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INTRODUCTION

When we r e a d  a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p o e t ,  we need  to  know 

what  h i s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p o s i t i o n  i s .  U n le s s  we d o ,  we a r e  i n  

d a n g e r  o f  m i s s i n g  some o f  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  h i s  poems, and i n  

d a n g e r  o f  p l a c i n g  t h e  wrong e m p h a s i s  upon h i s  'mood1 poems 

wh ich  do n o t  s u g g e s t  p h i l o s o p h y .

We have t h e  word o f  R o b e r t  F r o s t  h i m s e l f  t h a t  a poem 

sh o u ld  p r o v i d e  n o t  o n l y  d e l i g h t  b u t  wisdom, A f o r t h r i g h t  

a s s e r t i o n  l i k e  t h i s  by a p o e t  h a s  b e e n  v e r y  r a r e  s i n c e  W est­

e r n  p o e t s  began  t o  t a k e  s e r i o u s l y  P o e ' s  s e v e r e  a t t a c k  upon 

d i d a c t i c i s m  i n  p o e t r y .  The a s s e r t i o n  i s  an  im p l i e d  i n v i t a ­

t i o n  t o  t h e  r e a d e r  and c r i t i c  t o  examine t h e  poems o f  F r o s t  

f o r  h i s  c o n v i c t i o n s  a b o u t  how t o  l i v e ,

I p ro p o se  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  t h a t  F r o s t  b e l o n g s  i n  t h e  

t r a d i t i o n  o f  humanism. In  C h a p te r  One I s h a l l  d e f i n e  human­

ism, b r i e f l y  d e s c r i b e  i t s  t r a d i t i o n ,  a n d  show i t s  p r i n c i p a l  

em phases—m a in ly  i t s  p r e s c r i p t i o n  f o r  a d e l i c a t e  b a l a n c e  

b e tw een  t h e  demands o f  t h e  One and t h e  demands o f  t h e  Many, 

b e tw ee n  t h e  power i n  man t h a t  r e l a t e s  him to  permanence  and 

th e  power i n  man t h a t  r e l a t e s  him t o  c h a n g e ,  I s h a l l  t r y  t o  

d e f i n e  t h e  humanism t h a t  go es  beyond n a t u r a l i s m  b u t  s t o p s  

s h o r t  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  f o r  t h i s  i s  t h e  k i n d  o f  humanism t h a t  I 

f i n d  i n  t h e  p o e t r y  o f  F r o s t ,
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C h a p te r  Two w i l l  be a d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  modern hu­

manism t h a t  i s  e c l e c t i c  y e t  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  t h a t  s e l e c t s  i d e a s  

f rom b o t h  n a t u r a l i s m  and r e l i g i o n  y e t  m a i n t a i n s  i t s  au tonom y.  

F r o s t  v a l u e s  s e p a r a t e n e s s  t o o  much t o  i d e n t i f y  h i m s e l f  w i t h  

any  'm ovem ent1; how ever ,  c e r t a i n  i d e a s  t h a t  k e ep  a p p e a r i n g  

i n  B a b b i t t ' s  many books and e s s a y s  o c c u r  r e p e a t e d l y  w i t h  

a s t o n i s h i n g  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  t h e  poems o f  R o b e r t  F r o s t ,  a r e  i n ­

deed  t h e  v e r y  c o r n e r s t o n e s  o f  h i s  m ora l  a r c h i t e c t u r e *  These  

f o u r  m a jo r  i d e a s  i n  B a b b i t t ' s  d o c t r i n a l  humanism w i l l  c a r r y  

us to w ard  an  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  F r o s t ' s  humanism:

1. Human l i f e  i s  d u a l i s t i c .  A l th o u g h  man i s  a 
c r e a t u r e  o f  t i m e ,  he i s  c a p a b l e  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  
q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  f rom o t h e r  l i v i n g  c r e a t u r e s ,  
and d o e s  n o t  f u l f i l l  h i m s e l f  u n l e s s  he t r a n s c e n d s  
h i s  p u r e l y  n a t u r a l  s e l f *

2* Human l i f e  h a s  a c e n t e r *  Wisdom i s  p o s s i b l e *
The i n d i v i d u a l  c a n  f i n d  s t a n d a r d s  by w h ic h  t o
c o r r e c t  h i s  t e m p e r a m e n ta l  b i a s  and a c h i e v e  
c e n t r a l i t y *

3 « I n n e r  work by t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  a c o n s c i o u s  w i l l i n g  
t o  overcome i m p e r f e c t i o n s ,  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  a c h i e v e  
t h e  i m p o r t a n t  k in d  o f  human r e f o r m ;  and t h i s  r e fo rm  
i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  by t h e  e x t e r i o r  m a n i p u l a t i o n  o f  
whole  g roups*

il* Man i s  f i n i t e ,  w i t h  some i n e v i t a b l e  t i e s  w i t h  
N a t u r e ;  n o t  d i v i n e ;  and th e re fo re  i n  d a n g e r  o f  
d e l u d i n g  h i m s e l f  i f  he goes  t o o  f a r  to w a rd s  
r e n o u n c i n g  t h e  world*

But t h e s e  f o u r  i d e a s  w i l l  n o t  e n t i r e l y  d e f i n e  t h e  humanism 

o f  F r o s t *  One o f  h i s  emphases t h a t  may p r o p e r l y  be c a l l e d

h u m a n i s t i c  i s  m i s s i n g  i n  B a b b i t t ,  o r  i s  p r e s e n t  o n l y  h a l f ­

h e a r t e d l y *  T h i s  m i s s i n g  q u a l i t y  i n  B a b b i t t  may be s u p p l i e d  

by Henry David  T h o r e a u .  T h o rea u  b e l i e v e d  i n  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

o f  Joy i n  r e s p o n s e  t o  N a t u r e ,  j o y  w i t h o u t  a s u r r e n d e r i n g  o f
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o n e ' s  hum an i ty  by ru n n in g  man and N a tu re  t o g e t h e r  and t h e r e b y  

j u s t i f y i n g  t h e  v iew  o f  man as  an  an im al*  T h o rea u  b e l i e v e d  i n  

t h e  c h a s t e n e d  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  t h e  s e n s i b i l i t y  t r a i n e d  t o  r e s p o n d  

w i t h o u t  s e r v i n g  sub-human im pu lses*

The d i s c u s s i o n  o f  F r o s t ' s  humanism i n  C h a p te r  T hree  

w i l l  p a r a l l e l  t h e  f i v e  l i n e s  o f  modern humanism l a i d  down i n  

C h a p te r  Two, f o u r  from B a b b i t t  and one f rom T h o r e a u .  I w i l l  

a n a l y z e  and q u o te  from many o f  t h e  poems o f  F r o s t  t o  show 

t h a t  t h e s e  h u m a n i s t i c  themes a r e  n o t  i n c i d e n t a l  w i t h  him, 

t h a t  he r e t u r n s  t o  them a g a i n  and aga in *

A l th o u g h  B a b b i t t  and F r o s t  were f r i e n d s ,  t h e r e  was 

u n d o u b t e d l y  no c o n s c i o u s  c o o p e r a t i o n  b e tw ee n  them a s  A m erican  

h u m a n i s t s ;  so  1 w i l l  n o t  be d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  ' i n f l u e n c e '  o f  one 

upon th e  o t h e r  o r  t h e  p r e c i s e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e i r  t h o u g h t ;  b u t  I 

w i l l  i n s t e a d  t r y  t o  show p a r a l l e l s  i n  t h e i r  e t h i c a l  t h o u g h t ,  

a n d ,  w i t h  th e  h e l p  o f  T h o r e a u ,  an  i m p o r t a n t  d i v e r g e n c e  i n  

t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  tow ard  love  o f  N a t u r e ,  a d i v e r g e n c e  t h a t  h a s  

g r e a t  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  F r o s t ' s  p o e t i c s *

W hether  a h u m an is t  a l l o w s  e t h i c s  t o  p r e d o m in a t e  i n  

h i s  t h o u g h t  o r  w h e t h e r  he makes room f o r  a r i c h  s e n s i b i l i t y  

w i l l  a f f e c t  h i s  a t t i t u d e  to w a rd  a r t *  N a tu re  and a r t  a r e  th e  

two p r i n c i p a l  r e a lm s  where t h e  phenomenal s e l f  may be  e x e r ­

c i s e d .  The d i s c u s s i o n  o f  a h u m a n i s t i c  a e s t h e t i c  i n  C h a p te r  

Four  w i l l  be a c o m p a r is o n  b e tw een  B a b b i t t  and F r o s t .  B a b b i t t  

h a s  made t h e o r e t i c a l  s t a t e m e n t s  a b o u t  a r t ,  and  he h a s  c r i t i ­

c i z e d  l i t e r a r y  w o r k s .  F r o s t  h a s  spo ken  i n  p r o s e  a b o u t  h i s  

p o e t i c s ,  and he h a s  w r i t t e n  poems*
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B a b b i t t ' s  c a u t i o u s  a t t i t u d e  tow ard  t h e  c u l t  o f  N a tu re  

and t h e  c u l t  o f  a e s t h e t i c i s m  i s  b o r n  o f  h i s  f e a r  t h a t  tw e n ­

t i e t h - c e n t u r y  man, a l r e a d y  to o  p ro n e  t o  d r i f t ,  c a n  be s t r o n g ­

ly  a p p e a l e d  t o  by t h e  i d y l l i c  i m a g i n a t i o n .  The d e c l i n e  o f  

t r a d i t i o n a l  e t h i c a l  v a l u e s  i s  a c c e l e r a t e d  by a wrong u se  o f  

t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n .  F r o s t  i s  a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p o e t  who h as  l i v e d  

most  o f  h i s  l i f e  on New Eng land  f a r m s .  L ike  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  

a n c e s t o r  T h o r e a u ,  he has  h i s  own i n t e r e s t s  i n  N a tu re  and a r t .  

P e r h a p s  a s t u d y  i n  p a r a l l e l s  o f  t h e s e  o u t s t a n d i n g  A m erican  

h u m a n i s t s  c an  s h a r p e n  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  

s p i r i t .

In  a s t u d y  o f  h u m a n i s t s ,  no m o u n ta in s  c a n  be removed,  

b u t  p e rh a p s  one o r  two New E ng land  r o c k s  may be used  t o  p ry  

a n o t h e r  a l i t t l e .



CHAPTER I

THE TRADITION OF HUMANISM

Every  age  has  i t s  g r o s s  a s  w e l l  a s  i t s  v u l g a r  e r r o r s #  

The o n e - s i d e d n e s s  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n ­

t u r y  i s  b e s t  summed up in  t h e  id e a  o f  n a t u r a l i s m #  The e v i ­

dence o f  im b a lance  i s  e v e r y w h e r e :  two a p p a l l i n g l y  d e s t r u c ­

t i v e  w a r s ;  s t e a d i l y  i n c r e a s i n g  p r o d u c t i o n  no t  o n l y  o f  d e a d l y  

weapons t o  accommodate c u r r e n t  o r  a n t i c i p a t e d  h o s t i l i t i e s ,  

b u t  o f  l e t h a l  m ach ines  t o  e n a b l e  b o r e d  o r  'busy*  men t o  

t r a v e l  f a r t h e r  and f a s t e r ;  a c c e l e r a t i o n  o f  c r im e  and d i v o r c e  

r a t e s  t h a t  a r e  b e g in n i n g  t o  a l a r m  e v en  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  t a b u ­

l a t o r s ;  w i d e s p r e a d  p o l i t i c a l  c y n ic i s m  t h a t  assum es  c o r r u p t i o n  

as  a norm; an  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  im p o v e r is h e d  s c h o o l  sy s te m  d e d i ­

c a t e d  t o  f o s t e r i n g  r u d i m e n t a r y  s o c i a l  and t e c h n i c a l  s k i l l s ;  

churchmen who p e r fo rm  on c o m m e r c i a l l y - s p o n s o r e d  t e l e v i s i o n  

program s o r  who s e l l  m i l l i o n s  o f  books  p u r p o r t i n g  t o  h a rm o n ize  

a m e c h a n i s t i c  p sy c h o lo g y  w i t h  r e l i g i o n ;  and enormous i n c r e a s e  

i n  v u l g a r  and i n f a n t i l e  fo rm s  o f  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  t o  h e l p  t h e  

m o n o to n y - r id d e n  i n d u s t r i a l  and com m erc ia l  w o rk e r s  combat o r  

f o r g e t  t h e i r  enn u i#

These  symptoms o f  d i s t o r t i o n  and s h a l l o w n e s s  evoke 

p r e s c r i p t i o n s  f o r  r e f o r m  which  a r e  t h e m s e lv e s  o n e - s i d e d .

Some s o c i a l  c r i t i c s  a s s e r t  t h a t  ou r  t r o u b l e s  a r i s e  f rom an

5
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i n a d e q u a t e  d e v o t i o n  t o  s c i e n c e ;  and t h e  n e w sp ap ers  and maga­

z i n e s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  a r e  f u l l  o f  u r g e n t  p l e a s  t o  young p e o p le  

t o  s p e c i a l i z e  i n  s c i e n t i f i c  s t u d i e s .  Some p u t  t h e i r  t r u s t  

i n  C ongre ss  t o  p a s s  laws which  w i l l  b r i n g  a b o u t  s a l u t a r y  s o ­

c i a l  c h a n g e .  O t h e r s  want  t o  expand  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  p o l i c e  

Big B r o t h e r s  o r  t h e  Community C h e s t .  Some, o b s e s s e d  w i t h  

p s y c h o l o g y ' s  d i s c o v e r y  t h a t  n e u r o s e s  f e e d  on i n h i b i t i o n s ,  

a d v o c a te  e m o t i o n a l  l i c e n s e  o r ,  more h o n o r i f i c a l l y ,  ' a d j u s t ­

m en t .  '

These  d i f f e r e n t  k i n d s  o f  s o c i a l  c h a r l a t a n r y  have i n  

common an  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h e  o u tw a rd n e s s  o f  human r e f o r m .

Though n a t u r a l i s m  g o t  us i n t o  many o f  o u r  t r o u b l e s ,  most o f  

t h e  w e l l -k n o w n  program s f o r  a l l e v i a t i n g  them a r e  t h e m s e lv e s  

v a r i a t i o n s  o f  n a t u r a l i s m .  The overwhelm ing  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  

s c i e n c e  h a s  r e s u l t e d  in  a  r a t h e r  vague s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f  

knowledge f o r  wisdom, i n  a w i d e s p r e a d  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  q u e s ­

t i o n  o f  how t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  sh o u ld  l i v e  i s  o b s o l e t e  b e c a u se  

he i s  t r a p p e d  i n  a s o c i a l  d e t e r m i n i s m ,  and t h u s  t h e  way t o  

a f f e c t  him i s  t o  make s u r v e y s  and t h e n  work f o r  l a r g e  u t i l i ­

t a r i a n  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  a s  a w h o le .  The commanding 

p r e s t i g e  t h a t  s c i e n c e  h a s  a c q u i r e d  has  made many p e o p le  

s k e p t i c a l  a b o u t  t h e  p a r t  o f  human l i f e  t h a t  c a n n o t  be exam ined  

s c i e n t i f i c a l l y .  How l a r g e  numbers o f  p e o p le  behave  and what 

t h e y  s a y  t h e y  b e l i e v e  c a n  be c h a r t e d  by s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  who 

may t h e n  m easure  t h e  s t a t i s t i c s  by u t i l i t a r i a n  o r  p r a g m a t i c  

s t a n d a r d s .  But s p e c u l a t i o n s  a b o u t  r i g h t  c o n d u c t  and th e  p u r ­

s u i t  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  o r  w h o le n e s s  i n  t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l



have b e en  l a r g e l y  d i s c r e d i t e d  a s  b e l o n g i n g  t o  t h e  r e a lm  o f  

i l l u s i o n ,  th o u g h  t h e y  a r e  p r o b a b l y  i n e v i t a b l e  ( i n  t h e  l i g h t  

o f  m a n 's  f a t e  t o  be a somewhat i n t r o s p e c t i v e  c r e a t u r e ) ,  b u t  

n o t  v a l i d ,  n o t  ' t r u e , *  n o t  s t r i c t l y  v e r i f i a b l e .

N a t u r a l i s m ,  t h i s  'm o d e rn '  way o f  v i e w in g  th e  l i f e  o f  

man, th ou g h  c l e a r l y  dom inan t  now, h a s  b een  opposed  p e r s i s t e n t l y  

by two t r a d i t i o n s  t h a t  have  w i e ld e d  such  power i n  human a f f a i r s  

t h a t  rem n a n ts  o f  them have e n du red  even  i n t o  t h e  a to m ic  bomb 

e r a ,  and o c c a s i o n a l l y  ev en  a s c i e n t i s t  r e f u s e s  t o  f o l l o w  s c i ­

en ce  t o  i t s  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  End. R e l i g i o n  and humanism, though  

d i f f e r i n g  i n  em p h ases ,  have  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  s i m i l a r i t i e s  which  

u n i t e  them i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  n a t u r a l i s m .  Both  assume 

t h a t  man i s  d i f f e r e n t  f rom o t h e r  fo rm s o f  l i f e  i n  t h e  u n i ­

v e r s e ,  t h a t  h i s  h a p p i n e s s  depends  upon s p i r i t u a l  power,  o r  

m o r a l i t y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  p h y s i c a l  f o r c e .  R easo n ,  w i l l ,  and 

i m a g i n a t i o n — t h e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  human a t t r i b u t e s — demand a c e r ­

t a i n  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e .  Man c a n n o t  f u l f i l l  h i m s e l f  by m ere ly  

l i v i n g .  B o th  r e l i g i o n  and humanism c a l l  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

t o  r e f o r m  h i s  ' n a t u r a l  s e l f ,  t o  use  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  n o t  s h a r e d  

by o t h e r  fo rm s o f  l i f e ,  and  t o  a c h i e v e  t h e r e b y  a h i g h e r  q u a l i t y  

o f  i n n e r  b e i n g .  I t  i s  t h i s  i n n e r  l i f e  o f  c h a r a c t e r  and s p i r i t  

t h a t  s a v e s  man f rom t h e  s h e e r  d i v e r s i t y ,  ev en  c h a o t i c  c h a n g e ­

f u l n e s s ,  o f  o t h e r  phenomena, t h a t  g i v e s  p o i n t  and meaning t o  

human d e s t i n y .

R e l i g i o n  and humanism a g r e e  in  s t r e s s i n g  h u m i l i t y  a s  

t h e  c a r d i n a l  p r i n c i p l e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  r e f o r m .  E g o t i sm  i s  th e  

g r e a t  undoe r  o f  human b e i n g s ,  t h e  g r e a t  d e s t r o y e r  o f  c h a r a c t e r
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and o f  p e a c e .  The c e n t r a l  r e a l i t y  o f  l i f e  f o r  t h e  r e l i g i o n ­

i s t  o r  h u m a n i s t  i s  t h a t  t h e  n a t u r a l  s e l f  must  be r i g o r o u s l y  

and s t e a d i l y  c o n t r o l l e d ,  i f  n o t  su b d u e d .  T h i s  i s  t h e  c h i e f  

p o i n t  o f  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  t h e  p ro p o n e n t  o f  n a t u r a l i s m  who c e l e ­

b r a t e s  t h e  harmony o f  man and N a t u r e ,  and  r e l e g a t e s  m ora l  

and s p i r i t u a l  v a l u e s  t o  t h e  rea lm  o f  i l l u s i o n ,  u s e f u l  i n  a 

s o c i a l  and p r a g m a t i c  way, b u t  n o t  t r u e .

E t h i c a l  s t r e n u o u s n e s s ,  t h a t  c an  h e l p  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

t o  i n t e g r i t y  and calm i n  h i s  p sy c h o lo g y  and t o  r i g h t  a c t i o n  

i n  h i s  c o n d u c t ,  i s  th e  r e l i g i o u s  and h u m a n i s t i c  way t o  h a p p i ­

n e s s .  Complacency and s l o t h  a r e  s p i r i t u a l  d e a t h .

R e l i g i o n  and humanism s e t  up s t a n d a r d s  above t h e  s e l f  

by w h ic h  e g o t i s m  may be c o m b a t t e d .  But h e r e  i s  where  t h e  two 

d i s c i p l i n e s  d i v e r g e .  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  f o r  ex am p le ,  e n c o u r a g e s  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n  t h e  awesome e f f o r t  t o  b r i n g  h i s  w i l l  i n t o  

harmony w i t h  G o d ' s ,  t h r o u g h  b e l i e f  i n  C h r i s t  and p r a c t i c e  o f  

h i s  t e a c h i n g s ,  and c l a i m s  t h a t  g r a c e  and s a l v a t i o n  c a n  be 

t h e  f r u i t s  o f  t h i s  e a r n e s t  and s u c c e s s f u l  s t r i v i n g .  Humanism 

f l i e s  lo w e r ,  p r o f e s s i n g  no knowledge of  u l t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n s ,  

b u t  u r g i n g  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  tem peram ent  c a n  be c h a s t e n e d  

by a knowledge o f  " t h e  b e s t  t h a t  h a s  b e en  t h o u g h t  and known 

i n  t h e  w o r l d . ” 1 R e l i g i o n  c a l l s  f o r  p i e t y ;  humanism f o r  s a n ­

i t y .  Much r e l i g i o n  u r g e s  a s c e t i c i s m ;  humanism f i n d s  t h i s  a n  

e x t r e m e .  Much r e l i g i o n  i s  found ed  upon m i r a c l e s ;  humanism 

i s  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  them.

*The Works o f  Matthew Arnold (London, 1903-1901;.), VI
(Culture  and AnarchyT, 111.
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Because  t h e s e  d i s c i p l i n e s  b o th  a s s e r t  t h e  im p o r ta n c e  

o f  t h e  i n n e r  l i f e  and  h o ld  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  

a c h i e v i n g  t h e  d e p t h  and d i g n i t y  t h a t  o t h e r  forms o f  l i f e  a r e  

d e n ie d  by t h e i r  c o m p le te  s u b s e r v i e n c e  t o  c h a n g e ,  t h e  c h i e f  

d i v e r g e n c e  depen d s  upon w h e th e r  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  p e r c e i v e s  i n  

h i m s e l f  t h e  i n t i m a t i o n s  o f  d i v i n i t y  t h a t  a r e  a s s e r t e d  o r  a s ­

sumed by  r e l i g i o n *

Humanism and r e l i g i o n  complement one a n o t h e r .  Human­

i s m ' s  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  d i g n i t y  o f  man i s  s u p p o r t e d  by t h e  c e n ­

t r a l  r e l i g i o u s  a s s u m p t io n  t h a t  m a n 's  s p i r i t  h a s  a d i v i n e  

g e n e s i s ,  t h a t  i t  comes u l t i m a t e l y  f rom God. R e l i g i o n  n e ed s  

t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  c r i t i c i s m  o f  i n e r t  c o n v e n t i o n ,  t h e  u n r e l e n t i n g  

e f f o r t  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  b e tw een  inward  r e f o r m  and ou tw ard  

m e c h a n ic a l  r i t u a l .  Buddhism s h a r e s  w i t h  humanism t h e  r e l u c ­

t a n c e  t o  s p e c u l a t e  a b o u t  u l t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n s ;  C o n fu c ia n i s m  

s h a r e s  w i t h  humanism t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  m e d i a t i o n  i s  v i r t u e .

The p i v o t a l  i s s u e s  be tw ee n  humanism and r e l i g i o n  

a r e  r e n u n c i a t i o n  and dogma. R e l i g i o n  i m p l i e s  one o r  t h e  

o t h e r ,  o r  b o t h .  The h u m a n i s t  i s  s k e p t i c a l  o f  a t t e m p t s  t o  

c o d i f y  s p i r i t ,  t o  assume a s  each  o r g a n i z e d ,  dogm at ic  r e l i g i o n  

d o e s ,  t h a t  i t s  way t o  r e a c h  God i s  th e  one r i g h t  way.  In  t h e  

h u m a n i s t ,  f e a r  o f  p r i d e  i n  e x c l u s i v e n e s s ,  i n  s e c t a r i a n i s m ,  

subdues  ev en  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  s a l v a t i o n .  To t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  a  

member o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  r e l i g i o n  a ckn o w led g es  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

t h a t  members o f  o t h e r  f a i t h s  ( o r  even  s p i r i t u a l  a g n o s t i c s )  

m igh t  be f u l f i l l i n g  t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  d e s t i n y ,  he i s  human­

i s t i c .
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Humanism has  i t s  own p a t r i a r c h s :  S o c r a t e s ,  P l a t o ,

and A r i s t o t l e  were h u m a n i s t i c  p h i l o s o p h e r s .  They s o u g h t  t o  

p r e s e r v e  s p i r i t u a l  v a l u e s  w i t h o u t  t h e o l o g i c a l  dogma. Soc­

r a t e s  and P l a t o  c o n s t r u c t e d  a n  e l a b o r a t e  m ytho logy  t o  s u g g e s t  

d i v i n i t y  and u l t i m a t e s .  A r i s t o t l e ’ s God i s  a m e t a p h y s i c a l  

a b s o l u t e ,  q u i t e  u n w o r s h i p a b l e .  These  p h i l o s o p h e r s  opposed  

u n t h i n k i n g ,  m e c h a n ic a l  p i e t y  on t h e  one h a n d ,  and n a t u r a l i s ­

t i c ,  p r a g m a t i c  t h o u g h t  on  t h e  o t h e r .  They em ph as ized  knowing 

th e  s e l f  and knowing t h e  w o r l d .  They a d v o c a t e d  th e  humble 

p u r s u i t  o f  knowledge and t h e  humble p u r s u i t  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  f o r  

t h e  sa k e  o f  most e x c e l l e n t l y  l i v i n g  i n  th e  w o r l d ,  and n o t  f o r  

t h e  sa k e  o f  r e n o u n c in g  i t .

T h i s  W e s te rn  h u m a n i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  was c a r r i e d  on by 

t h e  Romans, n o t a b l y  by C i c e r o ,  E p i c t e t u s ,  and Marcus A u r e l i u s .  

The g u a r d i a n s  o f  c l a s s i c a l  l o r e  d u r i n g  t h e  Middle  A ges ,  t h e  

C h r i s t i a n  churchm en ,  were  som etim es i n f l u e n c e d  by i t  enough 

t o  m o d e ra te  t h e i r  a s c e t i c i s m .  John o f  S a l i s b u r y ,  f o r  ex am ple ,  

a n t i c i p a t e s  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  h u m a n i s t s  o f  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e ,  who 

c o n t r i b u t e d  so s i g n i f i c a n t l y  t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  r e t u r n  from 

C h r i s t i a n  o t h e r - w o r l d l i n e s s  t h a t  had p r e v a i l e d  f o r  many c e n ­

t u r i e s ,  t o  a w i d e s p r e a d  i n t e r e s t  i n  r i g h t  l i v i n g  i n  t h i s  

w o r l d ,  t o  t h e  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  G r e e k s ’ i n t e r e s t  i n  h u m a n i ty .  

Though s t r o n g l y  com m it ted  t o  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  Erasmus and S i r  

Thomas More r e v e a l  a l i v e l y  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  The 

a u s t e r i t y  o f  t h e  Middle  Ages h as  m e l t e d .  T h i s  b a l a n c e  b e ­

tween  p i e t y  and t h e  d e s i r e  t o  know t h e  w o r ld  i s  f o u n d ,  t o o ,  

i n  S p e n s e r  and M i l t o n ,  i n  S w i f t  and J o h n s o n .  The s e c u l a r



11

s p i r i t  i s  h a rm o n ise d  w i t h  e t h i c a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  t h e  

w r i t i n g s  o f  R a b e l a i s ,  M o n ta ig n e ,  Moli&re^and Ben J o n s o n .

D u r in g  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e ,  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and humanism 

f low ed  s e r e n e l y  t o g e t h e r .  Most o f  th e  m a jo r  h u m a n i s t s  were  

C h r i s t i a n s .  But t h e  h u m a n i s t ' s  d e s i r e  f o r  p r e c i s i o n  o f  

knowledge l e d  t o  t e x t u a l  work on t h e  B i b l e  w h ich  e v e n t u a l l y  

c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  a g row ing  s k e p t i c i s m  a b o u t  t h e  d i v i n e  o r i g i n s  

o f  th e  book*

A f t e r  s e v e r a l  c e n t u r i e s  o f  a s t e a d i l y  i n c r e a s i n g  

s c i e n t i f i c  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  t h e  h u m a n i s t  fo u nd  t h a t  t h e  m i r a c u ­

l o u s  b a s i s  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  made i m p o s s i b l e  an  e a s y  a c c e p t ­

a n c e .  Then h i s  di lemma became a c u t e .  U n w i l l i n g  t o  ren o u n c e  

t h e  new h a rd -w on  knowledge o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e ,  and y e t  u n w i l l i n g  

t o  t u r n  mankind o v e r  t o  th e  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  a s s u m p t io n s  o f  

s c i e n c e ,  he r e c o g n i z e d  h i s  t a s k  a s  t h a t  o f  s a l v a g e r  and p r o ­

t e c t o r  o f  s p i r i t u a l  v a l u e s  f o r  a s k e p t i c a l  a g e ,  v a l u e s  t h a t  

f o r  c e n t u r i e s  had had a m e t a p h y s i c a l  J u s t i f i c a t i o n .

The h u m a n is t  f i n d s  a d e q u a te  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  e t h i c s  

and t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  i n  t h e  w h o le n e s s  t h e y  g iv e  t o  

m a n 's  l i f e .  So he would p r e s e r v e  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  r e l i g i o n  

a p a r t  f rom  t h e i r  m e t a p h y s i c a l  c o n c o m i t a n t s .  In  t h e  n i n e ­

t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  Emerson, T h o r e a u ,  and Matthew A rn o ld  were 

engaged  in  t h i s  k in d  o f  s a l v a g i n g  as  t h e y  p e r c e i v e d  d i s ­

harmony b e tw een  C h r i s t i a n  t h e o l o g y  and t h e  b u r g e o n i n g  s c i e n ­

t i f i c  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  n a t u r a l  phenomena. A rn o ld  p r e s e n t s  t h e  

h u m a n i s t ' s  a p p r o v a l  o f  a s c i e n c e  t h a t  does  n o t  presume t o  

ex ce ed  i t s  f u n c t i o n  o f  c o m p i l in g  i n f o r m a t i o n  and g e n e r a l i z i n g
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a b o u t  n a t u r a l  phenomena:

I t  i s  t h e  h a b i t  o f  i n c r e a s e d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
s e r i o u s n e s s ,  b r e d  o f  a w id e r  e x p e r i e n c e  and o f  
a l a r g e r  a c q u a i n t a n c e  w i t h  m e n 's  m e n ta l  h i s t o r y ,  
which  i s  now t r a n s f o r m i n g  r e l i g i o n  i n  o u r  c o u n t r y .  
I n t e l l i g e n t  p e o p le  among t h e  e d u c a t e d  c l a s s e s  
grow more and more s c e p t i c a l  o f  t h e  m i r a c u l o u s  
d a t a  w h ich  s u p p ly  th e  b a s i s  f o r  our  r e c e i v e d  
t h e o l o g y , 2

A rn o ld  f i n d s  t h e  so u n d n e ss  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  no t  in  i t s  dogma, 

t h e o l o g y ,  and c h u r c h  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  b u t  in  " t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  

and word o f  J e s u s . The g r e a t  c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f  J e s u s  was 

t o  advance  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  man by e x e m p l i f y i n g  i n  h i s  own

l i f e  and d e a t h  and in  h i s  t e a c h i n g  t h e  s u p e r i o r  p r o f u n d i t y

and p o s i t i v e n e s s  o f  a n n i h i l a t i n g  s e l f - l o v e  t h r o u g h  agape  

t o  th e  H e b ra ic  f e a r i n g  and f l e e i n g  from s i n .  A rno ld  e l o ­

q u e n t l y  e x p r e s s e s  th e  h u m a n i s t ' s  u n w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  g iv e  a l l  

t o  p i e t y ,  t h o u g h :

No words o f  d e v o t i o n  and a d m i r a t i o n  c a n  be to o  
s t r o n g  t o  r e n d e r  t h a n k s  t o  t h e s e  b e n e f i c e n t  
f o r c e s  i J u d a i s m  and C h r i s t i a n i t y J  which  have 
so bo rne  fo rw a rd  h u m an i ty  i n  i t s  a p p o i n t e d  work
o f  coming t o  th e  knowledge and  p o s s e s s i o n  o f
i t s e l f ;  above a l l ,  i n  t h o s e  moments when t h e i r  
a c t i o n  was t h e  w ho le som es t  and t h e  most n e c e s ­
s a r y .  . . .  And y e t  t h e  l e s s o n  must  p e r f o r c e  be
l e a r n e d ,  t h a t  t h e  human s p i r i t  i s  w id e r  t h a n  th e
most  p r i c e l e s s  o f  t h e  f o r c e s  w h ich  b e a r  i t  onward,  
and t h a t  t o  t h e  whole  d eve lopm en t  o f  man Hebraism  
i t s e l f  i s ,  l i k e  H e l l e n i s m ,  b u t  a c o n t r i b u t i o n , ^ -

The hu m an is t  a t t r i b u t e s  t o  m a n 's  s p i r i t u a l i t y  t h e  d e s i r e  t o

know th e  u n i v e r s e  i n  which  he has  been  p l a c e d  and h i s  e f f o r t

t o  d i s c o v e r  how t o  use  most  f r u i t f u l l y  t h e  s e n s e s ,  e m o t i o n s ,

% o r k s , V II I  (God and the B i b l e ) ,  x x x i - x x x i i .  
3 I b i d . , p. x x x i i i ,
M-Works, VI (Cul tu re  and Anarchy). 132-133#
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and i n t e l l i g e n c e  he has  b e e n  m y s t e r i o u s l y  g i v e n ,  and t o  use 

them f o r  sweet  and e n l i g h t e n e d  l i v i n g  in  t h i s  w o r l d .  A rn o ld  

i n c l u d e s  s c i e n c e  among " t h e  b e s t  t h a t  has  b e e n  t h o u g h t  and 

known i n  t h e  w o r l d . W h e r e a s  t h e  a d v o c a t e  o f  n a t u r a l i s m  

b e l i e v e s  t h a t  s c i e n t i f i c  knowledge h a s  n u l l i f i e d  a l l  o f  

C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  t h e  h u m a n is t  would  s e p a r a t e  C h r i s t i a n i t y ' s  

sound wisdom o f  th e  i n n e r  l i f e  from what  a p p e a r s ,  from a 

modern p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t o  be an  e l a b o r a t e  m y th o lo g y  f o r  a 

c r e d u l o u s  e r a  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  W e s t e r n  man.

I t  i s  common t o  f i n d  t h e  word " h u m a n i s t "  a p p l i e d  t o  

w i d e l y  v a r y i n g  groups  o f  t h i n k e r s  i n  t h i s  c e n t u r y .  The 

U n i t a r i a n s ,  r e a c t i n g  v i o l e n t l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l i s m  

o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  a s s e r t  th e  c o n t i n u o u s n e s s  o f  man and N a t u r e ,  

y e t  c a l l  t h e m s e lv e s  h u m a n i s t s  th o u gh  t h e y  a d v o c a t e  m e r e ly  

s o c i a l  r e f o r m s .  Some s c i e n t i s t s ,  e m p h a s i z in g  t h e  i n c r e a s e d  

p h y s i c a l  c o m f o r t  o f  man t h a t  r e s u l t s  from t h e i r  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  

s t u d y  o f  t h e  w o r ld  o f  a p p e a r a n c e s ,  c a l l  t h e m s e lv e s  h u m a n i s t s .  

Bo th  o f  t h e s e  g r o u p s ,  w h i l e  s h a r i n g  th e  c o m p le te  h u m a n i s t ' s  

s k e p t i c i s m  o f  dogma and t h e o l o g y ,  deny o r  i g n o r e  t h e  id e a  o f  

i n n e r  work w i t h i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  Both  assume man and N a tu re  

a r e  a t  one .  S t i l l  a n o t h e r  g ro u p ,  c a l l e d  C h r i s t i a n  h u m a n i s t s ,  

a s s e n t i n g  i n  t h e  id e a  o f  m an 's  w i l l  e f f e c t i n g  a h i g h e r  q u a l i t y  

o f  l i f e  w i t h i n ,  b u t  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e  p u l l  to w ard  s i n  i s  so 

g r e a t  t h a t  no m e re ly  s e c u l a r  p h i l o s o p h y  w i l l  p r e v a i l ,  h o ld  

t h a t  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  o f  c o n t r o l  w i t h i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c a n  o n ly

Sw o rk s , V I ,  I4.I
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be a p p e a l e d  t o  t h r o u g h  r i c h  and awesome symbols and r i t u a l s ,  

and t h a t  w i t h o u t  t h e  i m p r e s s i v e  w e ig h t  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l  

a u t h o r i t y  few p e o p le  c an  s e c u r e  t h e  d e p t h  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  

t h a t  t h e y  a r e  p o t e n t i a l l y  c a p a b l e  o f .  These men a r e  human­

i s t i c  i n  t h e i r  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  decorum and c r i t i c i s m  a r e  

needed  t o  keep  r e l i g i o n  d i g n i f i e d  and p u r e .

