-
plore the further implications.  But
perhaps you will prefer to leave with
Professor Babbitt , so I will not keep
you much longer.  But indulge me
with just a word further while we wait
for your bill.

I earnestly desire to make myself
clear about what I think I have and
have not accomplished here.  There is
another story to be told that  would
connect Babbitt ’s critique of scientism
to the humane scien ce of common
sense, and about the metaphysics that
story presupposes.  Here I have con-
nected Babbitt ’s humanism only to
the historical level of the field o f
temporality, and showed some of its
relations to the evolutionary level.  I
am confident the second undertaking
could be accomplished, but it would
require a greater departure from Bab-
bitt ’s actual writings, and it would be
even more abstract and metaphysical
(and to that extent more barbarous)
than this essay has been.  That project
is of value, however, for while the
present essay offers ways to synthe-
size Babbitt ’s metaphysical assump-
tions about the meaning of history
with the social epistemologies of lat er
kindred writers like Claes Ryn, it has
not yet provided a way to conjoin this
type of social epistemology and social
psychology with the scientific or ra-
tional side of truth.  That conjunction
is needed for a complete account of
human knowing in its relation to the
natural world.  Given a certain view

of human nature as historical and
evolving, with enduringly universal
characteristics, one may now offer
provisional conclusions about the his-
torical and enduring value of things
human according to Babbitt.  But
complete a view of human nature
must include a cosmology a t  some
point, a full account of the why’s and
wherefore’s of der Stellung des Men-
schen im Kosmos , to use Scheler ’s
felicitous phrase.  I have not done that
here.

Having made my partial case for a
balanced temporalist metaphysics in
Babbitt ’s thought, a s  I hope I have
now done, we should be chastened to
remember that Babbitt ’s lifelong bat-
tle with scientism and emotionalism,
both types of ‘enthusiasm’ in his
view, was not in any way a condem-
nat ion o f  s c i en ce  a s  a  human
undertaking, nor of the importance of
emotion in humane living.  He ob-
jected only to the way that these mo-
ments in human experience, when
taken to extremes, distort our lives
and our thinking, leading us to value
transient things above their genuine
worth, and to devalue things that are
of more enduring worth.  Babbitt ex-
plicitly acknowledged that Rousseau
saw something true—-that Rousseau
had the right questions, but the wrong
answers.  There is much to be said for
having the right questions. 11  The same
may be said of Bacon, and hopefully
someone will eventually say that in
greater detail.  Obviously Babbitt ’s
thoughts on creativity and originality
cannot be taken to exhaust his meta-
physical presuppositions, although I
believe these thoughts do characterize
his metaphysical posture.  Professor
Royce and I will take up those other
questions when you have gone.  But if
enough has been sa id to begin the
process of thinking, then I will have
accomplished enough for one essay.  

I see you have paid your bill and
your carriage has arrived.  But I can-
not let  you leave until I confess that I
think Professor Babbitt is more crea-
tive than original, more imaginative
than profound, but I confess that I
posed you with a false dilemma in my
title.  No one could be original o r
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creative without some measure of the
other.  Professor Royce here is not
nearly a s  imaginative, but he is far
more original, in the best sense.  So if,
in a  quiet moment, I  remind Royce

that he serves us and himself best
when he is writing metaphysics, not
novels, perhaps you can congratulate
Professor Babbitt for his wisdom in
writing mainly criticism and leaving

the metaphysics to Royce.

Southern Illinois University
Carbondale, Illinois, USA
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destiny has moral consequences quite
d i f f e r en t  f rom t h e  one-s ided
generalism and emphasis on the
Whole in the form of the state or on
the  u n i v e r s a l  Good commonly
associated with c l assical  political
philosophy.  

Historically more obvious is the fact
that Christianity not only introduced a
n e w  and  h ighe r  apprec ia t ion  o f
individual providence and hence of
individual man or the individual soul,
but also established as the supreme
reality, above the general forms which
are norms and guidelines for the
super-rational insight of c las s i ca l
reason and for classical decorum, the
P e r s o n a l  God.  The individual
character of the God of the Bible
probably partly explains why the
patristic use of the term ‘person’,
applied to God, would gradually come
to be understood as  representing a
distinct, individual reality. By the
Christian P lat onists the world o f
forms was subordinated to God as the
c o n t e n t s  of His o w n  Though t .
Individual man, or the individual soul,
by acknowledging and contemplating
what was beyond and above itself,
recognised in that transcendent reality
the basis not only for the general but
for  the  individual  a s  well :  t h e
impersonal norms, whose reflexions
were seen as the phenomenal world of
sense, was finally found to be spread
within a totality which was ultimately
itself individual and personal, albeit in
a way finite reason could never fully
comprehend. 

In antiquity, this new understanding
reaches its c leares t  theoretical
expression in the thought of St.
Augustine. For St. Augustine, the
unique relation in love between the
individual soul and God is the very
essence of religion and the supreme
reality of life. During the course of
the  Middle A g e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  f o r
var ious  r ea sons  the  new
understanding of individuality tended
to  b e c o m e  los t  both  in t h e
organization of the Church and in

s u c h  a  d e s p e r a t e  n e e d  fo r  the
Babbittian analysis in the present
modern or post-modern condition of
Western, and, increasingly, global
society, a failure of reception due to a
felt lack of a proper appreciation of
individuality would be lamentable
indeed. We therefore have to ask
ourselves what kind of individuality is
compatible with the cultural criticism
of Babbitt , and how its philosophical
exposi t ion f i t s  into his  o v e r a l l
humanistic view. The question o f
personal individuality must, I believe,
be acknowledged as  the decisive
question in the present search for an
ethically and culturally viable future
for Western civilization, inextricably
bound up with our effort to sort out
the tenable aspects of modernity,
liberalism, and democracy. Turning to
the works of thinkers like Babbitt , as
we necessarily must, they therefore
have to be read with special  regard to
this question.

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  ques t ion  o f
individuality is not only a specifically
modern one. A strong case  can b e
made that classical antiquity also has
i t s  o w n  ph i losophica l  f o r m  f o r
unders tand ing  a n d  defending
individuality, not only politically, but
also metaphysically. This latter aspect
of c l as s i c a l  individualism, t h e
understanding of eudaimonism, not in
terms of superficial human happiness,
but in terms of the Socratic daimon ,
has been rediscovered and eloquently
defended by David L  Norton in
Personal Destinies: A Philosophy of
Ethical Individualism (1976). Its basis
is the understanding of the individual
soul and its destiny, which in the
philosophy o f  P l at o is  of ten
overshadowed by his doctrine of
supraindividual forms. Basically, it is
a kind of spiritual individualism, but it
has obvious consequences for the
concrete shape of the worldly, human
life of the individual. As Norton
shows, the understanding that the soul
or the true identity of the person is a
unique individual with a  unique

1. 1. The question of personal
individuality

Irving Babbitt ’ s  c r i t i c i sm o f
romanticism covers many aspects, but
I will focus here only on one of them:
Babbitt ’ s  v iew of pe r sona l
individuality and individualism in the
romantic movement in a broad sense.
As a contrast, Babbitt ’s understanding
of true classicism, as opposed to what
he calls pseudo-classicism, and the
alternative view of individuality
wh ich  it  o f f e r s ,  wil l  a l s o  b e
presented.1 Finally, the distinction
b e t w e e n  ‘h ighe r ’  and  ‘ l o w e r ’
romanticism, established by the
Swedish philosopher Folke Leander
(1910-1981) in the connection of a
discussion of Babbitt , but inspired by
the Swedish tradition of personal
idealism, will be introduced and
expanded upon. It will be shown to
supply an understanding of personal
individuality which is compatible with
Babbitt ’ s  g e n e r a l  a n a l ysis o f
romanticism and c l assicism, but
which goes beyond Babbitt in its
phi losophica l  d e f e n c e  of such
individuality. I will argue that the
ques t ion  a n d  t h e  d i f f e r e n t
appreciations of pesonal individuality
are of considerable importance for the
way we  understand modernity and
strive to overcome its problems. 

Individuality is of the essence of
modernity in a broad sense, from the
lat e Middle A g e s  or f rom t h e
Renaissance to Babbitt ’s age and our
own, and the question of individuality
in Babbitt ’s work, embedded as it is
in t h e  b r o a d e r  c u l t u r a l  a n d
philosophical analysis, needs to b e
more  c l ea r l y  d i s c e r n e d  a n d
emphasized. Today, in the ongoing
reappraisal of Babbitt , it is as yet not
sufficiently elucidated. The ability to
discern nuances and partial truths in
modernity is one of the characteristics
of Babbitt ’s analysis. However, the
question of individuality as such does
not  a lways  r ece ive  a  s u f f i c i e n t
philosophical treatment. Since there is
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scholastic conceptual realism. The
onesided universalism of c las s i ca l
philosophy thus, mutatis mutandis,
reasserted itself a t  the expense of
individuality. With its tendency to
deny universality and essentialism
altogether, the nominalist reaction of
the lat e Middle Ages no doubt went
much too far, but with regard to the
key issue of individuality, it was to a
large extent inevitable. Going back to
St. Augustine, the new philosophy,
and its predecessor and inspirator St.
Francis, contributed a  necessary
corrective to a Christian philosophy
which had lost the crucial insights of
sp i r i tua l  individuali ty o f  e a r l y
Christian theology. The question was
ra i sed ,  w i th  a  n e w  d e g r e e  o f
philosophical clarity, how generality
and universality, ethical, aesthetical,
and other, coexisted, in God as well
as in his creation, with the concrete,
individually differentiated manifold. 

The individuality of the human
person established both by Socratic
eudaimonism and  b y  e a r l y
Chr is t iani ty  w a s  primarily o f  a
spiritual kind, and at least some of the
lat e medieval currents can be said to
simply re-establish and philoso-
phically defend these older insights.
Therefore, it must probably be said
t h a t  the  decis ive  b reak ,  t h e
establishment of the distinctly modern
unders tand ing  o f  p r o f a n e
individuality,  o c c u r s  only with
Thomas Hobbes. Since Hobbes ,
individuality has been interpreted in a
way that  is fundamentally a t  odds
with a l l the c lassical  and Christian
v i e w s ,  e v e n  w h e n  J o h n  L o c k e
s o f t e n e d  t h e  h a r s h n e s s  of its
materialism. The atomistic liberalism,
based on the driving force of human
self-interest and utility, that  is still
being expounded and developed o n
the  bas is  of the  i deas  of t h e s e
thinkers, represents an individualism
which I believe for various more or
less obvious reasons which I cannot
enumerate here in any detail is today
theoretically and morally bankrupt.
We have to look elsewhere for a
sound philosophical defence of
individuality. 

With Rousseau, the sentimental

strand of the enlightenment turned
into the romanticism so  formidably
analyzed by Babbitt. But even before
the  o n s e t  of romantic  e x c e s s ,
Rousseauian ideas were also ethically
straightened up by Kant, but the
G e r m a n  idea l i s t s  t e n d e d  t o
subordinate the individual to the
Whole in the form of Mankind, of the
State, of Nature, or of the Absolute.
As far as historicism was an integral
part of the new idealism, it certainly
brought  a  n e w  and  deeper
understanding of individuality on the
historical and phenomenal level .
H e g e l ’ s  unders tand ing  o f  the
‘concrete universal’ and to some
extent of the ‘concrete personality’
certainly belongs to the central
insights of modern philosophy. But at
the same time, the understanding of
the deeper, metaphysical status of
individuality characterizing Socratic
eudaimonism and  Augustinian
Christianity was undercut by monistic
pantheism. 

Only with the special development
of modern idealism that goes under
the name of personal idealism, was an
understanding approaching Socratic
eudaimonism and  Augustinian
individualism again developed. This
tradition, emerging in the course of
the nineteenth century in opposition to
the  abso lu t e ,  monis t ic idealism
culminating in the philosophy o f
Hege l ,  sough t  to  d e f e n d  t h e
metaphysical status of the individual,
and to anchor its spiritual being in the
manifold of unique relationships to
the  absolu te  unders tood  a s  the
personal God, the supreme personal
individual. In order to find support for
their criticism of modern German
ideal ism,  some  of the  pe r sona l
idealists returned not only to classical
theism, but also to Plat o. For not only
did they rediscover in his works the
individualistic Socratic understanding
of the daimon , but ambiguities could
be detected in Plat o’s understanding
of the forms, of the demiurge, of the
idea of the Good.2

At least in some important respects,
the metaphysical anti-individualism of
German idealism was relat ed to strong
c u r r e n t s  within t h e  romant ic

movement, where the excessive
individualism and exaltation of the
ego was never far away from a self-
destructive drive for extinction in the
impersonal All or Void of Nature or
Nirvana. The personal idealists set
their faces against monistic pantheism
of both the romantic and the idealistic
variety. Naturally, their defence of the
individual person could therefore not
be the same as that of the romantic
dreamers. The classical normativity
was certainly not reconstructed in its
entirety, and some of the personal
idea l i s t s  un i t ed  the i r  s t r ic ter
metaphysical understanding with
strong elements of the idealist version
of historical progress towards what
Eric Voegelin has analyzed as the
‘immanentized eschathon’—Plat o’s
and St. Augustine’s transcendence
w a s  los t  in s e c u l a r  human i sm.
Although t h e y  upheld t h e  f ront
against materialism and utilitarianism,
such versions of personal idealism
tended to degenerate, not least in
America,  into the sentimentalism and
democratism so eloquently criticized
by Babbitt. Babbitt saw clearer than
mos t  the  superf ic ia l i ty  o f  the
historical progressivism associat ed
with some forms of modern idealism
and historicism, and the lessons of
Babbitt were insufficiently absorbed
by some of the personal idealists. But
it may also well be the case that the
deeper lessons of the more sober and
rigorous of the personal idealists were
not sufficiently absorbed by Babbitt.
At least some of the personal idealists
were well on the way to finding the
synthesis of classicism—both in its
m e t a p h y s i c a l  a n d  humanis t i c
aspects—and the new defence of
individuality, which, I believe, was
the most important result of the
romantic movement in a broad sense.
In my opinion, one of the problems
with Babbitt ’s philosophy is that he is
in fac t  quite explicitly sceptical
towards the kind of personalism that
we find in the traditions I have here
outlined.3

2. Babbitt and modernity

The synthesis of Babbittian humanism
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and this kind of personalism is an area
of philosophical thought not yet
satisfactorily explored. In the face of
the  d i sas t rous  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f
collectivism in the twentieth century,
and in the face of a new, anarchical,
nihilistic individualism in the post-
mode rn  a g e  and  o f  threatening
globalised mass-culture, the questions
of individuality and freedom need to
be rethought in the light of the more
demanding, but also more rewarding,
cul tura l ,  e th i ca l ,  a n d  sp i r i tua l
traditions of mankind: the c las s i ca l
and Christian, and, to the extent that
we are able to follow Babbitt in this,
also the great Oriental ones. We have
to  f ind  our  w a y  t o  ano ther
unders tand ing  o f  individuali ty,
different from most of the specifically
modern ones. And to the extent that
modernity has developed an enriched
understanding of individuality, this
has to be brought into closer contact
with the c lassical  and Christian
traditions. In our effort to overcome
the monstrosities of the lower, natural
self of modern, secular individualism,
we must not give up the higher self,
our spiritual individuality.  

Babbitt ’s factual use of the term
‘(the) individual’ is most often to be
found in connection with the defence
of modern man’s experimentally
finding the ethical order within
himself, and in the freely appropriated
traditions of ethical humanism, a s
opposed both to the supra-individual
Church and to the  rigid fixity o f
pseudo-classicism which both supply
that order ready-made from outside.4

Closely relat ed to this use is the one
we find in passages which describe
the  t r ad i t iona l  dua l i sm in ‘ t h e
individual’ between a  higher and a
lower self, often in contradistinction
to the modern Rousseauistic dualism
between the original goodness of the
individual and the evils of corrupt
society.5

But as to the duality in the human
individual,  w e  f ind o n  c l ose r
inspection that  it is only the lower,
‘natural’ self that is individual in the
sense of unique and singular—and
that this self is to be subordinated to a
higher self, which is strictly universal:

Socrates and the Rousseauists(who are
in this respect like some of the sophists)
are both moving away from convention
but in opposite directions. What the
romanticist opposes to convention is his
‘genius’, that is his unique and private
self. What  Socrates opposes  to
convention is his universal and ethical
self’.6

By the denial of the dualism of the spirit,
Rousseau discredited [the] inner
working, so that inwardness has come to
seem s y n o n y m ou s  with mere
subjectivity; and to be subjective in the
Rousseauistic sense is to be diffusive, to
lack purpose and concentration. To lose
one’s self in a shoreless sea of revery. 7

A s  I  will show more  c l early,
Babbitt d o e s  not  h e r e  s e t  some
dist inct ive value of the  unique
individual subject in and of itself
against the objective impersonality of
the externally imposed order. Rather,
he indicates only that, in the absence
of the older authorities, it is the
individual himself who, in the ‘critical
spirit’, must now find the same
objective and impersonal moral
insights within himself and in the
traditions freely appropriated. But as
we shall see ,  the prime function o f
this order, even as  experimentally
ascertained, tends to become mainly
to limit and curb the fact  and the
consequences of modern individu-
alism in the sense of the ascribing of
a n  abso lu te  value to  un ique
individuality as such.  

