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Preface

and librarians seeking critical commentary on writers of this transitional period in world history. Designated an “Out-

standing Reference Source” by the American Library Association with the publication of is first volume, NCLC has
since been purchased by over 6,000 school, public, and university libraries. The series has covered more than 500 authors
representing 38 nationalities and over 28,000 titles. No other reference source has surveyed the critical reaction to
nineteenth-century authors and literature as thoroughly as NCLC.

S ince its inception in 1981, Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism (NCLC) has been a valuable resource for students

Scope of the Series

NCLC is designed to introduce students and advanced readers to the authors of the nineteenth century and to the most sig-
nificant interpretations of these authors’ works. The great poets, novelists, short story writers, playwrights, and philosophers
of this period are frequently studied in high school and college literature courses. By organizing and reprinting commentary
written on these authors, NCLC helps students develop valuable insight into literary history, promotes a better understand-
ing of the texts, and sparks ideas for papers and assignments. Each entry in NCLC presents a comprehensive survey of an
author’s career or an individual work of literature and provides the user with a multiplicity of interpretations and assess-
ments. Such variety allows students to pursue their own interests; furthermore, it fosters an awareness that literature is dy-
namic and responsive to many different opinions.

Every fourth volume of NCLC is devoted to literary topics that cannot be covered under the author approach used in the
rest of the series. Such topics include literary movements, prominent themes in nineteenth-century literature, literary reac-
tion to political and historical events, significant eras in literary history, prominent literary anniversaries, and the literatures
of cultures that are often overlooked by English-speaking readers.

NCLC continues the survey of criticism of world literature begun by Thomson Gale’s Contemporary Literary Criticism
(CLC) and Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC).

Organization of the Book

An NCLC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

B The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.

®  The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
works have been translated into English, the list will focus primarily on twentieth-century translations, selecting
those works most commonly considered the best by critics. Unless otherwise indicated, dramas are dated by first
performance, not first publication. Lists of Representative Works by different authors appear with topic entries.
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®m  Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included. Criticism in topic entries is arranged chronologically under a variety of subheadings to facilitate the
study of different aspects of the topic.

® A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism.
®m  Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Thomson Gale.

Indexes

Each volume of NCLC contains a Cumulative Author Index listing all authors who have appeared in a wide variety of
reference sources published by Thomson Gale, including NCLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first
page of the Author Index. The index also includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and ac-
tual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in NCLC by nationality, followed by the number of the NCLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in Classical and Medieval
Literature Criticism, Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800, Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, and the Contemporary
Literary Criticism Yearbook, which was discontinued in 1998.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of NCLC, with the exception of the Topics volumes. Listings of
titles by authors covered in the given volume are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers
where the titles are discussed. English translations of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title
under which a work was originally published. Titles of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay
collections are printed in italics, while individual poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quota-
tion marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Thomson Gale also produces an annual paperbound edition of the
NCLC cumulative title index. This annual cumulation, which alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in the series, is available
to all customers. Additional copies of this index are available upon request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this sepa-
rate index; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon receipt of the next edition.

Citing Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language Asso-
ciation style.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 14th

ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:
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Franklin, J. Jeffrey. “The Victorian Discourse of Gambling: Speculations on Middlemarch and The Duke’s Children.” ELH
61, no. 4 (winter 1994): 899-921. Reprinted in Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism. Vol. 168, edited by Jessica
Bomarito and Russel Whitaker, 39-51. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006.

Frank, Joseph. “The Gambler: A Study in Ethnopsychology.” In Freedom and Responsibility in Russian Literature: Essays
in Honor of Robert Louis Jackson, edited by Elizabeth Cheresh Allen and Gary Saul Morson, 69-85. Evanston, I11.: North-
western University Press, 1995. Reprinted in Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism. Vol. 168, edited by Jessica Bomarito
and Russel Whitaker, 75-84. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 6th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 2003); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Franklin, J. Jeffrey. “The Victorian Discourse of Gambling: Speculations on Middlemarch and The Duke’s Children.” ELH
61.4 (Winter 1994): 899-921. Reprinted in Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism. Eds. Jessica Bomarito and Russel Whi-
taker. Vol. 168. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006. 39-51.

Frank, Joseph. “The Gambler: A Study in Ethnopsychology.” Freedom and Responsibility in Russian Literature: Essays in
Honor of Robert Louis Jackson. Eds. Elizabeth Cheresh Allen and Gary Saul Morson. Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern Univer-
sity Press, 1995. 69-85. Reprinted in Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism. Eds. Jessica Bomarito and Russel Whitaker.
Vol. 168. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006. 75-84.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Thomson Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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The Genteel Tradition

The following entry presents criticism on the Genteel
Tradition, a literary custom that originated and flour-
ished near the end of the nineteenth century in the
United States.