T w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  h u m a n i s t s  who f o l l o w  A rn o ld  i n  a f ­

f i r m i n g  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  s p i r i t  y e t  s t o p p i n g  s h o r t  o f  r e l i g i o n  

a r e  r a r e .  Am erica  was t h e  sc en e  o f  a p o w e r fu l  h u m a n i s t  move­

ment in  t h e  1 9 2 0 ' s  and 1 9 3 0 ' s .  Of i t s  c h i e f  m e m b e r s - - l r v i n g  

B a b b i t t ,  Paul  Elmer More, S t u a r t  P. Sherman, Norman F o e r s t e r ,  

Gorham B. Munson, G. R. E l l i o t t ,  and T. S. E l i o t - - o n l y  Bab­

b i t t  and F o e r s t e r  rem a in ed  l o y a l  t o  an  i n d e p e n d e n t  humanism. 

Sherman abandoned humanism f o r  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m ,  and t h e  

o t h e r s  e v e n t u a l l y  moved i n t o  r e l i g i o n .

B a b b i t t  had a n o t h e r  u n o f f i c i a l  a l l y ,  th o u g h  he ne v e r  

p u b l i c l y  acknowledged  h im .  R o b e r t  F r o s t  has  c o n s i s t e n t l y  

e s p o u s e d  a humanism t h a t  i s  d i s t i n c t  f rom b o t h  n a t u r a l i s m  

and r e l i g i o n .  These two men have  i m p o r t a n t  a f f i n i t i e s :  b o t h

were  b o rn  i n t o  a p e r i o d  do m in a ted  by n a t u r a l i s m ;  b o t h  l i v e d  

many y e a r s  i n  New Eng land  w i t h  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  P u r i t a n  i d e a l ­

ism;  and b o t h  have  a s  an  a n c e s t o r  Emerson, whom A rn o ld  names 

" t h e  f r i e n d  and a i d e r  o f  t h o s e  who would l i v e  i n  t h e  s p i r i t ,  

whose own l i f e  was s p e n t  i n  making t h e  b e s t  v a l u e s  o f  t h e  p a s t  

i n t e l l i g i b l e  t o  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  A m e r ic an s ,

^W orks . IV (D i s c o u r s e s  In  A m e r i c a ) ,  368.



CHAPTER II

MODERN HUMANISM

E t h i c s  P r e d o m i n a n t :
The Humanism o f  I r v i n g  B a b b i t t

I r v i n g  B a b b i t t  w r o t e  p e r s i s t e n t l y  in  t h e  s e r v i c e  o f  

c i v i l i z e d  s t a n d a r d s .  He so u g h t  t o  d i s c o v e r  t h e  c a u s e  o f  t h e  

t e r r i b l e  s h a l l o w n e s s  and h o l lo w n e s s  t h a t  have been  g r a d u a l l y  

p e r v a d i n g  t h e  l i f e  o f  th e  W es te rn  w o r ld  s i n c e  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  

r e  l i g i  on c e a s e d  t o  be im m e d ia te ly  f e l t  by n e a r l y  e v e ry o n e  a s  

t h e  g u id e  t o  r i g h t  knowledge and c o n d u c t .  T h i s  i s  B a b b i t t ’ s 

p u r p o s e ,  t o  d i a g n o s e  t h e  a i l m e n t  o f  modern l i f e ;  so we do 

n o t  f i n d  him ’’t r y i n g  t o  g iv e  roun d ed  e s t i m a t e s  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  — 

d e l i g h t f u l  and l e g i t i m a t e  a s  t h a t  ty p e  o f  c r i t i c i s m  i s - - b u t  

t o  t r a c e  main c u r r e n t s  a s  a p a r t  o f  my s e a r c h  f o r  a s e t  o f  

p r i n c i p l e s  t o  oppose  t o  n a t u r a l i s m . ”7 The C h r i s t i a n  i d e a s  

o f  g r a c e  and c o n v e r s i o n  im ply  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a l i f e  f o r  

man d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  l i f e  o f  r o c k s ,  p l a n t s ,  and a n im a ls*  

Though man, l i k e  t h e  o t h e r  forms o f  l i f e ,  e x i s t s  i n  a u n i ­

v e r s e  o f  t im e  and c h a n g e ,  h e ,  u n l i k e  them, can  w i l l  t o  c o n ­

t r o l  th e  n a t u r a l  im p u l se s  t h a t  l e a d  him t o  commit s i n s ;  he 

c a n  assume r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  l e a d i n g  a more n e a r l y  p e r f e c t

^Irv in g  B a b b i t t ,  Rousseau and Romanticism (Boston ,
1 91 9 ) ,  p. x v i i .

15
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k in d  o f  l i f e ,  a l i f e  in d eed  a p p r o a c h i n g  th e  d i v i n e .  B a b b i t t  

a p p l i e s  t h e  word n a t u r a l i s m  t o  t h o s e  i d e a s  a b o u t  t h e  u n i v e r s e  

and human l i f e  t h a t  have g a in e d  t h e  a s c e n d a n c y  o v e r  th e  

C h r i s t i a n  v iew .  As our  v iew  o f  o u t e r  r e a l i t y  has  undergone  

t rem endous  c h a n g e ,  a s  we have come t o  assume t h e  m a t e r i a l i s m ,  

mechanism, and d e t e r m i n i s m  o f  s c i e n c e ,  t o  t a k e  s c i e n t i f i c  

h y p o t h e s i s  as  t r u t h  and s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r y  a s  commandment, so 

has t h e  g e n e r a l  id ea  o f  human l i f e  and i t s  meaning b een  

t e r r i f i c a l l y  d i m i n i s h e d .  Man h as  become i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  

N a t u r e .  A monism has  r e p l a c e d  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  d u a l i s m  t h a t  

c r e d i t e d  man w i t h  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  l i f e  f rom 

t h e  r e s t  o f  c r e a t i o n .  F ree  c h o i c e ,  v i r t u e ,  and r e s p o n s i ­

b i l i t y  have become r e f i n e d  d e l u s i o n s ;  c o n v e r s i o n  a k in d  o f  

e g o c e n t r i c  m adness ;  e t h i c s  a c o n v e n i e n t  s o c i a l  c o n t r o l .

T h is  a s s u m p t io n  by many p e o p le  t h a t  man and N a tu re  a r e  

a t  one g i v e s  us "a w o r ld  t h a t  has gone wrong on f i r s t  p r i n ­

c i p l e s . ”® B a b b i t t  a p p ro v e s  o f  t h e  modern p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  

i n d i v i d u a l  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  a s o u n d e r  c r i t e r i o n  t h a n  o u t e r  

a u t h o r i t y ,  b u t  he a r g u e s  t h a t  b e c a u s e  humane v a l u e s  w ere  in  

t h e  p a s t  g iv e n  s a n c t i o n  by  o r g a n i z e d  r e l i g i o n ,  t h e i r  v a l i d i t y  

i s  n o t  t h e r e f o r e  d e p e n d e n t  upon o r g a n i z e d  r e l i g i o n  o r  dogma.

He c h a r g e s  t h a t  th e  s c i e n t i s t s  and t h e i r  f o l l o w e r s  a r e  

i n c o m p le t e  p o s i t i v i s t s  i n s o f a r  a s  t h e y  l e a v e  o u t  e t h i c s .

Our e x p e r i e n c e  in  l i v i n g ,  n o t  t h e o l o g i c a l  a u t h o r i t y ,  f o r c e s  

us t o  a f f i r m  t h e  h i g h e r  w i l l  " a s  a p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f a c t ,  one

® I b i d . , p .  367
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o f  t h e  immedia te  d a t a  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  a p e r c e p t i o n  so  

p r i m o r d i a l  t h a t ,  compared w i t h  i t ,  t h e  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  d e n i a l s  

o f  m a n 's  m o ra l  f reedom  a r e  o n ly  a m e t a p h y s i c a l  d r e a m . " ^  I n  

book a f t e r  book and e s s a y  a f t e r  e s s a y  B a b b i t t  s e e k s  t o  i l l u s ­

t r a t e  how so  t rem endous  an o m is s i o n  has  v i t i a t e d  a l l  th e  

im p o r t a n t  c i v i l i z e d  human a c t i v i t i e s — e d u c a t i o n ,  g o v e rn m e n t ,  

c r i t i c i s m ,  a r t ,  l o v e - -h o w  t h e  u n w a r ra n te d  i m p o r t a t i o n  i n t o  

human l i f e  o f  th e  a s s u m p t io n s  o f  s c i e n c e  has  c a u s e d  c o n f u s i o n  

and d i s t o r t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  way human b e in g s  s h o u ld  t r y  t o  c o n ­

d u c t  t h e m s e l v e s .  B ecause  he b r e a k s  w i t h  t h e  p a s t  in  d i s c l a i m ­

ing t h e o l o g i c a l  a u t h o r i t y  a s  a mode o f  knowing, and a p p e a l s  

t o  i n d i v i d u a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  and b e c a u se  h i s  methcfid o f  r e h a b i l i - ” 

t a t i n g  m a n 's  e t h i c a l  n a t u r e  i s  t o  p r e s e n t  e v id e n c e  ( " n o t  a 

s e t  o f  t h e o r i e s  b u t  a body o f  f a c t s " * ® )  o f  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n s  

c a u s e d  by t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  v iew  o f  man, B a b b i t t  c l a i m s  f o r  

h i m s e l f  t h e  t i t l e  o f  e t h i c a l  p o s i t i v i s t .

B a b b i t t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  two k in d s  o f  n a t u r a l i s m ,  some­

what a t  odds w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r ,  b u t  v e r y  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  a t  

i m p o r t a n t  p o i n t s ,  and b o th  p r o c e e d in g  from th e  a s s u m p t io n  

t h a t  man and N a tu re  a r e  a t  on e :  s c i e n t i f i c  n a t u r a l i s m  and

s e n t i m e n t a l  n a t u r a l i s m .  The f i r s t  has  l ed  t o  t h e  w i d e s p r e a d  

m i s c o n c e p t i o n  t h a t  a m an 's  p r im a r y  aim s h o u ld  be t o  s e c u r e  

c o m fo r t  f o r  h i m s e l f  and h i s  f e l l o w s  by c o n c e n t r a t i n g  upon a 

m a t e r i a l i s t i c  p r o g r e s s ,  by d e v e l o p in g  e f f i c i e n t  m ethods f o r

9 l r v i a g  B a b b i t t ,  "Humanism: An E ssa y  At D e f i n i t i o n , "
i n  Humanism and A m e r ic a , e d .  Norman F o e r s t e r  (New Y ork ,  1 9 3 0 ) ,

p ’  3 9 ‘  10xvR ousseau  and R om an t ic i sm ,  p .  x v i .



18

t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  goods t h a t  can  make l i f e  p h y s i c a l l y  e a s i e r .  

The se co n d  h a s  l e d  to  t h e  g e n e r a l  a p p r o v a l  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  

tem peram ent  and impulse . ,  t o  t h e  t e n d e n c y  t o  c a l l  t h a t  good 

w h ich  i s  n a t u r a l ,  and t o  t h e  a s s u m p t io n  t h a t  s o c i e t y  ( o r  

s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s )  must  b e a r  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and blame 

f o r  i n d i v i d u a l  a b e r r a t i o n s  and w e a k n e s s e s .  In  s h o r t ,  w i t h  

t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  v iew  o f  l i f e ,  p r o g r e s s ,  v i r t u e ,  and r e f o r m  

become s o c i a l  m a t t e r s ,  and  n o t  i n d i v i d u a l  o n e s .  B a b b i t t ' s  

p e r s i s t e n t  theme i s  t h a t  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  n a t u r a l i s t  and t h e  

s e n t i m e n t a l  n a t u r a l i s t  d i s t o r t  human l i f e  by e m p h a s iz in g  

t o o  e x c l u s i v e l y  one s i d e  o f  man.

The Law f o r  Man and t h e  Law f o r  Th ing  

B a b b i t t  u s e s  a s  an  e p i g r a p h  f o r  h i s  f i r s t  book ,  L i t e r a ­

t u r e  and t h e  A m erican  C o l l e g e , t h e s e  l i n e s  f rom E m erson’ s ”Ode, 

I n s c r i b e d  t o  W. H. C h a n n in g ” :

T here  a r e  two laws d i s c r e t e  
Not r e c o n c i l e d , —
Law f o r  man, and law f o r  t h i n g ;
The l a s t  b u i l d s  town and f l e e t ,
But i t  r u n s  w i l d ,
And d o th  t h e  man u n k in g .

T h i s  d u a l i s m  be tw een  man and N a tu re  i s  t h e  m a jo r  a s s u m p t io n

o f  B a b b i t t ' s  New Humanism. A s h a r p  d i s t i n c t i o n  must  be made

b e tw ee n  human n a t u r e  and p h y s i c a l  N a t u r e ,  f o r  a d i f f e r e n t

k i n d ,  a d i f f e r e n t  q u a l i t y ,  o f  l i f e  i s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  man th a n

i s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  th e  o t h e r  s p e c i e s  o f  l i f e  on t h e  e a r t h .

B a b b i t t  a t t r i b u t e s  most  o f  th e  c o n f u s i o n  i n  modern l i f e  t o

a g e n e r a l  n e g l e c t  o f  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n .  Both  th e  s c i e n t i f i c

n a t u r a l i s t  and t h e  s e n t i m e n t a l  n a t u r a l i s t  n e g l e c t  th e  law
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f o r  man and " a t t e m p t  t o  e r e c t  on n a t u r a l i s t i c  f o u n d a t i o n s  a 

c o m p le te  p h i l o s o p h y  of  l i f e . Mii O th e r  fo rm s o f  l i f e  d r i f t  

w i t h  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  f l u x ,  a r e  p o w e r l e s s  t o  r e s i s t .  Man, 

too ,  may su b m it  t o  t h e  e m o t i o n s ,  i m p u l s e s ,  and d e s i r e s  t h a t  

l i n k  him w i t h  p h y s i c a l  N a t u r e ,  b u t  B a b b i t t  a s s e r t s  t h a t  man 

becomes human i n s o f a r  a s  he d e v e l o p s  h i s  e t h i c a l  s e l f  by 

e x e r c i s i n g  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h i s  n a t u r a l  s e l f .

S in c e  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  dogmas o f  m a t e r i a l i s m ,  mechanism, 

and d e t e r m i n i s m  have come to  dom ina te  t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  W es te rn  

C i v i l i z a t i o n ,  t h e r e  has  been  much c e l e b r a t i o n - - e v e n  g l o r i f i ­

c a t i o n —o f  t h e  ' n a t u r a l 1 i n s t i n c t u a l  s i d e  o f  l i f e .  The m ajor  

p re m ise  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h a t  man i s  a n o t h e r  ' t h i n g '  c a u g h t  i n  

t im e  and change  and ,  s u b s e r v i e n t  t o  t h e i r  l a w s ,  he b e s t  f u l ­

f i l l s  h i s  d e s t i n y  by f o l l o w i n g  h i s  im p u lse s  and t h u s  p e r f e c t ­

ing  h i s  harmony w i t h  o u t e r  N a t u r e .

The s e n t i m e n t a l  n a t u r a l i s t ,  a s su m in g  t h a t  o n l y  t h e _ 

Law f o r  T h in g  o p e r a t e s  w i t h i n  h i m s e l f ,  has  no s t a n d a r d  b u t  

h i m s e l f  by which  t o  m easure  h i s  b e h a v i o r .  Thus h i s  t e m p e r a ­

m en t ,  h i s  moods, h i s  f e e l i n g s  become r i g h t  and a p p r o p r i a t e  

b e c a u s e  he h a s  them, and t h e y  seem to  c o r r e s p o n d  n i c e l y  t o  

p h y s i c a l  N a tu re  b e c a u s e  t h e y  to o  undergo  c o n s t a n t  c h a n g e .  

Obeying im p u ls e s  and i n d u l g i n g  th e  s e n s e s  and e m o t io n s  a r e  

' v i r t u e s , '  a r e  t h e  h i g h e s t  end o f  human l i f e .  The s e n t i ­

m e n ta l  n a t u r a l i s t  b a t h e s  in  s u b j e c t i v i t y  and e x u l t s  i n  i t .

The c h i e f  p o i n t  o f  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw een  t h e  s e n t i m e n t a l

*^Rousseau and Romanticism, p. x .
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n a t u r a l i s t  and t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  n a t u r a l i s t  i s  t h a t  t h e  man o f  

s c i e n c e  s t r u g g l e s  t o  overcome s u b j e c t i v i t y .  But t h i s  does  

n o t  l e a d  him t o  a f f i r m  t h e  human law. He works w i t h  t h e  

a s s u m p t io n  t h a t  we c a n  'know , 1 i n  a d e m o n s t r a b le  way, o n ly  

a b o u t  phenomena t h a t  come u nd e r  t h e  Law f o r  T h in g .  I f  he 

does  n o t  o v e r t l y  deny t h e  human law, he i g n o r e s  i t  i n  p r a c ­

t i c e .  So t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  n a t u r a l i s t  i s ,  l i k e  t h e  s e n t i m e n t a l  

n a t u r a l i s t ,  p r e o c c u p i e d  w i t h  t h e  Law f o r  T h ing .  He t r i e s  t o  

keep  p e r s o n a l  whim and p r e j u d i c e  f rom c o l o r i n g  h i s  f i n d i n g s  

a s  he s e e k s  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  u n i v e r s e  and th e  p h y s i c a l  

l i f e  o f  man.

O c c a s i o n a l l y  someone p r o f e s s e s  t o  f i n d  in  t h i s  s c i e n ­

t i f i c  d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s  t h e  remedy f o r  t h e  e t h i c a l  s h a l l o w n e s s  

o f  modern man. This  i s  t h e  b u r d e n  o f  W a l te r  L ippm ann 's  p r e ­

s c r i p t i o n  i n  h i s  book,  A P r e f a c e  t o  M o r a l s ;

To become d e t a c h e d  f rom o n e ' s  p a s s i o n s  and t o  u n d e r ­
s t a n d  them c o n s c i o u s l y  i s  t o  r e n d e r  them d i s i n t e r e s t e d .
A d i s i n t e r e s t e d  mind i s  ha rm onious  w i t h  i t s e l f  and 
w i t h  r e a l i t y .

T h is  i s  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  by w h ich  a h u m a n i s t i c  
c u l t u r e  becomes b e a r a b l e .  I f  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  a 
t h e o c r a t i c  c u l t u r e  i s  d ep en d e n ce ,  o b e d ie n c e ,  con ­
f o r m i t y  in  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a superhuman power which  
a d m i n i s t e r s  r e a l i t y ,  th e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  humanism i s  
d e ta c h m e n t ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  and d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s  i n  
t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  r e a l i t y  i t s e l f . 12

Lippmann p r o p o s e s  t h a t  s c i e n t i s t s  a r e  a p p r o p r i a t e  models  f o r

moderns t o  i m i t a t e  in  t h e i r  p u r s u i t  o f  p e r f e c t i o n :

They have d e v e lo p e d  an  e l a b o r a t e  method f o r  d e t e c t ­
ing and d i s c o u n t i n g  t h e i r  p r e j u d i c e s .  I t  c o n s i s t s  
o f  i n s t r u m e n t s  o f  p r e c i s i o n ,  an  a c c u r a t e  v o c a b u l a r y ,  
c o n t r o l l e d  e x p e r i m e n t ,  and  t h e  s u b m is s io n  n o t  o n ly

i^ w a l te r  Lippmann, A P reface  To Morals (New York, 1929) ,
pp. 2 2 0 -2 2 1 .
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o f  t h e i r  r e s u l t s  b u t  o f  t h e i r  p r o c e s s e s  t o  t h e  Jud g ­
ment o f  t h e i r  p e e r s *  T h i s  method p r o v i d e s  a body i n  
w h ich  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s  c a n  l i v e ,  and 
i t  m igh t  be s a i d  t h a t  modern s c i e n c e ,  n o t  i n  i t s  
c ru d e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  b u t  i n  i t s  inward p r i n c i p l e ,  n o t ,  
t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  a s  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  a u t o m o b i l e s ,  e l e c ­
t r i c  r e f r i g e r a t o r s ,  and ra y o n  s i l k ,  b u t  i n  t h e  
b e h a v i o r  o f  t h e  men who i n v e n t  and p e r f e c t  t h e s e  
t h i n g s ,  i s  t h e  a c t u a l  r e a l i z a t i o n  i n  a p r a c t i c a b l e  
mode o f  c o n d u c t  w h ich  can  be l e a r n e d  and p r a c t i c e d ,  
o f  t h e  i n s i g h t  o f  h ig h  r e l i g i o n .  The s c i e n t i f i c  
d i s c i p l i n e  i s  one way i n  w h ich  t h i s  i n s i g h t ,  h i t h e r t o  
l y r i c a l  and p e r s o n a l  and a p a r t ,  i s  b r o u g h t  down t o  
e a r t h  and i n t o  d i r e c t  and d e c i s i v e  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  
c o n c e r n s  o f  m ank ind .

I t  i s  no e x a g g e r a t i o n  t o  s a y  t h a t  p u re  s c i e n c e  i s  
h ig h  r e l i g i o n  i n c a r n a t e . *3

B ecause  Lippmann c a l l s  t h i s  d e t a c h e d  a d j u s t m e n t  t o  t h e  cosmos

"hum an ism ,11 B a b b i t t  r e b u k e s  him and c h a r g e s  t h a t  t h i s  i s

"a f l a g r a n t  m isu se  o f  t h e  w o rd11:

I t  i s  w e l l  t h a t  a man sh o u ld  a d j u s t  h i m s e l f  t o  th e  
r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  a n d ,  a s  a p r e l i m i n a r y ,  
s h o u ld  s t r i v e  t o  be o b j e c t i v e  in  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  s e n s e ;  
b u t  humanism c a l l s  f o r  an  a d j u s t m e n t  t o  a v e r y  d i f f e r ­
e n t  o r d e r  t h a t  i s  a l s o  " r e a l ’’ and " o b j e c t i v e "  i n  i t s  
own way.  I t  i n s i s t s  i n  s h o r t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a " law 
f o r  man" a s  w e l l  a s  a " law f o r  t h i n g , "  and i s  in  t h i s  
s e n se  d u a l i s t i c . ^

O nly  by o b e d ie n c e  t o  t h e  Law f o r  Man c a n  we r i g h t l y  a p p l y  t h e

knowledge we co m p i le  a b o u t  t h e  Law f o r  T h in g .  An a s s i d u o u s

w ork ing  o n l y  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  law i s  a t  b e s t

s h a l l o w  and may e a s i l y  t u r n  i n t o  so m e th in g  h o r r i b l e  f o r  man.

I f  s c i e n t i f i c  d i s c i p l i n e  i s  n o t  su p p le m e n te d  by a 
t r u l y  h u m a n i s t i c  o r  r e l i g i o u s  d i s c i p l i n e  t h e  r e s u l t  
i s  u n e t h i c a l  s c i e n c e ,  and u n e t h i c a l  s c i e n c e  i s  p e r ­
haps t h e  w o r s t  m o n s te r  t h a t  h a s  y e t  been  t u r n e d  lo o s e  
on t h e  r a c e . O

^ I b i d . ,  pp .  2 3 8 -2 3 9 .
^ Humanism and A m e r ic a , p .  33.  
^ Rousseau  and R o m an t ic i sm , p .  3 8 3 .
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The Law f o r  Man i m p l i e s  "an e le m e n t  o f  o n e n e s s  some- 

w h e r e ,  w i t h  r e f e r e n c e  t o  w h ic h  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  m easu re  t h e  

mere m a n i f o l d n e s s  and  c h a n g e , H u m a n  e x p e r i e n c e ,  B a b b i t t  

a r g u e s ,  l e a d s  t o  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  h a p p i n e s s  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  

i f  one r e l a x e s  and d r i f t s  w i t h  th e  f l u x  o f  h i s  t e m p era m en t ,  

and t h a t  o n l y  a s h a l lo w  com placency  c a n  f o l l o w  f rom  a o n e ­

s i d e d  s c i e n t i f i c  w ork ing  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  Law f o r  T h in g ;

The supreme maxim o f  t h e  e t h i c a l  p o s i t i v i s t  i s :
By t h e i r  f r u i t s  s h a l l  ye know them . I f  I o b j e c t  t o  
a r o m a n t i c  p h i l o s o p h y  i t  i s  b e ca u se  I do n o t  l i k e  
i t s  f r u i t s ,  (R ousseau  and R o m a n t ic i sm , p .  x v i . )

Growth a s  a man i s  d i f f e r e n t  i n  k in d  from g row th  a s  a n  o b j e c t

o f  N a t u r e :

I f  man a s  a n a t u r a l  phenomenon grows by e x p a n d in g ,  
man a s  man grows by c o n c e n t r a t i n g .  He p r o v e s  t h a t  
he i s  s e t  above n a t u r e ,  n o t  so  much by h i s  power t o  
a c t ,  as  by h i s  power t o  r e f r a i n  from a c t i n g , *7

Here B a b b i t t  i s  im p ly in g  t h a t  man c a n  e x e r c i s e  w i l l  i n  c o n ­

t r o l l i n g  h i s  im p u l s e s .  Whereas Lippmann a s s e r t s  t h a t  what  

modern man has  l o s t  i s  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  " ' t h e r e  i s  an 

im m o r ta l  e s s e n c e  p r e s i d i n g  l i k e  a k in g  o v e r  h i s  a p p e t i t e s , ' " 1® 

B a b b i t t  s e e k s  t o  s a l v a g e  t h i s  e s s e n c e — or h i g h e r  w i l l ,  a s  he 

c a l l s  i t - - b y  a f f i r m i n g  i t  "as  a p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f a c t , " t e s t i n g  

on i n t u i t i o n  b u t  c o n f i r m e d  by e x p e r i e n c e .  B a b b i t t  i l l u s t r a t e s  

t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  be tw een  human l i f e  and mere p h y s i c a l  l i f e  

when he w r i t e s  t h a t

c h a r a c t e r  a s  A r i s t o t l e  u s e s  t h e  word i m p l i e s  some­
t h i n g  t h a t  man p o s s e s s e s  and t h a t  a h o r s e  o r  t r e e  
d oes  n o t  p o s s e s s — t h e  power namely t o  d e l i b e r a t e

^ Rousseau and Romanticism, p,  x i i ,
J Z l r v i n g  B a b b i t t , The New Laokoon ( B o s to n ,  1 9 1 0 ) ,  p ,  201, 
1 “Quoted by B a b b i t t  i n  Humanism and A m e r i c a , p ,  3.9* 
19Humanism and A m e r i c a , p ,
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and c h o o s e .  A man h a s  a good o r  bad c h a r a c t e r ,  
he i s  e t h i c a l  o r  u n e t h i c a l  . . . a c c o r d i n g  t o  
t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  c h o ic e  a s  i t  a p p e a r s  i n  what  he 
a c t u a l l y  d o e s .  (R ousseau  and R o m a n t ic i sm , p .  lj.7# )

The d a n g e r  o f  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  s c i e n c e  i s  t h a t  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w i l l  work to o  e x c l u s i v e l y  w i t h i n  t h e  Law f o r  

Thing  and le a v e  u n d e v e lo p ed  w i t h i n  h i m s e l f  h i s  b e s t  p o t e n ­

t i a l i t y ,  t h a t  he w i l l ,  i n  s h o r t ,  n e g l e c t  t o  d e v e lo p  h i m s e l f  

a s  a whole  man. The c o n s e q u e n c e s  which  t h e  s e n t i m e n t a l  

n a t u r a l i s t  must  s u f f e r  a r e  much s e v e r e r .  He no t  o n ly  ends  

a s  a f r a c t i o n  o f  a man, b u t  h i s  c o n s t a n t  a c t i n g  upon im pu lse  

l e a d s  t o  e v e r - i n c r e a s i n g  ch aos  in  h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e .  Looking 

f o r  s e l f - f u l f i l l m e n t  and  h a p p i n e s s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  

o f  e m o t io n a l  e x p a n s io n  and s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e ,  he spend s  h i s  days  

c h a s i n g  phantoms which  must e v e r  e lu d e  him b e c a u se  t h e  Law 

f o r  Man, w h ic h  he n e g l e c t s  t o  h a rm on ize  h i s  p h y s i c a l  and 

e m o t i o n a l  s e l f  w i t h ,  p r e c l u d e s  human h a p p i n e s s  e x c e p t  by an 

i n t e l l i g e n t  s e l f - c o n t r o l :

The c h i e f  use  o f  any w id e n in g  ou t  o f  knowledge 
and sympathy must be t o  p r e p a r e  man more f u l l y  f o r  
t h e  supreme moment o f  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  and s e l e c t i o n ,  
t h e  moment when he e x e r c i s e s  h i s  own s p e c i a l  f a c u l ­
t i e s .  Now, t o  s e l e c t  r i g h t l y  a man must  have r i g h t  
s t a n d a r d s ,  and to  have r i g h t  s t a n d a r d s  means i n  
p r a c t i c e  t h a t  he must  c o n s t a n t l y  s e t  bounds t o  h i s  
own im p u l s e s .  Man grows in  th e  p e r f e c t i o n  p r o p e r  
t o  h i s  own n a t u r e  i n  a lm o s t  d i r e c t  r a t i o  t o  h i s  
g row th  i n  r e s t r a i n t  and s e l f - c o n t r o l .

(The New Laokoon,  pp. 20i«*202.)

N a t u r a l i s t i c  l i f e  and h u m a n i s t i c  l i f e  a r e  opposed  p r i n c i p l e s *  

Man, who combines  w i t h i n  h i m s e l f  t h e s e  opposed  p r i n c i p l e s ,  i s  

n o t  human i n  m e re ly  b e i n g  b o r n .  He must  obey h i s  i n t u i t i o n  

o f  t h e  Law f o r  Man, and c o n t r o l  t h a t  p a r t  o f  h i m s e l f  t h a t  i s
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s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  Law f o r  T h in g .  To be human i s  t o  be engaged 

i n  an  u n c e a s i n g  moral  s t r u g g l e  w i t h i n  o n e s e l f ,  t o  r e f u s e  t h e  

a l l u r e m e n t s  o f  a s e n s u o u s  and e m o t i o n a l  r e v e r y  in  o r d e r  t o  

a c h i e v e  t h e  k in d  o f  h a p p i n e s s  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  man.

In  t h e  e s s a y ,  "The B i c e n t e n a r y  o f  D i d e r o t , ” B a b b i t t  

v i g o r o u s l y  a t t a c k s  D i d e r o t  f o r  e x p l a i n i n g  away t h i s  i n n e r  

m o ra l  s t r u g g l e  a s  a f i c t i o n  t h a t  h&d b een  p r e s e r v e d  by o u t ­

moded c r e e d s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s :

I s  t h e  ‘war in  t h e  c a v e '  a r t i f i c i a l ,  a f t e r  a l l ?
Suppose i t  be t r u e ,  a s  t h e  h u m an is t  a s s e r t s ,  t h a t  
deep down in  t h e  b r e a s t  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  man, f a r  
more p r im a r y  and immedia te  t h a n  e i t h e r  t h o u g h t  o r  
f e e l i n g ,  i s  a power o f  c o n t r o l  ov e r  t h o u g h t  and 
f e e l i n g ,  a so m e th in g  t h a t  may be d e f i n e d  e x p e r i ­
m e n t a l l y  as  t h e  b a c k  p u l l  to w a rd s  t h e  c e n t e r .  In  
t h a t  c a s e ,  t h e  ‘war i n  t h e  c a v e , 1 so  f a r  f rom b e in g  
a r t i f i c i a l ,  t h e  mere p r e j u d i c e  o f  o u tw o rn  d ogm at ism s ,  
i s  a f a c t  o f  f o r m i d a b l e  i m p o r t .  To deny t h i s  f a c t  
i n  t h e  name o f  ' n a t u r e 1 i s  t o  be g u i l t y  o f  a mon­
s t r o u s  m u t i l a t i o n  o f  human n a t u r e ,  Hope f o r  t h e  
f u t u r e  may l i e  in  t h e  man who w i l l  p l a n t  h i m s e l f  
r e s o l u t e l y  on t h i s  f a c t  and  r e f u s e  t o  be drawn away 
from i t  i n t o  some p h a n ta s m a g o r i a  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  
or  e m o t i o n s ;  who w i l l  s u b j e c t  t o  a s t e r n  s c r u t i n y  
from t h e  p o i n t  o f  v iew  o f  t h i s  f a c t  t h e  f l u e n t  
a s s u m p t io n s  o f  b o t h  s c i e n t i f i c  and s e n t i m e n t a l  
n a t u r a l i s t s ;  who w i l l  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  ' l a w  f o r  man* 
even  as  t h e  B a c o n ia n  has  d e a l t  w i t h  t h e  ' l a w  f o r  
t h i n g , '  and lo ok  w i t h  a t  l e a s t  e q u a l  d i s d a i n  on 
th e  a p r i o r i s t  and t h e  b u i l d e r  o f  s y s t e m s ;  who w i l l  
t a k e  i s s u e  w i t h  th e  men o f  s c i e n c e ,  n o t  b e ca u se  
t h e y  a r e  h a r d h e a d e d ,  b u t  b e c a u se  t h e y  a r e  n o t  h a r d -  
headed  enough ;  whose c o m p la in t  o f  t h e  p o s i t i v i s t s  
w i l l  be t h a t  t h e y  a r e  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t l y  p o s i t i v e ;  
who w i l l  be r e a d y ,  i n  s h o r t ,  t o  r e a c t  i n  t h e  name 
o f  t h e  modern s p i r i t  a g a i n s t  t h e  g r e a t  e x p a n s i v e  
movement o f  t h e  p a s t  c e n t u r y ,  o f  which  D i d e r o t  i s  
r i g h t l y  h e ld  t o  be t h e  u n i v e r s a l  p r e c u r s o r . 20

B a b b i t t  does  n o t  r e s t  h i s  i d e a s  on an  u n c r i t i c a l  a c c e p t -

^ I r v i n g  B a b b i t t ,  Spanish  Character  and Other Essays
(B oston ,  191*0), pp. 119-120 .



a n ce  o f  t r a d i t i o n  and a u t h o r i t y .  He a p p ro v e s  o f  t h e  modern 

s p i r i t  t h a t  u s e s  e x p e r i e n c e  a s  t h e  t e s t  o f  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  

t h e o r i e s  ab o u t  human l i f e ;  b u t  he i n s i s t s  t h a t ,  though  l i f e  

may be a dream ( i . e . ,  we c a n n o t  g e t  f i n a l  an sw e rs  t o  o u r  m e ta ­

p h y s i c a l  q u e s t i o n s ) ,  i t  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  an  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  

dream , and i f  we a c t  on t h e  a s s u m p t io n  t h a t  i t  i s  and f a i l  

t o  manage i t  c a r e f u l l y ,  t h i s  dream can  " t u r n  i n t o  a n i g h t ­

m are .  The i d e a  t h a t  t h e  dream can  be managed l e a v e s  room 

f o r  human w i l l  and im p l i e s  t h a t  some o b j e c t i v i t y  i s  p o s s i b l e .  

As t h e  s c i e n t i s t  s t r i v e s  f o r  o b j e c t i v i t y  i n  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  Law 

f o r  T h in g ,  so t h e  h u m an is t  c a n  compare t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  man 

l i v i n g  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  d r i f t ,  w i t h  t h e  

r e s u l t s  o f  man l i v i n g  i n  an e f f o r t  t o  "do i n n e r  o b e i s a n c e  t o  

so m e th in g  h i g h e r  t h a n  h i s  o r d i n a r y  s e l f ,  w h e th e r  he c a l l s  

t h i s  so m e th in g  God, o r ,  l i k e  t h e  man o f  t h e  F a r  E a s t ,  c a l l s  

i t  h i s  h i g h e r  S e l f ,  o r  s im p ly  t h e  L a w . " ^

The p a r t  o f  human l i f e  t h a t  comes u n d e r  t h e  Law f o r
f

Man c a n  be o b s e r v e d  and g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  c a n  be drawn f rom 

t h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  a s  v a l i d l y  a s  t h e  s c i e n t i s t  c a n  s t u d y  t h e  

phenomena o f  p h y s i c a l  N a t u r e .  The hu m an is t  d e a l s  w i t h  f a c t s  

o f  human n a t u r e .  The human law makes "demands f o r  u n i t y ,  

m e a s u r e ,  p u r p o s e . " ^  The p u rp o se  o f  l i f e  i s  h a p p i n e s s .  

H a p p iness  i s  a c h i e v e d  by g r a s p i n g  t h e  u n i t y  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f

2 l R ousseau  and R o m an t ic i sm , p .  x i v .
2 2 j r v ing B a b b i t t ,  L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  Am erican  C o l l e g e  

(B o s to n ,  1 9 0 8 ) ,  p .  60.
23f h e  New Laokoon, p .  216 .
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t h e  change  and a p p l y i n g  t h e  law o f  m easure  t o  o n e ’ s n a t u r a l ­

i s t i c  d e s i r e s  and i m p u l s e s .  A knowledge o f  t h e  p e rm anen t  

t h a t  e x i s t s  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  change  " r e s u l t s  f rom e x p e r i ­

ence,—e x p e r i e n c e  v i v i f i e d  by t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n . " ^

H app iness  depends  upon an  i n s i g h t  i n t o  e t h i c s ,  man’ s 

l i n k  w i t h  t h e  p e rm a n e n t ,  and h a p p i n e s s  i s  n o t  a m a t t e r  o f  

chance  and c a p r i c e  any more t h a n  s c i e n t i f i c  knowledge i s .  