Babbitt ’s ‘complete positivism’, a
kind of higher empiricism, implies a
strong confidence in the modern
individual and a partial endorsement
of the historical development. In his
historical expositions, Babbitt discerns
a n  e l em e n t  of n e c e s s i t y  in t h e
development from the proto-romantic
reaction of the early renaissance
against medieval uniformity in favour
of individual originality, over the
reaction of French classicism against
the early renaissance, to the reaction
aga ins t  F r e n c h  c l as s i c i s m  i n
romant ic i sm p r o p e r  or n e o -
romanticism.8 But in Babbitt ’s view,
this development fails to achieve
synthesis or balance. Much less than
the reaction of French classicism, the

lat e s t  p h a s e  in Babbitt ’ s  t ime,
represented by a  new collectivism
reacting against liberal individualism,
was not, of course, a  return to true
classicism. The new collective was
r a t h e r  made  up o f  n o r m l e s s
individuals and wholly lacked moral
normativity. The problem, according
to Babbitt ,  is not the rise of the
individualistic, in the sense of the
critical, spirit in itself, but that this
break assumed a naturalistic rather
than a  humanistic (or religious)
character.9 Supporting modernity in
this qualified respect, Babbitt finds
the whole phenomenon of ‘sound
individualism’, the positive and
critical spirit which independently
attains ethical universality, c l early
prefigured in the ‘true classicism’ of
antiquity.10

3. Classicism as anti-individ-
ualism

In true c lassicism, according to
Babbitt ,  it is the imagination that
discerns the general and universal in
the concrete manifold of the empirical
material. Genius did not, a s  for the
romantics, consist in expressions of
uniqueness; nor was genius denied in
favour of a rigid model established by
abstract reason. Rather it was found in
imaginative perception and creative
emulation of the universal. Babbitt
seems to recognise that in reality, the
g e n e r a l  is  inseparable  f rom t h e
individual, not only in external
objects, but also in the personal
human subject. But although h e
allows an individual aspect of the use
of pe rcep t ive  and  creat ive
imagination, he does not sufficiently
pay attention to or e lucidate the
positive value of individuality as such,
of the uniqueness which always is
there together with the more or less
complete or exact manifestation of the
general—that aspect of individuality
which goes beyond the one that is the
precondition for the classicist’s liking
of this individuality, namely the mere
fact of its being subordinated to the
objective norms. 

Babbitt accuses the Rousseauist of
repudiating ‘the very idea of an
ethical centre along with the special
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forms in which it had got itself
embedded’, of refusing to accept a
humanistic or religious ‘unifying and
centralising principle’ opposing
‘expansive impulse’. The Rousseauist
is incapable of discrimination between
the intuitively grasped ethical norm of
the true classicist and the mechanical
imitation of the pseudo-classicist. For
him, the principle of variation is alone
vital:

One’s genius and originality are in pretty
direct ratio to one’s eccentricity in the
literal meaning of the word; and he is
therefore ready to affirm his singularity
o r  difference in the face o f  whatever
happens to be established.11

Even if Babbitt , in passages such as
these, allows that also ‘the principle
of variation’ has some value, it is not
explained how and why. Rather, the
question of the relation of difference
and unicity to oneness and generality
is immediately reduced to the polarity
of excentricity–centrality , whereby the
first pole is dismissed and difference
as such played down. Babbitt here
neglects that variation which in its
very differentiality and unicity is in
accord with the ethical centre, as well
as the whole issue of the status of the
general not only on the human level,
where, according to personal idealism,
it is manifest only in indissoluble
unity with the differentiated manifold
and separate only as abstracted by us,
but also on the absolute level, where it
is co-existent with the individuality of
God. Sometimes a too c l ear -cu t
choice between the primacy of ethical
‘ l ikeness ’  and  o f  u n e t h i c a l
‘difference’ seems to be presented.12

But as we shall see, formulations like
these are simplified in comparison
with other  passages in Babbitt ’s
writings. 

Babbitt ’s aversion to individual
unicity is to a large extent explained
by the fact that unicity in Rousseau
and the romantics is characterized by
one-sidedly apprehended qualities: it
is preponderantly the unicity of
undisciplined feeling, reducing the
roles of will and reason. But it is also
the studied excentric quaintness of
aesthetic romanticism that  repels

Babbitt : the original is reduced to the
simply strange. But this dislike for
romanticism—and for scientism, the
o the r  s t r a n d  o f  the  na tura l i s t i c
movement which joins romanticism in
its new individualism of scientific and
technical specialisation 1 3 —tends to
obscure the question of individuality
as such. Often there seems to be the
classicist norms on the one side, and
on t h e  o the r  only d isso lu t ion ,
decadent romanticism, a pathological
individualism where the distinctive-
ness of originality is never far from
the complete loss of character in the
sub-rational oneness of pantheistic
dreaming. But then individuality i s
lost in either direction. Babbitt is so
absorbed in the criticism of the
impressionistic romantic’s refusal to
accept the general norms provided by
universal experience as expressed in
the c lassics,  the ‘concrete idea
hominis’ which they provide,14 that the
value of individuality is sometimes
lost altogether. Classical literature,
Babbitt writes, through appealing to
our ‘higher reason and imagination’,
‘afford us an avenue of escape from
ourselves’, enables us ‘to become
participants in the universal life’. It
leads the student ‘out and away from
himself’. The c lassical  spirit in its
purest form ‘feels itself consecrated to
the service of a high, impersonal
reason’, which not only is the source
of the sentiment of ‘restraint and
discipline’, ‘proportion and pervading
law’, but even leads us, 

  although along a different path, to the
same goal as religion, to a union ever
more intimate with
  ‘our only true, deep-buried selves’,
being one with which we are one with
the whole world. 15

The lof ty  e t h i c a l  spir i t  easily
recognisable in such passages cannot
a v e r t  the  impress ion  t h a t
individuality itself is lost to a degree
that seems almost comparable to the
pantheistic morass in which the
romantic individualist only seemingly
paradoxically loses himself. Also in
other places Babbitt almost appears to
be prepared to take the extinction of
individuality to the extremes of

mystical, monistic union. Such union,
not allowing a higher, individual self
above the natural, individual self, is of
course fatal to personal, religious life
of, for example, St. Augustine’s kind.
‘True  decorum’  a s  wel l  a s  the
‘“reason” of a Plat o or an Aristotle’
according to Babbitt ,  contains an
element of ‘super-rational perception’,
which satisfies the need of human
nature to ‘lose itself in a  larger
whole’.16 We clearly discern the extent
of generalism and impersonalism in
Babbitt ’s c lassicism. Certainly
‘human nature’ needs to look up to
something set above itself, but does it
therefore need to lose itself in it? The
impersonalism of generalist classicism
is taken to the extremes of something
t h a t  c o m e s  v e r y  c l ose to  t h e
impersonalism of monistic mysticism,
r e g a r d l e s s  of the  a b s e n c e  o f
theological references. It is not the
Rousseauistic ‘shoreless sea of
revery’, but nonetheless, the self is
lost. 

Aga ins t  panthe ism,  p e r s o n a l
idealism put a sharp emphasis, not
least ethically, on the person and its
autonomy, freedom, and responsi-
bility. Personal idealism sought to re-
establish a metaphysical sanction for
personal individuality. In other forms
the new idealistic philosophy would
prove to  b e  c l osely r e l at e d  t o
generalism as well as to a monistic
and impersonalistic understanding of
the Whole and, to the extent that it
was recognised, of transcendence,
thereby joining the similar currents in
romanticism proper. Babbitt was as
sceptical against German idealism as
he was against the reduction of higher
consc iousnes s  to  m e r e  self-
consciousness in the Cartesian
rationalism that accompanied modern
pseudo-classicism, but at least through
Emerson he was himself to a certain
extent influenced by it. 

Neither for Babbitt the classicist nor
for the main current of romantic
idealism is the higher self individual.
As Babbitt sees it, it is only by taking
to  t h e  universalising pa th  o f
c lassicism, by, so  to speak, rising
above his individuality altogether, that
m a n  a t t a in s  to  his  t rue  self.
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Individuali ty,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  h i s
ordinary, natural, temperamental or
private self, must be transcended. The
true self is rather one that we all have
in common.  The ‘ e c c e n t r i c
individualist’ refuses to accept ethical
control in the name of the need to ‘be
himself’. But since man is a dual
being, ‘being himself’ can refer either
to the ordinary, unique and separate
self or to ‘the self that he possesses in
common with other men’, which i s
‘set above his ordinary self’ but not
therefore ‘necessarily set above his
total personality’. And to be himself
in this lat ter  sense requires ethical
discipline—the higher self is ‘at the
opposite pole’ from the self of the
‘original geniuses’ of romanticism,
the self extolled in the principle of
Ibsen: ‘“This above all,—to thine own
self be true”’.17

As unity is for Babbitt also the
absolute and diversity is the relative,18

so to escape from the solitude of the
differentiated, relative self, the ego, is
to escape from the less permanent to
the more permanent.19 We are growing
more one with ourselves and moving
towards  community  w i th  those
undergoing the same discipline,
towards the Confucian ‘“universal
centre”’.20 Against this higher unity
stands only ‘the expansive outward
striving of temperament’, a situation
which demands ‘conversion’: 

We mus t  pull back our temperaments
with reference to the model that we are
imitating, just as, in Aristotle’s phrase,
one might pull back and straighten out a
crooked stick.21

The humanist maintains that man attains
to  the t ruth of his nature only by
imposing decorum upon his ordinary
self. The Rousseauist maintains that man
at ta ins  to this truth only by the free
expansion of his ordinary self.’22

Blinded  b y  t h e  d e c a d e n c e  o f
romanticism, Babbitt too often seems
to  g r a n t  no h ighe r  p l ace  to
individuality along with the universal
values. In a typical passage, he speaks
of the original genius

  to whom it was a tame and uninteresting
thing to be simply human and who,

disdaining to seem to others a being of
the same clay as themselves, wished to
be  in their eyes either an  angel o r  a
demon—above all a demon. 23

But the unique individuality of the
angel is never really considered a s
such. The problem is basically that
there seems to be lacking in Babbitt ’s
philosophy a clear understanding of
the ontological subject of the angel as
well as of the demon. The demon is
moving away from the universal self
in t h e  d i rec t ion  o f  p e r i p h e r a l
abnormality and unreality. The angel
is moving away from its individual
self and becoming one with others on
a higher level. But what is the self?
The question arises whether demonic
qualities as well as higher, classical
norms, do not in reality have to b e
upheld by a distinct subject which is
uniquely and individually personal.
For Babbitt ,  in a  very considerable
number of texts, the subject of both
qualities tends to be ignored. 

4 .  The  proper place o f
individuality in humanism
Certainly Babbitt accepted what he
ca l l ed  ‘ sound  individual i ty’ ,  i n
analogy with his acceptance of the
right kind of autonomy, of ethically
restricted liberalism, democracy, and
even romanticism.2 4 And we  find
many places where Babbitt seems to
endorse individuality even in the
sense that I am here after, a concrete
individual uniqueness possessing a
value in itself and joined to the
universal normativity.

Commenting on pseudo-classicism,
Babbitt writes that it is possible to
‘insist on se l ection and discipline
without a t  the same time being s o
distrustful of individualism’. 25 For
Babbitt , the essence of true classicism
and  human i sm is  mediat ion b y
imagination inspired by ethical will.
And mediation is between the general
and the individual: 

There is the One, says Plato, and there
is the Many. ‘Show me the man who can
combine the One with the Many and I
will follow in his footsteps, even as in
those of a God.’26

According to Aristotle’s concept of

imitation, one penetrates ‘through all
the welter of the actual .  . . to the real
and so succeeds without ceasing to be
individual  in sugges t ing  t h e
universal.’ In Aristotle, as opposed to
both  p seudo -c l a s s i c i sm  a n d
romanticism, there is no c l ear -cu t
opposition between judgment or good
s e n s e ,  o n  t h e  one hand,  a n d
imagination on the other, and it is this
h igher  and  r i c h e r  f acu l ty  o f
imaginative reason which allows the
successful mediation that  we find
primarily in the Greeks. In the treatise
On the Sublime by the author known
as Longinus, Babbitt also finds all the
qual i t ies  p r a i s e d  b y  m o d e r n
roman t i c s ,  s u c h  a s  genius a n d
inspiration, but redeemed from the
corruption and degradation of excess.
I n  t h e  p r o c e s s  of media t ion ,
individuality is  b a l a n c e d  b y
universality, but preserved. The
higher intuition which accomplishes
the mediation allows that the golden
mean may vary according individual
differences—it is not mechanical as in
pseudo-classicism.27

The anti-individualistic quotations
in the previous section are balanced—
or perhaps sometimes contradicted—
also by statements where Babbitt
makes c lea r  that for him not only
excessive pluralism but also excessive
monism is non-humanistic. Babbitt
thus r ecogn i s e s  ‘ individual
inclination’, and ‘a free play of one’s
individual faculties.’28 It is not the
individualist  a s  such ,  only t h e
‘eccentric individualist’, that  is
condemned, not originality as such,
only ‘a premature originality’, ‘over-
anxiety to be original’, or ‘mere
freakishness’.29 Too much emphasis
on tradition is harmful if it makes
originality impossible; but ‘genuine
originality’ is allowed, although it is
‘a hardy growth, and usually gains
more than it loses by striking deep
root into the literature of the past.’
‘The  a p p e a l  o f  l i t e r a tu re  to  t h e
individual intellect and sensibility’ is
said to have ‘a large and legitimate
place’; it is only when the individual
emancipates himself ‘entirely’ from
general standards that it degenerates
into ‘impressionism and dilettante-
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ism’. The ‘extreme of self-efface-
ment’ in pseudo-classicism, its
‘tendency to proscribe all localism, all
sharp emphasis on .  . . individual .  . .
traits’, is condemned.30 In a central
passage, Babbitt writes that

  Many of our contemporary writers are as
plainly in an extr eme as the mos t
extreme of the neo-classicists. They
think that to be original they need merely
to arrive at self-expression without any
effort to be representative. The neo-
classicist , on the other hand, strove so
hard to be representative that he often
lost the personal flavor entirely and fell
into colorless abstraction. Both extremes
fail equally of being humane. For, to
revert to our fundamental principle, the
humanist  mus t  combine opposite
extr emes and occupy all the  space
between them. Genuine originality is so
immensely difficult because it imposes
the  t a sk  o f  achieving work tha t  is of
general human truth and at the same time
intensely individual. Perhaps the best
exam pl es of this union of qualities are
found in Greek. The original man for the
Greek was the one who could create in
the very act of imitating the past. Greek
literature at its best is to a remarkable
degree a creative imitation of Homer.31

Here, individuality, even ‘intense’
individuality,  s e e m s  to  b e
unequivocally approved as of equal
importance with universality—but
already in the next sentence, when
Babbitt explains that ‘the modern
does not, like the Greek, hope to
become original by assimilating
tradition, but rather by ignoring it’, it
is hard to see how originality as such
c a n  b e  a c h i e v e d  b y  m e r e l y
assimilating tradition. 