INTRODUCTION

The “genteel tradition” is a term coined by critic George
Santayana to describe the literary practice of certain
late nineteenth-century American writers, especially
New Englanders. Followers of the Genteel Tradition
emphasized conventionality in social, religious, moral,
and literary standards. The end of the post-Civil War
Reconstruction period witnessed the ascent of The Cen-
tury, an important literary magazine that published
works by a number of major local color specialists, and
the rising influence of its prominent editor, Richard
Watson Gilder, who presided over the Genteel Tradition
that governed much of American fiction until the mid-
1890s. Playing to the tastes of its mostly female sub-
scribers, The Century, and similar “genteel” magazines,
refused to print anything that might ruffle delicate sen-
sibilities, publishing nothing that could be construed as
coarse, unseemly, or distasteful. Other prominent de-
fenders of the Genteel Tradition included F. Marion
Crawford, Richard Henry Stoddard, and Bayard Taylor.

Santayana characterized the works of the Genteel Tradi-
tion as the product of a sort of intellectual vacuum in
American letters, brought about by a transition between
the intellectual ideals of early American authors and the
industrial-age mentality of the early twentieth century.
For Santayana, the adherents of the Genteel Tradition
were steeped in the belief that human reason was at the
center of the intellectual and artistic universe, and were
decidedly egotistical. Critic Grant C. Knight counters
Santayana’s assessment of the works of James Lane
Allen and other authors labeled as “genteel”; Knight ar-
gues that these authors’ works are wrongly dismissed as
overly sentimental, unrealistic, superficial, maudlin, ide-
alized, and subscribing to an outdated code of honor.
Rather, Knight insists, these works exemplify a strict
adherence to classical English literary form and style,
which he terms “conscientious classicism.” Such works
emphasize technical skill, precision in use of vocabu-
lary, and propriety, according to Knight, and are, like
classical music, lyrical and rooted in the rhythms of the
natural world. Knight contends that because of these
qualities, genteel works are perceived negatively by a

twentieth-century audience that places high value on di-
rect communication, clarity, and objectivity. Such com-
mentators as John Tomsich discuss how members of the
American literary elite, such as the Boston Brahmins,
were horrified to have their works labeled genteel in a
pejorative sense, assessed as inhibiting the expression
of realism and naturalism in American literature, puri-
tanical, and displaying a deliberate ignorance of the po-
litical and economic plight of the common people.
These authors, Tomsich explains, viewed themselves as
missionaries of a sort, bringing culture to the masses,
and as pioneers of American literature who sought to
elevate the minds of Americans by elevating the tone
and quality of literature. According to critic Bernard F.
Engel, the works of William Dean Howells, a promi-
nent literary realist, embodied the themes that were
common to works in the Genteel Tradition: death, pa-
thos, love, nostalgia, the changing of the seasons, do-
mesticity, romantic idealism, and thwarted idealism.
Critic Joan Shelley Rubin points out that the revolt
against the Genteel Tradition persisted through the mid-
twentieth century, but definitions of what was consid-
ered genteel varied widely; some scholars of the twenti-
eth century through the 1940s characterized works that
were escapist rather than realistic, or that used plain,
straightforward imagery rather than complex symbol-
ism, as genteel—in a negative sense. Some critics la-
ment that the Genteel Tradition was the product of
greater access to literature among Americans of the
middle class, whose ignorance of proper literary stan-
dards drew them to works that were sensational, senti-
mental, and, quite simply, “middle-brow.” Critic Le-
onard Lutwack summarizes the view put forth by H. H.
Boyeson in the latter’s 1887 essay “Why We Have No
Great Novelists”: an “Iron Madonna” had a grip on
American fiction that created a shallow, craven, and
overly-romanticized body of literature. Lutwack ex-
pands on Boyeson’s contention, and illustrates that the
Genteel Tradition approach, directed solely by women,
necessarily limits the range of critical discussion by ex-
cluding “off-limits” topics and the influence of men.
Gilder counters Boyeson’s complaints that same year
with the assertion in his essay “Certain Tendencies in
Current Literature” that the cause of upholding stan-
dards of purity and virtue in literature was “worth pay-
ing for with a little prudery.”