B a b b i t t  p r a i s e s  t h e  s c i e n t i s t  who r e f u s e s  t o  be an  a i r y  

m e t a p h y s i c i a n ,  on t h e  one h a n d ,  p r e t e n d i n g  t h a t  he has  t h e  

answ ers  t o  t h e  whole  o f  l i f e ,  and a mere c o l l e c t o r  o f  f a c t s  

on th e  o t h e r .  The t r u e  s c i e n t i s t  u s e s  i m a g i n a t i o n  b u t  i s  

c a r e f u l  t o  ch ec k  h i s  i n t u i t i o n s  w i t h  th e  f a c t s .  And t h i s ,  

t o o ,  must  be t h e  method o f  th e  h u m a n i s t :

Now th e  t r u e  h u m a n is t  d e a l s  w i t h  h i s  f a c t s  i n  a 
somewhat s i m i l a r  f a s h i o n :  on ly  t h e  f a c t s  on w h ich
he i s  f i x i n g  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  a r e  o f  an  e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r ­
e n t  o r d e r .  His  i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  d i s c i p l i n e d  t o  law, 
b u t  t h i s  law i s  n o t  th e  " law  f o r  t h i n g . "  He i s  t r a c ­
ing c a u se  and e f f e c t ,  b u t  t h e s e  c a u s a l  s e q u e n c e s  a r e  
n o t  th e  ones  t h a t  o c c u r  i n  p h y s i c a l  n a t u r e .  Because  
t h e r e  i s  in  u s ,  i n  L o w e l l ' s  p h r a s e ,  som eth ing  t h a t  
r e f u s e s  t o  be " B e n th a m i z e d , " th e  r o m a n t ic  i d e a l i s t  
looks  w i t h  s u s p i c i o n  on a c a u s e - a n d - e f f e e t  p h i lo s o p h y  
and th e  keen  a n a l y s i s  by w h ich  i t  c an  be e s t a b l i s h e d ;  
b u t  any o t h e r  t h a n  a c a u s e - a n d - e f f e c t  p h i lo s o p h y  i s  
l i k e l y  t o  f a l l  i n t o  s h e e r  u n r e a l i t y ;  inasmuch a s  
r e a l i t y  means p r a c t i c a l l y  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  law, and 
law i n  t u r n  means t h a t  as  a m a t t e r  o f  p o s i t i v e  
o b s e r v a t i o n  t h e r e  i s  a c o n s t a n t  a s s o c i a t i o n  be tw een  
c e r t a i n  phenomena e i t h e r  i n  t im e  o r  s p a c e - - a n  
a s s o c i a t i o n  t h a t  e x i s t s  q u i t e  a p a r t  f rom t h e  d e s i r e s  
or  o p i n i o n s  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  I f  t h e r e  i s  n o t  a 
human law t h a t  i s  t h u s  o b j e c t i v e ,  so  t h a t  t h e  p e r s o n  
who v i o l a t e s  i t  e x p o s e s  h i m s e l f  t o  c e r t a i n  c o n se q u e n c e s  
in  much t h e  same way t h a t  t h e  p e r s o n  who p u t s  h i s  
f i n g e r  i n t o  t h e  f i r e  e x p o s e s  h i m s e l f  t o  c e r t a i n  c o n ­
s e q u e n c e s ,  t h e n  t h e  human law i s  n o t  w o r th  go in g  in

2iJ-Ro usseau  and Romantic ism, p.  391*
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s e a r c h  o f ,  A s c e p t i c  o f  t h e  t y p e  o f  Hume would 
a f f i r m ,  i n d e e d ,  t h a t  t h e  v e r y  i dea  o f  c a u se  and 
e f f e c t  i s  no t  o b j e c t i v e  b u t  s u b j e c t i v e ,  t h a t  i t  
a r i s e s  f rom man’ s " p r o p e n s i t y  t o  f e i g n . "  But  even  
i f  we go t o  t h e  ex t reme  o f  s c e p t i c i s m  and l ook  on 
l i f e  m e re ly  a s  a "dream whose sh ap es  r e t u r n , "  i t  
r ema ins  t r u e  t h a t  t h e s e  r e t u r n i n g  s h a p e s  b e a r  a 
c e r t a i n  c o n s t a n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  one a n o t h e r ;  so 
t h a t  t h e y  a r e  s u s c e p t i b l e  o f  s t u d y  f rom th e  p o i n t  
o f  v i ew  o f  t h e  o n l y  problem t h a t  f i n a l l y  m a t t e r s - -  
t h e  p rob l em of  h a p p i n e s s  o r  u n h a p p i n e s s .  Of c a us e  
and e f f e c t  i n  any a b s t r a c t  and m e t a p h y s i c a l  s e n s e ,  
t h e  c r i t i c a l  hu m an i s t  i s  w i l l i n g  t o  avow h i s  i g n o ­
r a n c e ;  j u s t  a s  t h e  t r u e  man o f  s c i e n c e  adm i t s  t h a t  
he c an n o t  g r a s p  t h e  u l t i m a t e  e s s e n c e  b eh ind  t h e  c 
phenomenal  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  he i s  busy  i n  t r a c i n g .

T h i s  p a s s a g e  i s  a good i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  B a b b i t t ' s  

m o d e r a t i o n .  He t r i e s  t o  m e d i a t e  be tween  t h e  m ed i eva l  d i s ­

t r u s t  and r e n u n c i a t i o n  of  t h e  s e n s e s  and e m o t i o n s - - t h a t  l i n k  

man t o  t h e  p h y s i c a l  u n i v e r s e - - a n d  t h e  modern g l o r i f i c a t i o n  

o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  and e m o t i o n a l  i n  man. He s t o p s  s h o r t  o f  

d e c l a r i n g  f o r  r e l i g i o n  ( a l t h o u g h  " I  r ange  m y s e l f  u n h e s i ­

t a t i n g l y  on t he  s i d e  o f  t he  s u p e r n a t u r a l i s t s  " f ^ w h i l e  s e e k i n g  

t o  p r e s e r v e  t he  humane v a l u e s  t h a t  were f o r  c e n t u r i e s  bo r ne  

fo r w a r d  by r e l i g i o n .  His  method i s  s c i e n t i f i c  i n  t h a t  he 

t e s t s  t h e  modern e x a l t a t i o n  o f  emo t ion  by i t s  f r u i t s  and 

a c c u m u l a t e s  e v i d e n c e  t o  s u p p o r t  h i s  t h e s i s  t h a t  l i f e  pu r s u e d  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  Law f o r  Th ing  r e s u l t s  i n  s h a l l o w n e s s  and 

c o n f u s i o n  and u n h a p p i n e s s .

^ I r v i n g  B a b b i t t ,  Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p  (Bos ton .  
19210, pp .  233 -236 .

^ Humanism and A m e r i c a , p .  39.
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C o n c e n t r i c  E x p e r i e n c e  
and E c c e n t r i c  E x p e r i e n c e

B a b b i t t ' s  i d e a  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a Law f o r  Man by wh ich  

p e o p l e  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  n a t u r a l  s e l v e s  i n  o r d e r  t o  become human 

i m p l i e s  t h a t  moral  c h o i c e s  a r e  n o t  a m a t t e r  o f  whim, t h a t  

wisdom i s  p o s s i b l e ,  t h a t  s t a n d a r d s  e x i s t .  B a b b i t t  d e f i n e s  

t h e  word "work"  u s i n g  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n .  Work a c c o r d i n g  t o  

t h e  Law f o r  Thing r e s u l t s  i n  m a t e r i a l ,  u t i l i t a r i a n  p r o g r e s s ;  

bu t  work a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  Law f o r  Man r e s u l t s  i n  s p i r i t u a l  

improvement ,  i n  g r e a t e r  humanness o r  even  i n  r e l i g i o n .  The 

s c i e n t i s t  who works d i l i g e n t l y  o n l y  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  Law f o r  

T h i n g ,  and t h e  e m o t i o n a l i s t  who d r i f t s  w i t h  h i s  own moods 

a r e  b o t h  succumbing t o  s p i r i t u a l  i n d o l e n c e ,  t h e  g r e a t e s t  

human d e f i c i e n c y :

To a l l o w  o n e ' s  s e l f  t o  r e v o l v e  p a s s i v e l y  on t h e  
wheel  o f  change  ( s a m s a r a ) seemed t o  t h e  O r i e n t a l  
s age  t h e  acme o f  e v i l .

(Rousseau  and Romant i c i sm,  p .  2 6 1 . )

But  t o  a v o id  complacency  and t o  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  our  w o r s t

s e l v e s ,  we need some k i n d  o f  mode l .  We c an  f i n d  t h i s ,  B a b b i t t

s a y s ,  i n  t h e  i d ea  o f  c e n t r a l  human b e h a v i o r .  Our c h i e f  t a s k

a s  men i s  t o  c o r r e c t  ou r  own a b e r r a t i o n s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  what

i s  normal  and c e n t r a l  i n  human l i f e :

Each man has  h i s  i d i o s y n c r a s y  ( l i t e r a l l y  h i s  " p r i v a t e  
m i x t u r e " ) .  But  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  h i s  c om p l ex i on ,  h i s  
t em p e r a m en t a l  o r  p r i v a t e  s e l f ,  e v e r y  man ha s  a s e l f  
t h a t  he p o s s e s s e s  i n  common w i t h  o t h e r  men.

(Rousseau  and Roman t i c i sm , p .  I4.7 • )

E t h i c a l  b e h a v i o r  i s  t h e  g r e a t  c e n t r a l i z i n g  f o r c e  i n  human 

l i f e .  What s h o u l d  u n i t e  men i s  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  i n t u i t i o n  t h a t
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t h e  b e s t  s e l f  shou ld  be c u l t i v a t e d  by c h e c k i n g  t h e  impu l se s  

o f  t h e  o r d i n a r y  s e l f .  T h i s  k in d  o f  work g i v e s  a o n e n e s s  and 

a permanence  t o  human l i f e ,  s a v e s  i t  f rom t h e  t y r a n n y  o f  

i n c e s s a n t  change  which  o t h e r  k i n d s  o f  l i f e  must  s u f f e r .

A m an ' s  h a p p i n e s s  depends  much upon h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  

m ed i a t e  be tween  h i s  an im a l  s e l f  and h i s  s p i r i t u a l  s e l f .  

B a b b i t t  f i n d s  d i s t o r t i o n  i n  t h e  a s c e t i c i s m  o f  t h e  Middle  

Ages a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  s e n s u a l  and e m o t i o n a l  

t h r i l l s  o f  t he  modern e r a :

The human mind ,  i f  i t  i s  t o  keep  i t s  s a n i t y ,  
must  m a i n t a i n  t h e  n i c e s t  b a l a n c e  be tween  u n i t y  and 
p l u r a l i t y .  There  a r e  moments when i t  s h o u l d  have  
t h e  s e n s e  o f  communion w i t h  a b s o l u t e  b e i n g ,  and o f  
t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  h i g h e r  s t a n d a r d s  t h a t  t h i s  i n s i g h t  
b r i n g s ;  o t h e r  moments when i t  s hou ld  s ee  i t s e l f  a s  
b u t  a p a s s i n g  pha se  o f  t h e  e v e r l a s t i n g  f l u x  and 
r e l a t i v i t y  o f  n a t u r e ;  moments when,  w i t h  Emerson,  
i t  s h o u l d  f e e l  i t s e l f  " a l o n e  w i t h  t h e  gods a l o n e ; "  
and moments when,  w i t h  S a i n t e - B e u v e , i t  s hou ld  
look  upon i t s e l f  a s  o n l y  t h e  "most  f u g i t i v e  o f  i l l u ­
s i o n s  i n  t h e  bosom o f  t h e  i n f i n i t e  i l l u s i o n . "  I f  
m an ' s  n o b i l i t y  l i e s  i n  h i s  k i n s h i p  t o  t h e  One,  he 
i s  a t  t h e  same t im e  a phenomenon among o t h e r  
phenomena,  and o n l y  a t  h i s  r i s k  and p e r i l  n e g l e c t s  
h i s  phenomenal  s e l f .  The humane p o i s e  o f  h i s  f a c u l ­
t i e s  s u f f e r s  e q u a l l y  f rom an e x c e s s  o f  n a t u r a l i s m  
and an  e x c e s s  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l i s m .

(L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  Amer i can  C o l l e g e , pp .  2 7 - 2 8 . )

B a b b i t t  doe s  no t  deny t he  c l a i m  t h a t  t h e  s e n s e s  and em o t ions  

make upon u s ,  so he does  no t  a d v o c a t e  a s c e t i c i s m .  N e i t h e r  

does  he a d v o c a t e  a o n e - s i d e d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  de v e l o p m e n t .  A 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  r e s u l t s  i n  ' p r i d e  o f  

i n t e l l e c t , '  a s  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  s e n s e s  and emo t ions  

r e s u l t s  i n  s h a l l o w n e s s .  The key  t o  human h a p p i n e s s  i s  t h e  

i m a g i n a t i o n ,  and t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  must  c o o p e r a t e  w i t h  t h e  

i n t e l l e c t  i n  t he  s e r v i c e  o f  t h e  h i g h e r  w i l l .  W i l l  i s  t h e
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humaniz ing  a t t r i b u t e ,  b u t  i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  s ave  

one f rom a r i d  i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m  or  d e l u s i v e  emo t i on a l i sm*

The p o i n t  o f  n e a r l y  a l l  o f  B a b b i t t ’ s a n a l y s i s  o f  

Roman t i c i sm i s  t h a t  t he  h i g h e r  w i l l  c an  p r o v i d e  men w i t h  

i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  p r o found  t r u t h  t h a t  h a p p i n e s s  c an n o t  be  

a c h i e v e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  change  and e x p a n s i o n  

t h a t  gove rn  n a t u r a l i s t i c  l i f e .  Men must  a c c e p t  t h e i r  f i n i t e ­

ne s s  and a l s o  t h e i r  s p e c i f i c a l l y  human a b i l i t y  t o  r e i n  i n  

t h e i r  n a t u r a l i s t i c  i m p u l s e s .  Ha p p i n e s s  i s  p r i m a r i l y  an  

e t h i c a l  m a t t e r ,  d e pend ing  upon o n e ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  r e s i s t  t h e  

t r e m en d o u s ,  o v e rpo w er i ng  d e s i r e  t o  d r i f t  w i t h  o n e ' s  o r d i n a r y  

s e l f  and pu r su e  what  i s  r e a l l y  u n a t t a i n a b l e  w h i l e  i g n o r i n g

" t h e  h e r e  and now and t h e i r  p o s i t i v e  demands on h i s  c h a r a c t e r  
27

and w i l l " :

The e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  mood i s  a lways  t h e  s t r a i n i n g  
o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  away f rom t h e  h e r e  and now, f rom 
an a c t u a l i t y  t h a t  seems p a l t r y  and f ad e d  compared t o  
t h e  r a d i a n t  hues  o f  o n e ' s  d r eam.  The c l a s s i c i s t ,  
a c c o r d i n g  t o  A. W. S c h l e g e l ,  i s  f o r  making t h e  most  
o f  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  whe rea s  t h e  r o m a n t i c i s t  ho v e r s  
be tween  r e c o l l e c t i o n  and hope .  In  S h e l l e y a n  p h r a s e  
he " l o ok s  b e f o r e  and a f t e r  and p i n e s  f o r  what  i s  n o t . "
He i n c l i n e s  l i k e  t h e  Byron i c  dandy ,  Ba rbey  d * A u r e v i l l y ,  
t o  t a k e  f o r  h i s  m o t t o e s  t h e  words  "Too l a t e "  and 
"Neve rmore . "  (Rousseau  and R om an t i c i sm , p .  9 2 . )

L ike  A r n o l d ,  B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  p a s t  sh ou ld  be u s e d ,

n o t  as  an  i n e x o r a b l e  a u t h o r i t y ,  n o r  as  an  i d y l l i c  l and  t o

e s c a p e  i n t o ,  b u t  as  a means of  c o r r e c t i n g  o n e ' s  e c c e n t r i c i t y

and a c h i e v i n g  c e n t r a l i t y .  B a b b i t t ' s  c l a i m  t o  m o d e r n i t y  i s

t h a t  he examines  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  l i v i n g  a c c o r d i n g  t o  o n e ' s

^7RoUss e a u  and Romanticism, p. 90 .
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e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  and f i n d s  e v id e n c e  t h a t  t h i s  mode o f  l i v i n g  

i s  i n i m i c a l  t o  t h e  k ind  o f  h a p p i n e s s  t h a t  i s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  

men a s  men*

For B a b b i t t  h a p p i n e s s  i s  n o t  a w i l d ,  i n t e n s e ,  and

gl amorous  t h i n g .  I t  i s  a m a t t e r  o f  r i g h t  a c t i o n  i n  t h e

p r e s e n t ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  i n s i g h t  one has i n t o  h i s  b e s t  s e l f *

I t  grows no t  f rom th e  p u r s u i t  o f  t h r i l l s ,  b u t  f rom the

p a t i e n t  a c q u i e s c e n c e  i n  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  human e x p e r i e n c e

and f rom th e  p e r s i s t e n t  e f f o r t  t o  check  o n e ' s  e xp a n s i v e

i m p u l s e s .  B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  ’’t h e r e  i s  a c e n t r e  o f

normal  human e x p e r i e n c e , ’’̂ a n d  t h a t  H o  g e t  away from what
«29i s  normal  and c e n t r a l  i s  t o  g e t  away f rom wisdom"^ :

The b a s i s  f o r  r i g h t  conduc t  i s  no t  r e a s o n i n g  bu t  
e x p e r i e n c e ,  and e x p e r i e n c e  much w i d e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  t h e  s e c u r e  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  which  can  
r e s u l t  o n l y  f rom t h e  e a r l y  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  r i g h t  
h a b i t s .  (Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p .  106. )

T h i s  pa s s a g e  s u g g e s t s  w e l l  B a b b i t t ' s  i dea  o f  t h e  s t e a d y  p r e s ­

s u r e  a t  which  l i f e  must  be l i v e d .  The Romant i c ,  de pen de n t  

on t h r i l l s  f o r  h a p p i n e s s ,  d i s p a r a g e s  h a b i t  a s  t h e  d e s t r o y e r  

o f  s p o n t a n e i t y .  A n o t h e r  p a s s a g e ,  f rom B a b b i t t ' s  com pa r i s on  

o f  i d y l l i c  i m a g i n a t i o n  and moral  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  e x p l a i n s  t h a t  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  must  no t  r e l y  upon h i s  own s p o n t a n e i t y  f o r  

h a p p i n e s s ,  b u t  must  found h i s  c o nd uc t  upon t h e  wisdom d i s ­

t i l l e d  f rom t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  r a c e :

Rousseau  undermined h u m i l i t y  i n  t he  i n d i v i d u a l  by 
s u b s t i t u t i n g  t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  n a t u r a l  goodness  f o r

f f l b i d . .  p.  153.
^ I b l d . , p.  x x i i .
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t h e  o l d e r  d o c t r i n e  of  man’ s s i n f u l n e s s  and f a l l i ­
b i l i t y .  The forms and t r a d i t i o n s ,  r e l i g i o u s  and 
p o l i t i c a l ,  t h a t  Burke on t h e  o t h e r  hand d e f e n d s ,  
on t h e  ground t h a t  t h e y  a r e  no t  a r b i t r a r y  b u t  a r e  
c o n v e n i e n t  summings up o f  a v a s t  body o f  p a s t  
e x p e r i e n c e ,  g i ve  s u p p o r t  t o  t he  i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ;  t he  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  t h u s  drawn back  
a s  i t  were  t o  an  e t h i c a l  c e n t r e ,  s u p p l i e s  i n  t u r n  
a s t a n d a r d  w i t h  r e f e r e n c e  t o  wh ich  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
may s e t  bounds t o  t h e  l a w l e s s  e x p a n s i o n  o f  h i s  
n a t u r a l  s e l f  (which i n c l u d e s  h i s  i n t e l l e c t  a s  w e l l  
as  h i s  e m o t i o n s ) ,  (Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p .  1OSL)

Key words  i n  B a b b i t t ' s  v o c a b u l a r y  a r e  " w h o l e n e s s , ” 

" sy m m et r y , ” " d e s i g n , "  " p r o p o r t i o n . "  He i s  w i t h  Arn o l d  i n  

h a t i n g  o n e - s i d e d n e s s .  A good p a r t  o f  Rousseau  and Roman­

t i c i s m  i s  d e vo t e d  t o  an a t t a c k  upon t h e  r o m a n t i c  o v e r ­

emphas i s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  a t t r i b u t e s ,  o v e r - e m p h a s i s  t h a t  c an  

l e a d ,  s a ys  B a b b i t t ,  no t  o n l y  t o  u n h a p p i n e s s  b u t  t o  i n s a n i t y .  

O r d i n a r y  men a r e  h a p p i e s t  n o t  when t h e y  a r e  c o m p l a c e n t l y  

a c c e p t i n g  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  t emperamen t s  and moods,  b u t  when 

t h e y  a r e  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  upon t h e  whole  o f  l i f e  and a r e  f u l ­

f i l l i n g  t h e i r  human a b i l i t y  t o  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  what  i s  

i g n o b l e  i n  t h e m s e l v e s .  E x t r a o r d i n a r y  men,  o r  g e n i u s e s ,  

a r e  h a p p i e s t  no t  when t h e y  a r e  s p o n t a n e o u s l y  f o l l o w i n g  t h e i r  

e c c e n t r i c i t i e s ,  bu t  when t h e y  a r e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  d e v e l o p i n g  

" t h e  a r c h i t e c t o n i c  g i f t  . . . t h e  power so t o  u n i f y  a s u b ­

j e c t  a s  t o  keep  i t s  e v e r y  d e t a i l  i n  p r o p e r  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  

t o  t h e  w h o l e . "30 I m a g i n a t i o n  h e l p s  a p e r s o n  r e l a t e  h i s  

t h e o r y  of  l i f e  ( ba sed  upon h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  o f  t h e  e x p e r i ­

ence  o f  t h e  r a c e )  t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  e v e n t s  o f  h i s  l i f e  t h a t  

c a l l  f o r  p r a c t i c a l  d e c i s i o n  and a c t i o n .

3 0 I b i d . .  p .  56 .
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Because  B a b b i t t  makes h a p p i n e s s  de p e n d e n t  upon 

e t h i c a l  s t r e n u o u s n e s s  and be ca u se  he emphas i ze s  t h e  need  

f o r  h u m i l i t y  i n  a c c e p t i n g  o n e ' s  i m p e r f e c t i o n  and s t r u g g l i n g  

t o  overcome i t ,  h i s  t h o u g h t  i n e v i t a b l y  has a so b e r  c a s t .  I t  

i s  i m p o r t a n t ,  t h o u g h ,  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  t h i s  s o b r i e t y  f rom t h e  

m e la nc ho ly  t h a t  a ccompanies  t he  d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t  o f  t h e  

ro m an t i c  e g o i s t  who has  a l l o w e d  h i m s e l f  t o  be d e lu d e d  i n t o  

e x p e c t i n g  more f rom l i f e  t h a n  l i f e  c a n  g i v e .  B a b b i t t ' s  

s o b r i e t y  i s  a k i n  t o  Dr .  J o h n s o n ' s .  Both  o f  t h e s e  men f e a r  

t h e  t r i v i a l i t y  and s e l f - d e l u s i o n  t h a t  go w i t h  t h e  c o u r t i n g  

o f  g l amor  and e n t h u s i a s m .  Both  s ee  man as  a c r e a t u r e  doomed 

t o  a r e s t l e s s n e s s  t h a t  impe ls  him t o  s eek  an e s cap e  f rom 

human l i m i t a t i o n s  by making i m a g i n a t i o n  an a l l y  o f  t he  

emo t i on s  and p u r s u i n g  t h e  s e n s a t i o n a l ,  t h e  s t r a n g e ,  t h e  

w o n d e r f u l ,  t h e  b i z a r r e .  Both  s ee  h a p p i n e s s  as  a s t e a d i n e s s ,  

a s a n i t y ,  g rowing  f rom a p a t i e n t  a c q u i e s c e n c e  i n  t h e  r e a l i t y  

o f  m an ' s  d u a l i s m ,  a f a c i n g  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t i o n  i n  human 

n a t u r e  t h a t  n e c e s s i t a t e s  a l i f e l o n g  s p i r i t u a l  s t r e n u o u s n e s s ,  

a p e r p e t u a l  e f f o r t  t o  a v o id  l a p s i n g  i n t o  e i t h e r  complacency  

o r  a c e d i a .  Genuine  human e x c e l l e n c e  c an no t  be made g l amorous  

and e x c i t i n g  w i t h o u t  i n v i t i n g  s h a l l o w n e s s  o r  madness .  The 

i dea  t h a t  l i f e  must  be l i v e d  a t  a s t e a d y  p r e s s u r e  r e c u r s  

a g a i n  and a g a i n  t h r o u g h o u t  B o s w e l l ' s  L i f e  o f  J o h n s o n . Jo hn ­

son  f r e q u e n t l y  admoni shes  Boswel l  t h a t  he must  n o t  a l l o w  

h i m s e l f  t o  long f o r  what  i s  u n a t t a i n a b l e ,  f o r  a k i n d  o f  hap ­

p i n e s s  t h a t  l i f e  c a nn o t  p r o v i d e .  The theme o f  b o t h  R a s s e l a s  

and "The V a n i t y  o f  Human W ishes "  i s  t h a t  most  p e o p l e  a r e
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s e e k i n g  h a p p i n e s s  a f t e r  a wrong p r i n c i p l e ,  t h a t  t h e  imag i ­

n a t i o n  d e l u d e s  them i n t o  t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  d r eams ,  phantoms .  

J o h n s o n ' s  s o b r i e t y  a p p e a r s  most  c l e a r l y ,  p e r h a p s ,  i n  h i s  

wa rn ing  t o  t h e  s c h o l a r  i n  "The V a n i t y  o f  Human W i s h e s . "

Even i f  a man i s  a b l e  t o  a v o i d  t h e  most  i n s i d i o u s  d e c e p t i o n s  

t ha t  p e o p l e  a r e  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o ,  he s t i l l  may n o t  a c h i e v e  a 

s t a t e  o f  f e l i c i t y :

Y e t ,  sho u l d  t h y  s o u l  i n d u l g e  t h e  g e n ' r o u s  h e a t  
T i l l  c a p t i v e  s c i e n c e  y i e l d s  h e r  l a s t  r e t r e a t ;
Shou ld  r e a s o n  gu ide  t h e e  w i t h  h e r  b r i g h t e s t  r a y ,
And pour  on m i s t y  doub t  r e s i s t l e s s  day;
Should  no f a l s e  k i n d n e s s  l u r e  t o  l oose  d e l i g h t ,
Nor p r a i s e  r e l a x ,  no r  d i f f i c u l t y  f r i g h t ;
Shou ld  t e m p t i n g  n o v e l t y  t h y  c e l l  r e f r a i n ,
And s l o t h  e f f u s e  h e r  o p i a t e  fumes i n  v a i n ;
Shou ld  b e a u t y  b l u n t  on f o p s  h e r  f a t a l  d a r t ,
Nor c l a i m  t h e  t r i u m p h  o f  a l e t t e r ' d  h e a r t ;
Shou ld  no d i s e a s e  t h y  t o r p i d  v e i n s  i n v ad e ,
Nor m e l a n c h o l y ' s  phantoms hau n t  t h y  s h a d e ;
Yet  hope no t  l i f e ,  f rom g r i e f  o r  da n g e r  f r e e ,
Nor t h i n k  t h e  doom o f  man r e v e r s ' d  f o r  t h e e :
De ign  on t h e  p a s s i n g  w o r l d  t o  t u r n  t h i n e  e y e s ,
And pause  a w h i l e  f rom l e t t e r s ,  t o  be w i s e ;
There  mark what  i l l s  t h e  s c h o l a r ' s  l i f e  a s s a i l ,
T o i l ,  envy ,  w a n t ,  t h e  p a t r o n ,  and t h e  g a o l , 31

The same s p i r i t ,  p ro found  a w ar e n es s  o f  t h e  "doom o f  man, "

p e r v a d e s  I m l a c ' s  answer  t o  t h e  p r i n c e ' s  e xu be r anc e  ove r  t h e

c o m f o r t s  a c h i e v e d  by E u r o p e a n s ,  "Human l i f e  i s  eve rywhe re  a

s t a t e ,  i n  which  much i s  t o  be e n d u r e d ,  and l i t t l e  t o  be

e n j o y e d .

Like  Joh nson ,  B a b b i t t  r e f u s e s  t o  be t r i c k e d  i n t o  

s e e i n g  h a p p i n e s s  as  "h f a r - o f f  d i v i n e  e v e n t . ' " 33  conce n ­

t r a t e s  upon " t h e  he r e  and now and t h e i r  p o s i t i v e  demands on

31The Works o f  Samue1 Johnson  (O xfo rd ,  1825 ) ,  1,  16, 
3 2 i b i d . ,  p .  226.
33pemocracy and L e a d e r s h ip , p . 229 .
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. • . c h a r a c t e r  and w i l l . " ^  He i s  h i g h l y  s e n s i t i v e  t o  t h e  

da n ge r  o f  a wrong use  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n .

Even t houg h  human b e i n g s ,  on t h e i r  n a t u r a l i s t i c  s i d e ,

a r e  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  Law f o r  T h in g ,  t h e i r  i m a g i n a t i o n  makes them

v u l n e r a b l e  i n  a way t h a t  a n im a l s  a r e  n o t :

The d e s i r e s  o f  t h e  an im a l  . . . work w i t h i n  c e r t a i n  
d e f i n i t e  l i m i t s .  They a r e  n o t ,  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  t he  
p r i m i t i v i s t ,  i n o r d i n a t e ,  t h e  e x p l a n a t i o n  b e i n g  t h a t  
t h e y  a r e  l e s s  s t i m u l a t e d  t h a n  t h e  d e s i r e s  o f  t h e  
p r i m i t i v i s t  by t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n ,

( Rousseau  and Rom an t i c i sm , p .  181}.,)

Thus a man ru n s  t h e  r i s k  of  un h a p p in e s s  and even  o f  i n s a n i t y

when he y i e l d s  t o  t h e  i n d o l e n t  ’ n a t u r a l 1 t e m p t a t i o n  t o  i gn o r e

t h e  whole  o f  h i s  b e i n g ,  and b r i n g s  h i s  i m a g i n a t i o n  i n t o  t h e

s e r v i c e  o f  e c c e n t r i c i t y .  A l t hou gh  B a b b i t t  d i s p a r a g e s  mere

f o r m a l i s m  ( " g o i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  m o t i o n s " ^ ) ,  he a s s e r t s  t h a t

i n  c o n v e n t i o n s  we f i n d  r e f l e c t e d

t h e  e l eme n t  o f  on en es s  i n  man, t h e  e l e m e n t  which  i s  
opposed t o  e x p a n s i v e  i mp u l se ,  and which i s  no l e s s  
r e a l ,  no l e s s  a m a t t e r  o f  immediate  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h a n  
t h e  e l em en t  o f  i r r e d u c i b l e  d i f f e r e n c e ,

(Rousseau  and Roman t i c i sm , p .  I4.9 ,  )

Y i e l d i n g  t o  o n e ’ s e c c e n t r i c i t y ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i m p l i e s  an  

a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t he  d i v e r s i t y  and change t h a t  gove rn  l i f e  on t h e  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  p l an e  o f  b e i n g ,  and B a b b i t t  v i g o r o u s l y  a t t a c k s  

as  s o p h i s t i c a l  any a t t e m p t  t o  d i g n i f y  l i f e  on t h i s  l e v e l  w i t h  

p h i l o s o p h y  o r  r e l i g i o n .  R i s i n g  above t he  n a t u r a l i s t i c  p l an e  

t o  t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  p l a n e  or  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  p l a n e  i n v o l v e s  s p i r i t ­

u a l  c o n v e r s i o n ,  a g e n u i n e  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  t h e  i m p u l s e s  t h a t  

men p o s s e s s  i n  common w i t h  a n i m a l s :

^ Rousseau  and Ro man t i c i sm , p .  90.
^ Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p.  277.
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Now, s p e a k i n g  no t  m e t a p h y s i c a l l y  b u t  p r a c t i c a l l y  and 
e x p e r i m e n t a l l y ,  man may, a s  I have s a i d ,  f o l l o w  two 
main p a t h s :  he may d e v e l o p  h i s  e t h i c a l  s e l f — t h e
s e l f  t h a t  l a y s  h o l d  of  u n i t y — or  he may pu t  h i s  main 
emphas i s  on t h e  e l emen t  w i t h i n  him and w i t h o u t  him 
t h a t  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  n o v e l t y  and ch an ge .  In 
d i r e c t  p r o p o r t i o n  a s  he t u r n s  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  
i n f i n i t e  m a n i f o l d n e s s  o f  t h i n g s  he e x p e r i e n c e s  
wonde r ;  i f  on t h e  o t h e r  hand he a t t e n d s  t o  t h e  u n i t y  
t h a t  u n d e r l i e s  t h e  m a n i f o l d n e s s  and t h a t  l i k e w i s e  
t r a n s c e n d s  him,  he e x p e r i e n c e s  awe.  As a man grows 
r e l i g i o u s ,  awe comes more and more t o  t a k e  t h e  p l a c e  
i n  him o f  wonder .  The h um an i s t  i s  l e s s  a v e r s e  from 
t h e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  and i t s  p e r p e t u a l  gush ing  f o r t h  o f  
n o v e l t i e s  t h a n  t h e  man who i s  r e l i g i o u s ,  y e t  even  
t h e  human i s t  r e f u s e s  t o  pu t  h i s  f i n a l  emphas i s  on 
wonder  ( h i s  m o t t o  i s  r a t h e r  n i 1 a d m l r a r i ) .

(Rousseau  and Roman t i c i sm , pp .  14.9-50.)

Thus t o  c o u r t  t h e  s t r a n g e ,  t h e  w o n d e r f u l ,  t h e  b i z a r r e ,  

t h e  g l amorous ,  i s  t o  l i v e  a c c o r d i n g  t o  a wrong p r i n c i p l e .

The end o f  human l i f e  i s  h a p p i n e s s ,  and h a p p i n e s s  a c c o r d i n g  

t o  t h e  human k i n d ,  growing f rom pu rpose  and c o n t r o l .  T h i s  

n e c e s s i t a t e s  a c o n c e n t r a t i o n  upon t h e  c e n t e r  o f  human 

e x p e r i e n c e ,  an e f f o r t  t o  f i n d  s t a n d a r d s  o u t s i d e  o n e ’ s own 

e c c e n t r i c  moods and t r a i t s ,  and t o  p e r f e c t  o n e s e l f  a s  a man 

and no t  a s  an a n i m a l .  B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  e f f o r t  t o  

l i v e  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  s a n e ,  n o r m a t i v e ,  o r d i n a r y  e x p e r i e n c e  

w i l l  seem c o l o r l e s s  o n l y  t o  one who i n d u l g e s  i n  t h e  i d y l l i c  

dream o f  l i f e  t h a t  men c a n n o t  r e a l i z e ,  who u n d i s c r i m i n a t i n g l y  

f i n d s  a l l  t h e  humaniz ing  and c i v i l i z i n g  h a b i t s  and cus toms 

no t  a d v a n t a g e s  and b l e s s i n g s  b u t  impediments  t o  h i s  i r r e s ­

p o n s i b l e  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  h i s  own t emperament*
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Man As an E t h i c a l  Being 
and Man As a P a t h e t i c  Being

I f  man i s  v i ewed a s  a c r e a t u r e  who u n i t e s  w i t h i n  

h i m s e l f  two opposed p r i n c i p l e s ,  who can  be aware  of  t h e  

s e n s e s  and emo t i ons  t h a t  push him toward  a n a t u r a l i s t i c  

mode o f  e x i s t e n c e  and o f  t h e  i n s i g h t  i n t o  human v i r t u e  

t h a t  a c t s  "as  t h e  back  p u l l  t owa rds  t he  c e n t e r ”^  and 

impe l s  him t o  s e e k  a p e r f e c t i o n  a f t e r  t h e  human k ind  t h a t  

c a l l s  f o r  c o n t r o l  ove r  h i s  an imal  s e l f ,  t h e n  t h e  r e s p o n ­

s i b i l i t y  f o r  d e c i s i o n s  and a c t i o n s  and t h e i r  c o ns eq u e nc e s  

l i e s  w i t h  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  He i s  an e t h i c a l  b e i n g .  I f ,  

however ,  man i s  v iewed s im p l y  a s  a h a p l e s s  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  

Law f o r  T h in g ,  i n  whom w i l l  i s  o n l y  a d e l u s i o n ,  no such  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  I s  a p p r o p r i a t e .  I f  he e x p e r i e n c e s  u n h a p p i ­

n e s s ,  he i s  n o t  b l a m e a b l e .  He i s  a p a t h e t i c  b e i n g .