Self-expression is clearly granted its
due place, and the inevitability of the
uniqueness of individuality,  also with
regard to human personality, i s
accepted and sometimes explained a t
some length. All things, as well as all
men, are at the same time ‘ineffably
different’ and ‘ineffably alike’; ‘each
man has his idiosyncracy’, ‘his own
uniqueness, or ‘genius’’, and the word
character ‘may refer either to the
idiosyncratic or to the universal
human  e l em e n t  in a  man’ s  dual
nature’, a distinction similar to ‘the
French distinction between the sens

propre and the sens commun .’32

The problem is that even when
Babbitt acknowledges individualised
plurality, that plurality has only the
most precarious ontological status in
the passing flux of phenomenal
existence. The necessary balan ce
between unity and plurality is for
Babbitt a balance between on the one
hand ‘communion with absolute
being, and .  . . the obligation to higher
standards that this insight brings’, and
on the other hand but ‘a passing phase
of the everlasting flux and relativity
of nature’. What balances between
these is the human mind; Babbitt goes
on to say that there are 
  mom ents when, with Emerson, it should

feel itself ‘alone with the gods alone’;
and mom ents when, with Sainte-Beuve,
it should look upon itself as only the
‘most fugitive of illusions in the bosom
of the infinite illusion’. If man’s nobility
lies in his kinship to the One, he is at the
same time a phenomenon among other
phenomena, and only at his risk and peril
neglects his phenomenal self. The
humane poise of his faculties suffers
equally from an excess of naturalism and
an excess of supernaturalism.33

Although mediation is the ideal and
the two are always inextricably mixed
in experience, these seem to be the
only ingredient factors: personal
individuality a s  merely fugitive
illusion, phenomenon ,  a n d
naturalistic, and impersonal Oneness
a s  a l one divine,  nob le ,  a n d
supernatural. Also in the central
passage where Babbitt describes the
dialectical relation between oneness
and diversity, individuality is still
referred solely to the passing realm of
change: The paradox of life

  does not give up  here an  element of
oneness, and there an element of change,
but a oneness that is always changing.
This implication of unity in diversity is
the scandal of reason, and philosophers
have, for the mos t  part, ever since the
Greeks, been seeking with the aid of
reason to abstract the unity from the
diversity, or else, by similar rationalizing
processes, to stress the diversity at the
expense of the unity—But the compl ete
positivist will insist that wisdom is found
in mediation between the constant and
the  variable factors in human

experience.’34

C l a e s G  Ryn’ s  complet ion o r
explication, inWill, Imagination and
Reason (1986), of this Babbittian
understanding by means of Hegel’s
logic and  i d e a  of the  ‘ c o n c r e t e
universal’, especial ly as developed by
Benedetto Croce , is obviously most
r e l ev an t .  Bu t  t h e n  a g a i n t h e
ontological status of individuality
remains as ambiguous as in Hege l .
The whole m e d i a t e d  s y n t h e s i s
profoundly and truthfully expresses
man’s experience in the partial
existence in phenomenal illusion, or
the ideal of that existence, but it
expresses nothing more. Babbitt
seems to recognise only a perishable
individuality, and only that part of the
‘total personality’, which without any
distinction is one with the One, i s
permanent. The humanistic mediation
between individual diversity and
u n i v e r s a l  uni ty  is  d e s c r i b e d  i n
complementary terms, such as those
of absolute and relative, permanence
and change, and also of the centripetal
and  c e n t r i f u g a l  p o w e r s  o f
personality.35 But it is precisely these
complementary categories which
reveal the precarious status that
individuality m u s t  be said t o
ultimately have in the thought of
Babbitt.

I believe that there are strong
theoretical and moral objections
against the view expressed in such
p a s s a g e s  a s  r e p r e s e n t ,  o n  t h e
ontological level, what  is often
identified as  the c lassical  P l at onic
one. Leaving aside all the differences
which are of course decisive, and to
the unambiguous credit of Babbitt , it
must, I  believe, be said that  they
maintain too much of the one-sided
classical generalism which through all
of the dialectic of the cultural history
of the West still shaped not only the
ultimate principles of the organic
Whole in H e g e l ’ s  pan the i s t i c
idealism, but the collective Whole of
his materialist disciple, Karl Marx, for
whom the essence of man is his true
collectivity a lone. Leaving this
metaphysical level, it is certainly
possible to  a p p r e c i a t e  some o f

Jan Olof Bengtsson  

   30      Appraisal Vol. 3 No. 1   March 2000 



Babbitt ’s pronouncements on ‘sound
individuality’, but there can in m y
view be little doubt that they stand in
need of being strengthened by a
deeper metaphysical underpinning,
which also gives to the concept of
ethical individuality a fuller meaning.

5 .  Indiv idua l i ty  as  the
concrete
One aspect of Babbitt ’s partial
endorsement of individuality is his
emphasis on the concrete,  especially
in the manifestation of virtue and of
the Good in the concrete human
being. Tocqueville’s statement that
the final test of democracy will be its
power to produce and encourage the
superior individual is quoted with
approval.36 Of course, despite Hegel’s
efforts, it is impossible to find a n
exhaustive philosophical formula for
the concrete union of individuality
and generality, if for no other reason
that language in itself uses only
general terms: even the expression
‘unique individuality’ is a general
expression indicating the existence of
qualities which it is strictly impossible
fully to express in language. Babbitt is
therefore certainly basically right
when after attempting a t  least a
roughly adequate explanation in
general philosophical terms of the
characteristics of concrete union, he
explains  t h a t  this is not
comprehensible in terms of reason
alone, and instead refers to will and
experience as the final arbiter. In
Babbitt ’s view, by the fundamentally
‘As ia t i c ’  solut ion o f  will a n d
e x p e r i e n c e ,  o p p o s e d  t o  t h e
intellectualism of the Greeks, 

  the  gap  between a wisdom t h a t  is
abstract and general and the individual
and particular is bridged over at last; the
Word is made flesh. The human craving
for  the  concrete is satisfied at the
essent ia l  point .  The t ruth of t h e
incarnation, to put the matter on purely
psychological grounds, is one that we
have all experienced in a less superlative
form: the final reply to all the doubts that
torment the human heart is not s o m e
theory of conduct, however perfect, but
the  man of character.  Pontius Pilate
spoke as a European when he inquired,

‘What is truth?’ On another occasion
Christ gave the Asiatic reply: ‘I am the
way,  the  t ru th ,  and  the life.’ In this
emphasis on personality Christianity is
confirmed by the mos t  positive
observation.37

What counts practically, Babbitt
writes, is ‘

not justice in the abstract, but the just
man. The just man is he whose various
capacities (including the intellect) are
acting in right relation to one another
under the hegemony of the higher will—
Human nature,  and  this is its mos t
encouraging trait, is sensitive to a right
exam pl e. 

He goes on to explain that 

The unit to which all things mus t  finally
be referred is not the state or humanity
or any other abstraction, but the man of
character. Compared with this ultimate
human reality, every other reality is only
a shadow in the mist .38

These deeply true passages, which
we find at the end of his last major
work, Democracy and Leadership,
and which thus very much appear as a
main conclusion and summation o f
his thinking, are  perhaps the ones
where Babbitt comes c losest to the
emphasis on the concrete that is so
fundamental in personal idealism.39

The problem is that Babbitt ’s and
e v e n  H e g e l ’ s  ph i losoph ica l
formulation, in general terms, of the
n a t u r e  of the  c o n c r e t e  union o f
individuality a n d  un iversa l i ty ,
sometimes tends to unduly play down
individuality a s  such: the philoso-
p h i c a l formula could s t i l l  b e
improved. The universal values need
to become incarnate in the concrete
man, but the individuality of that
concrete man is still not emphasized
as of sufficient importance in itself,
but too much as merely the necessary
focus  of the  mani fes ta t ion  o f
u n i v e r s a l  v a l ues .  The superior
individual is the test of democracy,
but it is not the individuality of this
individual that is the test, but only the
superiority which consists in his
manifestation in the non-individual
values. The main reason why it is
possible to level this criticism against

Babbitt ’s mediation and Hegel’s
synthesis is that despite the value
explicitly placed on individuality,
especially in the kind of Hegelian
formulations where the degree of
universa l i ty  is  said t o  i n c r e a s e
proport ionally t o  t h e  d e g r e e  o f
individuality,  is  t h a t  the  non-
phenomenal, spiritual reality o f
individuality characteristic of the
world-view of Socrates and of early
Christianity is lost. 

Also when he discusses such topics
as beauty and style, Babbitt conveys
the sense in which these phenomena
really consist of successful mediation,
the harmony or order in which the
unifying principle and the many parts
are equally important.40 But again, the
question arises whether it is really,
when these qualities are present in the
human person, primarily a matter of
the mediation between a  universal
principle and  t h e  manifold o f
individual parts, and not rather of a
totality which is as such individual,
although mysteriously in its own
concrete reality manifesting the
universal values. Is it true that the
structural e l ement in the human
pe r son  c a n  a r i s e  only f r o m
subordinat ion o f  the  individual
uniqueness to some larger whole,
even if that whole exercises its control
through will? I do not think so. A
trans-individual structural principle of
universal normativity is certainly one
of the e lements of style, a s  also in
beauty there enters always something
of its origin which is transcendent at
least of human personality or of the
individual human soul. But in the case
of style as in the case of beauty in
individual personality, there is in my
opinion a l s o  someth ing  o f  the
individual uniqueness itself which
gives to the whole the distinct rhythm
and tone which holds together the
subordinate parts, and which is more
than a changing, phenomenal illusion.
When Babbitt notices Flaubert’s
impression of George Sand—‘“What
amazes and delights me is the strength
of your whole personality”’ 49—I
believe that the whole in question is
the whole of unique individuality,
taking up in itself universal values,
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and not the larger whole of some
supra-individual structuring principle,
to which uniqueness is subordinated.
I t  is a  f ine dis t inct ion,  but
philosophical ly,  I  bel ieve tha t
ultimately it is a decisive one. In rare
cases, we glimpse in such expressions
of personal individuality something
rooted in eternity, in the supreme
reality.  

6 .  ‘Higher ’  and ‘Lower ’
Romanticism
The Swedish philosopher Folke
Leander and his disciple, Claes G.
Ryn, have focused on aspects of
modern historicism and idealism
possibly compatible with the classical,
ethical humanism of Babbitt ,  but
overlooked by himself. 50 Although
these issues have been developed a t
considerable length by Leander and
Ryn,  t h e  ques t ion  o f  pe r sona l
individuality in Babbittian humanism
has not yet been fully investigated
from the perspective and the position
here defended. By his distinction, in
the short work entitled Romantik och
moral (Romanticism and Morality),
b e t w e e n  ‘h ighe r ’  and  ‘ l o w e r ’
romanticism, with his formulations
about individuality in connection with
it, and with his concomitant political
conclusions, Leander , however, is on
the right track: ‘A one-sided emphasis
on the truths seen by the critics of
romanticism’, Leander writes, ‘must .
.  .  lead to a  kind of reactionary
conservatism’. Leander sets out to
establish ‘certain complementary
counter-truths’, to provide ‘a counter-
criticism against a too one-sided
conception’: 

I will make a division between higher
and lower forms of romanticism, of
which the latter are a kind of parodies
on  the former. The anti-romantic
criticism is relevant only for the lower
romanticism, not for the higher, which
seems to me to be an integral part of all
that is best in the modern world since the
Renaissance.51

Ryn’s employment of Hegel’s and
Croce ’s philosophy as an explanation
and  deve lopment  of Babbittian
humanism, which was  originally

developed in close cooperation with
Leander , has already been mentioned;
I will concentrate here on Leander ,
since some of his formulations clearly
point in the direction of the position
of personal idealism. 

Leander ’s defence of ‘higher’
romanticism is influenced by his main
philosophical inspiration along with
Babbitt , namely Benedetto Croce , but
parts of the conceptual content is
without equivalents also in Croce.
Babbitt does not a t  all to the same
extent acknowledge that there is such
a thing as a higher romanticism, and
Croce ’s Hegelianism precludes his
acceptance of modern idealism in its
personalist form. But Leander , in the
concept of ‘higher’ romanticism,
includes many of the essential aspects
of the personal idealism that  was
closely linked to the traditions of self-
cultivation and freedom under moral
responsibility. Leander explicitly
evokes one of the leading Swedish
personal idealists, Erik Gustaf Geijer : 

  In poetry as well as in life every man
should—to u s e  the  expression of
Almqvist [a typical romantic poet]—
‘follow the law of his own nature’. But
the ambiguity of this expression is easily
exposed: it can have a deeper meaning,
but it can also mean mere impulsiveness.
In a deeper  meaning it is necessarily
true, that the poet mus t  be himself, that
Bellman is Bellman [a leading Swedish
poet  in the era o f  Gus t a v u s III] and
Anacreon Anacreon; it is also true, as
Geijer emphasized, that every man mus t
find himsel f  and  realise his own
distinctive potentialities. But this idea of
originality degenerates, if at the same
time the  role o f  effort and work is
minimised. The result will be  a
programmatic cult of the arbitrary, of
whim, and of the mere outer gestures of
geniality.52

The typical romantic poet could,
according to Leander , defend himself
aga ins t  m o r a l  c r i t i c i sm b y
‘withdrawing to the deeper meaning’
of the phrase about following the law
of one’s own nature, writing true
words about the emancipation from
pseudo-classicism and all the vices of
the society in which it flourished.
Unfortunately, the spirit of a noble
and virtuous liberalism is seldom to

be found in t h e  romantic  p o e t s
themselves. The formulations of true
insight are really only a  defence
against this criticism. As soon as they
start preaching their real message, the
words about following the law of
one’s own nature acquire a different
meaning. A similar moral ambiguity
is to be found also in other typical
romantic expressions such as those
about ‘individual self-determination’,
‘ se l f - r ea l i s a t ion ’ ,  o r  ‘ self-
actualiasation.’53

Leander ’s way of understanding this
moral ambiguity can be interpreted as
meaning that there is, so to speak, a
neutral romanticism, a romanticism
which is not yet either higher or
lower, which has not yet taken either
the one or the other direction, but
which sooner or lat er will have to do
so. The meaning of this kind o f
undecided romanticism can also be
understood as  the defence of the
personality or the subject itself—in
this connection the difference between
these two concepts is not important—
in i ts  dis t inct ively i n d i v i d u a l
character. This new emphasis on the
value of the  individual  w a s
historically one of the most important
aspects of  romanticism. And this
distinct ontological category o f
individual personality, this subject not
only for the excess of originality or
for the formless degeneration of lower
romant ic ism,  b u t  a l s o  fo r  the
convergence, in higher romanticism,
towards the objective ethical norms of
classicism, is missing in Babbitt.

A parallel with St. Augustine is not
out  of p l ace  h e r e ,  a l though h i s
spiritual depth was certainly greater:
St. Augustine clearly understood that
there is a self, a true spiritual identity
of man, which can lose itself in the
sensual excesses of the natural man,
or f ind i t se l f  through sp i r i tua l
discipline and communion with God.
But the self, the subject, is there as an
ontological entity, just as its one
f u n d a m e n t a l  d r i v e ,  amor ,  on ly
through the history of individual
spiritual destiny bifurcates into
cupiditas and caritas . The ego can
‘incurve’ itself in sinful egotism
(incurvatio in se), or it can open itself
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to God. Aristotle’s words, quoted by
Babbitt , of straightening the crooked
s t i c k  c o m e  to  mind.5 4 But  the
difference is that for St. Augustine,
when the ugly crookedness of sin is
straightened out, individuality is not
lost, but preserved. Only in the
opening to God are  the beautiful
shapes of higher individuality free to
blossom.  

The concept of higher romanticism,
and the metaphysical defence of
individuality in personal idealism,
makes it clear that romanticism was
not only an unsuccessful, if necessary,
reaction of individualism against
pseudo-classicism. It also added
something new—or rediscovered
something quite old—of genuine
value that is possible to separate from
the pathological excesses, and that
goes beyond even the truth of true
classicism. These concepts throw new
light on Babbitt ’s statements on
individuality,  some t imes  just
illuminating, but sometimes also
supplementing them.  

Higher romanticism upholds an
ideal of personality different from that
of true c lassicism, such as  Babbitt
defends it, in that it unambiguously
extols individual unicity as a value in
itself. It discards lower romanticism
by a c c e p t i n g ,  a n d ,  in t h e  i d e a l
parad igm of  se l f -cu l t iva t ion ,
converging towards the ethical and
axiological universality of classicism.
Yet it remains romanticism in that it
differs from the one-sided generalism
of pseudo-classicism, and also in
going beyond  t h e  i n s u f f i c i e n t
a c c e p t a n c e  of individuality i n
Babbitt ’s true classicism by accepting
a unique core of the human subject
not only on the natural, phenomenal
and  h i s t o r i c a l  b u t  a l s o  o n  t h e
supernatural, strictly transcendent and
spiritual level. 

Even the Rousseauistic romanticism
criticized by Babbitt contributed
something to this new understanding.
One of the exemplars of higher
romanticism, according to Leander , is
Goethe—just as  Babbitt contrasts
Victor Hugo, the romantic original
genius ‘to the end’, with Goethe, who
‘attained humane restraint after having

begun as  a Rousseauist.’5 5 This is
somewhat problematic insofar as we
find in Goethe also strong elements of
pantheism and naturalism which are
diff icult  to  reconc i le  wi th  t h e
emphasis on freedom which Leander
in other places regards as of the
essence of higher romanticism. Of
course, ontological ambiguities
abound also in Rousseau. Leaving
aside, a t  least momentarily, the
question of what is of matter and what
is of spirit, we have to recognise that
to the ideal of personality of higher
romanticism belongs a t  least one
moment in Rousseau’s thinking,
namely the tendency in his defence of
authenticity against outer social
convention to acknowledge a ‘natural’
core, spiritual and/or material, which
constitutes the true identity of the
individual,  a n d  w h i c h  is  to  b e
actualised. 