Numerous critics address the role of women in the Gen-
teel Tradition. According to adherents of the Genteel
Tradition, women were considered a civilizing force in
society, and so works that catered to their tastes and
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sensibilities were favored. The “daughter test,” which
was applied to works submitted for publication by de-
fenders of the Genteel Tradition, held that a work was
suitable for publication only if it was deemed appropri-
ate reading material for a young woman or to be read
aloud to an entire family by their fireside. Women en-
forced this standard by purchasing works that they be-
lieved upheld Genteel Tradition principles and by writ-
ing letters to publishers and magazine editors voicing
their opinions. Critic William Wasserstrom asserts that
the primacy of women in the Genteel Tradition created
a new form of relations between men and women, in
which ideal womanhood was equated with purity and
passion, ideal manhood with an appreciation for virtue,
and marriage as a form of salvation for both men and
women. This change came about in part, according to
Wasserstrom, because American men and women nec-
essarily behaved differently than their European coun-
terparts; economic changes during the last part of the
nineteenth century enabled men to assume an identity
of rugged individualism within the “civilized” world of
American business, and this type of man sought a
woman who was virtuous, but also sensual. Wives were
expected to keep their husbands’ passions in check but
submit to their will, and husbands were to reserve their
passion for their wives but maintain a respect for wom-
en’s tender nature. Wasserstrom also discusses the
unique role of fathers and daughters in the Genteel Tra-
dition, in which American girls who possessed a special
affection for their fathers epitomized the ideal of inno-
cence and sexuality, and that such a relationship was
appropriate preparation for marriage. Under this system
of belief, fathers took it upon themselves as their duty
to educate and improve their daughters, and this led to
the creation of a unique bond between the two as well
as increasing many young women’s access to educa-
tion. Critic Marilyn C. Wesley comments that the char-
acter of Mrs. Fosdick in Sarah Orne Jewett’s The Coun-
try of the Pointed Firs (1896) embodies the “genteel
picara,” a woman who remains loyal to her home and
uses travel and exploration to enrich her domestic life.
Commentator Carolyn Sorisio delineates a unique treat-
ment of the Genteel tradition in Behind the Scenes. Or,
Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House
(1868), the autobiography of Elizabeth Keckley, who
was once a servant to Mary Todd Lincoln. Keckley’s
narrative detailed her experiences with Lincoln, and
was meant, ostensibly, to defend her former employer
against the criticism that she was facing from society at
the time. Instead of being received as a complimentary
portrait of a First Lady, however, Behind the Scenes
was greeted with outrage by white society, including
Lincoln herself. Sorisio maintains that this outrage was
based in part on Keckley’'s race and the fact that she
was seen as breaking the taboo of speaking as an Afri-
can American about white Americans. Nevertheless,
Sorisio explains, the narrative was threatening to a

greater extent to white members of the middle-class be-
cause Keckley assumed for herself the right to partici-
pate in the “genteel performance,” a system of conduct
practiced by white American women in a deceptively
sincere fashion that was based upon strict adherence to
social rules of tact, acquaintanceship, self restraint, self
sacrifice, and social benevolence. In adopting this gen-
teel pretense, Sorisio argues, Keckley upset the closely
guarded tradition of genteel women and exposed it to
the harsh light of reality; in this way, Keckley was able
to protect herself to some extent—by following the
rules of gentility—and also to reject the notion that
women of color should be excluded from the common
discourse of society.

REPRESENTATIVE WORKS

Thomas Bailey Aldrich

“Marjorie Daw” (short story) 1873; published in the
journal Atlantic Monthly

James Lane Allen

“Realism and Romance” (essay) 1886; published in the
journal New York Evening Post

“Should Critics Be Gentlemen?” (essay) 1887; pub-
lished in the journal Critic

Flute and Violin, and Other Kentucky Tales and Ro-
mances (short stories) 1891

A Kentucky Cardinal (novel) 1895

Summer in Arcady: A Tale of Nature (novel) 1896

The Choir Invisible (novel) 1897

The Reign of Law: A Tale of the Kentucky Hemp Fields
(novel) 1900

The Mettle of the Pasture (novel) 1903

The Heroine in Bronze; or, A Portrait of a Girl: A Pas-
toral of the City (novel) 1912

H. H. Boyeson

“Why We Have No Great Novelists” (essay) 1887; pub-
lished in the journal The Forum

F. Marion Crawford

A Tale of a Lonely Parish (novel) 1886
Paul Patoff (novel) 1887

With the Immortals (novel) 1888

The Novel: What It Is (criticism) 1893

George William Curtis

The Duty of the American Scholar to Politics and the
Times (lecture) 1856

Trumps (novel) 1861

The Public Duty of Educated Men (lecture) 1877

Essays from the North American Review [edited by
Allen Thorndike Rice] (essays) 1879
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From the Easy Chair. 3 vols. (essays) 1891-94
Other Essays from the Easy Chair (essays) 1893

Hamlin Garland
Rose of Dutcher’s Coolly (novel) 1895

Richard Watson Gilder

“Certain Tendencies in Current Literature” (essay) 1887,
published in the journal New Princeton Review

William Dean Howells

Poems of Two Friends [with John J. Piatt] (poetry) 1860
No Love Lost: A Romance of Travel (poetry) 1868
Poems (poetry) 1873