B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  human c i v i l i z a t i o n  a n d ,  i n d e e d ,  

human h a p p i n e s s  depend upon t h e  e x e r c i s e  o f  w i l l  by t he  

i n d i v i d u a l .  The w i l l  i s  s u p e r r a t i o n a l  and t h u s  t a k e s  p r e c e ­

dence  ove r  b o t h  t h o u g h t  and f e e l i n g .  I t  i s  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  

power o f  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h i s  l i f e ,  e n a b l i n g  him t o  a c h i e v e  a 

h a p p i n e s s  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  human b e i n g s .  To e x e r c i s e  t h e  w i l l  

i s  t o  become human o r  r e l i g i o u s .  B a b b i t t  c o n c e i v e s  o f  t h r e e  

p l a n e s  on wh ic h  p e o p l e  may l i v e :  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c ,  t h e  human, 

and t h e  r e l i g i o u s .  Because  t h e y  a r e  s p i r i t u a l l y  i n d o l e n t ,  

t h e  t e m p t i n g  t h i n g  I s  t o  d r i f t  w i t h  t h e i r  ch an g i n g  f l ow  o f

- ^ Spanish C h a r a c te r , p. 119*
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p l a n e .  Becoming human i n v o l v e s  a c o n v e r s i o n  o f  o n e ' s  o r d i n ­

a r y  s e l f ,  a r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  ea sy  a n i m a l - l i k e  e x i s t e n c e .  

B a b b i t t  d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  humanism f rom r e l i g i o n  by s t i p u l a t i n g  

t h a t  t h e  human i s t  imposes  t h e  law o f  decorum upon h i s  o r d i n a r y  

s e l f ,  whe rea s  t he  r e l i g i o u s  man d i e s  t o  h i s  o r d i n a r y  s e l f .  As 

a hu m an i s t  B a b b i t t  does  no t  c a l l  f o r  a s c e t i c i s m ,  b u t  f o r  c on ­

t r o l  o v e r  t h e  s e n s e s  and a p p e t i t e s  l e s t  t h e y  l e a d  one t o  

e x c e s s  and u n h a p p i n e s s .  C o n v e r s i o n  i s  t h u s  a m a t t e r  o f  i n n e r  

s p i r i t u a l  work ing  by t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  T h i s  i s  a p o i n t  t h a t  

B a b b i t t  r e i t e r a t e s  many t im es  i n  h i s  w r i t i n g s ,  Man i s  d i v i d e d  

a g a i n s t  h i m s e l f  and must  by h i s  own s p i r i t u a l  d i l i g e n c e  c o n t r o l  

what  i s  i g n o b l e  i n  h i s  n a t u r e .

But  pe o p l e  a r e  so a d d i c t e d  t o  p r i d e  and e g o c e n t r i c i t y  

and so  i n g e n i o u s  i n  c o n c e a l i n g  t he  fact ,  f rom t h e m s e l v e s  t h a t  

even  t h o u g h  t h e y  deny or  i g n o r e  t h e  Law f o r  Man and l i v e  on 

t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  l e v e l ,  t h e y  s o p h i s t i c a 1ly  t r y  t o  d i g n i f y  

t h e i r  im m ode ra t i ons  by c a l l i n g  them ' v i r t u e s . '  I t  i s  common 

t o  f i n d  moderns who b l a t a n t l y  g l o r i f y  t h e  i n s t i n c t u a l  l i f e ,  

bu t  t h e r e  i s  a more s u b t l e  and i n s i d i o u s  way o f  d i g n i f y i n g  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  e x c e s s .  B a b b i t t  p r e s e n t s  Rousseau  and D i d e r o t  

as  examples  o f  men who deny t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e  

be tween good and e v i l  w i t h i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  and who, c o n ­

c e i v i n g  o f  man as  w h o l l y  good in  h i s  n a t u r a l ,  u n c i v i l i z e d  

s t a t e ,  t r a n s f e r  t h e  s t r u g g l e  t o  a d i f f e r e n t  a r e n a  and h o l d  

t h a t  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and c o n v e n t i o n s  a r e  t h e  c o r r u p t o r s  

o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  T h i s  v i ew  leads t o  t h e  f a l l a c y  o f  human i -
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t a r i a n i s m ,  t h e  i de a  t h a t  r e f o r m  i s  a m a t t e r  o f  e x t e r n a l  work .  

T h i s  "myth o f  n a t u r a l  g o o d n e s s , B a b b i t t  c h a r g e s ,  e n c o u r a g e s  

a p e r s o n  i n  p r i d e  and complacency  and s t r e n g t h e n s  him i n  t h e  

a p p a l l i n g  n a t u r a l i s t i c  o n e - s i d e d n e s s  o f  p h y s i c a l  work b u t  

s p i r i t u a l  i n d o l e n c e .  Thus t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  g e t s  a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  

s a n c t i o n  f o r  b l aming  s o c i e t y  f o r  h i s  own e v i l ,  and f o r  a v o i d ­

ing t h e  i n n e r  work t h a t  would  make him human.

B a b b i t t  n o t e s  h e r e  a c l o s e  c o o p e r a t i o n  be tween t h e  

s e n t i m e n t a l  n a t u r a l i s t  and t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  n a t u r a l i s t :

Both  a r e  prone  t o  l ook  upon man as  b e i n g  made by 
n a t u r a l  f o r c e s  and no t  a s  making h i m s e l f .  To d e a l  
w i t h  t he  s u b s t i t u t e s  t h a t  R o u s s e a u i s t  and B a con i an  
have  p r op ose d  f o r . t r a d i t i o n a l  m o r a l i t y ,  i s  i n  f a c t  
t o  make a s t u d y  o f  t h e  v a r i e t i e s - - a n d  t h e y  a r e  
n u m e r o u s - - o f  n a t u r a l i s t i c  f a t a l i s m .  The up sh o t  o f  
t h e  whole  movement i s  t o  d i s c r e d i t  mora l  e f f o r t  on 
t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,

(Rous seau  and Ro m an t i c i sm , p .  163 , )

The i d e a  of  p r o g r e s s  i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  e f f o r t  o f  b o t h  t o

j u s t i f y  a o n e - s i d e d  f e e l i n g  and work ing  on t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c

l e v e l :

Bo th  Bacon i an  and R o u s s e a u i s t  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  no t  i n  
t h e  s t r u g g l e  be tween good and e v i l  i n  t h e  b r e a s t  o f  
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  bu t  i n  t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  mankind a s  a 
w ho l e .  I f  t h e  R o u s s e a u i s t  hopes  t o  promote  t h e  p r o ­
g r e s s  o f  s o c i e t y  by d i f f u s i n g  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  b r o t h e r ­
hood fhe  Bacon i an  o r  u t i l i t a r i a n  hopes  t o  a c h i e v e  
t h e  same end by p e r f e c t i n g  i t s  m a c h in e r y ,

(Rousseau  and Rom an t i c i sm , pp.  137-138*)

B a b b i t t  a t t a c k s  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m  as  a c o n f u s i o n  o f  t he  

p l a n e s  o f  b e i n g ,  a s  an  a t t e m p t  t o  g e t ,  on t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

l e v e l ,  a v a l u e  t h a t  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e  o n l y  on t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  o r  

r e l i g i o u s  l e v e l s .  Whereas t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s h o u l d  ho ld  e x p a n ­

s i v e  emo t ions  i n  check  f o r  t h e  s ake  o f  h a p p i n e s s ,  humani -

37pemocracy and L e a d e r sh ip , p. 77*
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t a r i a n i s m  l e a d s  him t o  a g r e a t e r  i n d u lg e n c e  o f  them in  t h e  

name o f  ' v i r t u e , 1 Toward u n f o r t u n a t e  man, good by n a t u r e  

bu t  c o r r u p t e d  by t h e  s o c i e t y  he i s  b o r n  i n t o ,  t h e  a p p r o p r i ­

a t e  f e e l i n g  i s  p i t y ,  o r  sympathy ,  A p e r s o n ' s  ' g o o d n e s s '  

t h e n  i s  measured  by h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  f e e l  p i t y  f o r  h i s  f e l l o w  

men or  by h i s  e f f o r t  t o  r e f o r m  s o c i e t y  as  a whole  by u t i l i ­

t a r i a n  a d j u s t m e n t s  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  m a c h in e r y .  The e f f o r t  t o  

ba se  c h a r i t y  o r  b r o t h e r h o o d  on sympathy and s e r v i c e  c an  o n l y  

r e s u l t  i n  a pa rody  o f  t h e s e  C h r i s t i a n  v a l u e s ,  f o r  t h e  e v i l  

i n  h i m s e l f  t h a t  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  i s  c a l l e d  upon t o  combat  goes  

u n r e s t r a i n e d  when a p e r s o n  i n d u l g e s  i n  u n d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  p i t y  

f o r  mankind or  when he t i n k e r s  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  

and t r i e s  t o  e f f e c t  r e fo rm s  t h r o u g h  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n  o r  t o  

i n c r e a s e  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c om fo r t  o f  h i s  f e l l o w s .  H um a n i t a r i a n i s m  

i s  d e c e p t i v e  and v i c i o u s ,  B a b b i t t  s u g g e s t s ,  b e c a u se  i t s  r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i v e s

wi sh  t o  l i v e  on t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  l e v e l ,  and a t  t h e  
same t ime t o  e n j o y  t h e  b e n e f i t s  t h a t  t h e  p a s t  had 
hoped t o  a c h i e v e  as  a r e s u l t  o f  some h u m a n i s t i c  or  
r e l i g i o u s  d i s c i p l i n e ,

(Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p ,  [4.7 • )

The i dea  o f  d i s c i p l i n e  f a d e s  when peo p l e  s ee  human p e r f e c t i o n  

as  t h e  ach i ev eme n t  o f  a " ' f a r - o f f  d i v i n e  e v e n t '  . . .  a p a r a ­

d i s e  o f  peac e  and b r o t h e r h o o d , "38 T h i s  m i s c o n c e p t i o n  of  t h e  

k i n d  o f  p e r f e c t i o n ,  or  h a p p i n e s s ,  a v a i l a b l e  t o  men s educes  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n t o  an i n d o l e n t  a c q u i e s c e n c e  i n  t h e  d r i f t  o f  

i d ea s  t h a t  a r e  p o p u l a r  m a i n l y  becau se  t h e y  c a l l  f o r  no moral
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s t r e n u o u s n e s s .  I t  i s  c o m f o r t i n g  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  a l l  t h e  h o r r o r s  

o f  s e v e r a l  c e n t u r i e s ’ c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on t h e  Law f o r  Th ing  w i l l  

d i s a p p e a r  one day  when e v e r y o ne  w i l l  l i v e  by t h e  s p i r i t  o f  

b r o t h e r h o o d  and e n jo y  t h e  l u x u r i e s  p roduced  by t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  

a p o s t l e s  o f  s e r v i c e .

B a b b i t t ’ s p o i n t  i s  t h a t  few p e op l e  have t h e  s p e c i f i ­

c a l l y  human s t r e n g t h  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  r e a l  i s s u e s  o f  l i f e ,  t o  

s t r u g g l e  f o r  h a p p i n e s s  and peace  w h i l e  r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  

i n e v i t a b l e  o p p o s i t i o n  be tw een  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  and t h e  p h y s i c a l  

i n  t h e m s e l v e s .  In  t h i s  s e n s e ,  New Humanism i s  s e l e c t i v e ,  

a r i s t o c r a t i c ;  a s ,  indeed,  s t r e n u o u s  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s :

One whole  s i d e  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  has  pu t  a t r emendous  
emphas i s  on s e l e c t i o n — even  t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f  c o n c e i v ­
ing o f  God H im se l f  as  s e l e c t i v e  r a t h e r  t h a n  sympa­
t h e t i c  ( ”Many a r e  c a l l e d ,  few a r e  c h o s e n ” e t c , ) .
We may be s u r e  t h a t  s t a l w a r t  b e l i e v e r s  l i k e  S t ,  Pau l  
o r  S t ,  A u g u s t i n e  or  P a s c a l  would l ook  upon ou r  modern 
h u m a n i t a r i a n s  w i t h  t h e i r  t a l k  o f  s o c i a l  p robl ems  and 
t h e i r  t e n d e n c y  t o  r e d u c e  r e l i g i o n  t o  a phase  o f  t h e  
t e n e m e n t - h o u s e  q u e s t i o n  as  w e a k l i n g s  and d e g e n e r a t e s ,

( L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  Amer i can  
C o l l e g e , pp .  10 -11 .1

Most p e op l e  a r e  s e e k i n g  an  e xc u se  f o r  d r i f t i n g :

But  i f  i t  i s  a q u e s t i o n  o f  d r i f t i n g ,  t h e r e  i s  on ly  
one d i r e c t i o n  i n  which  one can  d r i f t  and t h a t  i s  
t o wa rd s  b a r b a r i s m .  C i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  some th ing  t h a t  
must  be d e l i b e r a t e l y  w i l l e d ;  i t  i s  n o t  some th ing  
t h a t  gushes  up s p o n t a n e o u s l y  f rom t h e  d e p t h s  o f  t he  
u n c o n s c i o u s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  i t  i s  some th ing  t h a t  must  
be w i l l e d  f i r s t  o f  a l l  by t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n  h i s  own 
h e a r t .  Men who have t h u s  w i l l e d  c i v i l i z a t i o n  have 
ne v e r  been  any t o o  numerous ;  so t h a t  c i v i l i z a t i o n  
a lways  has been  and ,  i n  t h e  v e r y  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c a s e ,  
a lways  must  r ema in  so m e th in g  p r e c a r i o u s ,

(Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p .  2 2 9 . )

B a b b i t t  s t e a d i l y  r e f u s e s  t o  ch ea p en  h i s  i de a  o f  c o n v e r s i o n  by

p r e t e n d i n g  t h a t  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  o r  humanness ,  i s  e a s y  t o  a t t a i n
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o r  i s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  g r e a t  numbers o f  p e o p l e :

The m a j o r i t y  a t  any p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t a n t  i n  Greece  or  
e l s e w h e r e  i s  a lm o s t  s u r e  t o  be unsound,  and unsound 
b eca u se  i t  i s  o n e - s i d e d .

( L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  Amer ican  C o l l e g e , 
p .  )

Most p e o p l e  want  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e i r  e g o c e n t r i c i t y  i s  t o  be 

a c c e p t e d  a s  n a t u r a l  and t h a t  any e v i l  t h e y  commit c an  be 

a to n e d  f o r  by t h e i r  f e e l i n g  o f  sympathy f o r  mankind i n  g e n e r a l .

B a b b i t t  a t t a c k s  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m  on l o g i c a l  g rounds  

b e c a u se  i t  does  no t  a c c o u n t  f o r  e v i l  ( inasmuch  a s  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  

t h e  a l l e g e d  s o u r c e  o f  e v i l ,  a r e  composed o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  who 

a r e  n a t u r a l l y  g o o d ) ,  and on p r a c t i c a l  g rounds  be ca us e  i t  

e n c o u r a g e s  a complacency  t h a t  o b v i a t e s  human r e fo r m  and h a p p i ­

n e s s .  He t a k e s  l i t e r a l l y  t h e  p r edo min an t  i d ea  o f  Greek  

t r a g e d y  t h a t  a p e r s o n  who commits e x c e s s  i s  i n e v i t a b l y  

p u n i s h e d .  Man i s  an  e t h i c a l  b e i n g .  He becomes good and 

happy a s  a man, no t  by assuming  t h a t  he i s  n a t u r a l l y  good 

and b l aming  s o c i e t y  f o r  e v i l  and u n h a p p i n e s s ,  b u t  by f r o n t ­

ing  t h e  e v i l  i n  h i s  n a t u r e  and c o n t r o l l i n g  i t .  He i s  r e s p o n ­

s i b l e  f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s .  He can  use h i s  own e x p e r i e n c e  and t h e  

e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  r a c e  t o  l e a r n  t o  a p p l y  t h e  law o f  measure  

t o  h i s  l i f e  and t o  a v o id  e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  of  t emperament  t h a t  

c an  l e a d  t o  o n e - s i d e d n e s s  and d i s t o r t i o n .

When t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  e v i l  and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  

c o n t r o l l i n g  i t  a r e  t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  s o c i e t y ,  t h e  way i s  open 

f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  dodge h i s  e t h i c a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and 

t o  c o n f u s e  and  d i s t o r t  t h e  i dea  o f  human h a p p i n e s s  by making 

i t  a q u e s t  f o r  a c h i m e r i c a l  b r o t h e r h o o d  or  f o r  p r o g r e s s
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a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  Law f o r  Thing t h r o u g h  i n c r e a s i n g  c o n t r o l  

ov e r  p h y s i c a l  N a t u r e .  Goodness  must  b e g i n  i n  h u m i l i t y ,

B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s .  The i n d i v i d u a l  must  a v o i d  p r i d e .  He 

must  be aware t h a t  i n  h i s  n a t u r a l  s e l f  i s  a g r e a t  p o t e n ­

t i a l i t y  f o r  e v i l .  I f  he assumes  n a t u r a l  g o o d n e s s ,  he 

c h a s e s  phantoms in  h i s  q u e s t  f o r  h a p p i n e s s ,  be ca u se  even  

t h e  i n d u lg e n c e  o f  t h e  s o f t  emo t ion  o f  sympathy r e q u i r e s  

judgment  and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .  The l ove  o f  a C h r i s t i a n  i s  

a c h i e v e d  a t  t h e  expense  o f  h i s  e g o c e n t r i c i t y . The ' b r o t h e r ­

h o o d '  o f  a h u m a n i t a r i a n  i s  a c h i e v e d  a t  t h e  expense  o f  h i s  

h um an i t y .  The New Humanis t  a d v o c a t e s  a m e d i a t i o n  be tween  

sympathy  and s e l e c t i o n :

To s t a t e  t h i s  t r u t h  more g e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  t r u e  mark 
o f  e x c e l l e n c e  i n  a man, as  P a s c a l  p u t s  i t ,  i s  h i s
power t o  ha rmon ize  i n  h i m s e l f  o p p o s i t e  v i r t u e s  and
t o  occupy a l l  t h e  spa ce  be tween  them ( t o u t  l ' e n t r e -  
d e u x ) . By h i s  a b i l i t y  t h u s  t o  u n i t e  i n  h i m s e l f  
o p p o s i t e  q u a l i t i e s  man shows h i s  h um an i ty ,  h i s  
s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  e s s e n c e  ov e r  o t h e r  a n i m a l s .

( L i t e r a t u r e  and  t h e  Amer i can  C o l l e g e .
75------------------------------------------------

M e d i a t i o n  and R e n u n c i a t i o n  

B a b b i t t ' s  New Humanism has  been  d i s p a r a g e d  by s e v e r a l  

c r i t i c s ,  n o t a b l y  by T.  S.  E l i o t ,  b e c a u se  i t  p r o f e s s e s  t o  

m a i n t a i n  i t s  i ndependence  f rom r e l i g i o n .  R e l i g i o n ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  

f o r  t h e s e  men i m p l i e s  an a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Chu rch  

i n  a way t h a t  i s  i n i m i c a l  t o  B a b b i t t ' s  whol e  t em pe r am en t .

Yet  i s  q u i t e  c l e a r  t h a t  B a b b i t t  r e c o g n i z e s  t h a t  he i s  t r e a d ­

ing c l o s e  t o  r e l i g i o n :

The s o l u t i o n  of  t h i s  p rob l em a s  t o  t h e  r e l a t i o n  
be tween  humanism and r e l i g i o n ,  so  f a r  a s  a s o l u t i o n
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c a n  be f ou nd ,  l i e s  i n  l o ok in g  upon them b o t h  a s  o n l y  
d i f f e r e n t  s t a g e s  i n  t h e  same p a t h .  Humanism sho u l d  
have  i n  i t  an  e l em en t  o f  r e l i g i o u s  i n s i g h t :  i t  i s
p o s s i b l e  t o  be a humble and m e d i t a t i v e  h u m a n i s t .

(Rousseau  and Ro man t i c i sm , p .  3 8 0 . )

T h i s  l a s t  p h r a s e  i l l u s t r a t e s  B a b b i t t ' s  r e l u c t a n c e ,  even  when 

t a l k i n g  ab ou t  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  o f  t h e  two,  t o  p e n e t r a t e  beyond 

humanism i n t o  r e l i g i o n *

Both New Humanism and r e l i g i o n  t a k e  a c c o u n t  o f  a

d u a l i s m  in  human l i f e  and c a l l  f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  r e s i s t

h i s  n a t u r a l  s e l f  i n  t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  d e v e l o p i n g  h i s  b e s t  

s e l f .  Bo th ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a l l o w  f o r  man t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a 

l i f e  d i f f e r e n t  i n  k i n d ,  i n  q u a l i t y ,  f rom t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  

t h i n g s  on t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  l e v e l .  Thus B a b b i t t  says  t h e y  

l i e  " i n  t h e  same p a t h . "  A h i n t  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  be tween

t h e  two a p p r o a c h e s  may be g a t h e r e d  f rom t h e  way t h e  c e n t r a l

d e f e c t  o f  man i s  e x p r e s s e d  by e a c h .  Whereas t h e  C h r i s t i a n  

a t t r i b u t e s  t h i s  d e f e c t  t o  O r i g i n a l  S i n  and t h u s  embraces  a 

com p l e t e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  man ' s  p l i g h t ,  B a b b i t t  

( l i k e  Buddha) s u p p r e s s e s  m e t a p h y s i c s  and c o n c e n t r a t e s  upon 

a f a c t  t h a t  c a n  be o bs e r ve d  d u r i n g  any e r a :  man i s  s p i r i t u ­

a l l y  i n d o l e n t *

Al th o ug h  B a b b i t t  c an  s ay  t h a t  " r e l i g i o n  i s  i n  i t s  

p u r i t y  t h e  v e r y  h e i g h t  o f  m a n , "39 he f e a r s  an u n c r i t i c a l  

a c c e p t a n c e  o f  i t .  He f r e q u e n t l y  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  Middle  

Ages was a p e r i o d  o f  g e n e r a l  o n e - s i d e d n e s s  and t h a t  t h e  

R e n a i s s an c e  h e l p e d  t o  l i b e r a t e  W es t e r n  man f rom t h e  t y r a n n y

^ Humanism and A m e r i c a , p .  lj.7.
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o f  mere t r a d i t i o n a l i s m *  He c a n n o t  approve  o f  r e l i g i o n  w i t h ­

o u t  i n d i v i d u a l i s m *

B a b b i t t  does  n o t  e x p e c t  New Humanism t o  have  a mass 

a p p e a l .  Hi s  i m p l i e d  c r i t i c i s m  o f  C a t h o l i c i s m  i s  t h a t  i t  

c o e r c e s  many i m p e r c e p t i v e  pe o p l e  i n t o  b e l i e f ,  and he f i n d s  

t h i s  a s  bad as  c o mp lac en t  d r i f t i n g .  Like  M i l t o n ,  B a b b i t t  

s u s p e c t s  r e f o r m  t h a t  does  no t  come ou t  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  

aw a r e ne s s  o f  a dynamic s t r u g g l e  be tween  good and e v i l  w i t h i n  

h i m s e l f *  He h o l d s ,  i n d e e d ,  t h a t  t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  C h r i s t i a n ­

i t y  t o  Greek  p h i l o s o p h y  i s  i t s  i d e a  o f  l i b e r t y :

We have been  e n l i g h t e d  by t h e  C h r i s t i a n  e x p e r i e n c e  
above a l l  and t h e  g r e a t  new p r i n c i p l e  i t  b r o u g h t  
i n t o  t h e  O c c i d e n t ,  namely ,  t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  t h e  
t e m p o r a l  and s p i r i t u a l  powe r s ,  and a l l  t h e  con ­
se q u e n c e s  t h a t  f l o w  f rom t h i s  p r i n c i p l e  e i t h e r  
d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  i d ea  o f  
i n d i v i d u a l  l i b e r t y  t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  r e s t s  on t h i s  
d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and o f  wh ich  n e i t h e r  A r i s t o t l e  no r  
P l a t o  ha s  any a d e q u a t e  c o n c e p t i o n *

(Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , pp .  31 -32* )

B a b b i t t  i s  r e a l i s t i c  abo u t  how ha rd  i t  i s  f o r  pe o p l e  t o  be

"modera t e  and s e n s i b l e  and decen t"^® w i t h o u t  a t t e m p t i n g  t h e

awesome e f f o r t  t o  r enounce  t h e  w o r l d .  R e n u n c i a t i o n  can

become t h o u g h t l e s s  and m e c h a n i c a l ,  h ence  no t  p r o f o u n d ,  n o t

s a l u t a r y .  B a b b i t t ' s  hope f o r  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  t h a t  enough

i n d i v i d u a l s  w i l l  e x e r c i s e  an  e n l i g h t e n e d  v i r t u e ,  t h e  o n l y

k ind  t h a t  c o u n t s  i n  a c t u a l  human e x p e r i e n c e ;  b u t  he  does

no t  f a l l  i n t o  t h e  d e l u s i o n  o f  t h i n k i n g  he ha s  a p o p u l a r

f o r m u l a .  Thus E l i o t ' s  c h a r g e  t h a t  B a b b i t t  i s  " t r y i n g  t o

^ R o u s s e a u  and Rom anticism , p. x x i .
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b u i l d  a C a t h o l i c  p l a t f o r m  o u t  o f  P r o t e s t a n t  p l a n k s , ' ^ i s  

u n f a i r .  I f  you s u b t r a c t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  f rom B a b b i t t ’ s 

t h o u g h t ,  you  ch ea p en  i t  immeasu rab ly .  B a b b i t t  h a s  s c r u p u ­

l o u s l y  a v o id e d  t h e  d e l u s i o n  t h a t  v i r t u e  can  be made a t t r a c ­

t i v e  t o  ev e rybody  or  even  t o  many p e o p l e .

He b e l i e v e s  t h a t  men a r e  so s p i r i t u a l l y  i n d o l e n t  t h a t  

t h e y  t r y  i n  e v e r y  age  t o  f i n d  e a s y  and c o m f o r t a b l e  ways t o  

v i r t u e :

F i r s t ,  i n  an  age  o f  a u t h o r i t y  and a c c e p t e d  s t a n d a r d s ,  
t h e y  a r e  i nduced  t o  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  
s p i r i t u a l  d i s c i p l i n e  some i n g e n i o u s  a r t  o f  go ing  
t h r o u g h  t h e  m o t i o n s .  . . .  What c o n c e r n s  us  now, 
howeve r ,  i s  no t  t h e  mode o f  f l a t t e r y  t h a t  i s  b a se d  
on e x a g g e r a t e d  r e s p e c t  f o r  o u t e r  a u t h o r i t y ,  b u t  
t h e  o t h e r  main mode t h a t  f l o u r i s h e s  i n  an  age  of  
i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  The c u s h i o n s  t h a t ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
B o s s u e t ,  t h e  J e s u i t s  p u t  und e r  t h e  s i n n e r ' s  e lbows 
a r e  a s  n o t h i n g  compared t o  t h e  c u s h i o n s  t h a t  t h e  
s i n n e r  p u t s  under  h i s  own e lbows when l e f t  t o  
h i m s e l f .  (Democracy and  L e a d e r s h i p , p .  2 7 7 . )

B a b b i t t ' s  whole  a t t a c k  on t h e  h u m a n i t a r i a n s  grows f rom h i s

c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  make a wrong use  o f  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  and

en co u ra g e  a s u p e r f i c i a l  o u t e r  work ing  f o r  t h e  s ake  o f  v i r t u e .

Mass r e f o r m  i s  a f a l l a c y ,  w h e t h e r  a t t e m p t e d  i n  t h e  name o f

t r a d i t i o n  and a u t h o r i t y  o r  i n  t h e  name o f  democracy  and

l i b e r t y .

Th roughou t  h i s  works  B a b b i t t  goes  t o  t h e  l e a d e r s  o f  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  f o r  h i s  e x a m p l e s - - w r i t e r s ,  a r t i s t s ,  s t a t e s m e n ,  

e d u c a t o r s .  His  f e a r  i s  t h a t  t h e s e  p e o p l e ,  whose d e c i s i o n s  

and a c t i o n s  can  have  f a r - r e a c h i n g  c o n s e q u e n c e s ,  a r e  moving

1**T. S .  E l i o t ,  S e l e c t e d  E s s a y s  (New York ,  195 0 ) ,
P .  k-2k*
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t o wa rd  n a t u r a l i s m .  What he hopes  t o  do a t  b e s t  i s  t o  c a u t i o n

h i s  t h o u g h t f u l  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  who c an n o t  a c c e p t  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l

v e h i c l e s  o f  humane v a l u e s  no t  t o  r e j e c t  t h e  v a l u e s  t h e m s e l v e s .

and he t r i e s  t o  p r e s e n t  e v i d e n c e  f o r  h i s  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  a

f a i l u r e  t o  r e c o g n i z e  and  l i v e  by t h e  human law r e s u l t s  i n

c o n f u s i o n  and u n h a p p i n e s s :

I am a t t e m p t i n g  a c o n t r i b u t i o n .  I c a n n o t  remind t h e  
r e a d e r  t o o  o f t e n ,  t o  a s p e c i f i c  p r o b l e m - - t o  t h e  d i s ­
t i n c t i o n ,  namely ,  be tween  a sound and an  unsound 
i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  My a rgument  s h o u l d  a p p e a l  p r i m a r i l y ,  
so f a r  a s  i t  a p p e a l s  t o  any  on e ,  t o  t h o s e  who,  a s  a
r e s u l t  o f  ha v ing  b r o k e n  w i t h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  forms
on g rounds  i n s u f f i c i e n t l y  c r i t i c a l ,  a r e  i n  d a ng e r  o f  
l o s i n g  t h e  t r u t h s  o f  t h e  h i g h e r  w i l l  e n t i r e l y ;  who 
a r e  mere m o d e r n i s t s  a t  a t i m e  when t h e r e  i s  a 
supreme need  o f  t h o r o u g h g o i n g  and com pl e t e  mode rns .

(Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p .  317*)

B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  i f  p e r c e p t i v e  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  

c u l t i v a t e  t h e i r  human s e l v e s ,  a c o n v e n t i o n  co u l d  be a r r i v e d  

a t  wh ich  would a r r e s t  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  a n a r c h y  o f  modern l i f e ,  

b u t  a c o n v e n t i o n  growing ou t  o f  a c t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e  and no t  

mere dogma. He does  n o t  d e f i n e  c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  an a c h i e v e ­

ment  t h a t  c a n  be d r i f t e d  i n t o  by t h e  m a s s e s ,  b u t

some th ing  t h a t  must  be w i l l e d  f i r s t  o f  a l l  by t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l  i n  h i s  own h e a r t .  Men who have t h u s  
w i l l e d  c i v i l i z a t i o n  have n e v e r  been  any  t o o  numer­
ous ;  so  t h a t  c i v i l i z a t i o n  a lway s  has  b e en  an d ,  i n  
t h e  v e r y  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c a s e ,  a lways  must  r ema in  
some th ing  p r e c a r i o u s .

(Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p.  2 2 9 . )

A C a t h o l i c  p l a t f o r m  i m p l i e s  an  a p p e a l  t o  a g r e a t  number o f  

p e o p l e .  B a b b i t t  i s  a lways  s k e p t i c a l  o f  number s .  His human­

ism i s  a lways  s e l e c t i v e .  The use  o f  a u t h o r i t y  and t r a d i t i o n  

t o  c o e r c e  b e l i e f  and r i g h t e o u s n e s s  w i l l  a lw ays  m i s c a r r y .

B a b b i t t  s a y s  t h i s  so  c l e a r l y  a l l  t h r o u g h  t h e  v e r y  book which
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E l i o t  s i n g l e s  ou t  t o  a t t a c k  t h a t  t h e  c h a r g e  seems a l l  t h e  

more i r r e s p o n s i b l e  and w r o n g - h e a d e d , ^

With  t h i s  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  a t  t h e  c o r e  o f  h i s  t h o u g h t

B a b b i t t  i s  a b l e  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  e t h i c s  o f  Buddha,  C o n f u c i u s ,

C h r i s t ,  and A r i s t o t l e ,  f o r  t h e y  a l l  h o l d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  s t r u g g l i n g  a g a i n s t  h i s  d e f e c t s .  But u l t i m a t e

q u e s t  i o n s — communion,  s a l v a t i o n  and d a m n a t i o n ,  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f

God,  t h e  C r e a t i o n - - d o  no t  e n t e r  B a b b i t t ’ s t h o u g h t .  Because

he u s e s  e x p e r i e n c e  as t h e  t e s t  o f  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  b e l i e f ,  he

i s  no t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  dogma and r i t u a l .  Some o f  t h e  c r i t i c s

o f  B a b b i t t  c o m p l a i n  t h a t  he does  no t  p r o v i d e  s u f f i c i e n t

a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  h i g h e r  w i l l ,  bu t  he a s s e r t s  t h a t  "The h i g h e r

w i l l  must  s im p ly  be a c c e p t e d  as a m y s t e r y . H e  c o n s i s t e n t l y

r e f u s e s  t o  be drawn i n t o  m e t a p h y s i c a l  s p e c u l a t i o n .  He i s

i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  i n c r e a s e d  d e p t h  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  o r  humanism

c an  b r i n g  i n t o  an  i n d i v i d u a l ’ s l i f e .  T h i s  i s  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f

human h a p p i n e s s ,  and he w i l l  no t  p e n e t r a t e  beyond i t  i n t o

s p e c u l a t i o n  a b o u t  s a l v a t i o n  i n  an  a f t e r - l i f e .  He i s  drawn

toward  Buddhism b e c a u s e  i t  shuns  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  u l t i m a t e s *

He c l a i m s  t o  be A r i s t o t e l i a n  on ly  i n s o f a r  a s  h i s  i n q u i r i e s

r e l a t e  t o  a c t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e :

A r i s t o t l e  h a s  l a i d  down once f o r  a l l  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  
t h a t  sh o u l d  guide t h e  e t h i c a l  p o s i t i v i s t .  " T r u t h , "

^ 2E l i o t ,  p .  1+20: "The c e n t r e  o f  Mr. B a b b i t t ’ s p h i l o ­
sophy i s  t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  humanism.  In  h i s  e a r l i e r  books  we 
were a b l e  t o  a c c e p t  t h i s  i de a  w i t h o u t  a n a l y s i s ;  b u t  i n  Demo­
c r a c y  and L e a d e r s h i p - - w h i c h  I t a k e  t o  be  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  
summary o f  h i s  t h e o r y —we a r e  t emp ted  t o  q u e s t i o n  i t . "

H-3Humanlsm and A m e r i c a , p .  1+0*
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he s a y s ,  " i n  m a t t e r s  o f  moral  a c t i o n  i s  Judged  f rom 
f a c t s  and f rom a c t u a l  l i f e . "

(Rousseau  and Rom an t i c i sm , p .  x x i . )

B a b b i t t  t a k e s  p a i n s  t o  show where  he i s  s k e p t i c a l  o f  A r i s ­

t o t l e ,  t o o :

Humanism i s  no t  p r i m a r i l y  e n t h u s i a s t i c ,  whe rea s  
r e l i g i o n  i s .  There  i s  a t o u c h  o f  e n t h u s i a s m  even  
i n  A r i s t o t l e ,  i n  g e n e r a l  one o f  t h e  c o o l e s t  and 
most  d e t a c h e d  o f  t h i n k e r s ,  when he comes t o  t h e  p a s s ­
age  from t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  t o  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  l e v e l .  "We 
sh o u ld  n o t , "  he s a y s ,  "pay heed  t o  t h o s e  who b i d  us 
t h i n k  a s  m o r t a l s ,  b u t  s h o u l d ,  a s  f a r  a s  may be ,  s e ek  
t o  make o u r s e l v e s  i m m o r t a l . "  At  t h e  same t ime  i t  
must  be a d m i t t e d  t h a t  even  a t r u e  r e l i g i o u s  e n t h u s i ­
asm i s  h a r d  t o  combine w i t h  p o i s e  and t h a t  t h i s  t r u e  
e n t h u s i a s m  ha s  many c o u n t e r f e i t s .

( Humanism and A m e r i c a , pp. l4.1rl4-2.)

B a b b i t t  f e a r s  and d i s t r u s t s  e n t h u s i a s m  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n ­

t u r y  as  much a s  S w i f t  and Johnson  d i d  i n  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h .  He 

i s  s k e p t i c a l  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  men t o  t r a n s c e n d  t h e i r  

humanness ,  t o  be more s e l f - d e n y i n g  t h a n  f l e s h  w i l l  a l l o w .  

Thus ,  t hough  he i s  a lways  v e r y  r e s p e c t f u l  t oward  genu ine  

r e l i g i o u s  r e n u n c i a t i o n ,  he c h i e f l y  a d v o c a t e s  t h e  v i r t u e  o f  

decorum t h a t  e n a b l e s  a p e r s o n  t o  r e c o n c i l e  t h e  oppos ing  

f o r c e s  w i t h i n  h i m s e l f .  He a p p ro v e s  o f  t h e i s m  a t  i t s  b e s t ,  

b u t  he s u s p e c t s  t h a t  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of  men p r e v e n t  them 

from a c h i e v i n g  i t .  G. R. E l l i o t t ,  t hough  a r e l i g i o u s  

h u m an i s t  h i m s e l f ,  u n d e r s t a n d s  B a b b i t t ' s  p o s i t i o n  v e r y  w e l l .