For Socrates, it was self-evident that
the precondition for self-actualising
anamnesis was the common, objective
and universal ethical discipline.
Without  i t ,  t r u e  and  higher
individuality could not emerge. In
romanticism, the ethical prerequisites
were often lacking: the actualisation
was brought about by unrestrained,
spontaneous expression. But they
were not always lacking. In some
forms, romanticism itself rediscovered
and expressed anew the truths of
h igher  individualism w h i c h  a r e
always coupled with the ethical
standards of true c lassicism. While
accepting much of Babbitt ’s criticism
of Rousseau, in some regards the
‘higher romantic’, as Leander presents
him in Romantik och moral ,  would
t h e r e f o r e  f ind th is  criticism
incomplete and misleading:       

  He is ready to shatter all the forms of
civilized life in favor of something that
never exist ed, of a state of nature that is
only the projection of his own
temperament and its dominant desires
upon the void. His programme amounts
in practice to the indulgence of infinite
indeterminate desire, to an endless and
aimless vagabondage of the emotions
with the imagination as their free
accomplice.

      This longing . . . to get back to the

primitive and naïve and unconscious . .
to shake off the trammels of tradition
and reason in favor o f  free and
passionate self-expression, underlies . . .
the conception of original genius which
itself underlies the whole modern
movement.56

Granted that  this is an accurate
desciption of Rousseau, it is most
definitely not tenable as a verdict on
the varieties of higher romanticism
and personal idealism that absorbed a t
least some of the ideas of Rousseau,
and which purified them by bringing
them into contact with the sources of
higher individualism. The result was
an understanding of the ‘natural’
individual core as corresponding, after
having b e e n  d is t i l led  f r o m  t h e
amorphous  m a t t e r  of m e r e
individuality set free by romanticism
in g e n e r a l  a n d  i nd i sc r imina t e ly
accepted by lower romanticism, in its
actualised self-expression with the
civilisational norms and values of
classicism and tradition. The spirit in
which the moral order was understood
was now in some respects different
from that of antiquity, but objectivity
was not lost in the transition to
interiority. The natural core is not
some emptiness or something non-
existent, but an essential, living,
concrete, uniquely individual and
personal reality, which is as important
as the common, general, ethical
norms. Against Babbitt , the defender
of higher romanticism would readily
acknowledge that at least some of the
inspiration for this understanding in
modern times comes from Rousseau.
True, Babbitt in some places does
grant partial truths in Rousseau,57 but
as far as I can see  these are not the
truths of individuality in this sense. 

To the extent that romantic self-
expression is ethically restrained and
the process disciplined and ennobled
to self-cultivation, it converges not
only with classicism in the sense of
impersonal norms, but also with the
classical teaching on the actualisation
of the  daimon o f  the  soul .  I t  i s
important to understand that  this
teaching has some of its deepest roots
in antiquity, in the very thinkers that
epitomize Babbitt ’s true classicism:
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emphasizing ethical universality
alone, it is easy to overlook Socratic
‘eudaimonism ’ and its manifestations
and parallells in Greek thought and
drama. Of course, the fundamental
sources of the personalist teaching of
higher romanticism are  not to b e
found in Rousseau, where it is never
more than a n  occasional tendency.
Also within the horizon of modernity
in a  b r o a d  s e n s e ,  w e  f ind more
important roots in some aspects of
Leibnitz ’ theory of the monads and in
the forms of Christianity that maintain
and cultivate the Augustinian insights.

In Romantik och moral, Leander is,
as we have seen, not blind to the fact
that many of the foremost romantics
waver in their position between higher
and  l o w e r  romant ic ism.  Th i s
ambiguity has often facilitated
interpretations which are misleading
and untrue. To try to transform
Nietzsche’s teaching, for example,
into ‘a beautiful and humane gospel’
is ‘a frank denial that there is such a
thing as  a misdirected passion for
f r e e d o m ’ .  R o u s s e a u  h a s  b e e n
presented as a ‘Socratic moralist’, and
it would not be hard to prove as
much, in a  superficial way, about
certain romantic poets. But although
such interpretations can find support
in certain formulations, 

the  motive force and the centre of
gravity of their work is in the lower
meaning of the words about following
the  law o f  one’s nature. In both,  t h e
meaning vaguely oscillates between the
higher and the lower, and this is what
explains that Rousseau could have such
influence on  persons like Kant and
Geijer.58

Higher romanticism shares with
Babbitt only the criticism of lower
romanticism. According to Rousseau,
man realizes his true nature by direct,
formless expression of his ordinary,
ins t inc tua l  s e l f .  For higher
romanticism, a s  for the Babbittian
classicist, man attains his true nature
only through the ethical discipline
which alone can cultivate a rounded
and  p ropor t iona l  ha rmony  a n d
conque r  the  o n e s i d e d n e s s a n d
primitivity of what Rousseau ca l ls
nature, but which the higher romantic

or the Babbittian classicist is prone
rather to regard as  unnatural, or a t
least as not yet true nature. Man’s true
nature is certainly his higher self. But
that nature is not only the general
human normativity , the idea hominis,
the self that the individual has in
common with other men, not even
when understood as  the highest
ethical ideal. His real  nature, his
higher self, is also a unique self, an
individual nature, a  real  personal
kernel, continually and gradually
disclosed, released, distilled, revealed ,
chiselled. 

Leander ’s understanding of the
moral ambivalence of romanticism
thus opens a space for the higher
understanding of individuality and
personality and for their decisive
importance: 

Individuality, s tarved in the era of
pseudo-classicism, reasserted itself with
explosive power in Rousseau—an
explosion which also had its historical
justification.59

However, even in Leander there is a
ce r t a in  hes i t a t ion  o r  e v e n  a
contradiction as  to individuality a s
such. In one passage, Leander does
not  unambiguously r e g a r d
individuality in itself as of value or
e v e n  a s  ‘neu t r a l ’ ,  b u t  a g a i n
a p p r o a c h e s  Babbitt ’ s  posi t ion.
Discussing the continuation and
expansion of romanticism, Leander
writes that

  in our time we above all have to
dist inguish between two kinds of
autonomy or self-determination: a higher
and a lower one. While earlier the need
to assert the right of individuality to free
expansion was intensely felt, it has
become the task of later generations
better to distinguish between a sound
and an unsound individualism.
Individuality, the passions, nature—such
was then the cry—should not  be
repressed and tied to the Procrustean bed
of  convent ion,  because  they  are t h e
preconditions for all that is good and
noble in humanity. Today, it is muc h
more urgent to emphasize that they are
only the preconditions for the good, only
the  rebel  material, ou t  of which
something is to be made, and  which
always offers resistance to  the

realization of values.’60

Individuali ty r ema ins  the
‘precondi t ion’ ,  b u t  it i s a l w a y s
rebellious, it always offers resistance.
T h e r e  is h e r e  no emphas i s  o n
individuality as such—Leander only
a c c e p t s  the  possibil i ty t o  form
something o f  value out  of its
rebellious material. 

But lat er Leander states that 

the romantic insight that the greatness of
every man is his individuality, and that
the supreme general humanity is also the
h ighes t  development of one ’ s
uniqueness—this is a precious heritage,
for us and for coming generations. The
anti-romantic criticism, which I have
here developed,  is not aimed at this
insight.61

The general qualities still hold a
prominent place, but the statement
that ‘the greatness of every man is his
individuality’ g o e s  beyond t h e
understanding of individuality as
precondition alone, as only the site for
the manifestation of general values.
When Leander deals with higher
romanticism in itself, it becomes clea r
that its meaning is the simultaneous
rea l i sa t ion  in t h e  individual
personality of his own individuality
and of the classicist norms:

The deepest thought of Romanticism is
the  full  and self-determined
development: this is the deeper meaning
of the idea of organicism as well as of
the idea of the genius, of the idea of the
distinctiveness and free development of
peoples as well as of the protest against
all kinds of ou te r  restrict ions and
conventions—Higher romanticism is the
imperishable property of mankind, its
mos t  mature expression in thought and
in poetry. 62

Although Goethe liberated himself
from the romanticism of his youth and
ultimately reached the platform o f
classicism, nevertheless he remained a
romantic ‘in the higher sense’. And
although Hegel rejected the ‘lower
expressions’ of romanticism with
crushing satire, still he was ‘the
greatest philosopher of romanticism’.
The true idealists in poetry and
philosophy a t t a in  t o  ‘ t h e  t r u e
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classicity in their view of life, that is
the most noble fruit of romanticism’.
The sincerity of their religion as well
as their rational, critical faculties,
prevent them from being drawn to the
pathological sides of romanticism.63

The higher romanticism of such
idealists is, according to Leander ,
‘one with the religion of freedom: the
gospel of full and self-determined
development.’ The ideal of the hero
that we find in Tegnér , the greatest
Swedish poet of the first half of the
nineteenth century, ‘is a celeb ration of
the right of individuality to free
expansion’. For Tegnér the aristocrat
it is mainly the great men who have ‘a
mission, a  calling to fullfill’, for
Geijer the  more  democrat ical ly
minded it is expected of every man
that he ‘finds out and realises’ this
mission and ca l ling. Leander now
m a k e s  the  c e n t r a l  daimonic
connection of personal idealism: ‘by
finding himself and becoming itself,
the individual also finds his calling.’ 64

The famous—and slightly paradox-
ical—words of Geijer in his Memoirs
are quoted:

‘There is a basic thought in all of my life,
which emerges ever more clearly, and
which is not my own work—because it
has led me and directed me to this very
day. If I were to give it a name, it is none
other than the much disputed principle
of personality, whose prophet I have
become almost against my own will. I
mean thereby that I have kept at a
distance and discarded everything that
could have hindered and impeded the
development of my own innermost
nature.’ 

And: 

‘It is my firm conviction, that there does
not exist  a single man, who cannot do
anything better than all the others. And
there is not a single one, from whom I
consider it impossible to learn.’65

Leander t h e n  m a k e s  some
observations of his own, in which the
influence from Croce is traceable,
although the idea ofpersonality which
Leander here defends is not derived
from Croce , but directly belongs to
the tradition of personal idealism from
which Leander himself exemplifies.

According to Leander , the last of the
sentences quoted from Geijer has

deep-reaching philosophical conse-
quences, that only in our own century
have become fully unders tood in
Benedetto Croce’s identification of
history and philosophy. If the Eternal is
revealed in every man in a new and
unique way, then we ought to study the
world of man and of history in order to
reach an ever deeper and richer insight
into the Eternal. World history is the
self-disclosure of the Eternal, and it is
only through this self-disclosure that we
can know it. 66

Reading passages such as this one
today, we cannot avoid questioning
t h e m  in s o  f a r  a s  t h e y  imply a
metaphysical idea of historical
progress, even of the Hegelian kind,
and a  neglect of other sources of
insight into the Eternal. To that
extent, they represent a problematic
aspect of secular modernity. But there
can be little doubt that Leander is here
mainly interested in individuality as
such, in a n  aspect  of modernity
which, I  believe, it is possible to
separate from more problematic ones.
For Leander immediately continues in
the following way:

  This sense of the value of the individual
was unknown to the classicism of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
There was an ideal of general humanity,
which was opposed to the free
development of the individual, and one
could not see tha t  the highest
development of personal unicity at the
same time is the h ighes t  human
generality, the highest participation in
the Eternal. In fact, the great man is at
the same time intensely personal and
intensely general. One attains general
humanity by in a deeper  s e n s e  being
oneself. And we can know the generally
valuable, the  Eternal, only in its
individual, historical manifestations.67

I t  i s ,  h o w e v e r ,  only Hegel’s
‘concrete universal’, at least as it has
been explained and modified b y
Croce , that Leander here defends, a
notion which still lacks metaphysical
sanctions for personal individuality.
And as we have already seen, in some
passages he seems to re lap se from
personal idealism in the direction of
the Babbittian understanding o f

individuality as of value mainly as the
mere locus of the manifestation o f
general classicist norms: 

For the nobler kind of romanticism, the
individual potentialities are only the
material to  be cult ivated,  and  out of
which something of general  human
value shall be made.68

But  the  c r i t i c i sm of  l o w e r
romanticism is, a s  we have seen,
certainly combined with the defence
of higher romanticism understood in
the terms of individual personality.
The Crocean view of history is said to
have 

its parodic counterpart  in lower
romanticism, which intoxicates itself in
the  manifold of his tory,  change and
relativity without a thought  for t h e
higher, general values that are therein
revealed.  In vulgar romanticism t h e
stream of history became a drug, just as
its cult of originality became a parody of
the true idea of personality.69

And I trust that to the extent that he
points in the direction of personal
ideal ism,  Leander ’ s  u s e  of the
category of individual personality sets
his position apart not only from that
of Babbitt ,  but also from that  of
Croce.

7. True Liberalism
To higher romanticism corresponds,
accord ing  t o  Leander ,  a  ‘ t rue’
liberalism: in the whole development
of Geijer is c learly discernible,
according to Leander , 

  the identity of higher romanticism with
liberalism in its best forms---the deeper
motive of truth in romanticism comes
into its own in the Geijerian variety of
liberalism, because this motive is the
demand of the individual for free and
organic development of personality,
unrestricted by outer conventions and
rules. If the idea of the organism is given
a compl ete and uncompromising form,
its liberal implications will become
evident; it will then be equivalent with
the  right to free and  self-determined
development.70

Babbitt would undoubtedly be as
sceptical against this as he was
against Ibsen’s exhortation, ‘This
above all,—to thine own self be true’.
But for Leander , all this is inseparable
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f rom t h e  e t h i c a l  d isc ip l ine ,  t h e
formation of character, the training of
the  will, t h e  school ing o f  the
imagination, by which the higher self
is distinguished from the lower. It is
the law of our higher nature a lone
which is to be given freedom. Leander
here really expresses himself, in the
footsteps of Babbitt , in a tradition of
conservatism which is basically
B u r k e a n . I t  is a  ‘ t ruly l i b e r a l ’
conservatism which accepts at least
historical individuality. But the
m e t a p h y s i c a l  deepen ing  o f  the
concept of personality belongs to the
tradition of Swedish personal idealism
with its specific blend of Socrates,
Plat o, Aristotle, Leibniz, Kant, aspects
of post-Kantian ideal ism,  a n d
Christian Theism in general and its
Augustinian strand in particular, a
synthesis of thought which we do not
yet find in Burke. Leander , however,
does not follow this tradition in the
farther reaches of metaphysics.
Expanding on true liberalism, h e
limits himself  to  t h e  e t h i c a l
dimension. Freedom, in all meanings
of the word, is opposed to outer
compulsion, such as external dictates
restricting freedom or thought or
belief, rules forced upon the poet ,
political tyranny, arbitrary rules for
economic l i fe .  Bu t  ‘ a t  l e a s t  a s
important’, according to Leander , are
the ‘deeper meanings’ of the word.
All true freedom must also be 
  freedom from inner compulsion, from

the lower within man that is determined
by nature, that counteracts and hampers
his sound development.  Freedom is
freedom for the best in each to come
fully into its own. Higher romanticism
being one with liberalism does not mean
that everything that goes under the name
of liberalism should be accepted without
discernment.  Only where the  e thical
meaning of the concept of freedom has
been fully acknowledged, only there do
we find true liberalism—and it is rare. 71

Between higher romanticism, true
liberalism and personal idealism there
is thus a close connection, indeed an
identity: it is only a matter of different
aspects of the same world-view. True
liberalism was what Leander set
against the ‘reactionary conservatism’

which he considered the inevitable
consequence of some of the anti-
romantic criticism. But here, it cannot
have been Babbitt that he had in
mind, although the absence in Babbitt
of Crocean and personal idealism and
of the  unders tand ing  o f  higher
romanticism inspired by them may
bring him somewhat closer to some
such conservatism. If Babbitt does not
explicitly and in philosophically clea r
form discern a  higher romanticism
and a positive value and metaphysical
status of individuality as such, at least
he makes the distinction between
different kinds of liberalism: one of
the central chapters in Democracy and
Leadership carries the title ‘True and
False Liberals’.  

The ongoing reappraisal of Irving
Babbitt , in the perspective of the more
general criticism of the errors of
modernity and liberalism on a global
scale,  indicates that with time, Babbitt
may be counted as  one of the key
thinkers of modernity. Babbitt points
ahead to a ‘true modernity’, capable
sufficiently to absorb the ethical and
spiritual essence of the great traditions
of humanity, while at the same time
retaining its own partial truths and
a c h i e v e m e n t s .  A t  the  h e a r t  o f
modernity in its different aspects lies
the question of individuality. Babbitt
points out its abnormalities, its
deformations, its dangers. He was
certainly right that in his days there
was a deeper need of understanding
the problems of individuality than of
understanding its possibilities. But the
twentieth century has been shaped by
the  p e r v e r t e d  na tura l i s t ic  a n d
collectivist reaction against the too
shallow individualism of romantic as
well a s  enlightenment liberalism.
Babbitt saw it coming, he analyzed it,
he understood it. But he could not
possibly foretell the extent of its
horrors. Together with the lat est
antithesis in the form of the pseudo-
individualism of relativistic and even
nihilistic post-modernism in a global
m a s s - c u l t u r e ,  t h e y  s ign i fy  t h e
dissolution and the end of the failed
dialectic of modernity. We therefore
stand in desperate need of a defence
of personal individuality on a higher

or a deeper level as a central part of
the creative renewal of c las s i ca l
humanism and spiritual traditionalism
that is the only alternative. 