The Rise of Silas Lapham (novel) 1885

Stops of Various Quills (poetry) 1895

The Daughter of the Storage and Book Things in Prose
and Verse (poetry and prose sketches) 1916

Sarah Orne Jewett
The Country of the Pointed Firs (short stories) 1896

Elizabeth Keckley

Behind the Scenes. Or, Thirty Years a Slave, and Four
Years in the White House (autobiography) 1868

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Ballads and Other Poems (poetry) 1842
Evangeline: A Tale of Acadie (poetry) 1847

The Song of Hiawatha (poetry) 1855

Tales of a Wayside Inn (poetry) 1863

Kéramos and Other Poems (poetry) 1878

Ultima Thule (poetry) 1880

In the Harbor: Ultima Thule, Part II (poetry) 1882
Michael Angelo (poetry) 1883

James Russell Lowell

Among My Books (criticism) 1870

Among My Books, Second Series (criticism) 1876
Lectures on English Poets (lectures and essays) 1897

Literary Criticism of James Russell Lowell [edited by
Herbert F. Smith] (criticism) 1969

Edmund Clarence Stedman
Poems, Lyrical and Idyllic (poetry) 1860

The Poetical Works of Edmund Clarence Stedman
(poetry) 1873; enlarged edition, 1884

The Nature and Elements of Poetry (essays) 1892
The Poems of Edmund Clarence Stedman (poetry) 1908
Genius and Other Essays (essays) 1911

Richard Henry Stoddard

The Poems of Richard Henry Stoddard, Complete Edi-
tion (poetry) 1880

Bayard Taylor

The Poems of Bayard Taylor (poetry) 1864
Joseph and His Friend (novel) 1870

Home Pastorals, Ballads and Lyrics (poetry) 1875
Critical Essays and Literary Notes (essays) 1880
Poetical Works of Bayard Taylor (poetry) 1880

Henry Van Dyke

Books, Literature and the People (essays) 1900

The Man Behind the Book: Essays in Understanding
(essays) 1929

Nathaniel Parker Willis

Poems of Passion (poetry) 1843

The Complete Works of N. P. Willis (poetry, prose
sketches, essays, novels, and travel essays) 1846

The Prose Works of N. P. Willis (essays, short stories,
and prose sketches) 1849

OVERVIEWS

George Santayana (essay date 25 August 1911)

SOURCE: Santayana, George. “The Genteel Tradition
in American Philosophy.” In Winds of Doctrine: Studies
in Contemporary Opinion. 1913. Reprint, pp. 186-215.
London and New York: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd. and
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1940.

[In the following seminal essay, which was first deliv-
ered as a lecture on August 25, 1911, Santayana coins
the term “genteel tradition” to describe his perception
of the disparity between the passion, bravery, and vigor
of everyday Americans and the tentative, aloof depic-
tions of life in the works of many American writers.]

Ladies and Gentlemen,—The privilege of addressing
you to-day is very welcome to me, not merely for the
honour of it, which is great, nor for the pleasures of
travel, which are many, when it is California that one is
visiting for the first time, but also because there is some-
thing I have long wanted to say which this occasion
seems particularly favourable for saying. America is
still a young country, and this part of it is especially so;
and it would have been nothing extraordinary if, in this
young country, material preoccupations had altogether
absorbed people’s minds, and they had been too much
engrossed in living to reflect upon life, or to have any
philosophy. The opposite, however, is the case. Not
only have you already found time to philosophise in
California, as your society proves, but the eastern colo-
nists from the very beginning were a sophisticated race.
As much as in clearing the land and fighting the Indians
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they were occupied, as they expressed it, in wrestling
with the Lord. The country was new, but the race was
tried, chastened, and full of solemn memories. It was an
old wine in new bottles; and America did not have to
wait for its present universities, with their departments
of academic philosophy, in order to possess a living
philosophy—to have a distinct vision of the universe
and definite convictions about human destiny.