He w r i t e s  t h a t

Thei sm a t  i t s  w o r s t  f o s t e r s ,  a s  n o t h i n g  e l s e  c a n ,  
t h e  p roud  i m a g i n a t i o n s  o f  t h e  human h e a r t .  Human­
i sm,  wh ic h  i n  one o f  i t s  most  i m p o r t a n t  f u n c t i o n s  
i s  a c r i t i c i s m  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l  f o r  sound 
r e l i g i o u s  h u m i l i t y .  R e l i g i o n  needs  t h e  h u m i l i t y  
d e r i v a b l e  f rom t h e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  t h a t  h a p p i n e s s  may 
be o b t a i n e d  w i t h o u t  r e l i g i o n .  Humanism i s  t h e  s t u d y  
and p r a c t i c e  o f  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  human h a p p i n e s s
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u n c o m p l i c a t e d  by n a t u r i s t i c  dogmas on t h e  one s i d e  
and r e l i g i o u s  dogmas on t h e  o t h e r .  When r e l i g i o n ,  
a s  a t  p r e s e n t ,  has deg raded  "God ' s  l o v e "  and 
a b o l i s h e d  "God ' s  a n g e r , "  humanism w i l l  i n s i s t  t h a t  
t h e  fo r m er  d o c t r i n e  ( t hough  a t  i t s  b e s t  supreme)  i s  
no l e s s  m e t a p h o r i c a l  t h a n  t h e  l a t t e r ,  and no t  l e s s  
s u b j e c t  t o  un c o n sc i o u s  s u p e r s t i t u t i o n .  When r e l i g i o n  
a s s i s t s  i r r e l i g l o n  i n  s o f t e n i n g  Go d ' s  laws, humanism 
w i l l  i n s i s t  t h a t  a r e d i s c o v e r y  o f  t h e i r  s e v e r i t y  i s  
e s s e n t i a l  f o r  r i g h t  h u m i l i t y  and h a p p i n e s s ,

(Humanism and A m e r i c a , pp ,  9 8 - 9 9 . )

B a b b i t t  does  no t  t h i n k  man i s  t o t a l l y  d e p r a v e d ,  a s

t h e  ex t r eme  r e l i g i o n i s t  d o e s .  He s e e k s  t o  a v o id  e x c e s s  even

h e r e .  T he r e  i s  a good human l i f e  t o  be l e d ,  s h o r t  o f  d i v i n e ;

and decorum,  o r  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  c i v i l i z e  o n e s e l f  by m e d i a t i n g

be tween  t h e  e x t r e m e s  o f  o n e ' s  n a t u r e ,  i s  c h i e f  among human

v i r t u e s .  B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  i n  c o n t r o l  o f  n a t u r a l  im pu l se s  no t

be cau se  s a l v a t i o n  i s  a c h i e v e d  t h a t  way,  bu t  be ca u se  t h e  o n l y

k i n d  o f  h a p p i n e s s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  man i s  a c h i e v e d  t h a t  way,  and

s h a l l o w n e s s  a v o i d e d .  He a l l i e s  h i m s e l f  w i t h  t h e  r e l i g i o n i s t s ,

b u t  he i s  aware  t h a t  even  r e l i g i o n  can  be p e r v e r t e d  i n t o

some th i ng  m o n s t r o u s :

1 have  b e en  s t r u c k  i n  my s t u d y  o f  t h e  p a s t  by t h e  end ­
l e s s  s e l f - d e c e p t i o n  t o  wh ic h  man i s  s u b j e c t  when he 
t r i e s  t o  p a s s  t oo  a b r u p t l y  f rom t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t o  
t h e  r e l i g i o u s  l e v e l .  The w o r l d ,  i t  I s  ha rd  t o  av o id  
c o n c l u d i n g ,  would have been  a b e t t e r  p l a c e  i f  more 
p e r s o n s  had made s u r e  t h e y  were  human b e f o r e  s e t t i n g  
ou t  t o  be superhuman;  and t h i s  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  would 
seem t o  a p p l y  w i t h  s p e c i a l  f o r c e  t o  a g e n e r a t i o n  
l i k e  t h e  p r e s e n t  t h a t  i s  w a l l o w in g  i n  t h e  t r o u g h  o f  
n a t u r a l i s m .  ( Rousseau  and Ro man t i c i sm , p .  x x . )

B a b b i t t  i s  t h i n k i n g  o f  t h e  a s t o n i s h i n g  r e c o r d  o f  i nh uma n i ty  

t h a t  ha s  b e e n  compi led  i n  t h e  name o f  r e l i g i o n .  He i s  t h i n k ­

i n g ,  t o o ,  o f  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n  and t h e  c r u e l t y  wh ich  i n d i v i d u a l s  

c an  commit when t h e y  a l l o w  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  i n d u l g e  i n  em o t i on s
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beyond t h e  l i m i t s  o f  f i n i t e  h um an i t y ,  when t h e y  do no t  

impose t h e  law o f  measure  upon t h e i r  b e h a v i o r *

Whereas  S w i f t  would  s a y  t h a t  men u se  t h e i r  r e a s o n  

t o  m u l t i p l y  t h e i r  v i c e s ,  B a b b i t t  f i n d s  t h e  g r e a t  human weak­

n e s s  t o  be  a wrong use  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n .  The i m a g i n a t i o n  can  

m i s l e a d  men ab o u t  t h e i r  d i v i n i t y  even  a s  i t  c an  d e c e i v e  

them ab o u t  t h e  human a b i l i t y  t o  a c h i e v e  i n f i n i t e  e m o t i o n a l  

e x p a n s i o n .  Because  he assumes  t h e  h i g h e r  w i l l  a s  an  i n e x ­

p l i c a b l e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  phenomenon wh i ch  men ca n  be aware  o f ,  

B a b b i t t  l o g i c a l l y  must  a l l o w  f o r  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  r e l i g i o u s  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  a lways  l u r k i n g  i n  h i s  t h o u g h t  i s  t h e  f e a r  

t h a t  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  w i l l  l e a d  many 

p e o p l e  t o w a r d ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  away f rom,  e g o c e n t r i c i t y .

B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  i n  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l ,  b u t  i s  s k e p t i c a l  ab ou t  

t h e  supe rhuman .  Man i s  no t  God,  and he had b e t t e r  be s u r e  

t h a t  he c a n  c o n t r o l  h i s  n a t u r a l  s e l f  w e l l  enough t o  q u a l i f y  

as  a human be in g ,  by m e d i a t i n g  be tween  t h e  e x t r e m e s  he f i n d s  

i n  h im s e l f ,  b e f o r e  s e t t i n g  ou t  t o  de v e l o p  h i s  d i v i n e  s e l f  

by r e n o u n c i n g  h i s  n a t u r a l  s e l f  c o m p l e t e l y .

The L i m i t a t i o n s  o f  S o b r i e t y  

A m e d i a t o r y  p h i l o s o p h y  i nvokes  e t h i c s  t o  combat  

s h a l l o w n e s s  o f  t h o u g h t  and l i c e n s e  o f  a c t i o n .  I t  t a k e s  

a cc ou n t  o f  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  even  l i k e l i h o o d ,  o f  c o r r u p t i o n  

i n  human l i f e .  Yet  i t  f e a r s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  d i s t o r t i o n  

t h r o u g h  a s c e t i c i s m ;  i t  a l l o w s  f o r  a p o s s i b l e  r i g h t  u se  o f  

human r e s o u r c e s  t h a t ,  m i s us e d ,  c an  c a u s e  g r e a t  harm.  I t
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w i l l  n o t  a l l o w  a s e n se  o f  s i n  t o  b l o c k  o u t  t h e  j o y  t h a t  ha s  

more modes t  o r i g i n s  t h a n  h o l y  p e a c e .  Humanism a c c e p t s  t h e  

d i v e r s e  c l a i m s  o f  d u a l i s m  and a d v o c a t e s  m e d i a t i o n .

The human i s t  t e a c h e s  h i m s e l f  t o  l i v e  w i t h  d i l emmas .

He i s n ’ t  s u r e  ab o u t  e t e r n i t y ,  b u t  he w i l l  n o t  g iv e  a l l  t o  

t i m e .  He s h r i n k s  f rom t h e  e a s y  complacency  o f  o r g a n i z e d  

g r o u p s ,  b u t  he knows t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a wrong i n d i v i d u a l i s m  

t h a t  c an  l e a d  t o  p r i d e .  He b e l i e v e s  i n  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  s p i r i t ,  

bu t  he acknowledges  t h a t  t h e  body makes l e g i t i m a t e  demands .

He w a n t s  men t o  be c i v i l i z e d ,  bu t  he d r e a d s  t h e  m a l a d i e s  

accompanying  o v e r - c i v i l i z a t i o n :  e f f e m i n a c y  and d e c a d e n c e ,

more i n s i d i o u s ,  a s  T a c i t u s  knew, t h a n  b a r b a r i s m .  He advo ­

c a t e s  t h e  f u l l  use  o f  t h e  s e n s e s ,  b u t  he h a t e s  t h e  abuse  

o f  t hem.

B a b b i t t  n eve r  u n d e r e s t i m a t e s  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  

a c h i e v i n g  p o i s e ,  t h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  comprehend e x t r e m e s  and 

y e t  t o  m e d i a t e  be tween  t hem.  He r e p e a t s  t h e  i d ea  many 

t  i m e s :

Man i s  a c r e a t u r e  who i s  f oredoomed t o  o n e - s i d e d n e s s ,  
y e t  who becomes humane o n l y  i n  p r o p o r t i o n  a s  he t r i ­
umphs ov e r  t h i s  f a t a l i t y  o f  h i s  n a t u r e ,  o n l y  a s  he 
a r r i v e s  a t  t h a t  measure  which  comes f rom t em pe r i ng  
h i s  v i r t u e s ,  e ach  by i t s  o p p o s i t e .

(L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  Amer i can  C o l l e g e . p .  2 3 . )

P o i s e  i s  t h e  h u m a n i s t ’ s i d e a l .  He f i n d s  a b h o r r e n t  

t h e  l o g i c  o f  b o t h  t h e  ex t r eme  r e l i g i o n i s t  and t h e  ex t r eme  

n a t u r a l i s t .  The ex t r eme  r e l i g i o n i s t  a ssumes  t h a t  s p i r i t  

i s  t h e  o n l y  r e a l i t y ,  and t h e r e  f o l l o w ,  l o g i c a l l y ,  s e l f ­

a d m i n i s t e r e d  f l a g e l l a t i o n s ,  f a s t i n g s ,  h a i r s h i r t s .  The
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ex t r eme  n a t u r a l i s t  a ssumes  t h a t  f l e s h  i s  t h e  o n l y  r e a l i t y ,  

and t h e r e  f o l l o w ,  l o g i c a l l y ,  e i t h e r  t h e  o v e r - r e f i n e d  c u l t i ­

v a t i o n  o f  s e n s a t i o n  o f  t h e  a e s t h e t e ,  o r  t h e  g l u t t o n y  and 

v o l u p t u o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  b r u t e ,  a c a r n i v o r o u s n e s s  t h a t  e x t e n d s  

even  t o  o n e ' s  p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .

When t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  p o i s e  i s  abandoned ,  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  c an  e a s i l y  l a p s e  i n t o  a l i s t l e s s  r o u t i n e .  

H a b i t u a l  y i e l d i n g  t o  t h e  ex t r eme  g e t s  one away f rom th e  

human s t r u g g l e  be tween  s p i r i t  and f l e s h ,  and e n c o u r a g e s  

complacency .  The word v i t a l  i s  i m p o r t a n t  wh e th e r  we t h i n k  

o f  s p i r i t u a l i t y  o r  m a t e r i a l i s m .  The awful  d e a d e n e r  o f  

human l i f e  i s  l i s t l e s s n e s s .

L i s t l e s s  r o u t i n e  i n  r e l i g i o n ,  a r i g i d  a d h e r e n c e  t o  

dogma o r  ou twa rd  fo r m s ,  c an  l e a d  t o  s e r i o u s  v i o l a t i o n s  of  

t h e  r e l i g i o u s  s p i r i t ,  t o  g r o s s  a r r o g a n c e  and c r u e l t y  in  

t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  dogma and c e r e m o n i a l .  The hum an i s t  i s  t he  

enemy of  t a i n t e d  r e l i g i o n .

L i s t l e s s  r o u t i n e  i n  m a t e r i a l i s m  c an  l e a d  t o  s h a l l o w  

human r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  The m ec h an i ca l  w o r l d l i n g ,  h a b i t u a l l y  

t r e a t i n g  o t h e r  pe o p l e  as  ' t h i n g s , 1 i n e x o r a b l y  l o s e s  h i s  own 

hu man i ty ,  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  have i n  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  

o t h e r s  t h e  q u a l i t y  and warmth t h a t  mark o f f  t h e  human from 

t h e  a n i m a l .  Tom Jone s  i s  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  Don Jua n .  The 

human i s t  i s  t h e  enemy o f  w o r l d l i n e s s ,  b u t  f r e e l y  acknow­

l e d g e s  t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  v i t a l  an ima l  s e n s a t i o n  t o  a bo red  

and i n e r t  l i c e n t i o u s n e s s ,  t h a t  o f  Hol lywood c h a r a c t e r s  and 

m u l t i - w i v e d  m i l l i o n a i r e s .
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B a b b i t t  u n c e a s i n g l y  a t t a c k s  l i s t l e s s  r o u t i n e .  The 

p h r a s e  "going  t h r o u g h  t h e  m o t i o n s ” r e c u r s  many t i m e s  i n  h i s  

w r i t i n g s .  He i s  a c o n s e r v a t i v e ,  and he a lways  d e n i e s  t h a t  

t h i s  p o s i t i o n  can  e a s i l y  be won and m a i n t a i n e d .  He d i s p a r a g e s  

t h e  e a s y ,  u n c r i t i c a l  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  c o n v e n t i o n .  He i s  an A r i s ­

t o t e l i a n ,  and he a lways  d e n i e s  t h i s  t i t l e  t o  t h o s e  who s e e k  

an e a s y  f o r m u l a .  He a t t a c k s  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  "p seudo ­

c l a s s i c i s t s ” f o r  o v e r s i m p l i f y i n g  A r i s t o t l e ’ s d o c t r i n e  o f  

i m i t a t i o n .

He a t t a c k s  t h e  p s e u d o - c l a s s i c i s t s  as  v i g o r o u s l y  a s  

he a t t a c k s  t h e  Ro m an t i c s ,  Both  a r e  e x t r e m i s t s .  B a b b i t t  

knows t h a t  t h e  Romant ic  movement was a g i g a n t i c  r e a c t i o n  

a g a i n s t  t h e  c o n s t r i c t i o n  o f  t h e  human s p i r i t  by t h o s e  who 

t h o u g h t  t h a t  r u l e s  were  en ough .  A g a i n s t  t h e  ex t r e me  o f  

l o c k i n g  t h e  s p i r i t  i n  f o rm u la e  a r o s e  t h e  ex t r eme  o f  pu re  

s p o n t a n e  i t y .

Whatever  B a b b i t t ' s  immedia te  s u b j e c t  i s ,  he i s  se ldom 

f a r  f rom an  advocacy  o f  p o i s e .  Hap p i ne s s  and s u c c e s s  i n  l i f e  

depend upon an  acknowledgment  o f  t h e  d i v e r s e  c l a i m s  o f  human 

n a t u r e  and upon an e f f o r t  t o  g iv e  each  i t s  d ue .  B a b b i t t  

u r g e s  s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  bu t  he warns  a g a i n s t  n e g l e c t i n g  t h e  s i d e  

t h a t  r e l a t e s  man t o  t ime  and c ha ng e :

The human mind,  i f  i t  i s  t o  keep  i t s  s a n i t y ,  
must  m a i n t a i n  t h e  n i c e s t  b a l a n c e  be tween  u n i t y  and 
p l u r a l i t y .  . . .  I f  m an ' s  n o b i l i t y  l i e s  i n  h i s  k i n ­
s h i p  t o  t h e  One,  he i s  a t  t h e  same t ime a phenomenon 
among o t h e r  phenomena,  and o n l y  a t  h i s  r i s k  and 
p e r i l  n e g l e c t s  h i s  phenomenal  s e l f ,

(L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  Amer i can  C o l l e g e . pp.  2 7 - 2 8 . )
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The d e e p l y - h e l d  c o n v i c t i o n s  o f  a man g e t  r e f l e c t e d  

i n  h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e .  I t  seems e v i d e n t  t h a t  B a b b i t t  l i v e d  

h u m a n i s t i c a l l y ,  t h a t  he so u g h t  m e d i a t i o n  be tween  t he  ph e ­

nomenal  and t h e  noumena l .  Many o f  t h e  c o n t r i b u t o r s  t o  

I r v i n g  B a b b i t t .  Man and T e a c h e i ^ sav t h i s .  Y e t ,  t hough  he 

p r o b a b l y  d i d n ' t  go wrong i n  h i s  p r i v a t e  l i f e ,  he f e l t  an  

i n t e n s e  p u b l i c  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a s  a 2 0 t h - c e n t u r y  member o f  

W es t e rn  C i v i l i z a t i o n .  He f e l t  h i m s e l f  i n  t h e  t h i c k  o f  a 

b i t t e r ,  u n c e a s i n g  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  n a t u r a l i s m .

He l ooked  everywhe re  f o r  symptoms o f  t h e  w i d e s p r e a d  b e l i e f  

( i f  no t  h e l d  e x p l i c i t l y ,  a t  l e a s t  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  way 

p e o p l e  were  l i v i n g )  t h a t  v a l u e s ,  p r i n c i p l e s ,  m o r a l s ,  and 

i d e a l s  a r e  i l l u s i o n s  a s c r i b a b l e  t o  a p u r i t a n i c  t i m i d i t y  

o r  t o  a w i s h  t o  g l o r i f y  what  i s  m e r e ly  a n o t h e r  f orm o f  

an im a l  l i f e .  He f o u g h t  v a l i a n t l y  a g a i n s t  t h o s e  p e o p l e  

and p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  would deny o r  n u l l i f y  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  

s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  wisdom,  h u m i l i t y .  T h i s  s e n s e  o f  b e in g  i n  a 

b a t t l e  somet imes  i n t e r f e r e d  w i t h  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  h u m a n i s t i c  

d o c t r i n e  o f  d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s  and l ed  B a b b i t t  t o  use  l i t e r a ­

t u r e  n a r r o w l y ,  a s  a s o u r c e  o f  p r o o f  t e x t s .  The p o l e m i c i s t  

i s  on wa t ch  t o  d e t e c t  any h i n t  t h a t  a w r i t e r  i s  m e l t i n g  

N a t u r e  and human n a t u r e  t o g e t h e r .  B a b b i t t  has  nowhere 

shown t h a t  he f e l t  a p o s i t i v e  j o y  i n  t h a t  w r i t i n g  wh ic h  

c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  l ove  o f  Na tu r e  and  t h e  j oy  o f  t h e  s e n s e s .

Wl-I r v i n g  B a b b i t t .  Man and T e a c h e r , e d .  F r e d e r i c k  
M a n ch e s t e r  and O d e l l  Shepa rd  (New York ,  1 9 l | l ) .
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The b e s t  word he ha s  f o r  t h i s  w r i t i n g  i s  ’’s o l a c e . "

I t  I s  no t  h u m a n i s t i c  t o  be t o o  s t e a d i l y  s e l f -  

c o n s c i o u s  ab o u t  e t h i c s .  T h i s  o b s e s s i o n  c an  i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  

t h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  w h o l e n es s  t h a t  t h e  hu m an i s t  v a l u e s  so 

h i g h l y ,  and can  p roduce  an  u n e a s i n e s s  w i t h  s e n su ou s  e n j o y ­

ment ,  o r  even  an  a s c e t i c  c a s t  t h a t  i s  more a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  

r e l i g i o n  t h a n  t o  humanism.  Arno ld  names t h e  two g r e a t  human 

v i r t u e s  " s t r i c t n e s s  o f  c o n s c i e n c e " and " s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n ­

s c i o u s n e s s .  B a b b i t t  knows t h a t  humanism c a l l s  f o r  t h i s  

t w o - s i d e d  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  bu t  he i s  so i n t e n t  upon c o r r e c t i n g  

t he  n a t u r a l i s t i c  b i a s  o f  t h e  age t h a t  he some t imes  a s s o c i a t e s  

love  o f  Na tu r e  ( o r  i n t e n s e  r e s p o n s e  t o  N a t u r e )  w i t h  n a t u r a l ­

ism;  and t ho ug h  he a d m i t s  t h a t  n o n - e t h i c a l  a r t  c a n  be a c c e p t ­

a b l e  a s  r e c r e a t i o n ,  he ha s  l e f t  no r e c o r d  o f  h i s  a e s t h e t i c  

d e l i g h t  i n  works  he c o u ld  n o t  m o r a l l y  app rove  o f .

In  B a b b i t t ' s  own w r i t i n g s  we do n o t  f i n d  i m p r e s s i v e  

t e s t i m o n y  t o  t h e  r e f r e s h m e n t  o f  s p i r i t  he r e c e i v e d  f rom 

N a t u r e .  We must  go t o  t h e  e s s a y s  h i s  f r i e n d s  and s t u d e n t s  

w r o t e  a b o u t  him i n  I r v i n g  B a b b i t t ,  Man and T e a c h e r , f o r  t h i s  

t e s t i m o n y .  As a hum an i s t  he shou ld  have  a s s e r t e d  t h e  

l e g i t i m a c y ,  t h e  r i g h t n e s s  f o r  man, o f  a l ove  o f  Na tu r e  t h a t  

r e s u l t s  i n  a h e i g h t e n e d  s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  b u t  

he f e l t  so  i n t e n s e l y  t h e  mora l  s h a l l o w n e s s  o f  t h e  t ime  t h a t  

he e r r e d  on t h e  s i d e  o f  s t r i c t n e s s  o f  c o n s c i e n c e .

The hum an i s t  a c c e p t s  h i s  body and i t s  demands,  l e a r n s

^ % o r k s ,  VI ,  12k
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even  t o  be a t  e a s e  w i t h  them.  S o c r a t e s  a c c e p t s  t h e  f a c t  o f  

t h e  u n r u l y  h o r s e  t houg h  he w a n t s  t h e  n o b l e  one t o  domina t e*

The r e l i g i o n i s t ,  t h ou g h ,  d e p l o r e s  wha t  i s  u n a l t e r a b l e ,  

i n e v i t a b l e ,  i n  human n a t u r e .  S i r  Thomas Browne r e c o r d s  t h a t  

he used  t o  w i sh  f o r  a l e s s  v u l g a r  way f o r  pe op l e  t o  p r o c r e a t e .  

B a b b i t t  p r a i s e s  So p h o c l e s  a s  a g r e a t  s e r i o u s  a r t i s t  who w r o t e  

w i t h  e t h i c a l  i n s i g h t ,  bu t  B a b b i t t  d e l e t e s  f rom S o p h o c l e s '  

p l a y s  t h e  v i o l e n c e  wh ich  a lw ays  l i e s  b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  and 

somet imes  even  e r u p t s .  By making S o p h o c l e s  o n l y  a moral  

t e a c h e r ,  B a b b i t t  a n n i h i l a t e s  t h e  p o e t r y  and t h e  comprehen­

s i v e n e s s  o f  t h e  t r a g e d i e s .  T h i s  i s  t h e  c o m p l a i n t  o f  R. P.  

B l ackmur j

I t  was a s  i f  he t a u g h t  m u s i c ,  and t a u g h t  i t  m a g n i f i ­
c e n t l y ,  bu t  o n l y  i n  t h e  w r i t t e n  s c o r e .  He was r i g h t ,  
e v e r l a s t i n g l y ,  a b o u t  e v e r y t h i n g  wh ich  may o c c u r  b e f o r e  
t h e  p l a y i n g  be g in s*

The f i g u r e  i s  no t  a s  f o r c e d  as  i t  may sound .  For 
what  d i d  he t e a c h —what  i n  a l l  t h e  enormous mass of  
l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  he r e a d  d i d  he p r a i s e — b u t  t h o s e  g r e a t  
dead  w r i t e r s  whose works  we know p r e c i s e l y  o n l y  as  
s c o r e s ,  w i t h  an  i m p e r f e c t  c l u e  t o  t h e  n o t a t i o n  even  
t h e r e ,  and wh ich  we c an n o t  p l a y  a t  a l l .  These  a r e  
t h e  w r i t e r s  whose i d e a s  have  s u r v i v e d  and c an  be 
d e a l t  w i t h  a s  f o r m u l a s ,  a s  a b s t r a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  midd l e  
way,  bu t  whose p o e t r y ,  what  happened  when t h e i r  i d e a s  
go t  i n t o  drama,  o r  go t  l odged  i n  a c t u a l i t y ,  we must  
t h r o u g h  i g n o r a n c e  f o r  t h e  most  p a r t  l e t  go by t h e  
b o a r d ,  u n l e s s  i n  o u r s e l v e s ,  i n  our  own i m a g i n a t i o n s ,  
i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  ou r  own t i m e s ,  we c an  s ee  t h e  
p o e t r y  r e f r e s h e d ,  S o p h o c l e s  i s  n o t h i n g  w i t h o u t  h i s  
v i o l e n c e ;  A n t i g o n e  i s  a mere m ec h an i ca l  f a n a t i c  
w i t h o u t  h e r  f o l l y ;  Creon  an  i n e f f e c t u a l  r a n t i n g  
w i t h o u t  h i s  s t u p i d i t y ;  Ismene a mere vap o r  w i t h o u t  
h e r  doub l e  c h a r g e  o f  f e a r  and l o v e .  In  s h o r t ,  t h e  
whole  Greek  drama i s  n o t h i n g  b u t  exemp la ry  i f  we do 
n o t  o u r s e l v e s  s u p p l y  t h e  v i o l e n c e ,  t h e  f o l l y ,  t h e  
s t u p i d i t y ,  t h e  m i x t u r e  o f  f e a r  and l o v e .  B a b b i t t  
was n o t  o n l y  c o n t e n t  w i t h  t h e  e x em p la r y ,  he i n s i s t e d
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on i t s  dominance  a t  t h e  expense  o f  e v e r y  o t h e r  
i n t e r e s t ,  / T h a t  i s  why he nev e r  seemed i n s i d e  h i s  
e x a m p l e s . 4-°

I t  i s  ou r  l i n k  w i t h  N a t u r e ,  ou r  p h y s i c a l  a n i m a l i t y ,  

t h a t  makes v i o l e n c e  an  i n e v i t a b l e  component  o f  human l i f e .  

There  i s  some th ing  w i l d  and i r r a t i o n a l  i n  us t h a t  i s  com­

p l e t e l y  tamed o n l y  by a u s t e r i t y  o r  t e p i d n e s s ,  b o t h  ana thema 

t o  t h e  h u m a n i s t ,  A man who i s  no t  w i l l i n g  t o  s u r r e n d e r  h i s  

p h y s i c a l  and s e n su ou s  t one  e i t h e r  t o  a s c e t i c i s m  o r  t o  e f f e t e ­

n e s s ,  and y e t  who d e s i r e s  c u l t i v a t i o n ,  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  m o r a l ­

i t y ,  must  f i n d  a way o f  k e ep in g  t h i s  w i l d n e s s  a l i v e  i n  h im­

s e l f ,  must  n o u r i s h  i t  y e t  no t  be v i c t i m i z e d  by i t ;  a n o t h e r  

d i lemma.  B a b b i t t  saw so many peop l e  y i e l d i n g  c r u d e l y  t o  

t h i s  w i l d n e s s  and l i v i n g  sub-human l i v e s  t h a t  he became 

t o o  wary and somet imes  f a i l e d  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  be tween  n a t u r a l ­

ism and s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  S p o n t a n e i t y  o f  con ­

s c i o u s n e s s  c a l l s  f o r  a n ou r i sh m en t  o f  t h e  w i l d n e s s , ^  The 

emo t ions  and s e n s e s  t h a t  we s h a r e  w i t h  a n im a l s  make t h e i r  

c l a i m ,  and man can  n e g l e c t  them "only  a t  h i s  r i s k  and p e r i l .

B a b b i t t  d e v o t e s  a whole c h a p t e r  o f  Rousseau  and 

Romant ic i sm t o  an  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  improper  v i ew  o f  m an ' s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  N a t u r e .  S p i r i t u a l  l a z i n e s s  makes man 

s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  t h e  A r c a d i a n  dream,  t h e  l i f e  o f  a c a r e f r e e

^ R .  P.  B l ackmur ,  The Lion  and t h e  Honeycomb (New
York ,  1955) ,  pp .  11*6-11*7.

^ T h o u g h  I bor row t h i s  u s e f u l  p h r a s e ,  " s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  
c o n s c i o u s n e s s , "  f rom A r n o l d ,  I use  i t  t o  mean more t h a n  a f r e e  
p l a y  o f  t h o u g h t .  A p p l i e d  t o  Tho reau  and F r o s t ,  t h e  p h r a s e  
s u g g e s t s  loy i n  t h e  harmony o f  mind,  e m o t i o n s ,  and s e n s e s .  

^ L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  Ameri can  C o l l e g e , p .  28.
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a n i m a l ,  v o i d  o f  r e s t r a i n t s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  B a b b i t t  

shows how some w r i t e r s  have a s s o c i a t e d  t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  t h e  

i d e a l  woman and t h e  l o ng ing  f o r  t h e  i n f i n i t e  w i t h  t h i s  

A r c a d i a n  v i ew o f  e x i s t e n c e .  He s a ys  q u i t e  e x p l i c i t l y  what  

i s  i n s i d i o u s  i n  r o m a n t i c  r e v e r y :

Those t o  whom I may seem t o  be t r e a t i n g  t h e  
n a t u r e  c u l t  w i t h  undue s e v e r i t y  sh o u l d  remember 
t h a t  I am t r e a t i n g  i t  o n l y  i n  i t s  p s e u d o - r e l i g i o u s  
a s p e c t .  In  i t s  p r o p e r  p l a c e  a l l  t h i s  r e f i n i n g  on 
man’ s r e l a t i o n  t o  t he  " o u t w o r l d "  may be l e g i t i m a t e  
and d e l i g h t f u l ;  b u t  t h a t  p l a c e  i s  s e c o n d a r y .  My 
q u a r r e l  i s  o n l y  w i t h  t he  a e s t h e t e  who assumes  an 
a p o c a l y p t i c  pose  and g i v e s  f o r t h  a s  a p r o f oun d  
p h i l o s o p h y  what  i s  a t  b e s t  o n l y  a h o l i d a y  or  week­
end v i ew o f  e x i s t e n c e .  No d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  more 
i m p o r t a n t  f o r  any  one who w i s h e s  t o  m a i n t a i n  a 
c o r r e c t  s c a l e  o f  v a l u e s  t h a n  t h a t  be tween what  i s  
me re ly  r e c r e a t i v e  and what  m i n i s t e r s  t o  l e i s u r e .
There  a r e  t i m e s  when we may p r o p e r l y  s e e k  s o l a c e
and r enewa l  i n  n a t u r e ,  when we may i n v i t e  b o t h
our  s o u l s  and ou r  b o d i e s  t o  l o a f .  The e r r o r  i s
t o  l ook on t h e s e  moments o f  r e c r e a t i o n  and r e l i e f
from c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on some d e f i n i t e  end a s  i n
t h e m s e l v e s  t h e  consummat ion  o f  wisdom.  Rousseau
indeed  assumes t h a t  h i s  a r t  o f  mix ing  h i m s e l f  up
w i t h  t h e  l a nd s ca p e  i s  i d e n t i c a l  w i t h  l e i s u r e ;
l i k e  i nnumerab l e  d i s c i p l e s  he c o n f u s e s  r e v e r y  w i t h
m e d i t a t i o n .  . . . He p a r o d i e s  s u b t l y  what  i s  above
th e  o r d i n a r y  r a t i o n a l  l e v e l  i n  t e rms  o f  what  i s
be low i t .  He t h u s  b r i n g s  unde r  s u s p i c i o n  t h e  most
n e c e s s a r y  of  a l l  t r u t h s - - t h a t  t he  kingdom o f  heaven
i s  w i t h i n  u s .  (Rous seau  and Rom an t i c i sm , pp.  2 8 8 - 2 8 9 . )

Here i s  t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  i n s i s t e n c e  upon d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  

upon t h e  p l a n e s  o f  b e i n g .  Yet  B a b b i t t  knows t h a t ,  l o g i c a l l y ,  

he must  a l l o w  f o r  i n t e n s e  r e s p o n s e  t o  Na tu r e  i n  t h e  l i f e  o f  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  knows t h a t  i t  i s  t o n i c  and i n v i g o r a t i n g .  He 

makes t he  c o n c e s s i o n  t h e o r e t i c a l l y ;  b u t  as  t h e  champion o f  

d o c t r i n a l  humanism, he has  a p u b l i c  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  e x c o r i ­

a t e  w r i t e r s  who c e l e b r a t e  t h e  l ove  o f  Na tu re  l e s t  t h e y  

en co u ra g e  many peo p l e  t o  r e p l a c e  du t y  w i t h  r e v e r y .  The
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sp o n t a n e o u s  v a l u e  of  r e c r e a t i o n  c an  be d e s t r o y e d  by t o o  

d e l i b e r a t e  an a wa re nes s  o f  t h e  s e c o n d a r y  i mp or t an ce  o f  i t .

T h i s  i s  a cad emic i sm .  T h i s  i s  o p p r e s s i v e ,  n a r r o w in g  s o b r i e t y .  

I n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  p r i v a t e  l i f e  h i s  moments o f  j o y  i n  Na t u r e  

a r e  no t  l a d e n  w i t h  demands o f  c o n s c i e n c e .  T h i s  j o y ,  t h i s  

s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  i s  h u m a n i s t i c ;  bu t  i f  B a b b i t t  

we re  no t  somewhat  u ne asy  abo u t  i t ,  he would  no t  have c o n ­

f i n e d  h i s  s e a r c h  t o  n e g a t i v e  example s  o f  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  of  

N a t u r e .

J u s t i f y i n g  t h e  love  of  Na tu r e  by t h e  a rgument  t h a t  

i t  h e l p s  us t o  r e t u r n  t o  our  s p i r i t u a l  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  renewed 

v i g o r  smacks of  p r a g m a t i s m ,  o r  a t  b e s t ,  a m e c h a n i c a l  v i r t u e .  

The Y.M.C.A.  u se s  r e c r e a t i o n  as  a l u r e  f o r  c h a r a c t e r  b u i l d i n g ;  

a r e f i n e d  d e c e p t i o n .  The d e l i b e r a t e n e s s  and s o b r i e t y  o f  

m o t ive  In t h e i r  o r g a n i z e d  summer camp games a n n i h i l a t e s  t h e

Joy  o f  them.  R e c r e a t i o n  i s  used  by them a s  food  i s  by t h e

S a l v a t i o n  Army.

B a b b i t t ' s  t oo  d e l i b e r a t e  and t o o  r e s e r v e d  a p p ro a c h  

t o  r e c r e a t i o n  i s  s u g g e s t e d  by h i s  h a b i t u a l  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  i t  

a s  ns o l a c e M:

I f  A r i s t o t l e  were  l i v i n g  t o d a y ,  i t  i s  c o n c e i v a b l e  
t h a t  he migh t  i n  h i s  r e c r e a t i v e  moments f i n d  s o l a c e  
i n  a good d e t e c t i v e  s t o r y . 1+9

Man needs  a t  t i m e s  t o  r e l a x ,  and one way o f  r e l a x i n g
i s  t o  t a k e  r e f u g e  f o r  a t ime  i n  some l and  o f  c h i m e r a s ,
t o  f o l l o w  t h e  A r c a d i a n  g l eam.  He may t h e n  come b a ck  
t o  t he  r e a l  w o r l d ,  t h e  wor ld  o f  a c t i v e  e f f o r t , -  s o l a c e d  
and r e f r e s h e d . - 30

1+9Irv ing  B a b b i t t ,  On Being C r e a t iv e  and Other E ssays
(B oston ,  1932) ,  p. 21 .

5°Rousseau and Romanticism, p. 209.
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Lamb c o u l d  a l s o  f i n d  an  E ly s ium o f  unmixed a e s t h e t i c  
s o l a c e  in t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  t h e  p a s t — e s p e c i a l l y  i n  
R e s t o r a t i o n  Comedy.5*

In  g e n e r a l  one must  g r a n t  t he  s o l a c e  and r i c h  s o u r c e  
o f  p o e t r y  t h a t  i s  found  i n  communion w i t h  n a t u r e  
ev en  t ho u gh  t h e  f i n a l  emphas i s  be pu t  on communion
w i t h  m a n , 52

R e l u c t a n c e  t o  make room f o r  an  u n a l l o y e d  j oy  i n  t h e  

phenomenal  l i f e  i s  more a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  r e l i g i o n  t h a n  t o  

humanism. T h i s  p u r i t a n i c  s o b r i e t y  l i m i t s  B a b b i t t ' s  humanism, 

makes i t  g r a y .  And t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  b r i g h t  and c o n f i d e n t  

humanism o f  F r o s t ,  we need a p a r a l l e l  w i t h  an e a r l i e r  New 

E n g l a n d e r ,  who can  b o l d l y  c e l e b r a t e  j oy  i n  w i l d  Na tu r e  even  

w h i l e  r e s i s t i n g  A r c a d i a n  r e v e r y .

S e n s i b i 1i t y  C h a s t e n e d :
The Humanism o f  Henry David  T ho reau

What b u t  t h i s  p u r i t a n i c  u n e a s i n e s s  w i t h  em pa th i c  

r e s p o n s e  t o  Na tu r e  made B a b b i t t  i n  a l l  h i s  w r i t i n g s  i g n o r e  

Tho reau ,  Tho reau  who was a s t e r n  c r i t i c  o f  s h a l l o w n e s s  and 

i m m o r a l i t y ,  who was h i m s e l f  s p i r i t u a l l y  s t r e n u o u s ,  who was 

a t r a d i t i o n a l i s t - - a  s t u d e n t  o f  t h e  b e s t  o f  E a s t e r n  and Wes t e rn  

t h o u g h t - - w h o  h e l d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  r e f o r m i n g  

h i m s e I f ?