According to personal idealism, not
only t h e  u n i v e r s a l  b u t  a l s o  t h e
individual is anchored in the absolute.
The difference from Hegel is therefore
that individuality not only manifests
the  universa l ,  b u t ,  w i th  its
metaphysical status, is itself of
absolute value. Opposing Hegelian-
ism, the personal idealists sought to
unite the new individualism with the
ethical objectivism and metaphysical
dimension o f  the  c l as s i c a l  a n d
Christian traditions. From the very
beginning, their ethics therefore
stands in fundamental opposition to
‘lower’ romanticism, a l though in
some forms it soon became watered
d o w n  b y  t h e  s u p e r f i c i a l  a n d
sentimental progressivist currents of
modernity. To the extent that this took
place, it is the individualism of the
personal idealists that needs to b e
corrected through the sobering
criticism provided by Babbittian
classicism.

In the face of some expressions of
the new phase of the history o f
romantic extremism known as post-
modernism, in some forms dovetailed
with libertarianism, we  need more
than ever to consider Babbitt ’s
warnings and understand the meaning
of true classicism as he defines it in a
broad, ecumenical way, pointing to
parallels in the traditions of the East.
But the preceding excesses of anti-
individualism also indicate that we
have to go beyond Babbitt in the
understanding of the meaning o f
sound individuali ty a n d  o f  its
philosophical defence. The direction
in which we have to look for this is,
however, the same as the one in
which Babbitt sought his answers—it
is basical ly  a  h i s to r i ca l  a n d
conse rva t ive  o n e ,  emphasizing
complementary aspects of the wisdom
of the great traditions of humanity
which Babbitt so eloquently brought
back to life and set before the modern
individual a s  an ideal in the truest
sense. Only by honouring this ideal in
its entirety will modern man justify
his f r eedom,  a n d  deve lop  t h e
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1  Ant ipathy  towards
emotions

It is widely assumed that emotions are
inevitably irrational in themselves and
their effects. They are ‘mists on our
mental windscreens’ 1 and can only
dis tor t  our cognit ive and  o ther
undertakings. Research, experiments
and a l l investigations should b e
conducted dispassionately and not
c o r r u p t e d  b y  t h e  emot ional
involvement  of the  enqu i r e r .
Knowledge is genuine only insofar as
it is a function of the object and can
only be distorted by the influence of
the knower’s emotions. Emotions are
subjective colourings of experience
wh ich  i n t e r f e r e  wi th  our
apprehensions of the world. 

In opposition to these assumptions I
shall argue that, a l though some
emotional experiences are irrational in
themselves and their effects and do
distort our knowing and our action,
nevertheless emotional involvement is
necessary to knowing and action, just
as fuel and steering are  to motor
vehicles. Dirty fuel  and defective
steering upset the performances of
motor vehicles, but that fact does not
mean that  c lea n  fuel  and correct
s t ee r ing  a r e  u n n e c e s s a r y .
Consequently, I shall take the facts of
failures and distortions for granted
and shall focus on the constructive
and necessary roles of emotions with
respect to knowing 2.

I have elsewhere shown how certain
emotional experiences are required for
the governance of action 3. In brief,
experiences of felt attraction o r
aversion issue in motivating emotions
which initiate and guide courses of
ac t ion  b y  forming  a n d  then
modifying, a s  and when necessary,
the specific intentions embodied in
them. A course of action is terminated
e i the r  by a  fe l t  e x p e r i e n c e  o f
satisfaction, which shows that it has
s u c c e e d e d ,  o r  by one  o f
dissatisfaction, which shows that it
has failed, along with either one of
despair regarding the possibility o f

success, which shows that a second
attempt is also likely to fail, or one of
hope of success in a second attempt.
Without these experiences, action
would not be initiated, sustained,
t e r m i n a t e d  nor  r e n e w e d .  I  now
propose to survey the functions which
emotions constructively fulfil in the
gaining and holding of knowledge. 

2. Emotion and scientific
knowledge.
I shall begin with what may seem to
be the most unpromising form o f
knowledge—that of the natural
scien ces—which has often been
supposed to be wholly impersonal and
‘ob jec t ive ’ .  I n  his  P e r s o n a l
K n o w l e d g e ,  M i c h a e l Polanyi
e f fec t ive ly  demol i shed  t h a t
assumption and showed that there is a
necessarily passionate involvement of
the person in his knowing. In Chapter
6 of that book, Polanyi showed how
scientific discovery manifests a
pattern of governance by emotion
very similar to that lat er worked out
by Strasser with regard to action
generally. I shall now summarise
Polanyi’s argument.

Polanyi a imed  t o  show tha t
‘scientific passions are no mere
psychological by-product, but have a
logical function which contributes an
indispensible element to scien ce’ 5.
T h e y  h a v e  t h r e e  funct ions  in
discovery: selective ,  heuristic and
persuasive .

The selective function has two
aspects: to signal that a discovery is
intellectually precious and that it is
precious to scien ce. The former aspect
is, in effect, the primary experience
which gives rise to a l l intellectual
enquiries—the felt conviction of their
value which selects them as worthy of
pursuit. It is this which is Polanyi’s
over-all concern. Science along with
the other great articulate systems of
civlisation , such as religion and law,
evokes and imposes and clai ms to be
right those emotions which sustain
and appraise it and appraise its
theories for their intellectual beauty as

a token of contact with reality 5 .
Presented, we  may say, a s  a mere
body of objective fact, all that scien ce
c a n  evoke  is a  ‘So  w h a t ? ’  or a
‘ jus t i f ica t ion’  in t e r m s  of its
technological utility, which would
crimp and stunt it.

The second aspect of the selective
function corresponds to the notion of
a motivating emotion, for it gives the
underlying desire to discover the truth
about nature a specific direction. Out
of all the facts which are known or
knowable, only a few are of scientific
interest. The appreciation of this
interest, which relies on a  sense of
in t e l l ec tua l  b e a u t y ,  c a n n o t  b e
dispassionately defined, as neither can
the beauty of works of art nor the
excellence of noble actions 6. Without
selection and guidance by emotional
appraisal of the scientific value of
what is known or appears likely to be
discovered, enquiry would ‘inevitably
spread out into a desert of trivialities’.
What is needed is a general vision of
reality which yields a scale of interest
and plausibility, so  that  important
concept ions  c a n  b e  upheld a s
intrinsically plausible even when there
is ev idence  aga ins t  t h e m  a t  the
moment, and others can be rejected as
specious even though there may b e
some evidence for them 7. A scientist,
in selecting a problem to be pursued,
r equ i r e s  a  s e n s e ,  a  fee l ing,  f o r
problems which are  likely to b e
soluble, soluble by him with the
resources and time available, and to
be of some wide r  value a n d
significance for scien ce 8. There is no
set of formulae or rules for this. Only
w h a t  is rout ine and  thus  easily
anticipatable and of low interest, we
may add, can  be attained by the
s c i en t i s t  wi thout  emot ional
involvement in what he is doing. As
for what constitutes scientific value,
Polanyi suggests three joint factors,
unevenly distributed over the natural
scien ces: certainty or accuracy,
systematic relev ance or profundity,
and intrinsic interest 10. Sensitivity to
such values, and their presence,
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absence and degree in problems,
theories and results, is necessary to
their scientific evaluation as  worth
investigating further and to deciding if
results are acceptable or unacceptable.
It is required to terminate or provoke
to further enquiry, as well as to turn a
general interest in scientific research
into a specific intention to take up and
prosecute a particular problem or line
of enquiry.

The heuristic function is that of
sustaining the effort to discover by
intimating specific discoveries, yet to
be made, and sustaining the pursuit of
them over a long period. Major
d i scover i e s  wh ich  c h a n g e  the
interpretative framework of scien ce
cannot be made by the routine use of
the existing framework. Those who
make them have to cross a logical gap
between present conceptions and new
ones, the problem and its solution,
which involves a change in the i r
whole way of seeing things, and they
can do this only 

by relying on the unspecifiable impulse
of our heuristic passion . . . . Like all
ventures in which we compr ehensively
dispose of ourselves, such intentional
change of our personality requires a
pass ionate  motive to  accomplish it.
Originality mus t  be passionate 10.

Citing the example of Kepler , who
expressed such passion in respect of
both  genuine  d i scover i e s  a n d
mistaken ideas, Polanyi points out that
it is not infallible. All the same, it is
necessary.

This heuristic function, I suggest,
corresponds also to the notion of the
motivating emotion. It, too, intimates
something specific to be done and
sustains through difficulties the effort
to do it. It therefore also acts, not as a
terminating emotion in the specific
sense, but as a provoking one which
e v o k e s  f u r t h e r  e f f o r t s  a f te r
disappointing results have been
encountered at particular stages on the
way.

Polanyi’s third function is the
persuasive one 11. Having satisfied
himself that he has made a genuine
and significant discovery, the scientist
mus t  communica te  it to  h i s
colleagues, and so have it confirmed.

It is not made true by consensus, but
all serious utterances about the world
are put forth with what Polanyi calls
‘universal intent’, as true sayings and
worthy of all men to be believed.
Though it is possible to be Athanasius
c o n t r a m u n d u m and  l a t e r  to  b e
confirmed to have been right a l l
a l ong, t h e  a g r e e m e n t  of o n e ’ s
colleagues gives added assurance that
one is correct. Thus the scientific
community, or those specialising in
o n e ’ s  o w n  c o r n e r ,  h a v e  to  b e
convinced. Again it is the major
discovery, creating a wide logical gap,
which demands persuasive passion, on
the one side, and, on the other,
sympathy with what  one initially
cannot comprehend 1 2 .  The other
scientists have, as it were, to learn a
new language, for the great discovery
cannot be expressed in terms of
existing conceptions and terminology.
One  canno t  a rgue  for  a  new
framework of thought in terms of an
old one. A process of conversion is
required to bring the others to follow
the pioneer in crossing the logical gap
that he has bridged. Thus arises the
phenomenon of unseemly sc i entific
controversies, some of them long
lasting such as those concerning the
status of psycho-analysis, in which
persuasive emotions get out of hand.
At the limit these concern what it is
for  something t o  b e  s c i en ce  o r
scientific in the first place, the one
party clai ming that its theory, practice
or branch of study is scien ce or
scientific, the other denying it. In
terms of our scheme of governance by
emotion, this persuasive passion is the
motivating emotion of a second
c o u r s e  of action—gaining the
agreement of one’s colleagues—
which follows upon the successful
outcome of a  previous  o n e ,  t h e
original line of research.

Polanyi has an interesting comment
to make at the end of his discussion of
the constituitive emotions of scien ce:

Some people may list en to these
illustrations of continuing and
sometimes violently conducting
controversies with impatience, for they
believe that science provides a procedure
for  deciding any such iss u e s  by

systematic and dispassionate empirical
investigations. However, if that were
clearly the case,  there would be no
reason to be annoyed with me. My
argument would have no  persuasive
force, and  could be ignored without
anger 13.

3. Satisfaction and standards
in knowing
‘A scientist seeks to discover a
satisfying theory, and when he has
found it, he can enjoy its excellence
permanently’ 14. Without experiences
of satisfaction, we  would not know
when to stop, for we would have no
idea of whether we had succeeded or
not. Therefore we need to enquire into
the nature of cognitive satisfaction
and thus of the standards which we
use in deciding if we are satisfied or
not in the course of enquiry. 

What makes scientific theories
satisfying is primarily their truth.
Polanyi suggested that, secondarily,
there are three further forms of
scientific value which distinguish
more important and valuable truths
from the mass of trivial ones. One
suspects that, in vain attempts to ape
the mathematization of physics and
chemistry in subject-matters which do
not permit of it, the allegedly human,
social or ‘behaviourial ’ scien ces often
p roduce  p r e c i s e  t r iv ia l i t ies ,  o r
downright distortions of the truth.
Whether that is so or not, one can see
that there is a real question as to the
satisfactions sought and the standards
used. They do not come revealed on
tablets of stone, but have to b e
themselves discovered, confirmed and
established in a tradition. Intellectual
enqu i ry  is  a n  in te l l igent  a n d
intentional activity: it aims at a goal
and seeks an imagined satisfaction in
attaining it. It seeks to satisfy the
desire to know, and to know more
thoroughly and more profoundly. It
implicitly projects a conception o f
what will satisfy that desire. Such a
conception may be vague, both in
g e n e r a l  a n d  in spec i f ic  terms.
Generally, we may not yet know what
sort of knowledge, understanding and
insight we are seeking, only that we
s e e k  someth ing  w h i c h  w e  f e e l
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ourselves not yet to have. Such i s
necessarily the case during the birth
and  i n f a n c y  o f  any  b r a n c h  o f
disciplined enquiry, or during a
profound revision of it, such a s
happened to historical studies at the
end of the eighteenth century, when
they turned from reliance only upon
secondary sources to the use of
primary ones—literary ones such as
records in archives, letters and diaries,
and material ones recovered b y
archaeology. The story of the rise of
modern natural scien ce from the lat er
Middle Ages through the Renaissance
and into the seventeenth century
shows how it was mixed up with
o the r  i n t e r e s t s ,  w h i c h  w e  now
recognise to be non-scientific, such as
magic in the chemistry of Paracelsus
and  t h e  P y t h a g o r e a n  number
mysticism of Kepler , but which were
no t ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  could n o t ,  b e
distinguished from it at the time. It
required, on the part of the pioneers,
intense effort and profound belief in a
vision that could not be verified for
some time in actual accomplishments.
Newton’s  wider historical signi-
ficance is his demonstration to the
educated world of what the new
scien ce could do, and so  he raised
hopes, often much too grandiose, for
many more such achievements. None
of this could have been done with an
attitude of indifference and by the
mechanical following of established
rules.

A similar general ignorance of what
it is that he seeks affects the new
recruit to a developed discipline, for
he has yet to become familiar with the
ways in which it operates and what
sorts of things it accepts as valid and
what it rejects as invalid. Insofar as he
intends to practise the discipline,
rather than just to acquire knowledge
of its discoveries, the student has to
have a desire to know and to discover,
h a s  to  a c q u i r e  a  sens i t iv i ty  t o
intellectual values generally and those
of his discipline in particular, and
thereby has to learn what  sorts of
thing in general will appropriately
satisfy his desire. These are the
emotions which, a s  Polanyi says,
every branch of study teaches its

recruits.
Specifically, in any particular

enquiry we do not yet know what we
s e e k ,  o t h e r w i s e  w e  would h a v e
already found it. We seek an X, or a
set of unknowns, that will account for,
or fill gaps in, what we already know.
We have some vague conception of
w h a t  it i s ,  b a s e d  upon  w h a t  w e
a l r eady  k n o w .  I t  is a  r e l at i v e l y
indeterminate something that  will
satisfy our desire to explain these
d a t a ,  t o  l ink u p  t h e s e  cu r r en t l y
separate fields or theories, to fill in
the blanks of this story, to account for
this person’s sudden change of course.
It is like a blank space on a  map,
unknown in itself but known to some
extent as being here and not there,
beyond this and north of that. If it
were wholly indeterminate, we would
never know where to look nor how to
recognise it if we found it, and if it
were wholly determinate, we would
already know and possess it.

Seeking something more or less
indeterminate a t  the outset, whose
nature is progressively revealed  as we
go along, is a familiar occurrence in
daily life with regard to other desires
and satisfactions, when we experience
states of restlessness, seek something
to satisfy our felt but vague unease,
and yet do not know what it will be 15.
We try this and then that, and as we
feel  disappointment, more uneasy,
less uneasy, partially satisfied—
‘colder’ and ‘warmer’ in the terms of
children’s guessing games—so we
know we are moving away, towards
or past what we seek. This is what
C.S. Lewis referred to as the dialectic
of desire, in the case of the ‘Sweet
Desire’ or Joy, which cannot be
satisfied with any mundane object 16.
Following it through experience of
what does not satisfy it, and without
pre tending  t o  onese l f  t h a t  it i s
satisfied when it isn ’t, it will lead to
what will satisfy it. That, I suggest, is
true of all desires, intellectual ones
included. Lines of research are often
suggested by a  felt unease with a n
existing theory, s e t  of data, wide-
ranging conception or received
account. An accepted explanation may
be felt to be superficial or to leave out

facts which are  felt to go beyond
random variations in observations and
experimental results. I stress the word
‘felt’ here for two reasons: it suggests
both the ‘niggle’, the worry or itch
which will not go away, a working of
intellectual conscience and sensitivity,
and also the tentative groping for
something not yet in focus, still
largely indeterminate, and yet to be
found and seen as what it really is.
One has to feel this worry or perhaps
intellectual cramp in order to realise
that there is a problem at all in what is
already known. 