Now this situation is a singular and remarkable one,
and has many consequences, not all of which are
equally fortunate. America is a young country with an
old mentality: it has enjoyed the advantages of a child
carefully brought up and thoroughly indoctrinated; it
has been a wise child. But a wise child, an old head on
young shoulders, always has a comic and an unpromis-
ing side. The wisdom is a little thin and verbal, not
aware of its full meaning and grounds; and physical and
emotional growth may be stunted by it, or even de-
ranged. Or when the child is too vigorous for that, he
will develop a fresh mentality of his own, out of his ob-
servations and actual instincts; and this fresh mentality
will interfere with the traditional mentality, and tend to
reduce it to something perfunctory, conventional, and
perhaps secretly despised. A philosophy is not genuine
unless it inspires and expresses the life of those who
cherish it. I do not think the hereditary philosophy of
America has done much to atrophy the natural activities
of the inhabitants; the wise child has not missed the
joys of youth or of manhood; but what has happened is
that the hereditary philosophy has grown stale, and that
the academic philosophy afterwards developed has
caught the stale odour from it. America is not simply,
as I said a moment ago, a young country with an old
mentality: it is a country with two mentalities, one a
survival of the beliefs and standards of the fathers, the
other an expression of the instincts, practice, and dis-
coveries of the younger generations. In all the higher
things of the mind—in religion, in literature, in the
moral emotions—it is the hereditary spirit that still pre-
vails, so much so that Mr. Bernard Shaw finds that
America is a hundred years behind the times. The truth
is that one-half of the American mind, that not occupied
intensely in practical affairs, has remained, I will not
say high-and-dry, but slightly becalmed; it has floated
gently in the back-water, while, alongside, in invention
and industry and social organisation, the other half of
the mind was leaping down a sort of Niagara Rapids.
This division may be found symbolised in American ar-
chitecture: a neat reproduction of the colonial man-
sion—with some modern comforts introduced surrepti-
tiously—stands beside the sky-scraper. The American
Will inhabits the sky-scraper; the American Intellect in-
habits the colonial mansion. The one is the sphere of
the American man; the other, at least predominantly, of
the American woman. The one is all aggressive enter-
prise; the other is all genteel tradition.

Now, with your permission, I should like to analyse
more fully how this interesting situation has arisen,
how it is qualified, and whither it tends. And in the first
place we should remember what, precisely, that phi-
losophy was which the first settlers brought with them
into the country. In strictness there was more than one;
but we may confine our attention to what I will call
Calvinism, since it is on this that the current academic
philosophy has been grafted. I do not mean exactly the
Calvinism of Calvin, or even of Jonathan Edwards; for
in their systems there was much that was not pure phi-
losophy, but rather faith in the externals and history of
revelation. Jewish and Christian revelation was inter-
preted by these men, however, in the spirit of a particu-
lar philosophy, which might have arisen under any sky,
and been associated with any other religion as well as
with Protestant Christianity. In fact, the philosophical
principle of Calvinism appears also in the Koran, in
Spinoza, and in Cardinal Newman; and persons with no
very distinctive Christian belief, like Carlyle or like
Professor Royce, may be nevertheless, philosophically,
perfect Calvinists. Calvinism, taken in this sense, is an
expression of the agonised conscience. It is a view of
the world which an agonised conscience readily em-
braces, if it takes itself seriously, as, being agonised, of
course it must. Calvinism, essentially, asserts three
things: that sin exists, that sin is punished, and that it is
beautiful that sin should exist to be punished. The heart
of the Calvinist is therefore divided between tragic con-
cern at his own miserable condition, and tragic exulta-
tion about the universe at large. He oscillates between a
profound abasement and a paradoxical elation of the
spirit. To be a Calvinist philosophically is to feel a
fierce pleasure in the existence of misery, especially of
one’s own, in that this misery seems to manifest the
fact that the Absolute is irresponsible or infinite or holy.
Human nature, it feels, is totally depraved: to have the
instincts and motives that we necessarily have is a great
scandal, and we must suffer for it; but that scandal is
requisite, since otherwise the serious importance of be-
ing as we ought to be would not have been vindicated.

To those of us who have not an agonised conscience
this system may seem fantastic and even unintelligible;
yet it is logically and intently thought out from its emo-
tional premises. It can take permanent possession of a
deep mind here and there, and under certain conditions
it can become epidemic. Imagine, for instance, a small
nation with an intense vitality, but on the verge of ruin,
ecstatic and distressful, having a strict and minute code
of laws, that paints life in sharp and violent chiaroscuro,
all pure righteousness and black abominations, and ex-
aggerating the consequences of both perhaps to infinity.
Such a people were the Jews after the exile, and again
the early Protestants. If such a people is philosophical
at all, it will not improbably be Calvinistic. Even in the
early American communities many of these conditions
were fulfilled. The nation was small and isolated; it
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lived under pressure and constant trial; it was acquainted
with but a small range of goods and evils. Vigilance
over conduct and an absolute demand for personal in-
tegrity were not merely traditional things, but things
that practical sages, like Franklin and Washington, rec-
ommended to their countrymen, because they were vir-
tues that justified themselves visibly by their fruits. But
soon these happy results themselves helped to relax the
pressure of external circumstances, and indirectly the
pressure of the agonised conscience within. The nation
became numerous; it ceased to be either ecstatic or dis-
tressful; the high social morality which on the whole it
preserved took another colour; people remained honest
and helpful out of good sense and good will rather than
out of scrupulous adherence to any fixed principles.
They retained their instinct for order, and often created
order with surprising quickness; but the sanctity of law,
to be obeyed for its own sake, began to escape them; it
seemed too unpractical a notion, and not quite serious.
In fact, the second and native-born American mentality
began to take shape. The sense of sin totally evapo-
rated. Nature, in the words of Emerson, was all beauty
and commodity; and while operating on it laboriously,
and drawing quick returns, the American began to drink
in inspiration from it @sthetically. At the same time, in
so broad a continent, he had elbow-room. His neigh-
bours helped more than they hindered him; he wished
their number to increase. Good will became the great
American virtue; and a passion arose for counting
heads, and square miles, and cubic feet, and minutes
saved—as if there had been anything to save them for.
How strange to the American now that saying of
Jonathan Edwards, that men are naturally God’s en-
emies! Yet that is an axiom to any intelligent Calvinist,
though the words he uses may be different. If you told
the modern American that he is totally depraved, he
would think you were joking, as he himself usually is.
He is convinced that he always has been, and always
will be, victorious and blameless.