Thoreau  a s s e r t s  q u i t e  e m p h a t i c a l l y  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  

law f o r  man as  d i s t i n c t  f rom t h e  law f o r  t h i n g .  "Our whole  

l i f e  i s  s t a r t l i n g l y  m o r a l .  There  i s  nev e r  an  i n s t a n t ' s  t r u c e  

be tween  v i r t u e  and v i c e .  Goodness  i s  t he  o n l y  i n v e s t m e n t  t h a t

5*Rousseau  and Rom an t i c i sm , p .  92 ,
5 2 I b i d . , p .  3$1.
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n e v e r  f a i l s . " - ^  "He i s  b l e s s e d  who i s  a s s u r e d  t h a t  t h e  an ima l  

i s  dy ing  o u t  i n  him day  by day ,  and t h e  d i v i n e  be in g  e s t a b ­

l i s h e d . " ^  "From e x e r t i o n  come wisdom and p u r i t y ;  f rom s l o t h  

i g n o r a n c e  and s e n s u a l i t y . "55 These  s t a t e m e n t s  a r e  v e r y  much 

l i k e  B a b b i t t ' s  p r i n c i p a l  emphase s .  Tho reau  p r ec ed ed  B a b b i t t  

as  an  u n c e a s i n g  and uncompromis ing  a t t a c k e r  o f  Amer i can  p r i d e ,  

s l o t h ,  and co mplacency .  Thoreau  does  no t  g l o r i f y  n a t u r a l i s m  

by s u b s t i t u t i n g  t he  s u b r a t i o n a l  f o r  t h e  s u p e r r a t i o n a l .  He 

c h i d e s  h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  f o r  a c c e p t i n g  t h e i r  o r d i n a r y  s e l v e s  

and f o r  u s i n g  t h e i r  e n e r g i e s  b a s e l y  t o  a c c u m u l a t e  l u x u r i e s :

L i e u t e n a n t  Herndon,  whom our  Government  s e n t  t o  
e x p l o r e  t h e  Amazon,  and ,  i t  i s  s a i d ,  t o  e x t e n d  t he  
a r e a  o f  s l a v e r y ,  o b se r ve d  t h a t  t h e r e  was w a n t i n g  
t h e r e  "an i n d u s t r i o u s  and a c t i v e  p o p u l a t i o n ,  who 
know what  t h e  c o m f o r t s  o f  l i f e  a r e ,  and who have 
a r t i f i c i a l  wan t s  t o  draw ou t  t h e  g r e a t  r e s o u r c e s  of  
t h e  c o u n t r y . "  But  what  a r e  t h e  " a r t i f i c i a l  w a n t s "  
t o  be en cou raged?  Not t h e  love  o f  l u x u r i e s ,  l i k e  
t h e  t o b a c c o  and s l a v e s  o f ,  I b e l i e v e ,  h i s  n a t i v e  
V i r g i n i a ,  nor  t h e  i ce  and g r a n i t e  and o t h e r  m a t e r i a l  
w e a l t h  o f  our  n a t i v e  New Eng land ;  nor  a r e  " t h e  g r e a t  
r e s o u r c e s  o f  a c o u n t r y "  t h a t  f e r t i l i t y  o r  b a r r e n n e s s  
o f  s o i l  which  p r oduces  t h e s e .  The c h i e f  w a n t ,  i n  
e v e r y  S t a t e  t h a t  I have been  i n t o ,  was a h i g h  and 
e a r n e s t  pu rpose  i n  i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s .  T h i s  a l o n e  
draws ou t  " t h e  g r e a t  r e s o u r c e s "  o f  N a t u r e ,  and a t  
l a s t  t a x e s  he r  beyond h e r  r e s o u r c e s ;  f o r  man n a t u r ­
a l l y  d i e s  ou t  o f  h e r .  When we want  c u l t u r e  more 
t h a n  p o t a t o e s ,  and i l l u m i n a t i o n  more t h a n  s u g a r ­
p lums ,  t h e n  t h e  g r e a t  r e s o u r c e s  o f  a wor ld  a r e  t ax e d  
and drawn o u t ,  and t h e  r e s u l t ,  o r  s t a p l e  p r o d u c t i o n ,  
i s ,  n o t  s l a v e s ,  no r  o p e r a t i v e s ,  b u t  m en ,— t h o s e  r a r e  
f r u i t s  c a l l e d  h e r o e s ,  s a i n t s ,  p o e t s ,  p h i l o s o p h e r s ,  
and r edeemer s . ^®

He has  no f a i t h  i n  g roup  r e f o r m ,  b u t  p l a c e s  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y

53The W r i t i n g s  of  Henry David Thoreau (Cambridge, 189*;), 
I I  (WaldenT7~3EoT

fff l b i d . , p .  3*4-2.
5 5 i b i d . , pp.  3*4-3-3*4u
56 I b i d . . , X (M i s c e l l a n i e s ) ,  281;.
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f o r  r e fo r m  s q u a r e l y  upon t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  " C i v i l  D i s o b e d i e n c e "  

s t r i k e s  a t  t h e  h u m a n i t a r i a n  f a l l a c y  o f  j u s t i c e  t h r o u g h  m a j o r ­

i t y  o p i n i o n ,  and a r g u e s  f o r  t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

consc  i e n c e :

A f t e r  a l l ,  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  r e a s o n  why, when t h e  
power i s  once i n  t h e  hands  o f  t h e  p e o p l e ,  a m a j o r ­
i t y  a r e  p e r m i t t e d ,  and f o r  a long p e r i o d  c o n t i n u e ,  
t o  r u l e  i s  not  b e c a u se  t h e y  a r e  most  l i k e l y  t o  be 
i n  t h e  r i g h t ,  no r  b e cau se  t h i s  seems f a i r e s t  t o  
t h e  m i n o r i t y ,  b u t  be cau se  t h e y  a r e  p h y s i c a l l y  t h e  
s t r o n g e s t .  But  a government  i n  which  t h e  m a j o r i t y  
r u l e  i n  a l l  c a s e s  c an n o t  be ba sed  on j u s t i c e ,  even  
as  f a r  a s  men u n d e r s t a n d  i t .  Can t h e r e  no t  be a 
government  i n  which  m a j o r i t i e s  do no t  v i r t u a l l y  
d e c i d e  r i g h t  and wrong,  b u t  c o n s c i e n c e ? - - i n  wh ich  
m a j o r i t i e s  d e c i d e  o n l y  t h o s e  q u e s t i o n s  t o  wh ich  t h e  
r u l e  o f  e x p e d i e n c y  i s  a p p l i c a b l e ?  Must t h e  c i t i z e n  
e ve r  f o r  a moment,  o r  i n  t h e  l e a s t  d e g r e e ,  r e s i g n  
h i s  c o n s c i e n c e  t o  t h e  l e g i s l a t o r ?  Why has  e v e r y  
man a c o n s c i e n c e ,  t he n?  I t h i n k  t h a t  we shou ld  be 
men f i r s t ,  and s u b j e c t s  a f t e r w a r d .  I t  i s  no t  
d e s i r a b l e  t o  c u l t i v a t e  a r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  law, so 
much as  f o r  t h e  r i g h t .  The on ly  o b l i g a t i o n  wh ich  
I have a r i g h t  t o  assume i s  t o  do a t  any t ime what  
I t h i n k  r i g h t . 57

Thoreau  makes c a r e f u l  d i s t i n c t i o n s  abou t  democracy ,  a c c e p t i n g

i t s  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  b u t  r e j e c t i n g  i t s  f a l l a c i o u s  and even

t y r a n n i c a l  i dea  of  r u l e  by t h e  m a j o r i t y  even  when u n e n l i g h t e n e d .

Th o reau  e x e m p l i f i e s  a s e l e c t i v e  use  o f  t h e  p a s t ,  o f  

t r a d i t i o n s ,  o f  l i t e r a t u r e , ^ ®  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  T h i s  i s  human­

i s t i c  i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  no t  r o m a n t i c  e g o c e n t r i c i t y .  T h o r e a u 1s 

w r i t i n g s  a r e  f u l l  o f  e x h o r t a t i o n s  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  a c h i e v e

5 7 i b i d . , pp.  133-13^ .
5 o c f . E t h e l  Sey b o l d ,  T h o r e a u , t h e  Ques t  and t h e  C l a s s i c s  

(New Haven,  1951)» p.  85s "The  c l a s s i c s  had gone a long way w i t h  
T ho reau  and had s e r v e d  him in  many ways.  In u t i l i t a r i a n  f a s h i o n  
t h e y  had p r o v i d e d  m a t e r i a l  f o r  t r a n s l a t i o n  and models  f o r  i m i t a ­
t i o n .  In  them he had found  t h e  s o u r c e ,  t h e  c o r r o b o r a t i o n ,  o r  
t h e  e x t e n s i o n  o f  most  o f  h i s  f a v o r i t e  t h e o r i e s :  o f  l a n g u a g e ,  o f
government ,  o f  h i s t o r y  and myth,  o f  p o e t r y  and mu s i c ,  o f  t h e  
sameness  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  As a whole  t h e y  had been  f o r  him o r i g ­
i n a l l y  a r e f e r e n c e  work wh ich  he migh t  c o n s u l t  i n  h i s  s e a r c h  f o r  
t r u t h . "
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r i g h t  t h i n k i n g  and r i g h t  l i v i n g .  He i s  not  a member o f  t h e

c u l t  o f  f e e l i n g .  His  l a p s e s  i n t o  s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  a r e  v e r y

r a r e .  He i s  g e n e r a l l y  m a s c u l i n e  and m o r a l :

”How h a p p y ' s  he who h a t h  due p l a c e  a s s i g n e d  
To h i s  b e a s t s  and d i s a f f o r e s t e d  h i s  mindj

Can use  h i s  h o r s e ,  g o a t ,  w o l f ,  and e v ' r y  b e a s t ,
And i s  no t  a s s  h i m s e l f  t o  a l l  t h e  r e s t !
E l s e  man no t  o n l y  i s  t he  he rd  o f  sw ine ,
But  he*s  t h o s e  d e v i l s  t o o  w h i ch  d id  i n c l i n e  p,
Them t o  a he ad l ong  r a g e ,  and made them w o r s e . ”-?9

B a b b i t t  drew t h e  b a t t l e  l i n e s  be tween  c l a s s i c a l  and 

r o m a n t i c  t o o  r i g o r o u s l y ,  f o r  he seems t o  have e x c l u de d  f rom 

t h e  human i s t  camp t h i s  s t a u n c h  f r i e n d  of  t r a d i t i o n a l  humanism 

whose c o u ra ge  and i n t e g r i t y  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  o f  t h e  p r i n c i p l e d  

l i f e  a r e  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  S o c r a t e s 1 s t e a d f a s t n e s s .  B a b b i t t  

p r o b a b l y  r e j e c t e d  Th o re a u  b e ca us e  Tho reau  a t t a c k s  cus toms  

and i n s t i t u t i o n s  so r e l e n t l e s s l y .  Y e t ,  what  i s  T h o r e a u ' s  

a t t i t u d e  but t h e  s k e p t i c i s m  o f  m o d e r n i t y  t h a t  B a b b i t t  f r e ­

q u e n t l y  p r a i s e s ,  t h e  r e f u s a l  t o  submi t  u n c r i t i c a l l y  t o  b r u t e  

t r a d i t i o n  o r  a u t h o r i t y ?

When we c o n s i d e r  w h a t ,  t o  use  t h e  words  o f  t h e  
c a t e c h i s m ,  i s  t h e  c h i e f  end o f  man, and what  a r e  t h e  
t r u e  n e c e s s a r i e s  and means o f  l i f e ,  i t  a p p e a r s  a s  i f  
men had d e l i b e r a t e l y  c ho se n  t h e  common mode of  l i v i n g  
becau se  t h e y  p r e f e r r e d  I t  t o  any o t h e r .  Ye t  t h e y  
h o n e s t l y  t h i n k  t h e r e  i s  no c h o i c e  l e f t .  But  a l e r t  
and h e a l t h y  n a t u r e s  remember t h a t  t h e  sun  r o s e  c l e a r .
I t  i s  n e v e r  t oo  l a t e  t o  g i v e  up ou r  p r e j u d i c e s .  No 
way o f  t h i n k i n g  o r  d o i n g ,  however  a n c i e n t ,  c an  be 
t r u s t e d  w i t h o u t  p r o o f . 6 0

T hor eau  c o n s i s t e n t l y  pays  homage t o  t h e  two i m p o r t a n t  

s i d e s  o f  humanism,  s t r i c t n e s s  o f  c o n s c i e n c e  and s p o n t a n e i t y

5 9 i b i d . ,  i i  (Wa lden) ,  3 4 3 .  
6 ° I b i d . , pp .  15-16.



65

o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  He s t a t e s  t h i s  doub l e  a l l e g i a n c e  r o u n d l y ,  

u n m i s t a k a b l y :

I found i n  m y s e l f ,  and s t i l l  f i n d ,  an  i n s t i n c t  toward 
a h i g h e r ,  o r ,  a s  i t  i s  named,  s p i r i t u a l  l i f e ,  a s  do 
most  men, and a n o t h e r  t oward  a p r i m i t i v e  r a n k  and s a v ­
age  on e ,  and I r e v e r e n c e  them b o t h .  I l ove  t h e  w i l d  
n o t  l e s s  t h a n  t h e  g o o d . 61

T h i s  i s  a much b o l d e r  a s s e r t i o n  o f  f a i t h  i n  t h e  c h a s t e n e d  

s e n s i b i l i t y  t h a n  B a b b i t t  e v e r  c an  b r i n g  h i m s e l f  t o  make.  

Th o r eau  ha s  t h e  h u m a n i s t ’ s d r e a d  o f  s t a g n a t i o n  and l i s t l e s s ­

n e s s .  I t  i s  t h i s  d r e a d  t h a t  i n fo rms  most  o f  h i s  a t t a c k s  upon 

i n e r t  c o n v e n t i o n .  O v e r - c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  t h e  e f f e m i n a t e  d e s i r e  

f o r  l u x u r y  and e a s e ,  ha s  two g r e a t  c o n s e q u e n c e s :  i t  c h ea p en s

human c h a r a c t e r ,  makes men compromise t h e i r  b e s t  s e l v e s ;  and 

i t  d u l l s  and deadens  t h e i r  s e n s e s ,  m a in ly  t h e i r  r e s p o n s e  t o  

N a t u r e .  T ho rea u  does no t  a t t a c k  c o m p l e x i t y  m e re ly  ou t  of  

c a p r i c e .  He a t t a c k s  i t  b e c a u se  i t  l e a d s  many peop l e  i n t o  

c o n f u s i o n  a b o u t  r i g h t  and w r o n g  t h i n k i n g  and a c t i n g ,  and 

b e c a u s e  i t  a n a e s t h e t i z e s  t h e  emp a th i c  n e r v e .

L ike  Ma rg a re t  F u l l e r ,  T ho reau  a c c e p t s  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  

Animal  l i f e  i s  r i g h t  f o r  a n i m a l s .  An ima l s ,  f o r e s t s ,  moun­

t a i n s ,  l a k e s ,  o c e a n s ,  and s k i e s  a l l  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  

phenomenal  r e a l i t y  t h a t  forms a g r e a t  p a r t  o f  human l i f e ;  

and we sh o u ld  a t t e n d  t o  them b e c a u s e  we have t h e  s e n s o r y  

and i n t e l l e c t u a l  q u a l i t i e s  t o  o b s e r v e  and p a r t i a l l y  u n d e r ­

s t a n d  them.  The a p p e a l  t o  Na tu r e  i s  v i c i o u s  o n l y  when i t  

e n c o u r a g e s  men t o  be c o m p l ac en t  abo u t  t h e i r  w o r s t  s e l v e s .

6 l I b i d . ,  p. 327
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T ho re a u  wa n t s  p e o p l e  t o  be m o r a l ,  b u t  he a l s o  w a n t s  them t o  

be s e n s i t i v e  and a l e r t ,  t o  s e e  what  i s  t o  be s e e n ,  t o  h e a r  

what  i s  t o  be h e a r d .  The w i l d n e s s  i n  us c an  be c u l t i v a t e d  

so  a s  t o  p r o t e c t  us  a g a i n s t  b o t h  l o s s  o f  c h a r a c t e r  and l o s s  

o f  a l e r t n e s s .

Jo se ph  Wood K r u t c h  p r a i s e s  Tho reau  f o r  d e f i n i n g  so 

c a r e f u l l y  t h e  importance o f  Na tu r e  t o  man, and f o r  d i s t i n g u i s h ­

ing be tween  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  n a t u r a l i s m  and love  o f  N a t u r e ;  f o r  

m e d i a t i n g ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  b e tween  S c i e n t i s m  and l a t e n t  P u r i t a n i s m :

Thoreau  i s  t h e  f o u n d e r  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  most  i m p o r t a n t  
member o f  t h e  s c h o o l  beca use  he so s u c c e s s f u l l y  com­
b i n e d  a deep  p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  Na tu r e  w i t h  a 
c l e a r  s e n s e  o f  t h e  meaning o f  t h e  i s s u e  be tween him 
and t h o s e  who d i d  no t  f e e l  t h a t  Na tu re  was " r e l e v a n t . ”

The n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  i n v e n t e d  t h e  p h r a s e  "man ' s  
p l a c e  i n  N a t u r e ” and Thoreau  made i t  h i s  b u s i n e s s  
c e a s e l e s s l y  t o  i n s i s t  t h a t  t h e  p h r a s e  had much more 
t h a n  a m e r e ly  s c i e n t i f i c  i m p l i c a t i o n .  I t  d i d  no t  
imply m e r e l y ,  o r  even  most  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h a t ,  f o r  
examp le ,  man was de scended  f rom t h e  ape and t h e r e f o r e  
s t i l l  a p e - l i k e  i n  many o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s — a 
t h e o r y ,  by t h e  way,  o f  wh ich  he had o n l y  hea rd  v a g u e l y  
j u s t  b e f o r e  he d i e d .  What i t  r e a l l y  meant  was t h a t  
n a t u r e  s u p p l i e d  t h e  i n e s c a p a b l e  c o n t e x t  o f  man’ s l i f e ,  
p h y s i c a l l y  and s p i r i t u a l l y ;  t h a t  he c o u ld  n o t ,  w i t h o u t  
u n h a p p i n e s s  and u l t i m a t e  d i s a s t e r ,  c u t  h i m s e l f  o f f  
c o m p l e t e l y  f rom e i t h e r  h e r  s i g h t s  and sounds  or  f rom 
t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  he and she were  p a r t  o f  a l a r g e  e n t e r ­
p r i s e  t o g e t h e r . “ 2

B a b b i t t  s a ys  t ha t  peop l e  must  a l l o w  f o r  t h e  demands o f  

t h e  phenomenal  l i f e ,  bu t  Thoreau  f o l l o w s  ou t  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  

o f  t h e s e  demands more w h o l e - h e a r t e d l y  and w i t h  a b o l d e r  con­

f i d e n c e  i n  t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  

" W i l d n e s s ” i s  v i g o r o u s .  " S o l a c e "  i s  u n e a sy .  The c a p a c i t y

&2joseph  Wood K r u t c h ,  " i n  Back of  Man, A World o f  
N a t u r e , "  The New York Times Book Review, J u l y  22 ,  1951,  pp.  1 
and 17»
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f o r  e v i l  l i e s  i n  t h e  h e a r t s  and minds  o f  men, and i t  i s  t h e  

work o f  a l i f e t i m e  no t  t o  a l l o w  t h e  b e s t i a l  t o  p r e do m in a t e  

ov e r  t h e  human; b u t  Na tur e  i s  what  i t  i s  w i t h o u t  c h o i c e  and 

w i t h o u t  moral  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  So i t  i s  good f o r  man t o  o b se r v e  

c a r e f u l l y  and t o  r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  forms o f  N a t u r e .

I t  i s  humbl ing and r e f r e s h i n g  a t  t h e  same t i m e .  And Th o reau  

ha s  a way o f  h a n d l i n g  v i o l e n c e .  He does  not  d e l e t e  i t :

Our v i l l a g e  l i f e  would s t a g n a t e  i f  i t  were  no t  
f o r  t h e  u n e x p l o r e d  f o r e s t s  and meadows which  s u r r o u n d  
i t .  We need t h e  t o n i c  o f  w i l d n e s s , - - t o  wade somet imes  
i n  mar shes  where  t h e  b i t t e r n  and t h e  meadow-hen l u r k ,  
and h e a r  t h e  booming o f  t h e  s n i p e ;  t o  s m e l l  t h e  w h i s p e r ­
ing sedge  where  o n l y  some w i l d e r  and more s o l i t a r y  
fowl  b u i l d s  h e r  n e s t ,  and t h e  mink c r a w l s  w i t h  i t s  
b e l l y  c l o s e  t o  t h e  g ro u n d .  At t h e  same t ime  t h a t  we 
a r e  e a r n e s t  t o  e x p l o r e  and l e a r n  a l l  t h i n g s ,  we r e q u i r e  
t h a t  a l l  t h i n g s  be m y s t e r i o u s  and u n e x p l o r a b l e ,  t h a t  
l and  and sea  be i n f i n i t e l y  w i l d ,  unsu rv eyed  and un­
f athomed by us be cau se  u n f a t h o m a b l e .  We c an  never  have 
enough o f  N a t u r e .  We must  be r e f r e s h e d  by t h e  s i g h t  o f  
i n e x h a u s t i b l e  v i g o r ,  v a s t  and T i t a n i c  f e a t u r e s ,  t h e  s e a -  
c o a s t  w i t h  i t s  w r e c k s ,  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s  w i t h  i t s  l i v i n g  
and i t s  d e c a y i n g  t r e e s ,  t h e  t h u n d e r - c l o u d ,  and t h e  r a i n  
wh ich  l a s t s  t h r e e  weeks and p r od u ce s  f r e s h e t s .  We need 
t o  w i t n e s s  ou r  own l i m i t s  t r a n s g r e s s e d ,  and some l i f e  
p a s t u r i n g  f r e e l y  where  we ne v e r  wande r .  We a r e  c h e e r e d  
when we o b s e r v e  t h e  v u l t u r e  f e e d i n g  on t h e  c a r r i o n ,  
w h ich  d i s g u s t s  and d i s h e a r t e n s  u s ,  and d e r i v i n g  h e a l t h  
and s t r e n g t h  f rom t h e  r e p a s t .  There  was a dead h o r s e  
i n  t h e  ho l l ow  by t h e  p a t h  t o  my h o u se ,  wh ic h  compe l l e d  
me somet imes  t o  go o u t  o f  my way,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  
n i g h t  when t h e  a i r  was heavy ,  b u t  t h e  a s s u r a n c e  i t  
gave me o f  t h e  s t r o n g  a p p e t i t e  and i n v i o l a b l e  h e a l t h  
o f  Na tu r e  was my c o m p e n s a t i o n  f o r  t h i s .  I l ove  t o  
s ee  t h a t  Na tu r e  i s  so r i f e  w i t h  l i f e  t h a t  m y r i a d s  c an  
be a f f o r d e d  t o  be s a c r i f i c e d  and s u f f e r e d  t o  p r ey  on 
one a n o t h e r ;  t h a t  t e n d e r  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  can  be so  
s e r e n e l y  squ ashed  o u t  o f  e x i s t e n c e  l i k e  p u l p , - - t a d ­
p o l e s  which  he ron s  gobb l e  up,  and t o r t o i s e s  and t o a d s  
run  ove r  i n  t h e  r o a d ;  and t h a t  somet imes  i t  h a s  r a i n e d  
f l e s h  and b l o o d l  With  t h e  l i a b i l i t y  t o  a c c i d e n t ,  we 
must  see  how l i t t l e  a c c o un t  i s  t o  be made o f  i t .  The 
i m p r e s s i o n  made on a w i se  man i s  t h a t  o f  u n i v e r s a l  
i n n o c e n c e .  P o i s o n  i s  not  p o i so n o u s  a f t e r  a l l ,  nor
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a r e  any wounds f a t a l .  Compass ion i s  a v e r y  u n t e n a b l e  
g ro un d .  I t  must  be e x p e d i t i o u s .  I t s  p l e a d i n g s  w i l l  
n o t  b e a r  t o  be s t e r e o t y p e d ,

T h i s  r e f u s a l  t o  f o r c e  human s t a n d a r d s  upon N a t u r e ,  and t h e

w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  r e s p on d  t o  t h e  w i l d n e s s  p u r e l y ,  s a v e s  Th o r ea u

from B a b b i t t ' s  s o b e r ,  u n b a l a nc e d  a t t i t u d e .

For T h o r e a u ,  a h e a l t h y ,  a l e r t  s e n s i b i l i t y  i s  a c o u n t e r ­

p a r t  o f  c h a r a c t e r .  He saw h i s  coun t rymen  l o s i n g  b o t h ,  and he

f e a r e d  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  He fo r e s a w  many o f  t h e  l a m e n t a b l e  

con se q u e nc e s  o f  i n d u s t r i a l i s m ,  o f  u r b a n i z a t i o n ,  o f  o v e r -  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  and i t s  f a t a l  e n n u i .  P a s s age  a f t e r  p a s s a g e  

t h r o u g h o u t  Walden now r e a d s  l i k e  a p r o ph ec y  t h a t  ha s  been  

f u l f i l l e d .

But  Walden i s  more t h a n  an a t t a c k  upon wrong a m b i t i o n  

and co mplacency .  I t  h a s  s t r o n g  a f f i r m a t i o n s .  Walden i s  a 

f i n e - t e x t u r e d  r e c o r d  o f  two y e a r s  i n  t h e  l i f e  o f  a man who 

p e r c e i v e d  t h a t  a f u l l  human l i f e  c a l l s  f o r  a d e l i c a t e  b a l a n c e  

be tween ethics and a e s t h e t i c s ,  f o r  a do ub l e  development  t h a t  

h u m a n i s t s  have  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a d v o c a t e d .  The book moves back  

and f o r t h  be tween t h e s e  p o l e s .  Thoreau  a t  one moment e x h o r t s  

men t o  l i v e  w i t h  d i g n i t y  and d e p t h ,  and a t  t h e  n e x t  r e v e a l s  

h i s  own r e s p o n s e  t o  a phenomenon i n  t h e  woods.  Tho reau  ha s  

a l l  h i s  moral  and s e n s o r y  a n t e n n a e  i n  o p e r a t i o n ,  and he 

s t e a d f a s t l y  r e j e c t s  t h e  p u r i t a n i c  i dea  t h a t  t h e  s e n s e s  a r e  

e v i l  b e c a u se  t h e y  may be m i s u s e d .  On t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  he 

r e i t e r a t e s  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  v i g o r o u s l y  e x e r c i s i n g  them l e s t

6 3 w r i t i n g s . I I  (Walden ) .  I4.8 9 -U9O
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o n e ' s  whole  l i f e  d e t e r i o r a t e .  He b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  s e n s i ­

b i l i t y  c a n  be c h a s t e n e d ,  t h a t  r e s p o n d i n g  t o  w i l d  N a tu r e  need 

no t  i n v o l v e  a s u r r e n d e r i n g  t o  a n i m a l i t y .

He i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  k i n d s  o f  t r e e s ,  a n i m a l s ,  and 

f l o w e r s  a round  Walden Pond;  he n o t i c e s  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  hu es  o f  

t h e  pond under  v a r y i n g  w e a t h e r  c o n d i t i o n s  and even  t h e  c o l o r  

o f  i t s  i c e ;  he i s  c u r i o u s  even  ab o u t  t h e  u n d e r w a t e r  t o p o g r a p h y  

o f  t h e  pond,  and makes a s y s t e m a t i c  sound in g  o f  i t s  b o t t o m ;  he 

i s  a l e r t  t o  a l l  t h e  sounds  o f  t h e  a r e a  and t h o s e  t h a t  w a f t  i n  

f rom a d i s t a n c e ;  he t r i e s  t o  d i s c o v e r  a l l  he  c an  ab ou t  t h e  

p a s t  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f  t h e  a r e a .

P r a c t i c a l  p e o p l e  on t h e  way t o  u r b a n i z a t i o n  c a n  l o se

th e  p l e a s u r e  o f  a r i c h  s e n su ou s  immediacy.  Tho reau  b e l i e v e s

t h a t  most  pe o p l e  a r e  t o o  e a s i l y  c o e r c e d .  They l e a d  d i m i n i s h e d

human l i v e s  be ca u se  t h e y  a l l o w  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  become c o n fu s e d

a b o u t  needs  and l u x u r i e s .  They pay f o r  t h e i r  s u p e r f l u i t i e s

w i t h  t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r s  and t h e i r  s e n s i b i l i t i e s .  Gro s s  e conomics

o b l i t e r a t e s  f i n e r  and s u b t l e r  i n t e r e s t s  t h a t  p r e s e r v e  p h y s i c a l

and s p i r i t u a l  h e a l t h :

A man had b e t t e r  s t a r v e  a t  once  t h a n  l o s e  h i s  I nnocence  
i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  g e t t i n g  h i s  b r e a d .  I f  w i t h i n  t h e  
s o p h i s t i c a t e d  man t h e r e  i s  no t  an  u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d  one ,  
t h e n  he i s  bu t  one o f  t h e  D e v i l ' s  a n g e l s .

£4w r i t i n g s , X (M i s c e l l a n i e s ) ,  270 .



CHAPTER I I I

HUMANISM IN THE POETRY 
OF ROBERT FROST

The P a r a l l e l s  w i t h  B a b b i t t  

No l e a d e r  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  r e c e i v e s  more o f  B a b b i t t ' s  

a t t e n t i o n  t h a n  t h e  p o e t .  The p o e t  may b o t h  r e f l e c t  and 

i n f l u e n c e  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e .  When B a b b i t t  

t r a c e s  p a t t e r n s  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  he u se s  p o e t s  and o t h e r  l i t e r a r y  

men a s  i n d ex e s  o f  g e n e r a l  b e l i e f  and p r a c t i c e ,  and he b l ames  

many o f  them f o r  p r e p a r i n g  t h e  way f o r  t h e  2 0 t h - c e n t u r y  

s p i r i t u a l  i n d o l e n c e  t h a t  he so a c u t e l y  f e e l s  and so  a g g r e s ­

s i v e l y  f i g h t s .  The t r a d i t i o n a l i s t  i n  him i s  p r o b a b l y  r e s p o n ­

s i b l e  f o r  h i s  p ronounced  f a i l u r e  t o  d e a l  w i t h  p o e t s  o f  h i s  

own t i m e ,  even  t hough  he c o n s t a n t l y  i m p l i e s  t h a t  any hope 

f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  r e s t s  w i t h  them and o t h e r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  l e a d e r s *  

Pe rh ap s  b e c a u se  B a b b i t t  had t h i s  d i s d a i n  o f  con tem­

p o r a n e i t y ,  he l e f t  i t  t o  two o f  h i s  a l l i e s ,  l e s s  ' s c r u p u l o u s *  

h u m a n i s t i c  c r i t i c s ,  t o  c l a i m  Rober t  F r o s t  a s  an  exempla r  o f  

t r a d i t i o n a l  humanism.  Gorham B. Munson p u b l i s h e d  Ro be r t  F r o s t . 

A S tudy  i n  S e n s i b i 1 i t y  and Good S e n s e , i n  1927,  and G. R. 

E l l i o t t  p u b l i s h e d  The Cyc1e o f  Modern P o e t r y  i n  1929*

These  men d i d  n o t ,  however ,  make an e x t e n s i v e  p o i n t -  

b y - p o i n t  c o m pa r i s o n  o f  F r o s t  and B a b b i t t  t o  d e t e r m i n e  where

70
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t h e y  a g r e e  and d i s a g r e e .  I w i l l  o r g a n i z e  t h i s  p a r t  o f  my 

d i s c u s s i o n  of  F r o s t  a c c o r d i n g  t o  p a r a l l e l  i d e a s  i n  t h e  

B a b b i t t  s e c t i o n  o f  C h a p t e r  I I .  I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  f o u r  

key i d e a s  o f  B a b b i t t ' s  humanism a r e  r e c u r r e n t  themes w i t h  

F r o s t :

B a b b i t t  
The Law f o r  Man and t h e  Law

f o r  Thing 
C o n c e n t r i c  E x p e r i e n c e  and 

E c c e n t r i c  E x p e r i e n c e  
Man a s  an  E t h i c a l  Being and 

Man a s  a P a t h e t i c  Being 
M e d i a t i o n  and R e n u n c i a t i o n

F r o s t  h i m s e l f  o f f e r s  a wa rn ing  t o

p o e t s  and s c h o l a r s :

Both  work f rom knowledge;  bu t  I s u s p e c t  t h e y  d i f f e r  
most  i m p o r t a n t l y  i n  t h e  way t h e i r  knowledge i s  come 
by .  S c h o l a r s  g e t  t h e i r s  w i t h  c o n s c i e n t i o u s  t h o r o u g h ­
n e s s  a l o n g  p r o j e c t e d  l i n e s  o f  l o g i c ;  p o e t s  t h e i r s  
c a v a l i e r l y  and as  i t  h appens  i n  and o u t  o f  bo oks .
They s t i c k  t o  n o t h i n g  d e l i b e r a t e l y ,  b u t  l e t  what  w i l l  
s t i c k  t o  them l i k e  b u r r s  where t h e y  wa lk  i n  t h e  f i e l d s , ^5

T h i s  w a r n i n g ,  t ho ug h ,  p r o b a b l y  i s  n o t  as  n e c e s s a r y  a s  i t  m igh t  

be i n  a s t u d y  o f  c e r t a i n  o t h e r  modern Amer i can  p o e t s ,  b e c a u se  

F r o s t  and B a b b i t t  meet  as  p h i l o s o p h e r s .  B a b b i t t  t r a n s c e n d s  

t h e  d e s i g n a t i o n  of  s c h o l a r ,  f o r  h i s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  o f  t h e  

p a s t  a r e  c o nd u c t ed  a lways  w i t h  t he  pu rpose  o f  d i s c o v e r i n g  

how t o  l i v e ,  o r  a s  he s a y s ,  o f  d i s c o v e r i n g  na s e t  o f  p r i n ­

c i p l e s  t o  oppose  t o  n a t u r a l i s m . " ^ *  Some c r i t i c s  co mp la i n  

t h a t  F r o s t  o c c a s i o n a l l y  l a p s e s  i n  h i s  f u n c t i o n  a s  a r t i s t  and

^Comple te  Poems o f  Robe r t  F r o s t  (New York ,  19ip9)» 
pp.  v i i - y i i i .

° ° Rousseau and Romantic ism, p. x v i l .

Some S t r a n g e  R e s i s t a n c e  
In  I t s e l f  

The re  Are Roughly Zones

On t h e  H e a r t ' s  Be g in n i ng  
t o  Cloud t h e  Mind 

The S t r o n g  Are Say ing  
No th ing

anyone who would compare
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p r e s e n t s  h i s  c o n v i c t i o n s  t o o  b a l d l y ,  t oo  d i r e c t l y .  T h i s  

h e r e s y  a c c o r d i n g  t o  modern p o e t i c  s t a n d a r d s  migh t  s u g g e s t  

t h a t  he w r i t e s  w i t h  a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  m o t i v e ,  t h a t ,  l i k e  

B a b b i t t ,  he t r i e s  t o  say  some th ing  w i se  ab ou t  how t o  l i v e .

And i t  i s  t h i s  e f f o r t  t o  have  a poem end " i n  w i s d o m " ^  

t h a t  p r o v i d e s  t h e  impact  o f  much o f  h i s  work .  F r o s t  has  

r e s i s t e d  s u b t l e  'm o d e r n 1 a e s t h e t i c  t h e o r i e s  and ha s  r e f u s e d  

t o  be m e r e ly  an  e x p l o i t e r  o f  sound o r  imagery  o r  t e c h n i c a l  

e f f e c t s .  He ha s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  hung on t o  meaning and moral  

soundn es s  as  p r o p e r  r e q u i s i t e s  o f  a poem.

The poem e n t i t l e d  "Mowing" ha s  an  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  i s

s t r i k i n g l y  l i k e  one o f  B a b b i t t ' s  c a r d i n a l  p r i n c i p l e s  a s  a

modern p h i l o s o p h e r .  F r o s t  s a y s ,  "The f a c t  i s  t h e  s w e e t e s t

dream t h a t  l a b o r  k n o w s . B a b b i t t ' s  most  s u c c i n c t  s t a t e m e n t

o f  t h e  t h o u g h t  i s  t h i s :

I may p e rh a p s  b e s t  sum up my whole  p o i n t  o f  v i ew by 
s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  t h i n g  t h a t  f i n a l l y  c o u n t s  in  
t h i s  wor ld  i s  a c o n c e n t r a t i o n ,  a t  once i m a g i n a t i v e  
and d i s c r i m i n a t i n g ,  on t h e  f a c t s .

(Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p .  l l j . . )

The i n t e r e s t  o f  b o t h  men i n  f a c t s  r e f l e c t s  t h e  modern d i s ­

t r u s t .  o f  s p e c u l a t i o n  t h a t  c a n n o t  be t e s t e d  by e x p e r i e n c e .