The imagined but often as  yet
largely indeterminate satisfactions of
intellectual desire thereby se t  the
standards for intellectual work and
success and failure at it: what we shall
take to be a true representation o f
reality, a good explanation, a cogent
argument, a valid proof, a proper way
to conduct experiments or to carry out
surveys. Standards, as in accountancy
and medicine, have to be achieved or
r e f i n e d  b y  p i o n e e r s  and  then
es t ab l i shed  th rough  a  growing
c o n s e n s u s .  T h e y  a r e  obvious ly
historical phenomena: they come
gradually into existence, become
established through teaching and thus
in traditions, become more exactly
defined and more exacting, and
perhaps also decline. Professional and
academic bodies emerge to endorse,
codify, further refine, monitor and
perhaps enforce such standards. For
example, it is now almost impossible
to get  any article accepted by a
scholar ly  j o u r n a l  o r  book b y  a
scholarly publisher unless it has
complete set of foot-notes, but such
was not the case forty or so years ago.
Likewise within the last twenty or so
years even undergraduate essays in
British universities and colleges have
had to fit the same format. Sometimes
one may think this to be irrelevant
pedantry diverting teacher and pupil
from the real questions of content, but
the insistence upon the appearance is
a fact of contemporary academic life,
and most teachers and institutions are
not satisfied unless one conforms to
these requirements. And they make
their dissatisfaction and displeasure
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felt.
The intellectual life, now almost the

same as the academic one since only
in biography and history are  there
now independent  s c h o l a r s ,  i s
d is t inguished b y  a n  a t t i tude  o f
detachment, a  bracketing of other
concerns and interests. It is the
disinterested pursuit of knowledge, or
it is that primarily although it can be
joined with some types of other
c o n c e r n  p rov ided  t h e y  r e m a i n
subordinate and do not lead to the
distortion of the truth. But it is not the
uninterested pursuit of knowledge. It
is d e t a c h m e n t  f rom t h o s e  other
i n t e r e s t s  out  of commitment  to
intellectual and academic ones and
attachment to their distinctive values.

So far we have considered natural
scien ce in particular and intellectual
disciplines in general. We have not
considered the emotional governance
of cognitive activity in everyday life. I
do not wish to deny that  there are
often important differences, especial ly
b e t w e e n  t h e  apprehens ion  a n d
understanding of concrete reality in
‘ the  l i fe-world’  a s  aga ins t  the
generalising theorising and hence
abstract understanding of natural and
human scien ces, if there really are any
of the latter in the narrower sense of
‘science’. Cognitive activity in daily
l i fe  is usually ‘ i n t e r e s t e d ’  a n d
undertaken for specific purposes, such
as entertainment. This is shown in the
preference given by ordinary readers
to history and biography over books
from other intellectual disciplines.
Except when some particular demand
is made, as in wanting to know all the
defects of a second-hand car which
one thinks of buying, we have more
relax ed standards in daily life, a s
witness gossip, anecdotes and much
journalism. We take more things on
trust and we are not so interested in
truth and accuracy. Nevertheless,
though in daily life we seek to satisfy
other desires as well, and usually seek
the truth only as a means to or as but
one constituent in the satisfaction of
those other desires, insofar as we do
seek it the same relationships with
emotion a n d  s t a n d a r d s  apply.  I
overhear a piece of gossip. ‘Surely

that can’t be true’, I feel. But I may
not  be p rovoked  t o  c o n f i r m  m y
disbelief. 

4 .  Emotion and t h e
apprehension of value

Knowing involves standards which
cannot be neutrally and unemotionally
defined, but are essentially a matter or
what we find to be satisfactory o r
unsatisfactory. This does not make
knowing ‘subjective’ since fidelity to
rea l i ty  i s ,  o r  should b e ,  t h e
fundamental standard we  set  for
ourselves and satisfaction that  we
seek. ‘Subjectivism’ consists in the
preference for other satisfactions over
strictly cognitive ones, and not in the
seeking of satisfactions per se.
Someone without sensitivity to such
matters, without an active desire to
know wh ich  c a n  b e  s a t i s f i e d  o r
dissatisfied, cannot seriously or for
long pursue any intellectual enquiry.
At the most, like students on courses
which they have to take and in which
they are not interested, he can engage
only in routine and low-level work, go
mechanically through the motions,
and so find little meaning—intrinsic
meaning—in what he does. Even if he
finds its meaning to lie elsewhere,
then he still has to have some active
desire to know what is relev ant to and
what will thus be satisfactory as  a
means to or component in his ulterior
purpose. Given the housewife’s lack
of interest in pure mathematics, she is
not going to succeed in effective
housekeeping if she is not a t  a l l
sensitive to re lative  prices and the
correctness of bills and change.

But can we apprehend values and
standards, and guide ourselves by
them, unemotionally? For example, I
have no interest in golf, do not get
excited at all by it, and am bored by
it. Yet I could nevertheless be taught
to tell a good golfer from a bad one. I
could then rightly judge Smith to be
better than Jones yet feel  nothing
about them and their achievements. I
would be prepared to say  that  even
now I could tell in a rough and ready
way the better from the worse, though
I  would mi s s  the  f ine r  po in ts .
Likewise a Philistine, while remaining

a Philistine, could come to appraise
some genuine merits and demerits in
art. In these examples, we  would
evaluate performers, performances
and products without valuing the
activity. In fundamentally the same
way, one can see another in danger—
that is, to evaluate as harmful what is
likely to happen to him—yet not care
about him or it. 

Two questions now arise: Under
what conditions is this possible? and,
Can there be unemotional valuation?

Firstly, unemotional evaluation is
the attitude of the detached observer,
not of the participant. It is thus
parasitic upon the lat ter .  Without
sensitivity to the values involved, we
cannot either properly or for long
engage in an activity but can go only
through the motions of a routine.
Those who find no satisfaction in
their work can be given only mentally
undemanding tasks and need attentive
supervision.

Secondly, valuation is nothing if not
felt—not felt all the time, but most of
the time. For example the love of
one’s neighbour is essentially a
practical love, an attitude to be shown
in deeds, whatever we happen to feel
about any particular neighbour in
need. But it could be not shown if on
every occasion we helped him with
g r i t t ed  t e e t h — i f w e  w e r e
misanthropes and acting totally
against our feelings. Somewhere at
somet ime t h e r e  h a s  to  b e  some
fellow-feeling for someone. Values, I
would say with Ricoeur and Polanyi
17, can be known only in serving them
or in at least feeling their attraction
and ‘command’. Unless you feel the
respect due to truth or the ‘command’
within justice, you do not know what
you are talking about for you are not
valuing them. One cannot simply
register, as if it were a neutral fact,
that justice is admirable and to b e
cherished. Emotions and desires
engage us in the world and project
around us what Ricoeur calls ‘an
affective perspective’ in which objects
a p p e a r  in te res t ing ,  a t t r a c t i v e ,
repulsive, lovely, hateful and so on 18.

Emotivists were correct in seeing a
close relation between emotions and
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values, and a  frequent identity o f
terminology. But they themselves
adopted the standpoint of the detached
and disengaged observer, merely
noting neutral facts about other
people. Thus they took values to be
projections of feelings and failed to
appreciate the felt response to,
attraction to and repulsion from the
values and disvalues found to b e
a l r eady  in o r  borne  by ob j ec t s .
Undoubtedly some things are made
valuable to us by our feelings for
them, and this we can both recognise
or fail to recognise. I can be aware
that a rather ordinary painting has a
s e n t i m e n t a l  v a l ue for  m e ,  a s
portraying the place where I was born
or as bequeathed by my parents, quite
apart from its meagre aesthetic merits.
And I  may not be aware that I am
giving too much credit to the work of
a pretty student. Equally I can fail to
recognise that I am over-sensitive to
some things (for example, my own
comfort) and insensitive to others (for
example, the needs of my neighbour).
But then we have defects and make
errors with all our faculties. And there
could be no possibility of errors if
there were no truth or correctness. If
the world really were a totality o f
merely neutral facts, then it would not
be the case, as is often supposed, that
all our valuations and evaluations are
erroneous projections of subjective
colourings onto it. For, ex hypothesi,
they themselves would be neutral
facts and no more. If all is neutral
fact, then nothing can  be right or
wrong.

Emotion, then, opens up the world
of value and disvalue to us. Without
emotion we would indeed be faced by
a grey and meaningless world. Or,
rather, since emotion is necessary to
the governance of knowing, we would
not be able to recognise that world in
the  f i r s t  p l a c e .  Indeed ,  t h e r e  i s
evidence to show that it is first given
in perception as bearing values—that
colours are primarily ‘warm’ or ‘cold’
before being colour-tones 19. Thus, as
the fundamental answer to Sartre’s
question, ‘What must consciousness
be, that emotion should be possible,
pe rhaps  t h a t  it e v e n  should b e

necessary?’ 2 0 ,  there could be no
consciousness—at least no finite
consciousness born into a  world
which about which it has to learn—
without emotion and the capacity to
be moved.

From these considerations we see
the  t ru th  o f  John  M a c m u r r a y ’ s
definition of  reason as the capacity to
behave in terms of the object. It
follows, he rightly says, that reason is
primarily an affair of emotion while
the rationality of thought is derivative
and secondary. For it is 

emotion that s tands  directly behind
activity determining its substance and
direction, while thought is related to
action indirectly and through emotion,
determining only its form a n d  that
partially 21.

This is not to be taken in any
Humean sense of emotion as a blind
and merely initial push whereas
r e a s o n  is  merely  a  m a t t e r  o f
calculation—of means to ends given
by that push. No, for as Macmurray
s t a t e s  and  a s  s tud ies  of the
intentionality of emotion have shown,
emotion itself contains thought and
has its inherent rationality. Thought,
as mere and disengaged thinking, is a
secondary and derived activity, but
one which philosophers are only too
liable to take as primary by reflecting
upon their own habitually disengaged
thinking and not upon our primordial
engagement in and with the world.
And even that disengaged thinking is
directed by interest in and sensitivity
towards the truth of things and i t
seeks that particular satisfaction.

5. Love and knowledge
Emotion, said Macmurray, determines
the substance and direction of activity.
As objective, it is not a reaction to a
st imulus but  ‘ a n  i m m e d i a t e
apprec ia t ion  o f  the  value a n d
significance of real  things’, our
capacity to apprehend objective
values. That also we have concluded.
And therefore, he goes on to argue,
love is ‘the fundamental positive
emotion’ characteristic of human
beings, and can  be subjective and
irrational, as when we enjoy our own

feelings, or objective and rational, as
when we love the reality of the other
person himself. It then follows that 

the capacity to love objectively is the
capacity which makes us persons. It is
the ultimate source of our capacity to
behave in terms of the object. It is the
core of rationality 23. 

I propose to consider this c lai m in
relation to knowledge and sha l l
suggest that what is true of that can be
generalised to all forms of activity.

Negative emotions and attitudes
certainly tend to shut one off from the
world: one does not get to know
better those for whom one feels
hatred, scorn, contempt, anger or
resentment; and moods of misery and
depression c l ose one up in oneself.
But is love needed in order to know?
That is precisely what Max Scheler
argued in his ‘Liebe und Erkenntnis’.

He begins by quoting two opposing
statements: 

One can only get to know that which one
loves and the deeper  and  fuller t h e
knowledge is to become, the stronger,
more forceful and livelier mus t  be the
love (Goethe).

Every great love is the daughter of a
great cognition (Leonardo da Vinci) 23.

Both of these he opposes to modern
‘bourgeois’ (and Objectivist and
Positivist) opinion that love can only
blind and that genuine apprehension
requires emotional restraint. Scheler
argues for Goethe’s position rather
than Leonardo’s, which he sees as
representing Greek and Indian views
of the matter. 

Despite their great differences, both
the Greek and Indian views assert that
love follows cognition. The Indian
view, he states, is that love arises
from a transition from not-knowing to
knowing which in turn results from a
dematerialisation of the object, the
recognition that the world is maya or
‘illusion’. The Greek view, most fully
articulated by Plat o, sees love as the
p a s s a g e  f rom l o w e r  to  higher
cognition, of the ‘not-being’ of
matter, to the higher cognition of the
‘real being’ of the Forms. It is a
striving which is completed and s o
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terminated in perfect knowledge 24. 
In contrast, says Scheler , Goethe

expresses the Christian view, which
begins with God’s love for unlovely
since fallen man (rather with God’s
overflowing love which creates the
world out of nothing). Love is thus a
condescension from God to man, and
not a passage from lower to higher.
Scheler thinks that the Christian
revolution in world-view has not been
fully carried through in this respect,
save only by St Augustine and some
of his followers such as Malebranche
and Pascal, and that  St Thomas
Aquinas followed Aristotle too much
in regarding love as a striving which
must be preceded by an intellectual
a c t ,  d e s i r e  a s  requir ing a  prior
perception, and wishing as requiring a
prior conceptual grasp of the object.
This, he states, has serious theological
consequences for Thomism 2 5 .  St
Augustine in contrast began a  new
epistemology and psychology in
which intellectual acts arise, not from
the object and its attractiveness, but
from a prior act of taking-an-interest
and thus from the love or hate which
motivates it. Without these, there can
be no perception, memory or thought
of an object; no se l ection from a l l
possible objects of those which we in
fact  perceive and think about; no
direction of our suppositions and
perceptions; nor any intensification of
our cognition of an object 26.

At first sight it seems obvious that
we can love only what  we already
know, and so  that  love follows and
does not precede knowledge. Boy
meets girl and then falls in love with
her. Love is a response to its object.
How can it possibly exist in advance?
This is what Brentano codified in his
doctrine that emotions, a l ong with
judgments, are necessarily founded
upon ‘presentations’ 27. But consider
again the vague moods of restlessness
and  s t i r r ing  in w h i c h  w e  w a n t
something but as yet do not know
what it is. While love, for a person
already met, can strike out of the blue
or gradually grow, it can also exist
first as vague yearning for someone
else and then be focused upon a
particular person. More generally,

modern studies which emphasise the
activity of the mind and its projection
of a ‘field’ of awareness prior to
particular objects, tend to support
Scheler ’s view. For example, the
perceptual processes of animals are
highly selective and geared to what is
significant for their lives. The world is
first perceived in terms of emotional
significance and thus motor responses
towards or away from things 28. It is
not the objective loudness but the
meaning of the utterance of one’s
name or of the crying of one’s child
which catches our attention. We do
not simply register a mass of equal
stimuli, but respond differentially to
them and distinguish ‘messages’ from
‘noise’. We may assume therefore that
there operates in knowing a  prior
taking-an-interest (in certain sorts of
thing and particular things). But is
that taking-an-interest to be called
‘ love ’?  T h a t  t e r m  is  sure ly  t o o
specific. And Scheler sees taking-an-
interest as dependent upon prior
movements of love or hate. Obviously
this is true at times. Having a love or
liking for a certain sort of thing, one
is likely to wish to know more about
an example of it, and, conversely,
having a disliking for some other sort
of thing, one is likely not to want to
become more  famil iar  wi th  a n y
examples. Yet are not such loves and
h a t r e d s ,  l ikings and  disl ikings,
t hemse lves  a c q u i r e d  th rough
experience of previous instances, and
s o  originally d e r i v e d  f r o m
knowledge? A central fact of human
nature is that we are not born with a
set  of determinate instincts, which
would close our minds to things not
impinging upon  them,  b u t  with
general capacities often manifesting
themselves a t  lat er stages. We are
essentially open to the world, able to
take an interest in anything. Perhaps
what we should say, then, is that we
have some relatively specific interests
from birth, and also that   general
openness which becomes specified
into more determinate interests, and
perhaps  c l osed  b y  d e t e r m i n a t e
dislikings as well as by lack of time
and energy. In some people, that
openness seems to disappear as they

come to live within a  narrow and
unvarying round. Therefore there is an
original taking-an-interest from which
emotions and knowledge develop
together, and with them all forms of
act iv i ty ,  e a c h  becoming  more
determinate, so  that  a particular
instance of either can precede and
generate a particular instance of the
other. Goethe and Leonardo were both
right and both wrong.