Calvinism thus lost its basis in American life. Some
emotional natures, indeed, reverted in their religious re-
vivals or private searchings of heart to the sources of
the tradition; for any of the radical points of view in
philosophy may cease to be prevalent, but none can
cease to be possible. Other natures, more sensitive to
the moral and literary influences of the world, preferred
to abandon parts of their philosophy, hoping thus to re-
duce the distance which should separate the remainder
from real life.

Meantime, if anybody arose with a special sensibility or
a technical genius, he was in great straits; not being fed
sufficiently by the world, he was driven in upon his
own resources. The three American writers whose per-
sonal endowment was perhaps the finest—Poe, Haw-
thorne, and Emerson—had all a certain starved and ab-
stract quality. They could not retail the genteel tradition;

they were too keen, too perceptive, and too independent
for that. But life offered them little digestible material,
nor were they naturally voracious. They were fastidi-
ous, and under the circumstances they were starved.
Emerson, to be sure, fed on books. There was a great
catholicity in his reading; and he showed a fine tact in
his comments, and in his way of appropriating what he
read. But he read transcendentally, not historically, to
learn what he himself felt, not what others might have
felt before him. And to feed on books, for a philosopher
or a poet, is still to starve. Books can help him to ac-
quire form, or to avoid pitfalls; they cannot supply him
with substance, if he is to have any. Therefore the ge-
nius of Poe and Hawthorne, and even of Emerson, was
employed on a sort of inner play, or digestion of va-
cancy. It was a refined labour, but it was in danger of
being morbid, or tinkling, or self-indulgent. It was a
play of intra-mental rhymes. Their mind was like an old
music-box, full of tender echoes and quaint fancies.
These fancies expressed their personal genius sincerely,
as dreams may; but they were arbitrary fancies in com-
parison with what a real observer would have said in
the premises. Their manner, in a word, was subjective.
In their own persons they escaped the mediocrity of the
genteel tradition, but they supplied nothing to supplant
it in other minds.

The churches, likewise, although they modified their
spirit, had no philosophy to offer save a new emphasis
on parts of what Calvinism contained. The theology of
Calvin, we must remember, had much in it besides
philosophical Calvinism. A Christian tenderness, and a
hope of grace for the individual, came to mitigate its
sardonic optimism; and it was these evangelical ele-
ments that the Calvinistic churches now emphasised,
seldom and with blushes referring to hell-fire or infant
damnation. Yet philosophic Calvinism, with a theory of
life that would perfectly justify hell-fire and infant dam-
nation if they happened to exist, still dominates the tra-
ditional metaphysics. It is an ingredient, and the deci-
sive ingredient, in what calls itself idealism. But in
order to see just what part Calvinism plays in current
idealism, it will be necessary to distinguish the other
chief element in that complex system, namely, transcen-
dentalism.

Transcendentalism is the philosophy which the roman-
tic era produced in Germany, and independently, I be-
lieve, in America also. Transcendentalism proper, like
romanticism, is not any particular set of dogmas about
what things exist; it is not a system of the universe re-
garded as a fact, or as a collection of facts. It is a
method, a point of view, from which any world, no
matter what it might contain, could be approached by a
self-conscious observer. Transcendentalism is system-
atic subjectivism. In studies the perspectives of knowl-
edge*as they radiate from the self; it is a plan of those
avenues of inference by which our ideas of things must
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be reached, if they are to afford any systematic or dis-
tant vistas. In other words, transcendentalism is the
critical logic of science. Knowledge, it says, has a sta-
tion, as in a watch-tower; it is always seated here and
now, in the self of the moment. The past and the future,
things inferred and things conceived, lie around it,
painted as upon a panorama. They cannot be lighted up
save by some centrifugal ray of attention and present
interest, by some active operation of the mind.