The a f f i n i t y  be tween  t h e s e  men s u g g e s t e d  by t h i s  emphas i s  

on e x p e r i e n c e  i s  a l l  t h e  more w o r t h  f o l l o w i n g  up be c a u se  

b o t h  a r e  u n w i l l i n g  t o  c o n f i n e  f a c t s  t o  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  r e a l m  

e x p l o r e d  by s c i e n c e .  Both  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  i s s u e s  o f  d e e p e r

?Zcomplete Poems,  p. v i .
68i|jd— .~&r
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s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  t h e  l i f e  o f  man. Both  have  l i v e d  d u r i n g  an 

e r a  o f  r a p i d  a c c e l e r a t i o n  t oward  n a t u r a l i s m  when an u n c r i t i ­

c a l  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  o n e ’ s o r d i n a r y  s e l f  becomes t h e  b a s i s  f o r  

t h e  p u b l i c  e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s t e m ,  and when t h e  p a s t  i s  i n t e r e s t ­

ing and i m p o r t a n t  t o  many peop l e  c h i e f l y  as  t h e  s o u r c e  of  

q u e s t i o n s  f o r  r a d i o  and t e l e v i s i o n  qu i z  shows.

Some S t r a n g e  R e s i s t a n c e  
In  I t s e l f

Some c r i t i c s  who have been  j u s t  and c a r e f u l  i n  t h e i r  

r e a d i n g  o f  F r o s t  f e e l  im p e l l e d  t o  de fend  him a g a i n s t  t h e  t r i t e  

s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  and t h e  smug d i s m i s s a l  o f  him as  a na ’i ve  r u s t i c  

who,  o b s e s s e d  w i t h  o u t d o o r  l i f e ,  c e l e b r a t e s  Na tur e  l i k e  an  

i n d e f a t i g a b l e  p r i m i t i v i s t .  B a b e t t e  D e u t s c h  s ays  t h e  poems o f  

F r o s t

r e p e a t e d l y  remind us t h a t  t h e  c e n t r a l  f a c t  i n  n a t u r e  
f o r  h i m s e l f  and h i s  k in d  i s  human n a t u r e .  However 
i n t e r e s t e d l y  he may o b se r v e  such  im pe r so na l  t h i n g s  
a s  s t o rm s  and s t a r s ,  he i s  a p t  t o  r e l a t e  h i s  o b s e r ­
v a t i o n s  t o  some i n s i g h t  i n t o  h u m an i t y .

Re ade r s  who f a i l  t o  see  t h e  a c c u r a c y  o f  Miss De u t s ch * s  r emark

must  m i s s  what  i s  e s s e n t i a l  i n  F r o s t ' s  poems.  I n  many o f  h i s

poems he oppose s  t h e  r o m a n t i c  m e l t i n g  t o g e t h e r  o f  Na tu r e  and

human n a t u r e .  The d u a l i s m  t h a t  B a b b i t t  expounds  so v i g o r o u s l y

and so  u n c e a s i n g l y  ha s  t h r e e  major  i m p l i c a t i o n s :  q u a l i t y  o f

l i f e  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  man f rom mere o b j e c t s  o f  N a t u r e ;  t h i s

q u a l i t y  depends  upon ja p o t e n t i a 1 c o n t r o l  ove r  e n v i r o n m e n t ;  a

p e r s o n  q u a l i f i e s  a s  human o n l y  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  he r e s i s t s

^ ^ B a b e t t e  D e u t s c h ,  P o e t r y  In  Our Time (New York .  
1952 ) ,  p .  62.
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s p i r i t u a l  i n d o l e n c e  by w i 11 ing t o  d e v e l o p  h i s  b e s t  s e l f .

Dua l i sm  i s  a f r e q u e n t l y  r e c u r r i n g  theme w i t h  F r o s t ,  and he 

t r e a t s  t h e s e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  i n  poems t h a t  may be a r r a n g e d  i n t o  

t h r e e  g r o u p s .

Th ree  poems,  "Tree  a t  My Window,1* " D e s e r t  P l a c e s , ** and 

"The W h i t e - T a i l e d  H o r n e t , "  emphas i ze  t h a t  t h e  l i f e  o f  man i s  

d i f f e r e n t  i n  k i n d ,  i n  q u a l i t y ,  f rom t h e  l i f e  o f  n a t u r a l  o b j e c t s .  

"Tree  a t  My Window" shows t h e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  be tween  t h e  l i f e  of

a t r e e  and t h e  l i f e  o f  a man,  bu t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  c a r e f u l l y  t h e

one f rom the  o t h e r .  Bo th  e x i s t  i n  t ime  and s p a c e ;  b o t h  c a n  

be " t a k e n  and t o s s e d " ;  b o t h  have heads  and t o n g u e s .  The 

s i m i l a r i t i e s  a r e  l i m i t e d  t o  p h y s i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  t h o ug h .

The t r e e  has  on l y  a "vague d r e a m -h e a d " ;  i t  i s  d i f f u s e ;  i t s  

t o n g u e s  c an n o t  s ay  a n y t h i n g  p r o f o u n d .  The i n n e r  l i f e  o f  mind 

and e m o t i o n s ,  o r  " i n n e r  w e a t h e r , "  70 makes  a m an ' s  l i f e  d i f f e r ­

e n t  i n  q u a l i t y  f rom a t r e e ' s .

In  " D e s e r t  P l a c e s "  t h e  w h i t e n e s s  o f  snow conveys  t h e

o p p r e s s i v e  l o n e l i n e s s  t h a t  p e r v a d e s  t h e  f i e l d s  and woods ,  and

even  t h e  p e r s o n  who v i ews  them.  But  t h e r e  i s  a d i f f e r e n c e

be tw een  t h e  l o n e l i n e s s  o f  Na tu r e  and t h e  l o n e l i n e s s  o f  man.

The i n t e r i o r  l i f e  i s  s t r e s s e d  In  t h e  l a s t  s t a n z a :

They c a n n o t  s c a r e  me w i t h  t h e i r  empty sp a c e s
Between s t a r s - - o n  s t a r s  where  no human r a c e  i s ,
I have i t  i n  me so much n e a r e r  home
To s c a r e  m y s e l f  w i t h  my own d e s e r t  p l a c e s ,  ,

(Comple te  Pbems. p .  3 8 6 . )
T h i s  poem w e l l  i l l u s t r a t e s  Miss D e u t s c h ' s  p o i n t .  F r o s t  u se s  

an  e x t e r n a l  s c en e  a s  a p r e t e x t  f o r  making a s t a t e m e n t  ab ou t

^ Comple te  Poems, p.  318 ,
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human l i f e .  Where a Romant ic  p o e t  would end w i t h  t h e  i d e n ­

t i f i c a t i o n  o f  man and Na tu r e  ("The l o n e l i n e s s  i n c l u d e s  me 

u n a w a r e s " ) ,  F r o s t  goes  on t o  s u g g e s t  doub t  i n  t h e  r e l e v a n c y  

o f  t h e  a s t r o n o m e r ' s  n a t u r a l i s t i c  knowledge  o f

empty s p a c e s
Between s t a r s — on s t a r s  where no human r a c e  i s .  

I n t e r i o r  l o n e l i n e s s  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  man.

Th i s  i d e a  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  f o r  man i s  

h a n d l e d  even  more d e l i b e r a t e l y  i n  "The W h i t e - T a i l e d  H o r n e t , "  

where  F r o s t  d i s p a r a g e s  t h e  modern p r a c t i c e  o f  "downward"com­

p a r i s o n s .  There  c o u l d  h a r d l y  be a more emp ha t i c  s t a t e m e n t  

o f  B a b b i t t ' s  a rgument  t h a t  c o n f u s i o n  and s h a l l o w n e s s  r e s u l t  

f rom an  e x a l t a t i o n  o f  i n s t i n c t u a l  b e h a v i o r  a s  t h e  norm f o r  

human l i f e .  Men f a i l  t o  de v e l o p  t h e i r  b e s t  s e l v e s  when t h e y  

r e l a x  i n t o  a com p l ace n t  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h e  ' n a t u r a l ' :

As long on e a r t h  
As our  c om p a r i s on s  were  s t o u t l y  upward 
With  gods and a n g e l s ,  we were  men a t  l e a s t ,
But  l i t t l e  lower  t h a n  t h e  gods and a n g e l s .
But  once  c o m p a r i s on s  were  y i e l d e d  downward,
Once we began  t o  s ee  ou r  images
R e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  mud and even  d u s t ,
'Twas d i s i l l u s i o n  upon d i s i l l u s i o n ®
We were  l o s t  p i e c em ea l  t o  t h e  a n i m a l s ,
L ike  p e op l e  t h rown  out  t o  d e l a y  t h e  w o l v e s .

(Comple te  Poems, pp .  3 6 1 - 3 6 2 . )

T h i s  i n d i c t m e n t  o f  modern l i f e  i s  s t r i k i n g l y  s i m i l a r  t o  Bab­

b i t t ’ s c o m p l a i n t  t h a t  t h e  l o s s  o f  s t a n d a r d s  s e t  above t h e

s e l f  i s  v i t i a t i n g  human l i f e  and l e a d i n g  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  

men t oward  some g r e a t  c a t a s t r o p h e .

These poems t h a t  d r a m a t i z e  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  q u a l i t y  

be tween  n a t u r a l  l i f e  and human l i f e  imply  t h a t  man c a n n o t
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f u l f i l l  h i m s e l f  by d r i f t i n g  w i t h  t ime  and chan ge .  What makes 

him human i s  a power o f  c o n t r o l .  F r o s t  r e t u r n s  t o  t h i s  i d ea  

a g a i n  and a g a i n .  One t r e a t m e n t  o f  i t ,  "A Druml in  Woodchuck ,” 

i s  humorous ,  bu t  t h e  l i g h t n e s s  o f  t h e  t one  does  no t  o b sc u r e  

F r o s t ' s  d e e p l y - h e l d  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  man has  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

a b i l i t y  t o  m a s t e r  h i s  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  t o  c o n t r o l  h i s  l i f e .

T h i s  poem i s  o s t e n s i b l y  abou t  a woodchuck ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  p r o ­

t e c t  h i m s e l f  a g a i n s t  d a n g e r ,  b u t  t h e r e  a r e  h i n t s  t h a t  F r o s t  

i s  u s i n g  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  d e v i c e  o f  i n d i r e c t i o n  t o  say  

some th ing  ab o u t  human l i f e :

One t h i n g  has  a s h e l v i n g  bank ,
A n o t h e r  a r o t t i n g  p l a n k ,
To g iv e  i t  c o z i e r  s k i e s
And make up f o r  i t s  l a c k  o f  s i z e .

My own s t r a t e g i c  r e t r e a t  
I s  where two rocks  a lm os t  mee t ,
And s t i l l  more s e c u r e  and snug ,
A two-doo r  bur row I dug .

Wi th t h o s e  i n  mind a t  my back  
I c an  s i t  f o r t h  exposed  t o  a t t a c k  
As one who sh r ew d l y  p r e t e n d s  
That  he and t h e  wor ld  a r e  f r i e n d s .

The " l a c k  o f  s i z e "  makes i m p e r a t i v e  a " s t r a t e g i c  r e t r e a t . "

T h i s  i s  t h e  theme o f  s e p a r a t e n e s s ,  one o f  F r o s t ' s  f a v o r i t e s .

The woo d ch u ck ' s  p r o t e c t i v e  measu re s  a r e  a n a l o g o u s  t o  t h os e

wh ich  t h e  I n d i v i d u a l  must  t a k e  who d i s a p p r o v e s  o f  t h e  g e n e r a l

d r i f t  o f  h i s  s o c i e t y .  F r o s t  h i m s e l f  has r e t r e a t e d  from th e

commerc ia l  and i n d u s t r i a l  Amer i ca .

A l l  we who p r e f e r  t o  l i v e  
Have a l i t t l e  w h i s t l e  we g i v e ,
And f l a s h ,  a t  t h e  l e a s t  a l a rm  
We d i v e  down under  t h e  f a rm .
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We a l l o w  some t ime f o r  g u i l e  
And d o n ' t  come ou t  f o r  a w h i l e  
E i t h e r  t o  e a t  or  d r i n k .
We t a k e  o c c a s i o n  t o  t h i n k .

And i f  a f t e r  t h e  hunt  goes  p a s t  
And t h e  d o u b l e - b a r r e l e d  b l a s t  
(Like  war and p e s t i l e n c e  
And t h e  l o s s  of  common s e n s e ) ,

I f  I c an  w i t h  c o n f i d e n c e  say  
That  s t i l l  f o r  a n o t h e r  day ,
Or even  a n o t h e r  y e a r ,
I w i l l  be t h e r e  f o r  you ,  my d e a r ,

I t  w i l l  be b e c a u s e ,  t hough  sma l l  
As measu red  a g a i n s t  t he  A l l ,
1 have been  so i n s t i n c t i v e l y  t h o r o u g h  
About  my c r e v i c e  and bu r row.

(Complete  Poems, pp.  3 6 5 - 3 6 6 . )

F r o s t  o b t r u d e s  t oo  o b v i o u s l y  human d a n g e r s  h e r e  t o  be t a l k i n g  

o n l y  ab o u t  a woodchuck.  The s e l f - r e l i a n t  woodchuck p r o t e c t s  

h i m s e l f  a g a i n s t  t h e  d a ng e r  o f  t he  h u n t ,  bu t  t h e  s e l f - r e l i a n t  

human be in g  must  p r o t e c t  h i m s e l f  a g a i n s t  "war arid p e s t i l e n c e ” 

and a g a i n s t  mob h y s t e r i a .  And not  o n l y  t he  woodchuck b u t  t h e  

human b e i n g  i s  " s m a l l /  As measured  a g a i n s t  t h e  A l l . ” I n  t h e  

poem, ”The Les so n  f o r  T o d a y , ” F r o s t  s a ys  t h a t  "Space  a i l s  us 

m o d e r n s . F o r  s a n i t y ' s  sake  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  must  make a 

s t r a t e g i c  r e t r e a t  f rom t h e  v a s t n e s s  o f  t h e  cosmos .  F r o s t  does  

t h i s  by c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on human r e l a t i o n s  r a t h e r  t h a n  space  

r e l a t i o n s .  Aga in ,  t h e  " A l l ” may be t h e  Ameri can  s o c i e t y  w i t h  

i t s  o b s e s s i o n  f o r  m a t e r i a l  s u c c e s s ,  i t s  f a i t h  i n  p o l i t i c a l  

a c t i o n .  F r o s t  ha s  p r o t e c t e d  h i s  i n t e g r i t y  a s  an  i n d i v i d u a l  

by a v o i d i n g  " g a n g s . "72

The theme o f  t h e " s t r a t e g i c  r e t r e a t "  a p p e a r s  a g a i n  i n

7 ^Comple te  Poems,  p.  lj-73. 
72 i b i d . ,  p.  14.3 0 .
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"One S t e p  Backward T a k e n . " In  t h e  f i r s t  s e ve n  l i n e s  F r o s t

p r e s e n t s  a v i o l e n t  n a t u r a l  s c e n e :

Not o n l y  s and s  and g r a v e l s  
Were once more on t h e i r  t r a v e l s ,
But  g u l p i n g  muddy g a l l o n s  
G r e a t  b o u l d e r s  o f f  t h e i r  b a l a n c e  
Bumped heads  t o g e t h e r  d u l l y  
And s t a r t e d  down t h e  g u l l y .
Whole c a p e s  caked o f f  i n  s l i c e s .

The re  i s  such  f o r c e  h e r e  t h a t  even  b o u l d e r s  a r e  b e in g  moved 

a l o n g  by t h e  w a t e r ,  and "Whole c a p e s "  a r e  b e i n g  s e v e r e d  from 

t h e  m a i n l a n d .  Man i s  t h r e a t e n e d  by t h i s  p r o d i g i o u s  d e s t r u c ­

t i v e  f o r c e :

I f e l t  my s t a n d p o i n t  shak en  
In  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  c r i s i s .

B u t ,  u n l i k e  t h e  s ands  and g r a v e l s ,  b o u l d e r s  and c a p e s ,  man

has  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r e t r e a t  f rom t h e  d a n g e r :

But  w i t h  one s t e p  backward t a k e n  
I saved  m y s e l f  f rom g o i n g .
A w o r ld  t o r n  l oos e  went  by me.
Then t h e  r a i n  s t o p p e d  and t h e  b lowing  
And t h e  sun  came o u t  t o  d r y  me,

(Complete Poems, p .  5 1 9 . )

A l i t e r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  t h i s  poem must  emphas i ze  t h e

a b i l i t y  o f  man t o  p r o t e c t  h i m s e l f  a g a i n s t  n a t u r a l  d e s t r u c t i v e

f o r c e s .  The word " s t a n d p o i n t , "  t h o u g h ,  may w e l l  be t h e  p i v o t

by wh ich  F r o s t  swings  us  t oward  a symbol ic  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  A

s t a n d p o i n t  may be a m en t a l  p o s i t i o n  a s  w e l l  a s  a p h y s i c a l  one .

The t h o u g h t f u l  i n d i v i d u a l ,  who p e r c e i v e s  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n  and

c o n f u s i o n  o f  so much c o n t e m po r a r y  l i f e ,  c an  t a k e  "one s t e p

backward"  f rom h i s  s o c i e t y  and ,  t h e r e b y ,  r ema in  t r u e  t o  h i s

c o n c e p t i o n  o f  a s ane  human l i f e :
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I s aved  m y s e l f  f rom g o i n g .
A w o r l d  t o r n  l oose  went  by me.

F r o s t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  ha s  c o n t r o l  ov e r  t h e  s o c i a l ,

a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  n a t u r a l ,  e n v i r o n m e n t .

C o n t r o l  i s  t h e  theme of  " R i d e r s , "  The i de a  i s  s u g g e s t e d

by t h e  word " g u i d e r s "  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a .  Human b e i n g s  a r e

r i d e r s ,

And t h ough  none t oo  s u c c e s s f u l  a t  i t ,  g u i d e r s .

The s econd  s t a n z a  i s  a f i g u r a t i v e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  human 

c o n d i t  i o n :

What i s  t h i s  t a l k e d - o f  m y s t e r y  of  b i r t h  
But  b e i n g  mounted b a r e b a c k  on t h e  e a r t h ?
We can  J u s t  see  t h e  i n f a n t  up a s t r i d e ,
His  sm a l l  f i s t  b u r i e d  in  t h e  bushy h i d e .

The i n f a n t  seems h e l p l e s s  a s  he d e s p e r a t e l y  t r i e s  t o  ho ld  on

t o  t h e  a n i m a l ' s  mane.  T h i s  i s  t h e  a n a l o g y  t o  t h e  p l i g h t  o f

a human be in g  whose n a t u r a l  s e l f  i s  an  an ima l  o f  w i l d  d e s i r e

and i m pu l s e .  Though t h e  an imal  i n  man i s  l i k e  "a h e a d l e s s

h o r s e "  t h a t

r uns  u n b r i d l e d  o f f  i t s  c o u r s e ,
And a l l  ou r  b l a n d i s h m e n t s  would seem d e f i e d ,
We have i d e a s  y e t  t h a t  we h a v e n ' t  t r i e d , , ^  .

(Comple te  poems, p .  34-5.)
R a t i o n a l i t y ,  a s p e c i f i c a l l y  human r e s o u r c e ,  c a n  e n a b l e  us t o  

r i d e  ou t  our  l i v e s  and t o  be undomina ted  by ou r  w o r s t  s e l v e s ,  

" R i d e r s "  i s  F r o s t ' s  v i g o r o u s  d e n i a l  o f  d e t e r m i n i s m .

"The M a s t e r  Speed"  d e f i n e s  man ' s  so u r c e  of  c o n t r o l ,  

and hence  h i s  s u p e r i o r i t y  t o  n a t u r a l  o b j e c t s ,  a s  a power of  

d e t a c h m e n t ,  o f  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  t h o u g h t .  F r o s t  u s e s  t h e  word 

" sp e e d "  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  man f rom m er e ly  n a t u r a l  o b j e c t s .

The " sp e ed "  t h a t  g i v e s  man p r eeminence  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e
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has  n o t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  p h y s i c s ;  i t  i s  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  t r a n ­

scend  t h e  f l u x  of  Na tu r e  by g e t t i n g  a p e r s p e c t i v e  on t im e

and c h a n g e ,  on p h y s i c a l  o b j e c t s  and human h i s t o r y :

You c a n  c l imb  
Back up a s t r e a m  o f  r a d i a n c e  t o  t h e  sky ,
And back  t h r o u g h  h i s t o r y  up t h e  s t r e a m  o f  t i m e .
And you were  g i v e n  t h i s  s w i f t n e s s ,  no t  f o r  h a s t e  
Nor c h i e f l y  t h a t  you may go where  you w i l l ,
But  i n  t h e  r u s h  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  t o  w a s t e ,
T ha t  you may have t h e  power o f  s t a n d i n g  s t i l l —
O f f  any s t i l l  o r  moving t h i n g  you s a y . ' ^

(Comple te  Poems, p .  3 9 2 . )

C o n t r o l  i s  no t  a u t o m a t i c  o r  a c c i d e n t a l .  I t  must  be 

d e l i b e r a t e l y  w i l l e d .  Many o f  F r o s t ' s  poems a f f i r m  th e  i n d i s ­

p e n s a b l e  r o l e  o f  t h e  w i l l  i n  human l i f e .  The m u c h - a n t h o l o ­

g i z e d  "S t o p p i n g  By Woods On a Snowy Even ing"  i s  a ' w i l l *  

poem. The c l e a r - c u t  d i s t i n c t i o n  be tween  man and Na tu r e  i s  

emphas i zed  i n  t h e s e  two l i n e s  n e a r  t h e  end :

The woods a r e  l o v e l y ,  d a rk  and deep ,
But I have  p ro m i se s  t o  keep .

(Complete  Poems, p .  275 • )

7 3 F r o s t  ha s  s a i d  t h a t  p o e t s  r e a d  " c a v a l i e r l y "  and " l e t  
what  w i l l  s t i c k  t o  them l i k e  b u r r s  where  t h e y  wa lk  i n  t h e  
f i e l d s . "  I b e l i e v e  t h a t  many b u r r s  f rom T h o r e a u ' s  Walden 
have s t u c k  t o  F r o s t .  Here i s  t h e  theme o f  "The Mas t e r  S pe ed " :  
"Wi th  t h i n k i n g  we may be b e s i d e  o u r s e l v e s  i n  a s ane  s e n s e .  By 
a c o n s c i o u s  e f f o r t  o f  t h e  mind we can  s t a n d  a l o o f  f rom a c t i o n s  
and t h e i r  c o n s e q u e n c e s ;  and a l l  t h i n g s ,  good and ba d ,  go by us 
l i k e  a t o r r e n t .  We a r e  no t  w h o l l y  i n v o l v e d  i n  N a t u r e ,  I may 
be e i t h e r  t h e  d r i f t w o o d  i n  t h e  s t r e a m ,  o r  I n d r a  i n  t h e  sky 
l o ok in g  down on i t .  I may be a f f e c t e d  by a t h e a t r i c a l  e x h i b i ­
t i o n ;  on t h e  o t h e r  hand ,  I may n o t  be a f f e c t e d  by an a c t u a l  
e v e n t  wh ic h  a p p e a r s  t o  c o n c e r n  me much more .  I o n l y  know 
m y se l f  a s  a human e n t i t y ;  t h e  s c e n e ,  so t o  sp e a k ,  o f  t h o u g h t s  
and a f f e c t i o n s ;  and am s e n s i b l e  o f  a c e r t a i n  d o u b l e n e s s  by 
wh ich  I c an  s t a n d  a s  remote  f rom m y s e l f  a s  f rom a n o t h e r . "

(W r i t i n g s , I I ,  2 1 1 . )
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Anybody who r e l a x e d  i n t o  an  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  h i m s e l f ‘w i t h  

Na tu r e  o r  who sou gh t  an  e s ca p e  i n t o  a e s t h e t i c i s m  would be 

b e t r a y i n g  t h e  most  i m p o r t a n t  s i d e  o f  h i s  b e i n g .  He has  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  a s  a man, r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  wh ich  l i m i t  

even  h i s  en joyment  o f  t h e  b e a u t y  o f  N a t u r e ,  F r o s t 1s " p r o -  

m i s e s  t o  k e e p ” a r e  l i k e  B a b b i t t 1s ' h e r e  and now and t h e i r  

p o s i t i v e  demands on . , • c h a r a c t e r  and w i l l . "7^

’’The O n s e t "  c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  i dea  o f  a p e r s i s t e n t  

hu m an i t y .  Knowledge g a in e d  t h r o u g h  e x p e r i e n c e  s t r e n g t h e n s  

t h e  w i l l  t o  e n d u r e ,  t o  r e s i s t  d e s p a i r .  The f i r s t  s t a n z a  

p r e s e n t s  t h e  complex f e e l i n g  o f  b e a u t y  and f u t i l i t y  t h a t  

t h e  s t o rm  e v o k e s ,  t h e  snow

as w h i t e
As may be i n  d a r k  woods ,  and w i t h  a song 
I t  s h a l l  no t  make a g a i n  a l l  w i n t e r  long 
Of h i s s i n g  on t h e  y e t  un cove red  g round ,  , ,

T h i s  i s  a l o v e l y  s i g h t  and a l o v e l y  sound,  y e t  t h e  s n o w f a l l

i m p a r t s  a s e n se  of  doom t o  one c a u g h t  i n  t ime  and chan ge ,

and a lm o s t  l e a d s  him t o  d e s p a i r  and t o  d r i f t :

I a lm o s t  s t umb le  l o ok in g  up and round ,
As one who o v e r t a k e n  by t h e  end 
G ives  up h i s  e r r a n d ,  and l e t s  d e a t h  de scend  
Upon him where he i s ,  w i t h  n o t h i n g  done 
To e v i l ,  no i m p o r t a n t  t r i u m p h  won,
More t h a n  i f  l i f e  had ne v e r  been  begun*

In t h e  second s t a n z a  t h e  t on e  s h i f t s  Immed ia t e ly  t o  op t im i sm

in  t h e  knowledge g a t h e r e d  f rom p a s t  e x p e r i e n c e .  E a r t h ,  t r e e s ,

and f r o g s  have powers o f  r e c u p e r a t i o n  and r e g e n e r a t i o n :

7^Rousseau and Romanticism, p. 90.
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I know t h a t  w i n t e r  d e a t h  ha s  ne v e r  t r i e d  
The e a r t h  b u t  i t  has  f a i l e d :  t h e  snow may heap
In  long s t o r m s  an u n d r i f t e d  f o u r  f e e t  deep  
As measured  a g a i n s t  map l e ,  b i r c h ,  and oak ,
I t  c anno t  check  t h e  p e e p e r ’ s s i l v e r ,  c r o a k .  . •

F r o s t  u se s  w h i t e  snow a s  a symbol o f  " w i n t e r  d e a t h , "  and t o

show r e g e n e r a t i o n  he ha s  t h e  snow m e l t i n g  and f l o w i n g  away

as  w a t e r  u n t i l

No th ing  w i l l  be l e f t  w h i t e  b u t  he r e  a b i r c h ,
And t h e r e  a clump o f  ho use s  w i t h  a c h u r c h .

(Complete  Poems, p.  2 7 8 . )
T h i s  c o u p l e t  conveys  t h e  d u r a b i l i t y  n o t  o n l y  o f  p a s s i v e  t r e e s ,  

b u t  o f  man, whose q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  r e q u i r e s  him to  do some­

t h i n g  "To e v i l , "  t o  a c h i e v e  an  " i m p o r t a n t  t r i u m p h . "  The 

e m o t i o n a l  t o ne  of  w h i t e n e s s  i s  d e f t l y  t r a n s f o r m e d  f rom b l e a k ­

n e s s  t o  warmth .  When t h e  snow has  m e l t e d ,  t h e  w h i t e  b i r c h e s  

a r e  an emblem o f  t he  r e g e n e r a t i v e  powers o f  n a t u r a l  l i f e ,  and 

t h e  w h i t e  c h u r c h  and house s  remind us o f  m an ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  

e n d u r e .

S i m i l a r  t o  "The O n s e t "  i n  s t r u c t u r e  and theme i s  "Once

by t he  P a c i f i c . "  F r o s t  b e g i n s  w i t h  a d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  ominous

w a t e r  and c l o u d s ,  i n  wh ich  we s u d d e n l y  p e r c e i v e  a h i d e o u s

g i a n t ' s  f i e r c e  e y e s  and u n r u l y  h a i r :

The s h a t t e r e d  w a t e r  made a m i s t y  d i n .
G r e a t  waves l ooked  ove r  o t h e r s  coming i n ,
And t h o u g h t  o f  do i ng  some th ing  t o  t h e  sho re
Tha t  w a t e r  ne v e r  d id  t o  l and  b e f o r e .
The c l o u d s  were  low and h a i r y  i n  t he  s k i e s  
Like  l o cks  blown fo rwa rd  i n  t h e  gleam o f e y e s .

T h i s  seems l i k e  an  i n t u i t i o n  o f  some h o s t i l e  f o r c e  i n  t h e

u n i v e r s e  t h a t  i s  c a p a b l e  o f  enormous d e s t r u c t i o n ,  and t h e

da nge r  i s  no t  c o n f i n e d  t o  mere p h y s i c a l  N a t u r e ,  f o r

The re  would be more t h a n  o c e a n - w a t e r  b r o k e n  
Be fo re  G o d ' s  l a s t  Put  ou t  t h e  L i g h t  was spok en .
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But n o t  a l l  o f  t h e  poem i s  g iv e n  t o  d e p i c t i n g  t h e  d a n g e r .

These  l i n e s  convey  a s e n s e  o f  g r e a t  d u r a b i l i t y  and s t r e n g t h :

You c o u ld  n o t  t e l l ,  and y e t  i t  looked as i f  
The s h o r e  was luck y  i n  b e in g  backed  by c l i f f ,
The c l i f f  in  b e in g  backed  by c o n t i n e n t .  . .

The s h o r e  i s  s u p p o r t e d  by t h e  c l i f f ;  t h e  c l i f f  i s  s u p p o r t e d

by t h e  c o n t i n e n t .  T h i s  i s  a m i n d - s t r e t c h i n g  image o f  s t r e n g t h .

The c l i f f  s u g g e s t s  g r e a t  h e i g h t  and w e i g h t ;  t h e  c o n t i n e n t

s u g g e s t s  g r e a t  l e n g t h  and d e p t h .  And t h i s  l i n e  i m p l i e s  t h a t

t h e s e  r e s o u r c e s  o f  s t r e n g t h  and p r o t e c t i o n  c o u ld  be u t i l i z e d :

Someone had b e t t e r  be p r e p a r e d  f o r  r a g e .
(Comple te  Poems, p .  3 l i | . )

Men c a n  w i l l  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e m s e lv e s  a g a i n s t  t h e " n i g h t  o f  d a r k

i n t e n t . "

F r o s t ' s  em phas is  upon mind and w i l l  a s  m an 's  d e f e n s e s

a g a i n s t  d e s t r u c t i v e  f o r c e s  in  N a tu re  and in  human n a t u r e

c l o s e l y  p a r a l l e l s  B a b b i t t ' s  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e tw een  th e  Law f o r

Man and th e  Law f o r  T h in g .  In  "Sand Dunes" F r o s t  c a p t u r e s

t h e  t e n s i o n  be tw een  t h e s e  two law s .  A g a in ,  he p r e s e n t s  a

v i v i d  p i c t u r e  o f  a n a t u r a l  f o r c e  t h a t  t h r e a t e n s  human l i f e ,

t h e n  a v i g o r o u s  s t a t e m e n t  o f  m a n 's  adequacy  t o  t h i n k  and

a d a p t ,  t o  be undom ina ted  b e c a u s e  he has  s t r e n g t h  o f  m ind ,  a

d i f f e r e n t  k in d  o f  s t r e n g t h  from t h a t  o f  N a t u r e .  I t  i s  n o t

enough t h a t  t h e  sea  c l a im s  t h e  l i v e s  o f  men who s a i l ;  she

w i l l  even  g r a d u a l l y  and i n s i d i o u s l y  t r y  t o

b u r y  i n  s o l i d  sand 
The men she  c o u ld  n o t  drown.

The c o n f l i c t  be tw een  t h e  two laws i s  a s s e r t e d  i n  t h e  t h i r d

s t a n z a :
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She may know cove and c a p e ,
But she  d o e s  n o t  know mankind
I f  by any  change  o f  s h a p e ,
She ho p e s  t o  c u t  o f f  mind.

The s e a ,  w o rk in g  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  Law f o r  T h in g ,  a c c o r d i n g

t o  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  f o r c e ,  i s  no t  a b l e  t o  subdue  man, who i s

f o r t i f i e d  w i t h  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and c an  a c t  upon h i s  p e r c e p t i o n s ,

can  w i l l  t o  a d a p t  and change  h i s  p h y s i c a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s :

Men l e f t  h e r  a s h i p  t o  s i n k :
They c a n  l e a v e  h e r  a h u t  a s  w e l l ;
And be b u t  more f r e e  t o  t h i n k  
For t h e  one more c a s t - o f f  s h e l l .

(Complete  Poems, p .  3 3 0 . )

These  l a s t  two l i n e s  a r e  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  T h o r e a u ' s  d o c t r i n e  

o f  s i m p l i c i t y .  As i n d u s t r i a l i s m  became a more and more 

ominous t h r e a t  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  f reed o m  and w h o l e n e s s ,  

T horeau  u rg e d  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c o u ld  w i l l  t o  p r o t e c t  him­

s e l f  a g a i n s t  t h i s  u n f a v o r a b l e  deve lopm en t  in  h i s  e n v i ro n m e n t  

by s e p a r a t i n g  n e e d s  from l u x u r i e s .  F r o s t  has  T h o r e a u ' s  b e l i e f  

i n  t h e  g r e a t  r e s o u r c e s  o f  human mind and w i l l .  Men c a n  use  

i n t e l l i g e n c e  t o  s e e  where  t h e i r  h i g h e s t  humane i n t e r e s t s  l i e ,  

and t h e n  t h e y  c a n  use  w i l l  t o  p r o t e c t  t h o s e  i n t e r e s t s . 75

A l l  o f  t h e s e  poems a r e  e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  d u a l i s m .  F r o s t  

v i g o r o u s l y  d e n i e s  t h e  c e n t r a l  p o s t u l a t e  o f  n a t u r a l i s m  t h a t  

man and N a tu re  have  a s i m p le  harmony.  The ' s o m e t h in g  m o re '  

i n  human l i f e  t h a t  F r o s t  i m p l i e s  i s  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  a h i g h e r  

q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  t h r o u g h  c o n t r o l  and w i l l .  In  a l l  t h e s e  poems

7 ^ 0 t h e r s  have n o t e d ,  i n  a b r i e f  and g e n e r a l  way, t h e  
k i n s h i p  o f  s p i r i t  be tw ee n  F r o s t  and T h o r e a u .  See B a b e t t e  
D e u t s c h ,  T h i s  Modern P o e t r y  (New York, 1935)» p .  i+2; and John  
Gould F l e t c h e r ” " R o b e r t  F r o s t  t h e  O u t l a n d e r , ” Mark Twain 
Q u a r t e r l y . I l l  (191+0), 3#
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F r o s t  i m p l i e s  a Law f o r  Man a s  w e l l  a s  a Law f o r  T h in g .  In  

h i s  most  im p r e s s iv e  poem on t h e  theme o f  d u a l i s m ,  "W est-  

Running B r o o k , "  he has  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  ' n a t u r e '  

a s  h u m a n i t y ' s  l i n k  w i t h  t h e  p e rm a n e n t .

"West-Running Brook"  i s  p r e s e n t e d  a s  a c o n v e r s a t i o n  

b e tw een  a f a r m e r  and h i s  w i f e ,  p e o p le  o f  d i v e r s e  t e m p e ra m e n t s ,  

who d i s c u s s  a b ro o k  t h a t  f lo w s  w e s t ,  though  a l l  t h e  o t h e r  

c o u n t r y  b ro o k s  f lo w  e a s t .  The pe rm anen t  w h i t e  wave c a u se d  

by t h e  r u s h  o f  th e  c u r r e n t  a g a i n s t  a sunken  ro c k  becomes 

th e  c e n t r a l  image o f  t h e  poem, and F r o s t  u s e s  i t  t o  convey  

s y m b o l i c a l l y  h i s  c o n v i c t i o n s  a b o u t  s p i r i t u a l i t y  i n  human 

l i f e .

The poem has  a l o w - p i t c h e d  b e g i n n i n g :

'F r e d ,  where  i s  n o r t h ? 1

•N or th?  N or th  i s  t h e r e ,  my l o v e .
The b ro o k  ru n s  w e s t . '

'W e s t - r u n n i n g  Brook th e n  c a l l  i t . '  
(W e s t - ru n n in g  Brook men c a l l  i t  t o  t h i s  d a y . )
'What does  i t  t h i n k  i t ' s  do in g  ru n n in g  w e s t  
When a l l  t h e  o t h e r  c o u n t r y  b ro o k s  f lo w  e a s t  
To r e a c h  t h e  ocean?