6. Sensitivity 
Routine and habit can govern life, for
some of the time. Complex skills can
be deployed in routine ways, and thus
without much involvement on the part
of the self. Hence the experience,
usually o n  a  famil iar  r o u t e ,  o f
suddenly realising that one has driven
quite a distance while thinking about
something else. At any moment,
unless one were half asleep, a non-
routine event would have immediately
caused one to focus attention wholly
upon one’s driving and that particular
event. What that sort of reaction
reveals is a lat ent sensitivity to certain
things, in particular those bearing
upon the task in hand. This sensitivity
is presupposed by the governance by
emotion which we  have already
considered. Were we not sensitive to
what impinges upon what  we are
doing, we  could not be satisfied o r
dissatisfied with its results or its
results so far ,  and so  terminate,
redirect or restart our courses of
action. It is to be noted that sensitivity
is not simply a  passive reaction.
Indeed, there is nothing simply active
or passive in human life. Sensitivity is
the reactive reverse to the obverse of
the active taking-an-interest-in. The
lat ter  motivates the former and the
former directs and focuses the latter.
We shall now consider further the
nature and need for sensitivity in
human life generally.

There are certain things to which we
are always sensitive, whatever our
state of mind. For example, our
names, sudden noises c lose to us,
sudden events which we glimpse out
of the corners of our eyes, the crying
of our children if we are parents. Such
things have a great importance for us,
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and we always respond to them. No
one can ever train himself not to be
caugh t  o f f  g u a r d  a t  all  b y  t h e
unexpected calling of his name or by
a sudden noise just behind him. One
may be able to inhibit most of the
physical expression or consequences
of one’s response, but not the inner
and felt grasping of attention and
apprehension. Let us now think away
all forms of this sensitivity, this
liability to be brought up sharp. What
then would happen?

The merely routine performance of
a  t a s k  is  likely t o  r e su l t  in t h e
overlooking of significant items and
events. If I file papers in a  merely
routine way, I  am likely simply to
scan them. Some unusual items will
catch my eye and cause me to look
more c losely a t  the papers which
contain them, and so probably not to
put some where otherwise I would
have put them. Yet  less obvious
differences, ones to which I am less
sensitive, may well escape me and so
may result in my misfiling those
papers. If we now subtract that
sensitivity entirely, we are left only
with established routines and items
for which we explicitly look. Now we
can explicitly look for or bear in
mind, not just particular things, but
sorts of thing. Thus as well as looking
for certain obvious words, in scanning
pages in search of a specific topic, I
also look, perhaps without explicitly
realising it, for other words connected
with that topic, and shall be brought
up by them as  well a s  the others if
and when I see them. This does not
happen when scanning pages written
in a  language in which I  am not
fluent. But without a sensitivity to the
unanticipated, I shall spot only what I
have explicitly thought of in advance,
as now I have to do with foreign
languages. We could, I  conclude,
perform without sensitivity only those
tasks which can be reduced to routine
and explicit anticipations.

But how can we establish routines
and form explicit anticipations in the
first place? Only by being involved,
making a personal effort, and being
sensitive to what  we do and what
happens, so  that  we learn what

generally to do and not to do, what
generally to notice and to look out for
and what  to disregard, and how to
respond to it. Personal involvement
and sensitivity can  be reduced b y
routines and habits. But unless the
latter are not to be inflexible and blind
to what is unexpected, they can never
replace the former, and require the
former in order to become established
in the first place.

Let us now consider some further
applications of sensitivity. I suggest
that generally it has an essentially
bodily e l ement or aspect. Obvious
examples are a doctor feeling a pulse,
a mechanic tightening a nut, a taster
sampling t e a .  I t  is especial ly
associated with touch, or smell and
taste which themselves include an
element of touch which hearing and
sight do not, unless what we hear is
especially loud or penetrating or what
we see is especially bright or glaring,
so that we feel it in our ears or eyes.
We speak, literally or metaphorically,
of the skilled person’s ‘touch’ in the
practice of his art. One insensitive to
criticism and abuse is ‘thick skinned’.
Those insensitive to the feelings of
others, and to their effects upon
others, are  ‘callous’. The physical
feeling of touch is the paradigm o f
sensitivity. And there is an echo, a t
least, of this basis and origin o f
sensitivity in a l l its forms. The
mechanic  is not  a s  physically
sensitive to the lumpy or smooth
running of an engine as he is to the
nut  wh ich  h e  is t ightening.
Nevertheless he is attuned to the
eng ine ;  he p ro j ec t s  h i m s e l f
imaginatively into it; and feels its
lumpiness and smoothness. The
prope r  p e r f o r m a n c e  of his t a s k
requires that sensitivity and personal
involvement 29. Less physically based,
yet still not without some echo of it, is
the sensitivity of the fluent and aler t
user of a language to errors and
abuses 30. He immediately feels that
there is a mistake in something h e
hears or reads, before he can analyse
jus t  w h a t  it i s .  Without  such
sensitivity, he would not spot, or spot
so quickly, the error. The inexpert
user of the language does not notice it

and, if he has explicit knowledge of
the rules (insofar as there is a rule for
the particular case), has explicitly to
scrutinise the sentence or passage for
possible errors. It is a heightened
sensitivity, through training, practice
and experience, on which the skilled
prac t i t ioner  r e l i e s  and  which
distinguishes him, that sure ‘touch’
beyond ca l culation and explicit
formulation. A woodman feeling the
weight and balan ce of an axe, a doctor
listening to a patient’s heart, a lawyer
examining a contract or listening to
evidence in court, a scholar studying a
t e x t ,  a  s c i en t i s t  scrutinising
experimental data—all these display
and require a trained sensitivity in
order to come to know what concerns
them in their specific work.

Without the capacity for feeling,
physical and non-physical, many tasks
could not be properly performed and
perhaps could not be performed at all.
Sensitivity, a s  the reactive side of
taking-an-interest-in, is a part of the
foundat ion  o f  all  p r a c t i c a l  a n d
theoretical knowledge.

7. Emotions and further
knowledge
I now propose to contest a statement
made by A. Kenny, that whereas one
can infer from seeing a flash of blue
that there was a policeman at hand,
one cannot infer the same conclusion
from feeling a  wave of hatred 3 1 .
Emotions, he concludes, can tell us
nothing about the world.

As we have just seen, taking-an-
interest-in and sensitivity alert us to
things in the world which otherwise
we would miss. Not only is sensitivity
necessary to the recognition of the
values and disvalues in things, their
quality or lack of quality, but via
sensi t iv i ty  t o  t h o s e  va lues  a n d
disvalues we become aware of their
factual basis. It is this function o f
sensi t iv i ty  w h i c h  w e  shal l  now
consider in more detail in order to
show that emotional responses can
and do lead us to, even if they do not
exactly tell us about, particular things
and events in the world.

We often fee l  that  something i s
wrong before we know just what it is,
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and our feeling causes us to be aware
of it and then to investigate it. Let us
note that there is an interesting
asymmetry here between negative
emotions and disvalues , on the one
hand, and positive ones and values on
the other. We take the lat ter  for
granted more often than not. If
something feels right, then we usually
we accept it without troubling to find
out what makes it right. There are
good practical reasons for this. For, if
something feels right, we can get one
with enjoying or using it, but if it
feels wrong then we are likely to have
to stop and do something about it.

But this familiar experience of
feeling that  something is right or
wrong before we know what it is, is
pe rhaps  h idden  f r o m  some
phi losophers  b e c a u s e  of t h e i r
assumption that values are logically
and ontologically supervenient upon
the other properties of things and that
t h e r e f o r e  the  lat t e r  have  to  b e
apprehended first. Accordingly, one
has to find out what something is and
how it is constituted before one can
determine what value or disvalue it
has. Surely, they will say, we  first
have to see the painting and read the
book before we can decide whether it
is good or bad. True, but we can be
immediately struck by see ing the
painting or as we begin the book, and
find it confirmed as  we finish, that
this is good or bad, without any
analysis of its separate qualities. It is
the whole painting or book that strikes
us as good, and we attend to that from
its parts which, at first, we know only
subsidiarily and thus tacitly. Likewise
the whole sentence strikes us as
grammatically or logically mistaken,
as we attend to it and only from the
individual words. (Hence the familiar
experience of remembering the
meaning but forgetting the actual
words.) We then have to attend to the
individual  p a r t s  or a s p e c t s  in
themselves to find out where the
merits or errors lie. In knowing, as in
c lassical  epics, we  always begin in
media res, and never at some logical
or ontological ground floor of atomic
uni t s .  W e  c a n  t h e n  move  ei ther
downwards into analysis of lower

levels and subsidiary parts or upwards
into t h e  in tegra t ion  o f  w h a t  w e
a l r eady  know into a  y e t  more
comprehensive entity or complex state
of affairs.

Sensitivity thus makes possible a
type of fore-knowing beyond explicit
a w a r e n e s s .  I  could n o t  give a
complete inventory of what I have left
on my desk or bench—I can cite some
things straightaway and then some
o t h e r s  wi th  a n  e f fo r t—but o n
returning I  feel  that  something i s
missing before I can identify it. Again
I may not be explicitly aware of the
rule of usage or logical principle in
question, nor never have explicitly
known that there is such a rule, but I
immediately f e e l  t h a t  t h e r e  i s
something wrong in a  particular
sentence which I hear or read. I then
have to consider the sentence, its
s t r u c t u r e ,  i t s  words  and  t h e i r
meanings in themselves, and so work
out if there really is something wrong
with its grammar, expression or logic,
and therein just what it is. In doing
that I may for the first time come to
be explicit ly a w a r e  of the  rule.
Another familiar example of this
experience is that of entering a room
where the people are standing silent
and rather rigid. Immediately one
feels, via emotional infection in
catching the ‘atmosphere’ of the
room, that someone has said or done
something wrong or embarrassing,
but, of course, one has yet to find out
who has said or done what. Again,
there is the feeling that, despite
another person’s friendly manner,
there is something wrong or false
about him. One cannot put one’s
finger on just why one feels that, for
we are usually focally unaware of the
details of expression, and only of their
meaning, since we attend from them
and to it. Thus we are aware, but only
subsidiarily and tacitly, of the details
which have betrayed the other person
and his real nature and intentions, and
cause us to be suspicious and on our
guard.

I am not suggesting that, on the
basis of a Romantic invocation o f
feeling against intellect, such fore-
knowing is infallible—none of is

infallible in any respect—and clearly
it can also be a fore-mistaking.
Moreover, such fore-knowing via
fee l ing  is  i tself  a n  in te l l ec tua l
operation. But I do assert that there
are many things in life which w e
come to know only through a  fe l t
apprehens ion  o f  their  value o r
disvalue in advance of the things
themselves.

7. The functions of wonder 
Taking-an-interest-in is primarily that
general openness to the world which
is distinctive of human nature. It is
something which some adults lose as
their interests become fixed in a
particular and exclusive pattern. Too
often we go around overlooking rather
than looking at the things about us.
For example, in towns we hardly ever
look up above the ground floors of
buildings or down to the end of a
road. Thereby we miss a lot in life.
One of the personal values of emotion
is that it gives zest, flavour and colour
to our lives, or, rather, the experience
of the flavour and colour of the things
around us. (Of course it also yields
worry and suffering.) This is what
Macmurrary emphasised in his notion
of ‘living in the senses’ 32. By that he
meant a fuller immersion in our
perceptions of the things we meet and
thus g r e a t e r  sens i t iv i ty  t o  t h e i r
qualities. To say that it is an aesthetic
attitude can be misleading, if that is
taken to imply a  more a passive
contemplation of things than living
the perceptual life to the full. It
certainly is a mode of openness to
things, specifically to their perceptual
qualities.

There are times when, without our
deliberate going to look at something,
it strikes us and causes us to stop and
s t a r e .  This is the  funct ion  a n d
s ign i f i cance  of wonder—the
emotional response to the sheer
existence and qualities of things. As
Ricoeur says 33, it can interrupt habits
and bring us to perceive something
new, or, indeed, really to perceive
something for the first time. Wonder
is important and valuable in itself in
the way which Macmurray had in
mind, and to that we shall return in a
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moment. But it has a more specific
value in our cognitive activities. 

Firstly it is a motive for exploration
and for simple curiosity, wondering
what something unknown is like and
feeling like finding out. It is also the
origin of branches of organised
enquiry ,  t h a t  wh ich  c a u s e s  the
pioneers to begin physics or history. It
is perhaps often lost as the discipline
becomes established, academic,
somewhat routine and partly a matter
of technique. Within intellectual
enquiries, lines of research are often
suggested by problems with what is
a l r eady  k n o w n — d a t a wi thout
exaplanations, discrepancies felt to be
significant, tensions and perhaps
cont rad ic t ions  in exp lana to ry
conceptions. Motivation for pursuing
them rather than others thus comes
from immersion in the present state of
knowledge and  s o  a l s o  f r o m
awareness of its gaps, limits and
defects. But, I  suggest, there is
another source, a t  times definitely
distinct: sheer wonder at something
either taken for granted or never yet
thought of. ‘Why is this as it is?’ or
‘What would happen if . . .?’ are two
characteristic ways in which it arises.
Perhaps Newton speculating o n
falling apples and the movements of
planets and Einstein speculating on
travelling a t  the speed of light are,
respectively, examples of them. It is
wonder as questioning, a more radical
questioning than is usual, since it
questions what has not yet been
ques t ioned  o r  h a s  become
unquestioned. 

Therefore it is not quite the same as
the contemplative wonder of ‘living in
the senses’. That is one motive and
source of value in art. One important
task which the literary and visual arts
fulfil is to present to us that which we
overlook. By representing it in paint
or stone or words, by putting it in a
frame, on a plinth or in a book, the
artist or writer draws our attention to
it and to its perceptual qualities.
Hence the otherwise inexplicable
p r a c t i c e  of paint ing p i c t u r e s  o f
everyday objects, such as  pair of
peasant’s clogs, or of writing poems

about suburban scenes. Art and
literature thus bring out, by selection
and  h e i ghtening, t h e  emot ional
qualities or impact of things. They
thus reawaken that openness which
we have allowed to become dormant
34.

8. Conclusion
I have not exhaustively surveyed the
cognitive functions of emotion. But
enough has been presented to show
that emotion necessarily initiates,
guides, sustains and terminates our
efforts to know things, and some
examples have been given of those
specific functions and of specific
emotions that fulfil them. It follows
that there can be no unemotional
knowing, save in a  secondary and
temporary manner when it is a matter
of mere routine. It also follows that all
dichotomies of ‘objective fact’ and
‘subjective emotion’, of ‘reason’ and
‘emot ion’ ,  o f  ‘knowledge’  a n d
‘feeling’, and the like, are  to b e
abandoned and the conceptions
involved to be radically rethought in
the light of their fundamental unity. It
also follows that those epistemologies
which regard emotion as irrelevant to,
or essent ia l ly  d is rupt ive  of,
knowledge need radical revision.

One final point: some would object
that my argument, and the examples
quoted in support of it, are themselves
irrelevant. For they adduce merely
‘psychological ’  f a c t s  of n o
philosophical important. What matters
for philosophy is not the subjective
accompan imen t s  of knowing—
feelings of interest, dissatisfaction,
anxiety, delight and satisfaction—but
the logical questions of the nature of
truth and validity, of correct and
incorrect methods for research, o f
appropriate and inappropriate criteria
for judging the results of research.
Upon these genuinely epistemological
questions, the quoted facts have no
bearing. At the most, what has been
shown are the subjective requirements
for the proper implementation o f
epistemological standards and criteria,
but nothing has been said about what
they themselves are.

Even if that were true, then it would
also have been shown that emotional
involvement  is not  essential ly
disruptive of cognition and that  a
totally unemotional knowledge is
impossible. Consequently, from the
alleged logical irrelevance of emotion,
it cannot be inferred that emotion is
functionally irrelevant to, still less that
it is necessarily disruptive of, our
cognit ive ope ra t ions ,  a s  m a n y
philosophers and other persons have
assumed.

But in any case the logical and the
psychological cannot be so easily
dis t inguished a n d  s e p a r a t e d .
Throughout every phase of the above,
as well those parts where it was
explicitly treated, we were concerned
with the roles of values, standards and
criteria in knowing, and we saw on
more than one occasion that  they
cannot be rigidly defined and reduced
wholly to a  codified system which
could be mechanically and routinely
applied 35. There is no algorithm of
truth, though many philosophers have
sought it, nor exhaustive casuistry for
accepting and re jecting c l ai ms to
knowledge. These are essentially
matters of personal judgment, whether
individual or corporate, according to
the standards which I set for myself or
take over from the traditions of
scholarship and research within which
I have been t ra ined. The ‘logical’
ques t ion  o f  def ining cognitive
standards and criteria cannot be
exhaustively answered in terms of
explicit and  exact definitions, but
inevitably appeals to our tacit grasp of
the standards and criteria which we in
fact  apply in our necessarily f e l t
r e s p o n s e s  of s a t i s f ac t ion  a n d
dissatisfaction to c l ai ms to truth,
coherence, consistency, cogency and
validity. Mathematics itself, a s
Gödel’s theorem demonstrates, cannot
be p r o v e d  t o  b e  f r e e  f r o m
inconsistency and therefore not to
need the personal judgment and
emot iona l  involvement  o f
mathematicians.