This is hardly the occasion for developing or explaining
this delicate insight; suffice it to say, lest you should
think later that I disparage transcendentalism, that as a
method I regard it as correct and, when once suggested,
unforgettable. I regard it as the chief contribution made
in modern times to speculation. But it is a method only,
an attitude we may always assume if we like and that
will always be legitimate. It is no answer, and involves
no particular answer, to the question: What exists; in
what order is what exists produced; what is to exist in
the future? This question must be answered by observ-
ing the object, and tracing humbly the movement of the
object. It cannot be answered at all by harping on the
fact that this object, if discovered, must be discovered
by somebody, and by somebody who has an interest in
discovering it. Yet the Germans who first gained the
full transcendental insight were romantic people; they
were more or less frankly poets; they were colossal
egotists, and wished to make not only their own knowl-
edge but the whole universe centre about themselves.
And full as they were of their romantic isolation and
romantic liberty, it occurred to them to imagine that all
reality might be a transcendental self and a romantic
dreamer like themselves; nay, that it might be just their
own transcendental self and their own romantic dreams
extended indefinitely. Transcendental logic, the method
of discovery for the mind, was to become also the
method of evolution in nature and history. Transcenden-
tal method, so abused, produced transcendental myth. A
conscientious critique of knowledge was turned into a
sham system of nature. We must therefore distinguish
sharply the transcendental grammar of the intellect,
which is significant and potentially correct, from the
various transcendental systems of the universe, which
are chimeras.

In both its parts, however, transcendentalism had much
to recommend it to American philosophers, for the tran-
scendental method appealed to the individualistic and
revolutionary temper of their youth, while transcenden-
tal myths enabled them to find a new status for their in-
herited theology, and to give what parts of it they cared
to preserve some semblance of philosophical backing.
This last was the use to which the transcendental
method was put by Kant himself, who first brought it
into vogue, before the terrible weapon had got out of
hand, and become the instrument of pure romanticism.
Kant came, he himself said, to remove knowledge in

order to make room for faith, which in his case meant
faith in Calvinism. In other words, he applied the tran-
scendental method to matters of fact, reducing them
thereby to human ideas, in order to give to the Calvin-
istic postulates of conscience a metaphysical validity.
For Kant had a genteel tradition of his own, which he
wished to remove to a place of safety, feeling that the
empirical world had become too hot for it; and this
place of safety was the region of transcendental myth. I
need hardly say how perfectly this expedient suited the
needs of philosophers in America, and it is no accident
if the influence of Kant soon became dominant here. To
embrace this philosophy was regarded as a sign of pro-
found metaphysical insight, although the most mediocre
minds found no difficulty in embracing it. In truth it
was a sign of having been brought up in the genteel tra-
dition, of feeling it weak, and of wishing to save it.

But the transcendental method, in its way, was also
sympathetic to the American mind. It embodied, in a
radical form, the spirit of Protestantism as distinguished
from its inherited doctrines; it was autonomous, undis-
mayed, calmly revolutionarys; it felt that Will was deeper
than Intellect; it focussed everything here and now, and
asked all things to show their credentials at the bar of
the young self, and to prove their value for this latest
born moment. These things are truly American; they
would be characteristic of any young society with a
keen and discursive intelligence, and they are strikingly
exemplified in the thought and in the person of Emer-
son. They constitute what he called self-trust. Self-trust,
like other transcendental attitudes, may be expressed in
metaphysical fables. The romantic spirit may imagine
itself to be an absolute force, evoking and moulding the
plastic world to express its varying moods. But for a
pioneer who is actually a world-builder this metaphysi-
cal illusion has a partial warrant in historical fact; far
more warrant than it could boast of in the fixed and ar-
ticulated society of Europe, among the moonstruck
rebels and sulking poets of the romantic era. Emerson
was a shrewd Yankee, by instinct on the winning side;
he was a cheery, child-like soul, impervious to the evi-
dence of evil, as of everything that it did not suit his
transcendental individuality to appreciate or to notice.
More, perhaps, than anybody that has ever lived, he
practised the transcendental method in all its purity. He
had no system. He opened his eyes on the world every
morning with a fresh sincerity, marking how things
seemed to him then, or what they suggested to his spon-
taneous fancy. This fancy, for being spontaneous, was
not always novel; it was guided by the habits and train-
ing of his mind, which were those of a preacher. Yet he
never insisted on his notions so as to turn them into
settled dogmas; he felt in his bones that they were
myths. Sometimes, indeed, the bad example of other
transcendentalists, less true than he to their method, or
the pressing questions of unintelligent people, or the in-
stinct we all have to think our ideas final, led him to the
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very verge of system-making; but he stopped short. Had
he made a system out of his notion of compensation, or
the over-soul, or spiritual laws, the result would have
been as thin and forced as it is in other transcendental
systems. But he coveted truth; and he returned to expe-
rience, to history, to poetry, to the natural science of his
day, for new starting-points and hints toward fresh tran-
scendental musings.