Loughborough
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Notes:

1. R.S. Peters, ‘Emotions and the
category of passivity’, ( Proc.
Aristotelian Soc., Vol. 62, 1961-2,
p.119). A somewhat less negative
attitude was shown in his lat er papers
on emot ion ,  r e p r i n t e d  in h i s
P s y c h o l o g y  a n d  E t h i c a l
Development (London, Allen and
Unwin, 1974). 

2. For examples of this attitude and
criticism of them, see R.W. Leeper ,
‘A motivational theory of emotion to
replace “Emotion as disorganised
response”’, in (ed.) M. Arnold, The
Nature of Emotion (Harmondsworth,
Penguin, 1968).

3. ‘The governance of action b y
emotion’ (The Journal of the British
Society for Phenomenology, Vol. 22,
No. 2, May 1991) which follows and
revises the scheme of S. Strasser in
his The Phenomenology of Feeling
(trans. Wood, Pittsburg , Duquesne
University Press, 1977), which in
turn uses and revises that of Aquinas.

4. PK p.134.
5. PK pp. 133-4. See also pp. 171-4 on

s c i en ce  a s  the  fulf i lment  o f
intellectual emotions and interests.
Contrast J. Macmurray on scien ce
and enquiry in general as technical
transformation and art  as purely
contemplative and evaluative, in The
Self As Agent (London, Faber , 1961),
pp. 193ff , 198, and Persons in
Relation (London, Faber , 1957), pp.
176-7.

6. See below, §4. 
7. PK Chap. 6, on p.138 and in §5, and

elsewhere (e.g. the experiments of
D.C. Miller, pp. 12-3, and the
observations of Lord Rayleigh ,
p.276) Polanyi gives examples of
each of these.

8. ibid. pp. 123-4.
9. ibid. pp. 135-6.
10. ibid. p.143.
11. ibid. pp. 150ff.
12.  S e e  a l s o  ibid.  p.101 ,  w h e r e

Polanyi ,  d r awing  o n  his  own
experience as a medical student,
shows that such sympathy is needed
in the learning of anything radically
unfamiliar, otherwise one will take it
to be nonsense at the start.

13. ibid. p.159.
14. ibid. p.173.
15. See Strasser, op. cit. , pp. 191-23
16. The Pilgrim’s Regress, Preface to

3rd ed. (London, Collins, 1977).
17. Ricoeur, Freedom and Nature, p.

75f; Polanyi, Personal Knowledge,
pp. 302-3:

  ‘You cannot speak without self-
contradiction of knowledge you do
not believe, or of a reality which
does not exist [this should be ‘of a
reality which you do not believe to
exist’]. I may deny validity to some
particular knowledge, or some
particular facts, but then to me these
are only alleg ations of knowledge or
facts and should be described a s
“knowledge” and as  “facts”, to
wh ich  I  a m  n o t  c o m m i t t e d .
Commitment is in this sense the only
path for approaching the universally
valid’.

18. Fallible Man (trans. Kelbley ,
Chicago, Henry Regnery, 1967),
p.78.

19. Reason and Emotion (London,
Faber , 1935), p.24.

20. Sketch of a Theory of the Emotions
(trans. Mairet, London, Methuen ,
1971).

21. Reason and Emotion , p.19.
22. ibid. pp. 31-2.
23. Gesammelte Werke (Bern, Franke,

1954-), Bd 6, p.77.
24. But see J. Rist , Eros and Psyche

(Toronto, University of Toronto
Press, 1964), for another strand in
P lat o, not so prominent and more
implied than stated, which does
envisage  a  f rui t ion a n d  s o  a
continuation of love for the Forms,
and also an overflowing love on the
part of God towards the world.

25. But see Strasser, op. cit. , p.234, on
Aquinas and the cognitive role of
amor .

26. op. cit. pp. 94-6.
27. The Origin of Our Knowledge of

Right and Wrong (trans. Chisholm
and  Schneewind ,  London,
Routledge, 1969).

28. ‘The world offers itself to a child
physiognomically and expressively,
l a d e n  wi th  f e e l i n g s ’ ;
‘Physiognomical not cognitive,
attributes of the environment are

primary. The principle applies as
much to the comprehension o f
inanimate objects as it does to the
understanding of living organisms.
As Wertheimer states, “An object is
just as sinister as it is black; in fact
it is sinister first of all”’: D. Katz,
Gestalt Psychology (trans. Tyson,
London, Methuen , 1951), pp. 154,
82. 

Colours  a r e  pe rce ived
primarily in terms of their emotional
and motor significance rather than
because of their colour qualities: see
Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology
of  Perception (trans. C. Smith,
London, Routledge, 1962), Pt II, 1,
and the studies cited therein.

29. Hence Strasser (op. cit. pp. 183-4)
is somewhat mistaken in stating that
technical and scientific work require
a ‘quiet and sure being-in-a-mood’
which has with no sudden shifts of
emotion and is mostly neutral yet not
the ‘grey everyday disposition’.
Contrast R. Pirsig, Zen and the Art
o f  Motor-cycle Maintenance
(London, Bodley Head, 1974).

30. See further Rudolf Haller , ‘On the
fee l ing  fo r  language  and  its
epis temic va lue ’  in P r a c t i c a l
Knowledge: Outlines of a Theory of
Traditions and Skills, ed. J.C. Nyiri
and B. Smith (London, Croom Helm,
1988).

31. Action, Emotion and Will (London,
Routledge, 1963), p.56.

32. Reason and Emotion , p. 42ff.
33. Freedom and Nature, pp. 312ff.
34. Wonder has a special function in

philosophy: see Plat o, Theaetatus
174; Aristotle Metaphysics 982b;
Aquinas , Commentary on the
Metaphysics , I, 3; J. Piep er, ‘The
Philosophical Act’ in Leisure the
Basis of Culture(trans. Dru, London,
Faber , 1952) especially p. 109f; and
M. Mer l eau -Pon ty ,  The
Phenomenology of Perception , pp.
xiii-xiv, where he quotes Eugen Fink
and Husserl on its role. 

  Most versions of modern philosophy
have no place for wonder: Critical,
because it starts with doubt; Idealist,
because it absorbs the world into
consciousness; Positivist, because it
denies any conception of the world

R.T. Allen 

  47     Appraisal Vol. 3  No. 1  March 2000     



and any questions about anything
other than particular facts; and
Analytic to the extent that it follows
Positivism and seeks to be a mere
‘undergardener ’ for the special
scien ces especially natural scien ce.

35. The desire for a wholly ‘objective’,
and thus routine and mechanical,

system of appraisal and marking
within education, has resulted in the
production of allegedly ‘objective
tests’, i.e. multiple-choice question
papers which can be marked either
by means of templates, which reveal
only the required answers, or by
computer programs. But these tests

are not ‘objective’ and result in a
dis tor t ion o f  knowledge a n d
education, and the marking of them
is not wholly an impersonal routine.
See further my ‘ Reductionism in
education’, Paideusis (Canada), Vol.
5, No. 1, Autumn 1991, pp. 20-35.
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BOOK REVIEWS

trained philosophers. The other
problem is that Polanyi wrestled with
the problems posed and solutions
found by the Southwest German
school of philosophy and sociology
with is practically extinct, and does
this, of course, implicitly. He even
misleads the reader who is not  too
careful into believing that  he is
following the lead of Dilthey.

Neuweg´s book addresses the first
problem splendidly. It is a very
l e a r n e d  w o r k  ( appa ren t ly  h i s
Habilitation, the ‘second book’
required for a career in German
language universities). The title gives
the focus of the book: it is the expert
and his or her implicit knowledge. In
particular, Neuweg examines the
importance of Polanyi’s theories for
theories of teaching and learning. He
relat es Polanyi´s contributions to
philosophy a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l
research. In particular, Neuweg
discusses the work of Gilbert Ryle at
length and relat es it to Polanyi.

It is a little odd that an introduction
to Polanyi’s life and work is given in
the middle of the text (Chapter 8, 14
pages). It seems to this reviewer that
N e u w e g  t ends  to  o v e r s t a t e  the
importance of the tacit dimension and
to underplay the importance of levels
for his thought. For a systematic
introduction—beyond theories of
learning—it  would h a v e  b e e n
worthwhile to at least hint at the links
of Polanyi’s thought to the Southwest
German school of philosophy and
sociology (Windelband, Weber). 

The book certainly does give the
flavour of Polanyi’s work. It contains
quite a few of Polanyi’s striking
examples which are  frequently s o
convincing that the reader does loose
the argument they are  supposed to
prove. Neuweg places them in their
systematic context. It is important to
note  t h a t  he is c o n c e r n e d  with
learning and teaching rather complex
ski l ls ,  s u c h  a s  r e q u i r e d  in a
profession, thereby going well beyond
more simplistic models of learning.

This is the first major exposition of
Polanyi´s work in German. It is to be
hoped that the increased visibility and

his theory of relativity described as
revolutionary; he preferred it to b e
seen as a progressive culmination of
the  t w o  e a r l i e r  t heo r i e s .  A
continuation of the latter approach is
implicit in the current search by the
phys ic i s t s  for  a  comprehensive
‘Theory of Everything’. Nugayev
does emphasise that such an approach
is only possible a t  a stage when
theories are already well established
in re lation to earlier experimental
work.

Within the book there is wide use of
somewhat similar-looking three-letter
acronyms, the deciphering of which
d e t r a c t s  f rom smoo th  r e a d i n g .
Otherwise the writing is clear and the
bibliographic coverage is compre-
hensive with the distinct advantage
that it includes work of the principal
Russian authors in the field. The book
will be much welco med both by those
interested in scientific theory-change
and in its historical process during the
twentieth century. 

N. Sheppard

Reconstruction of Mature Theo ry
Change: A Theory-Change Model
R.N. Nugayev
Peter Lang AG, Bern and Berlin,
1999. 198 pp.

This book addresses the question of
what are the routes and mechanisms
of the theory-change process in
scien ce at the level when the change
involves the calling in question of a
mature theory, i.e. one which has been
widely accepted as accounting very
well for a large range of experimental
phenomenon. An example is the
replacement of Newtonian classical
mechanics by Einstein’s theory o f
relativity or by P lan ck ’s quantum
theory during the first third of the
20th Century. The author bases his
conclusions on historical examples.

In the early chapters are considered
in turn earlier proposals for theory-
change, viz, by Popper (falsification);
by Kuhn (revolut ion despite
‘incommensurability’); by Lakatos
( ‘ r e s e a r c h  p r o g r a m m e s ’ ) ,  a n d
Feyerabend’s commentaries on these
alternatives. It is concluded that none
of these is satisfactory, and the author
raises the question whether, in logico-
methodological terms, such a process
should be seen as  revolutionary o r
evolutionary in nature. The author
describes these two alternatives as
‘ reductionist ’  or ‘synthetic’
programmes respectively and strongly
prefers the latter.

Nugayev exemplifies his choice in a
v e r y  in t e re s t ing  l a s t  chap te r
chronicling the ultimate preference of
the physics community for Einstein’s
(synthetic) theory of relativity over a
rival (reductionist ) theory by Lorenz.
Both were trying to brine together
Newton’s mechanics and Clerk-
Maxwell’s e lectrodynamics, with
Lorenz looking to a  (reductionist )
solution whereby one of these theories
incorporated the other, whereas
Einstein w a s  looking fo r  a  new
(synthetic) theory whereby the two of
them could be reconciled through
modifications within a more general
theory. As the historian Holton has
pointed out, Einstein disliked having

K ö n n e r s c h a f t  und i m p l i z i t e s
Wissen. Zur lehr-lerntheoretischen
Bedeutung der Erkenntnis- und
Wissenstheorie Michael  Polanyis.
Georg Hans Neuweg 
Münster: Waxmann. 464 pp. 68 DM

Michael Polanyi is hardly known in
Germany today. His work outside of
physical chemistry is not available in
German, with the exception of the
Tacit Dimension (available in a rather
inexact translation) and the Eddington
l e c t u r e s  ( ‘Beyond  n ih i l i sm’) .
Language is not the only problem for
his reception or lack thereof, however.
T h e r e  a r e  a t  l e a s t  t w o  fu r the r
problems which make Polanyi almost
inaccessible to the German reader.
One his his style of scholarship.
Writing essentially for an English-
language audience, he presents even
his greatest breakthroughs as if they
w e r e  common s e n s e .  German
language readers simply do not know
where to put him in intellectual
history, unless they are  very we l l
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accessibility will lead to an awareness
of this great scholar who was one of
Germany’s leading sc i entists until
1933. 

Klaus Allerbeck

of reductionism and his alternative
account, his answer to the mind-body
problem, his theory of liberalism, and
his accounts of religion and theology,
and of art, psychology and education.
With each  sub-section there is a
bibliography of relev ant works by
Polanyi and on Polanyi. At the end,
there is a brief biography and a
general bibliography. 

This book should provide for the
I t a l i an  public w h a t  s e v e r a l
introductory studies have provided for
the Anglophone world.

R.T. Allen

Collingwood s o  def ini te ly  t o
Idealism? After all, Bradley explicitly
distanced himself more than once
f rom a n y  s u c h  schoo l ,  a n d
Collingwood repeated that clai m with
respect to Bradley and Green, holding
them, respectively, to students yet
critics of Hume and Mill. While there
was exaggeration in such clai ms, there
was also more in common than has
been conventionally thought between
‘Realists’ and ‘Idealists’. As can be
seen in the central chapters of The
Principles of Art, Collingwood, like
both camps, was  stuck with the
Cartesian and Lockean legacy of ‘an
external world’ and the fatal error of
attending to and not from the contents
of consciousness, whence arises the
‘Realist’ c lai m that  somehow we
know that there is something beyond
them, and the ‘Idealist’ clai m that all
is experience. ‘Phenomenalism’, of
course, is the ‘Realist’ recognition of
the truth of ‘Idealism’ given the i r
common initial assumptions.

Moreover, there are other and often
v e r y  impor tan t  e l em e n t s  in
Collingwood, notably the Augustinian
and fiduciary rejection of the whole
‘critical’ movement that is modern
philosophy (except for Hegel who by-
passed it in a different way), as seen
in his ‘Faith seeking understanding’
and ‘Reason and faith’ and elaborated
in An Essay on Metaphysics.

Nevertheless, there was more depth
and insight and less aridity in the
school of Green and Bradley than in
their ‘Realist’ and ‘Analytic’ critics,
as these studies prove.

Michael Polanyi: Conoscenza
scientifica e immaginazionecreativa
Carlo Vinti
Edizioni Studium , Rome, 1999;
(Series: Interpretazioni,  No. 28),
ISBN 88 382 3817 0; pp. 210;  26,000
lire.

Most of Polanyi’s books have now
been translated into Italian. To judge
by its bibliography, this is the first
book on Polanyi to be published in
that language. The author is Professor
of the History of Contemporary
Philosophy at Perugia.

Following the format for the series,
Prof. Vinti has written a  general
introduction to Polanyi’s work, which
begins with Polanyi’s search for a
conception of knowledge which does
justice to our personal involvement,
and moves through his philosophy of
scien ce, his criticism of the method of
doubt, his movement from La Place to
Augustine and P l at o, his use of
Gestalt psychology, the developed
theory of personal knowledge, the
pe r son  in t h e  community,  t h e
ontological implications of personal
knowledge, and man as an explorer.

The nex t  sec t ion  c o n s i s t s  o f
t rans la t ions  of ‘The  creat ive
imagination’ and, under the title of
‘Personal knowledge’, of pp. 28-45 of
Meaning.

The f i n a l  s ec t i on ,  ‘ L i n e s  o f
research’, outlines Polanyi’s place in
modern and ancien t  thought, his
relation to ‘post-neopostivism ’ and
the personalist tradition, his criticism

Collingwood Studies,  Vol. VI:
Idealist Contexts
(Ed) D. Boucher & B. Haddock
Collingwood Society, Swansea, 1999;
ISBN 0 9524393 6 0; pp. 196

The Collingwood Society has now
widened its scope to include British
Idealism, and that was foreshadowed
in the volume under review. As well
as three papers on Collingwood—
Collingwood’s logic of question and
answer (Rik Peters), Kantian aspects
of Collingwood’s metaphysics of
experience (Giuseppina D’Oro),
modes of visualisation in neo-Idealist
theories (Cassirer, Collingwood,
Huizinga)  of the  h i s t o r i c a l
imagination (David Wisner ), there are
others on T.H. Green’s theory of the
common good  ( Mar i a Dimova-
Cookson), Bradley and Sidgwick on
phi losophica l  e t h i c s  ( A n d r e w
Vincen t ) ,  s o c i al  po l i cy  a n d
Bosanque t ’ s  m o r a l  phi losophy
(William Sweet), and the concept of
self-transcendence in the philosophy
of Bosanque t ( S tamatou la
Panagakou).

Apart from the individual merits of
the lat ter  essays, is it right to a l ign
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