To covet truth is a very distinguished passion. Every
philosopher says he is pursuing the truth, but this is sel-
dom the case. As Mr. Bertrand Russell has observed,
one reason why philosophers often fail to reach the
truth is that often they do not desire to reach it. Those
who are genuinely concerned in discovering what hap-
pens to be true are rather the men of science, the natu-
ralists, the historians; and ordinarily they discover it,
according to their lights. The truths they find are never
complete, and are not always important; but they are in-
tegral parts of the truth, facts and circumstances that
help to fill in the picture, and that no later interpretation
can invalidate or afford to contradict. But professional
philosophers are usually only apologists: that is, they
are absorbed in defending some vested illusion or some
eloquent idea. Like lawyers or detectives, they study
the case for which they are retained, to see how much
evidence or semblance of evidence they can gather for
the defence, and how much prejudice they can raise
against the witnesses for the prosecution; for they know
they are defending prisoners suspected by the world,
and perhaps by their own good sense, of falsification.
They do not covet truth, but victory and the dispelling
of their own doubts. What they defend is some system,
that is, some view about the totality of things, of which
men are actually ignorant. No system would have ever
been framed if people had been simply interested in
knowing what is true, whatever it may be. What pro-
duces systems is the interest in maintaining against all
comers that some favourite or inherited idea of ours is
sufficient and right. A system may contain an account
of many things which, in detail, are true enough; but as
a system, covering infinite possibilities that neither our
experience nor our logic can prejudge, it must be a
work of imagination and a piece of human soliloquy. It
may be expressive of human experience, it may be po-
etical; but how should any one who really coveted truth
suppose that it was true?

Emerson had no system; and his coveting truth had an-
other exceptional consequence: he was detached, un-
worldly, contemplative. When he came out of the con-
venticle or the reform meeting, or out of the rapturous
close atmosphere of the lecture-room, he heard Nature
whispering to him: “Why so hot, little sir?” No doubt
the spirit or energy of the world is what is acting in us,
as the sea is what rises in every little wave; but it passes
through us, and cry out as we may, it will move on.
Our privilege is to have perceived it as it moves. Our

dignity is not in what we do, but in what we under-
stand. The whole world is doing things. We are turning
in that vortex; yet within us is silent observation, the
speculative eye before which all passes, which bridges
the distances and compares the combatants. On this
side of his genius Emerson broke away from all condi-
tions of age or country and represented nothing except
intelligence itself.

There was another element in Emerson, curiously com-
bined with transcendentalism, namely, his love and re-
spect for Nature. Nature, for the transcendentalist, is
precious because it is his own work, a mirror in which
he looks at himself and says (like a poet relishing his
own verses), “What a genius I am! Who would have
thought there was such stuff in me?” And the philo-
sophical egotist finds in his doctrine a ready explana-
tion of whatever beauty and commodity nature actually
has. No wonder, he says to himself, that nature is sym-
pathetic, since I made it. And such a view, one-sided
and even fatuous as it may be, undoubtedly sharpens
the vision of a poet and a moralist to all that is inspirit-
ing and symbolic in the natural world. Emerson was
particularly ingenious and clear-sighted in feeling the
spiritual uses of fellowship with the elements. This is
something in which all Teutonic poetry is rich and
which forms, I think, the most genuine and spontaneous
part of modern taste, and especially of American taste.
Just as some people are naturally enthralled and re-
freshed by music, so others are by landscape. Music
and landscape make up the spiritual resources of those
who cannot or dare not express their unfulfilled ideals
in words. Serious poetry, profound religion (Calvinism,
for instance), are the joys of an unhappiness that con-
fesses itself; but when a genteel tradition forbids people
to confess that they are unhappy, serious poetry and
profound religion are closed to them by that; and since
human life, in its depths, cannot then express itself
openly, imagination is driven for comfort into abstract
arts, where human circumstances are lost sight of, and
human problems dissolve in a purer medium. The pres-
sure of care is thus relieved, without its quietus being
found in intelligence. To understand oneself is the clas-
sic form of consolation; to elude oneself is the roman-
tic. In the presence of music or landscape human expe-
rience eludes itself; and thus romanticism is the bond
between transcendental and naturalistic sentiment. The
winds and clouds come to minister to the solitary ego.

Have there been, we may ask, any successful efforts to
escape from the genteel tradition, and to express some-
thing worth expressing behind its back? This might
well not have occurred as yet; but America is so preco-
cious, it has been trained by the genteel tradition to be
so wise for its years, that some indications of a truly
native philosophy and poetry are already to be found. 1
might mention the humorists, of whom you here in
California have had your share. The humorists, how-