The n e x t  few l i n e s ,  t h o u g h ,  b r i n g  i n  a d e e p e r  n o t e :

' I t  must  be t h e  b ro o k  
Can t r u s t  i t s e l f  t o  go by c o n t r a r i e s  
The way I c a n  w i t h  y o u — and you w i t h  m e- -  
Because  we ' r e - - w e ’ r e - - l  d o n ' t  know what we a r e .
What a r e  w e? '

•Young o r  new ? '

We may be j u s t i f i e d  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  in  s u s p e c t i n g  t h a t  F r o s t  

i s  u s in g  th e  b ro o k  a s  a way o f  p r e s e n t i n g  a m yth ic  s t a t e m e n t  

a b o u t  human l i f e .  The b ro o k  i s  u n l i k e  o t h e r  b roo k s  in  t h a t
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i t  u s e s  i n d i r e c t i o n .  T here  i s  a h i n t  o f  c h o ic e  o r  c o n t r o l  

in  t h e  s p e c u l a t i o n  t h a t  i t  "Can t r u s t  i t s e l f  t o  go by c o n ­

t r a r i e s . 1" D i r e c t n e s s ,  a s  John  Crowe Ransom a b l y  a r g u e s , 7 6  

i s  t h e  way of  a n im a l s  and s a v a g e s .  I n d i r e c t i o n ,  go ing  " ' b y  

c o n t r a r i e s , 1" i s  more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  c i v i l i z e d  men. T h i s  

a s c r i p t i o n  o f  c o m p l e x i t y  t o  t h e  b rook  may be t h e  b e g in n i n g  

o f  a s u s t a i n e d  c o m p a r i s o n  be tw ee n  th e  b ro o k  and m ankind .

The w i f e  c o n t i n u e s :

'We must  be s o m e th in g .  
We've s a i d  we two.  L e t ' s  change t h a t  t o  we t h r e e .
As you and I a r e  m a r r i e d  t o  e a c h  o t h e r ,
W e ' l l  b o th  be m a r r i e d  t o  t h e  b r o o k .  W e ' l l  b u i l d  
Our b r i d g e  a c r o s s  i t ,  and th e  b r i d g e  s h a l l  be 
Our arm thrown ov e r  i t  a s l e e p  b e s i d e  i t .
Look,  lo o k ,  i t ' s  waving t o  us w i t h  a wave 
To l e t  us know i t  h e a r s  m e . 1

The w i f e  has  a s im p le  an im ism ,  an  immedia te  s e n s e  o f  harmony

w i t h  th e  b ro o k ,  a harmony l i k e  t h a t  o f  S t .  F r a n c i s ,  p e r h a p s .

She even  f i n d s  th e  b ro o k  r e s p o n d i n g  t o  h e r  s t a t e m e n t .  Her

husband c o u n t e r s  what  he c o n s i d e r s  e x t r a v a g a n c e  in  h e r  w i t h

a common-sense e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  th e  wave:

'Why, my d e a r ,
That  w a v e ' s  b een  s t a n d i n g  o f f  t h i s  j u t  o f  s h o r e - - '
(The b l a c k  s t r e a m ,  c a t c h i n g  on a sunken  r o c k ,
F lung  backward on i t s e l f  in  one w h i t e  wave,
And t h e  w h i t e  w a t e r  ro d e  t h e  b l a c k  f o r e v e r ,
Not g a i n i n g  b u t  n o t  l o s i n g ,  l i k e  a b i r d  
White  f e a t h e r s  from th e  s t r u g g l e  o f  whose b r e a s t  
F l e c k e d  t h e  d a r k  s t r e a m  and f l e c k e d  th e  d a r k e r  pool  
Below t h e  p o i n t ,  and were a t  l a s t  d r i v e n  w r i n k l e d  
In  a w h i t e  s c a r f  a g a i n s t  t h e  f a r  s h o r e  a l d e r s . )
•That  w a v e ' s  been  s t a n d i n g  o f f  t h i s  j u t  o f  sh o re  
Ever  s i n c e  r i v e r s ,  I was go ing  to  s a y ,
Were made in  h e a v e n .  I t  w a s n ' t  waved t o  u s . '

7^John Crowe Ransom, The W o r l d ' s  Body (New York ,
1 9 3 8 ) ,  p p .  2 9 -5 1 4 * .



In  th e  l a s t  two l i n e s  h e re  t h e  husband i s  c h i d i n g  t h e  woman 

f o r  h e r  s t a t e m e n t  a b o u t  m a r r i a g e  t o  t h e  b r o o k .  " 'E v e r  s i n c e  

r i v e r s  . . . /  Were made in  h e a v e n ' "  i s  an echo o f  t h e  

p o p u l a r  s a y i n g  t h a t  m a r r i a g e s  a r e  made in  h e a v e n .  However,

I t h i n k  we sh o u ld  h e s i t a t e  t o  g iv e  a l l  our  sympathy t o  t h e  

m a n 's  a t t i t u d e .  F r o s t  i s  u s in g  t h e s e  d i v e r s e  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  

p r e s e n t  a co m p re h en s iv e  s t a t e m e n t .  The h u s b a n d ' s  c h i d i n g  

k e ep s  t h e  woman's s e n s e  o f  a d i v i n e  p r e s e n c e  b e f o r e  u s .  And 

h e r  n e x t  s t a t e m e n t  d o e s ,  t o o :

' I t  w a s n ' t ,  y e t  i t  was .  I f  n o t  t o  you
I t  was t o  me— i n  an a n n u n c i a t i o n . '

She has  t h e  s t a n d a r d  C h r i s t i a n  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  s p i r i t u a l  

m y s t e r i e s ,  an  e x p l a n a t i o n  t h a t  i s  g iv e n  c re d e n c e  by an  

im m e d ia te ,  p e r s o n a l  r e v e l a t i o n .  And we sh o u ld  keep  he r  

p o s i t i o n  i n  mind th r o u g h o u t  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  poem.

F r o s t  has  i n c l u d e d  i m p o r t a n t  words and p h r a s e s  and 

imagery  in  th e  p a r e n t h e s i s  i n s e r t e d  i n  th e  h u s b a n d ' s  l a s t  

s p e e c h .  F r o s t  n o t  o n ly  makes a v i v i d  c o n t r a s t  be tw ee n  b l a c k  

and w h i t e  w a t e r  ("The b l a c k  s t r e a m  . . . /  F lung backward on 

i t s e l f  in  one w h i t e  w a v e " ) ,  b u t  he f u r t h e r  e m p h a s iz e s  t h i s  

b l a c k  and w h i t e  imagery  i n  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  " b i r d  /  

White  f e a t h e r s  from t h e  s t r u g g l e  o f  whose b r e a s t  /  F le c k e d  

t h e  d a r k  s t r e a m  and f l e c k e d  t h e  d a r k e r  p o o l  /  Below th e  p o i n t .  

A s t r u g g l e  in  t h e  b r e a s t  seems t o  im ply  a human s p i r i t u a l  

s t r u g g l e .  The im agery  i s  c o n s o n a n t  w i t h  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

White  s u g g e s t s  p u r i t y ,  s p i r i t u a l i t y ;  and a human b e in g  can  

p u r i f y  h i m s e l f  and e n l i g h t e n  h i s  l i f e  by a s p i r i t u a l  s t r u g g l e
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w i t h i n  h i s  b r e a s t .  M an 's  l i f e  i s  f r a u g h t  w i t h  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

f o r  e v i l  and f o r  s p i r i t u a l  d r i f t i n g  ( " t h e  d a r k  s t r e a m 11) .  

S p i r i t u a l i t y  i s  m an 's  l i n k  w i t h  t h e  p e rm a n e n t .  T h i s  id e a  o f  

permanence  i s  s u g g e s t e d  by F r o s t ' s  p h r a s e ,  "Not g a i n i n g  b u t  

n o t  l o s i n g . "

The h u s b a n d ' s  n e x t  s t a t e m e n t  c o n t i n u e s  t h e  l i g h t

r i d i c u l e  o f  t h e  woman's  e x p l a n a t i o n :

•Oh, i f  you t a k e  i t  o f f  t o  l a d y - l a n d ,
A s ' t  were  t h e  c o u n t r y  o f  t h e  Amazons
We men must  s ee  you t o  t h e  c o n f i n e s  o f
And l e a v e  you t h e r e ,  o u r s e l v e s  f o r b i d  t o  e n t e r , —
I t  i s  y o u r  b r o o k l  I have no more t o  s a y . '

'Y e s ,  you h a v e ,  t o o .  Go on.  You t h o u g h t  o f  s o m e t h i n g . '  

The man seems t o  be a t t a c k i n g  n o t  o n ly  h i s  w i f e ' s  n o t i o n  t h a t

she  h a s  r e c e i v e d  an  a n n u n c i a t i o n ,  bu t  h e r  need f o r  c e r t a i n t y .

He c o n s i d e r s  t h i s  need a w e a k n e s s .  He c an  be s e c u r e  even  

th o u g h  he does  n o t  have m inu te  e x p l a n a t i o n s ,  d o g m at ic  a s s u r ­

a n c e s ,  o f  d i v i n i t y .  So he p r o c e e d s  t o  d e v e lo p  h i s  own 

g e n e r a l  p o s i t i o n :

'S p e a k in g  o f  c o n t r a r i e s ,  see  how t h e  b ro o k  
In  t h a t  w h i t e  wave r u n s  c o u n t e r  t o  i t s e l f .
I t  i s  from t h a t  i n  w a t e r  we were from 
Long,  long b e f o r e  we were f rom any c r e a t u r e .
Here we, i n  our  im p a t i e n c e  o f  t h e  s t e p s ,
Get b a ck  t o  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  b e g i n n i n g s ,
The s t r e a m  of  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  ru n s  a w a y . '

Now t h e  husband  has  remembered t h e  woman's  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t

" ' t h e  b ro o k /C a n  t r u s t  i t s e l f  t o  go by c o n t r a r i e s . ' "  He a r g u e s

t h a t  t h e  b ro o k  n o t  o n l y  has  a more complex way o f  r e a c h i n g

t h e  o c e a n ;  i t  even  " ' r u n s  c o u n t e r  t o  i t s e l f . »" T h i s  image

complements  t h e  image o f  t h e  b i r d  t h a t  has  a s t r u g g l e  w i t h i n

i t s  b r e a s t .  The o p p o s i t i o n  t o  t h e  c u r r e n t ,  t o  t h e  c o m p e l l i n g
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f l o w  o f  c h a n g e ,  i s  a more p r i m o r d i a l  f a c t  a b o u t  human l i f e  

t h a n  i s  t h e  d e t e r m i n i s t i c  id e a  t h a t  man d e scen ded  from an 

a n i m a l .  What i s  u n i q u e l y  human i s  a r e s i s t a n c e  t o  th e  

s t r e a m  o f  c h a n g e ,  and n o t  m e r e ly  th e  deve lo pm en t  o f  a more 

complex n e rv o u s  and c o n c e p t u a l  sy s tem  t h a n  a n i m a l s .  Even 

th o u g h  i t  be t r u e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  t h a t  man d e sce n d ed  from an 

a n i m a l ,  t h e  p o t e n t i a l i t y  f o r  r e s i s t i n g  c h a n g e ,  f o r  f i n d i n g  

a l i n k  w i t h  p e rm anence ,  was somehow i n c o r p o r a t e d  w i t h i n  u s .  

P e rh a p s  i t  t o o k  many c e n t u r i e s  t o  come t o  f r u i t i o n .  But 

t h e  power o f  w i l l ,  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  a b i l i t y  t o  save  o u r s e l v e s  

f rom t h e  c o m p le te  t y r a n n y  o f  c h a n g e ,  i s  s t r a n g e l y  in  us 

e v en  th o u g h  we a r e  on t h e  way t o  d e a t h .  A s u p e r n a t u r a l  

g e n e s i s  t a k e s  p re c e d e n c e  ov e r  a n a t u r a l i s t i c  d e v e lo p m e n t .

The woman i n t u i t s  a d i v i n e  r e v e l a t i o n ,  and th e  man 

more c a u t i o u s l y  o f f e r s  th e  wave a s  a symbol o f  a s u p e r n a t u r a l  

power;  b u t  b o th  have a n  ” • im p a t i e n c e  o f  th e  s t e p s 1'1 t h a t  go 

" • b a c k  t o  t h e  b e g in n i n g  o f  b e g i n n i n g s . 1"

N ext ,  t h e  man a d m i t s  t h a t  human b e in g s  a r e  i n e v i t a b l y

c a u g h t  i n  th e  s t r e a m  o f  movement and c h a n g e :

Some sa y  e x i s t e n c e  l i k e  a P i r o u o t  
And P i r o u e t t e ,  f o r e v e r  i n  one p l a c e ,
S t a n d s  s t i l l  and d a n c e s ,  b u t  i t  r u n s  away,
I t  s e r i o u s l y ,  s a d l y ,  ru n s  away
To f i l l  t h e  a b y s s '  v o id  w i t h  e m p t i n e s s .
I t  f l o w s  b e s i d e  us in  t h i s  w a t e r  b r o o k ,
But i t  f lo w s  o v e r  u s .  I t  f lo w s  b e tw een  us 
To s e p a r a t e  us f o r  a p a n i c  moment.
I t  f l o w s  be tw een  u s ,  o v e r  u s ,  and w i t h  u s .
And i t  i s  t im e ,  s t r e n g t h ,  t o n e ,  l i g h t ,  l i f e ,  and l o v e — 
And ev en  s u b s t a n c e  l a p s i n g  u n s u b s t a n t i a l ;
The u n i v e r s a l  c a t a r a c t  o f  d e a t h
T h a t  sp end s  t o  n o t h i n g n e s s — and u n r e s i s t e d ,
Save by some s t r a n g e  r e s i s t a n c e  i n  i t s e l f ,
Not j u s t  a  s w e r v i n g ,  b u t  a th r o w in g  b a c k ,
As i f  r e g r e t  were  i n  i t  and were  s a c r e d .
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The f i r s t  f i v e  l i n e s  o f  t h i s  p a s sa g e  a r e  a m e d i a t i o n  b e tw ee n  

t h e  e x t re m e  v iew  of  Zeno t h a t  e x i s t e n c e  i s  s t a t i c ,  and t h e  

e x t rem e  v iew  o f  c e r t a i n  R om ant ics  t h a t  change  can  be e x c i t i n g ,  

i n s p i r i t i n g ,  and t h e r e f o r e  i t  s h o u ld  c a u se  e x u l t a t i o n  i n  u s .  

T h is  man a c c e p t s  change a s  a c e n t r a l  f a c t  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  b u t  

d e s c r i b e s  i t  a s  a s e r i o u s  and sad  f a c t .  He i n t e n s i f i e s  t h e  

d e s o l a t i o n  o f  i t  by th e  t r i p l e  d e n o t a t i o n  o f  n o t h i n g n e s s :  

" ' a b y s s '  v o id  w i t h  e m p t in e s s . ’ M Then he d e s c r i b e s  t h e  d i f f e r ­

e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e s  we have  upon o u r  c h a n g e f u l  e x i s t e n c e .  " ' I t  

f l o w s  b e s i d e  us i n  t h i s  w a t e r  b r o o k ' " ;  we c an  see  movement, 

c h a n g e ,  decay  in  o b j e c t s  o u t s i d e  u s .  " 'B u t  i t  f lo w s  o v e r  

u s ' " ;  we a r e  aged by i t ,  t o o .  " ' I t  f lo w s  be tw een  us /  To 

s e p a r a t e  us f o r  a p a n ic  m o m en t '" ;  we p e r c e i v e  p h y s i c a l  change  

i n  one a n o t h e r ,  and we have a s t r o n g  momentary s e n se  t h a t  

love and f r i e n d s h i p  can  d e c l i n e  and even  t h a t  t h o s e  we lo v e  

w i l l  d i e .  I t  f lo w s  " ' w i t h  u s ' " ;  we r e c e i v e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  

a d v a n t a g e s  from th e  sy s te m  o f  c h a n g e ,  and t h e r e  f o l l o w  good 

words f o r  good q u a l i t i e s  p o s s i b l e  i n  human l i f e :  " ' t i m e ,

s t r e n g t h ,  t o n e ,  l i g h t ,  l i f e ,  and l o v e . ' "  The i n e l u c t a b l e  

r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r  d e v e lo p in g  t h e s e  a t t r i b u t e s  i s  t h a t  we be 

moving toward  " 'T h e  u n i v e r s a l  c a t a r a c t  o f  d e a t h . ' "  But  t h e  

movement toward  d e a t h  and n o t h i n g n e s s  i s  r e s i s t e d .  E x i s t e n c e  

has " 'som e s t r a n g e  r e s i s t a n c e  in  i t s e l f . ' "  And th e  n e x t  two 

l i n e s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  no t  g r a t u i t o u s ,  n o t  

m e c h a n i c a l ,  b u t  a d e l i b e r a t e  w i l l i n g :

'N ot  j u s t  a s w e r v in g ,  b u t  a t h ro w in g  b a c k ,
As i f  r e g r e t  were i n  i t  and were  s a c r e d .
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" ’Throwing b a c k ’ " i n t e n s i f i e s  t h e  i d e a  o f  w i l l i n g ,  t h e  p u r ­

p o s e f u l n e s s .  T h i s  i m p l i e s  no t  J u s t  a s l i g h t  m o d i f i c a t i o n  

i n  t h e  same d i r e c t i o n ,  b u t  an a c t i v e  e f f o r t  t o  r e s i s t  t h e  

f l o w  o f  c h a n g e .  The words " r e g r e t "  and " s a c r e d "  s u g g e s t  

t h a t  man has  an  i n t u i t i o n  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  and s u b l i m i t y  t h a t  

he i s  n o t  a b l e  w h o l ly  t o  a c h i e v e . 77

The n e x t  l i n e s  a r e  a c l a im  t h a t  t h e  ’ n a t u r e '  which  

i n c l u d e s  man must  be d e f i n e d  as  change  and t h e  " s a c r e d "  

o p p o s i t i o n  t o  i t  t h a t  s e e k s  t o  g e t  b ack  t o  a s u p e r n a t u r a l  

mover ,  " ' t h e  s o u r c e ' " :

' I t  has  t h i s  th ro w in g  backward on i t s e l f  
So t h a t  t h e  f a l l  o f  most  o f  i t  i s  a lw ays  
R a i s i n g  a l i t t l e ,  s e n d in g  up a l i t t l e .
Our l i f e  ru n s  down in  s e n d in g  up th e  c l o c k .
The b ro o k  ru n s  down In  s e n d in g  up ou r  l i f e .
The sun  r u n s  down i n  s e n d in g  up t h e  b r o o k .
And t h e r e  i s  som e th in g  s e n d in g  up t h e  s u n .
I t  i s  t h i s  backward m ot ion  to w a rd  t h e  s o u r c e ,
A g a i n s t  t h e  s t r e a m ,  t h a t  most we see  o u r s e l v e s  i n ,
The t r i b u t e  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  t o  t h e  s o u r c e .

7 7 c f ,  H y a t t  Howe Waggoner,  The Heel  o f  E loh im  (Norman, 
Oklahoma, 19 50 ) ,  pp .  Waggoner p r e s e n t s  a n a t u r a l i s t i c
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  He a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  w h i t e  wave r e s i s t i n g  th e  
c u r r e n t  i s  m e r e ly  l i f e  r e s i s t i n g  d e a t h .  The poem, he s a y s ,  
" a s s e r t s  t h e  n a t u r a l n e s s  o f  t h e  eddy w h ich  t h e  c u r r e n t  f l i n g s  
b a ck  upon i t s e I f .  The r i p p l e  seems t o  be d e f y i n g  t h e  c u r r e n t ,  
b u t  a h id d e n  r o c k  e x p l a i n s  i t .  Moving e v e r  upward a g a i n s t  th e  
s t r e a m  i t  i s  a n a lo g o u s  t o  l i f e  m a i n t a i n i n g  i t s e l f  in  

The u n i v e r s a l  c a t a r a c t  of  d e a t h  
That  spends  t o  n o t h i n g n e s s — and u n r e s i s t e d ,
Save by some s t r a n g e  r e s i s t a n c e  in  i t s e l f  . . .

T h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  does  n o t  go beyond n a t u r a l i s t i c  p h i l o s o p h y .  
Anim als  t r y  t o  r e s i s t  d e a t h .  The whole  poem c a n n o t  be e x p l a i n e d  
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y ,  I t h i n k ,  w i t h o u t  in v o k in g  s p i r i t u a l i t y .  O t h e r ­
w i s e ,  th e  image o f  t h e  w h i t e  wave i s  s u p e r f l u o u s ,  f o r  t h e  h u s ­
band a d m i t s  t h a t  " ' t i m e ,  s t r e n g t h ,  t o n e ,  l i g h t ,  l i f e ,  and l o v e ' "  
owe t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e  t o  c h an g e ,  " 'T h e  s t r e a m  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  
r u n s  a w a y . ' "  L i f e  f lo w s  w i t h  t h e  s t r e a m  u n t i l  d i s s o l u t i o n  
o c c u r s ,  b u t  mere l i f e ,  raw l i f e .  The r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  s t r e a m ,  
t h o u g h ,  " ' t h i s  backward m o t ion  tow ard  t h e  s o u r c e , ' "  i s  s p i r i t u ­
a l i t y .
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I t  i s  f rom t h i s  i n  n a t u r e  we a r e  f rom .
I t  i s  most  u s . '

The s t r u g g l e  tow ard  p e r f e c t i o n  ( " ' R a i s i n g  a l i t t l e ,  s e n d in g  

up a l i t t l e ' " )  i s  t h e  most  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  human 

l i f e ,  i s  " 'm o s t  u s . ' "  T h is  i s  a t e l e o l o g i c a l  p a s s a g e .  Each 

Kind o f  e x i s t e n c e  ru n s  down in  s e n d in g  up a n o t h e r  k i n d .  The 

c l o c k ,  which  man c r e a t e s ,  has  s i g n i f i c a n c e  b e c a u se  man has  

a c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  a c o n s c i o u s n e s s  t h a t  w e a rs  o u t .  Human l i f e  

i s  s u s t a i n e d  by w a t e r  f rom th e  b ro o k  t h a t  f lo w s  to w a rd  d i s ­

s o l u t i o n .  The b rook  r e c e i v e s  m o t iv e  power f rom th e  sun t h a t  

i s  g r a d u a l l y  d i m i n i s h i n g  in  e n e r g y .  The n e x t  l i n e ,  t h o u g h ,  

" 'A nd  t h e r e  i s  so m e th in g  s e n d in g  up th e  s u n , * "  i m p l i e s  a 

P l a t o n i c  e s s e n c e  t h a t  p r o v i d e s  t h e  m o t ive  power f o r  th e  

w o r ld  o f  a p p e a r a n c e s ,  y e t  t h i s  " ' s o m e t h i n g ' "  p re su m ab ly  does  

n o t  ru n  down.

The poem en ds  w i t h  a g r a c e f u l  encom pass in g  o f  b o t h  

p o s i t i o n s ,  th e  woman's  s im p le  f a i t h  in  r e v e l a t i o n  and th e  

m an 's  b e l i e f  i n  th e  i n d u b i t a b l e  i n f u s i o n  i n t o  our  l i v e s  o f  

some l a r g e r  w i l l ,  some u n chang in g  power f o r  good:

'Today w i l l  be th e  day
You s a i d  s o . '

'No, to d a y  w i l l  be th e  day
You s a i d  t h e  b ro o k  was c a l l e d  W e s t - r u n n in g  B r o o k . '

'T o d ay  w i l l  be th e  day o f  what  we b o th  s a i d . '
(Complete  Poems, pp .  3 2 7 - 3 2 9 . )
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T h ere  Are Roughly  Zones 

S in c e  F r o s t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  c a r e f u l l y  b e tw een  man and 

N a t u r e ,  and a t t r i b u t e s  t o  man a power o f  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h i s  

l i f e ,  i t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  he adm on ishes  p e o p le  t o  s e e k  

t h e  c e n t e r  o f  human l i f e ,  and t o  a v o id  th e  f o l l y  and u n h a p p i ­

n e s s  t h a t  accompany e x t r e m e s .  F iv e  l i n e s  i n  "T here  Are

Roughly  Zones"  a r e  a c o n c i s e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  what B a b b i t t
7ft

c a l l s  t h e  " ‘war i n  t h e  c a v e , 1" t h e  s t r u g g l e  which  man h as

t o  make i n  o r d e r  t o  overcome t h e  m ora l  w e a k n e s s e s  i n h e r e n t

i n  h i s  a n i m a l i t y  and t o  l i v e  w i s e l y :

What comes o v e r  a man, i s  i t  s o u l  o r  mind—
T h a t  t o  no l i m i t s  and bounds  he can  s t a y  c o n f i n e d ?

Why i s  h i s  n a t u r e  f o r e v e r  so  h a rd  t o  t e a c h
T ha t  th o u g h  t h e r e  i s  no f i x e d  l i n e  be tw een  wrong and r i g h t ,
T h ere  a r e  r o u g h l y  zones  whose laws must  be obeyed*

(Complete  Poems, p .  lj.01.)

The m o t i f  f o r  t h i s  poem i s  th e  t h r e a t  t h a t  t h e  s e v e r e  New 

E ngland  w e a t h e r  w i l l  d e s t r o y  a peach  t r e e ,  b u t  F r o s t  a s  u s u a l  

i s  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  more t h a n  h i s  immedia te  s u b j e c t .  There  i s  

som e th in g  i n  man t h a t  k e e p s  him f rom  a c c e p t i n g  h i s  own f i n i t e ­

n e s s ,  t h a t  s e d u c e s  him i n t o  c o u r t i n g  e x t r e m e s .  And i f  a

c a t a s t r o p h e  o c c u r s  ( i n  t h e  poem, i f  t h e  peach  t r e e  d i e s ) ,  t h e  

f a u l t  w i l l  be " t h i s  l i m i t l e s s  t r a i t  i n  t h e  h e a r t s  o f  m en ."

The long poem, "New H a m p s h i r e , "  ends w i t h  a r e f u s a l  

t o  a c c e p t  an e x t r e m e  a t t i t u d e  to w a rd  t h e  a n i m a l i t y  o f  man*

^ Spanish  C h ara cter , p. 119.
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One d o e s n ' t  heve  t o  be e i t h e r  a puke o r  a p r u d e ,  F r o s t

d e c l a r e s ;  one d o e s n ' t  have t o  be c o m p la c e n t  a b o u t  a n i m a l i t y ,

o r  ashamed o f  i t :

I t  seems a n a r ro w  c h o i c e  th e  age  i n s i s t s  on*
How a b o u t  b e i n g  a good G re e k ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ?
T h a t  c o u r s e ,  t h e y  t e l l  me, i s n ' t  o f f e r e d  t h i s  y e a r .

A p e r s o n  c a n  e m u l a t e  a good Greek  and m e d ia t e  b e tw ee n  t h e

e x t r e m e s  i n  h i s  b e i n g ,  and F r o s t  h o l d s  t o  t h i s  c o n v i c t i o n  by

making a p l a y f u l  e v a s i o n  when he i s  t a u n t e d  i n t o  c h o o s in g

one e x t r e m e  o r  t h e  o t h e r :

W e l l ,  i f  1 have t o  choose  one o r  t h e  o t h e r ,
1 c h oo se  t o  be a  p l a i n  New Hampshire  f a r m e r  
W ith  an  income i n  c a s h  o f  s a y  a th o u s a n d  
(From s a y  a p u b l i s h e r  i n  New York  C i t y ) .

(Complete  Poems, p p .  2 1 1 - 2 1 2 . )

P r o b a b l y  t h i s  a n sw e r  i s n ' t  e n t i r e l y  e v a s i v e ,  t h o u g h ,  b e c a u s e

h i s  c h o i c e  o f  f a r m in g  as  a v o c a t i o n  u n d o u b t e d l y  h a s  so m e th in g

t o  do w i t h  h i s  w i s h  t o  k e ep  h i m s e l f  f r e e  t o  w r i t e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l

p o e t r y  i n  an u n p h i l o s o p h i c a l  age*

A m e d i a t i n g  p h i l o s o p h e r  s e e s  human l i f e  a s  a f a i r l y

c o n s t a n t  and u n i f o r m  a f f a i r .  T h i s  i d e a  t h a t  human l i f e  h a s

a c e n t e r  which  p e o p le  s h o u l d  s e e k  i s  e x p r e s s e d  in  t h e s e

l i n e s  f rom "The B la c k  C o t t a g e " :

Most o f  t h e  change  we t h i n k  we s e e  i n  l i f e  
I s  due t o  t r u t h s  b e in g  i n  and o u t  o f  f a v o r .
As I s i t  h e r e ,  and o f t e n t i m e s ,  1 w i s h  
I c o u l d  be monarch o f  a d e s e r t  l a n d  
I c o u l d  d e v o te  and d e d i c a t e  f o r e v e r  
To t h e  t r u t h s  we keep  coming b a c k  and b a c k  t o .

(Complete  Poems, p .  77*)

T h i s  d i s p o s i t i o n  t o  a v o i d  e x t r e m e s  and t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  upon

t h e  c e n t e r  o f  human e x p e r i e n c e  makes F r o s t  wary  o f  n o v e l t y

and g la m o r ,  t h e  handmaidens  o f  c h a n g e .  The need  f o r  a
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p a t i e n t  r e s i g n a t i o n  t o  l i f e  i s  s u g g e s t e d  i n  "On Looking  Up 

by  Chance a t  t h e  C o n s t e l l a t i o n s . N The p o e a  e x p l i c i t l y  d i s ­

p a r a g e s  t h e  p e r s o n  who e x p e c t s  an  a s t r o n o m i c a l  r e v e l a t i o n

t o  s e a r  h i s  e n n u i ,  b u t  by  i m p l i c a t i o n  t h e  poem e x p r e s s e s

F r o s t ' s  d i s d a i n  f o r  t h e  tem peram ent  t h a t  c a n n o t  a c c e p t  l i f e  

a s  i t  i s  b u t  must  be f o r e v e r  s e e k i n g  s e n s a t i o n a l i s m :

We may a s  w e l l  go p a t i e n t l y  on w i t h  o u r  l i f e .
And lo o k  e l s e w h e r e  t h a n  t o  s t a r s  and moon and sun
For t h e  sh o ck s  and ch an g e s  we need  t o  keep  us sane*

(Com ple te  Poems, p ,  )

The p h r a s e  " sh o c k s  and c h a n g e s "  has  an  i r o n i c a l  edge  h e r e .

P e o p le  s h o u ld  n o t  r e q u i r e  u n u s u a l  and b i z a r r e  e v e n t s  t o

h e l p  them f i g h t  boredom and a v o id  m adness .

The s p i r i t  o f  accommodating o n e s e l f  t o  t h e  u n g la m o ro u s ,

u n sh o c k in g  c e n t e r  o f  l i f e  a l s o  p e r v a d e s  t h e  poem, " i n  Time o f

C l o u d b u r s t , "  t h e  l a s t  s t a n z a  o f  w h ich  e x p r e s s e s  a  hope f o r  t h e

a b i l i t y  t o  e n d u re  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  man w i t h  s t r e n g t h  and

b a l a n c e ,  l i k e  a good G re e k :

May my a p p l i c a t i o n  so  c l o s e  
To so e n d l e s s  a r e p e t i t i o n  
Not make me t i r e d  and morose  
And r e s e n t f u l  o f  m a n 's  c o n d i t i o n .

(Complete  Poems, p ,  3 6 9 . )

F r o s t  p l a c e s  h ig h  v a l u e  on t h i s  c o u ra g e o u s  a c c e p t a n c e  o f

i n e v i t a b l e s .  In  "The Times T a b l e "  he a t t a c k s  t h e  k i n d  o f

a c c e p t a n c e  t h a t  ends  i n  m o r o s e n e s s / ^ s t r o n g l y  im p ly in g  t h a t

o n l y  t h r o u g h  m o d e r a t i o n  and b a l a n c e  c a n  human l i f e  e n d u r e .

The f a rm e r  who u t t e r s  t h i s  gloomy a p h o r i s m  i n  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e

h o r s e ' s  s i g h  i s  e x c e s s i v e  i n  h i s  r e a l i s t i c  a n a l y s i s  o f  l i f e :

^ C f .  T h o r e a u ,  W r i t i n g s , TH 122:  "We s h o u l d  im p a r t
o u r  c o u r a g e ,  and n o t  o u r  d e s p a i r ,  o u r  h e a l t h  and e a s e ,  and n o t  
o u r  d i s e a s e ,  and t a k e  c a r e  t h a t  t h i s  d oes  n o t  s p r e a d  by c o n t a g i o n . *
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'A s i g h  f o r  e v e r y  so  many b r e a t h ,
And f o r  e v e r y  so many s i g h  a d e a t h .
T h a t ' s  wha t  I a lw ay s  t e l l  my w i f e  
I s  t h e  m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  t a b l e  o f  l i f e . '

(Comple te  Poems. p .  3 3 6 . )

F r o s t ' s  poem i s  n o t  t h e  p r o t e s t  o f  a man who t h i n k s  t h a t  

p e o p le  s h o u l d  d e lu d e  t h e m s e lv e s  f o r  t h e  sake  o f  ' h a p p i n e s s ' ;  

t h i s  i s  a n  o b j e c t i o n  t o  a gloomy r e a l i s m  t h a t  l e a v e s  a p e r s o n  

w i t h  a s e n s e  o f  f u t i l i t y ,  o f  im p o te n t  d e s p a i r ;  and i t  seems 

q u i t e  c l e a r  t h a t  F r o s t ' s  d e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  e x c e s s i v e  m o ro se n ess  

i s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  h i s  d e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  e x c e s s i v e  h o p e .  He 

s e e s  wisdom i n  A r i s t o t e l i a n  e t h i c s .

F r o s t  c o u n s e l s  modes t  e x p e c t a t i o n s  a b o u t  what l i f e

c a n  o f f e r .  T h i s  k i n d  o f  t e m p e r a t e n e s s  i s  t h e  theme o f  "Ryla

B r o o k . "  In  t h e  summertime Hyla Brook ru n s  d r y ,  b u t  t h e

p e o p le  who have grown t o  lo v e  i t  do n o t  r e g r e t  t h e  d r y n e s s

n o r  w i s h  t h e  b r o o k  d i f f e r e n t .  I t  i s  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  compare

t h i s  b r o o k  w i t h  o t h e r s  t h a t  c o n t i n u e  a f t e r  s p r i n g  t o  f l o w

w i t h  "song  and s p e e d . "  F r o s t  ev en  i n c l u d e s  t h i s  ung lam orous

d e t a i l  i n  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  b r o o k  in  summer:

I t s  bed  i s  l e f t  a f a d e d  p a p e r  s h e e t  
Of dead  l e a v e s  s t u c k  t o g e t h e r  by  t h e  h e a t —
A b r o o k  t o  none b u t  who remember lo n g .

(Comple te  Poems, p .  II4.9 . )

F r o s t ' s  d i s p o s i t i o n  t o  a c c e p t ,  and som etim es  e v en  t o  l o v e ,  

t h i n g s  a s  t h e y  a r e  i s  t h e  o p p o s i t e  o f  r o m a n t i c  d e l u s i o n  and 

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  a s  d e s c r i b e d  by B a b b i t t :

The e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  mood i s  a lw ay s  t h e  s t r a i n i n g  o f  
t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  away f rom t h e  h e r e  and now, f rom an  
a c t u a l i t y  t h a t  seems p a l t r y  and f a d e d  compared t o  t h e  
r a d i a n t  h u es  o f  o n e ' s  dream.

(R ousseau  and R om an t ic i sm ,  p .  9 2 . )
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The r o m a n t i c  d e l u d e s  h i m s e l f  t h a t  t h e  p a s t  o r  f u t u r e  o f f e r s  

more f e l i c i t y  and g lam or  t h a n  t h e  p r e s e n t  does* O n ly  a 

p e r s o n  w i t h  a s t r o n g  g r a s p  o f  t h e  h e r e  and  now, and w i t h  a 

h e a l t h y  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  them , would s a y  t h a t  "We love  t h e  

t h i n g s  we lo v e  f o r  w h a t  t h e y  a r e . "

F r o s t  i s  aware  o f  t h e  a p p e a l  t h a t  t h e  i n f i n i t e  h o l d s

f o r  men, b u t  he c o n s i s t e n t l y  u r g e s  t h a t  i t  i s  s o u n d e r  t o

a c c e p t  t h e  l i m i t e d  h a p p i n e s s  t h a t  i s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  men on

e a r t h ,  t o  a c h i e v e  t h a t  anyway, and n o t  go s o a r i n g  on u n b r i d l e d

i m a g i n a t i o n  i n  q u e s t  o f  a rem ote  and r a r e  h a p p in e s s *  These

a l t e r n a t i v e s  a r e  d r a m a t i s e d  i n  "Bond and F r e e * "  T h ro u g h o u t

t h e  poem Love i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  images o f  b o n d a g e .  Love

accommodates  i t s e l f  t o  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  e a r t h l y  l i f e ,  and

t r i e s  t o  make t h e  b e s t  o f  f i n i t e ,  c o n c r e t e  e x p e r i e n c e s *  Love,

i t  m ig h t  be s a i d ,  a c c e p t s  t h e  e a r t h  a s  i t  i s  i n  t h e  d a y t i m e ;

and i n  t h i s  a c c e p t a n c e  f i n d s  p r o t e c t i o n  and co m fo r t*  The

o t h e r  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  q u e s t i n g  f o r  t h e  r a r e  and s t r a n g e ,  i s

r e p r e s e n t e d  by  T hough t ;  and F r o s t  c a r e f u l l y  c h o o s e s  la n g u a g e

t o  s u g g e s t  t h e  v a g u e ,  d ream y,  n i g h t - t i m e  q u a l i t y  o f  T h o u g h t ' s

r o m a n t i c  p u r s u i t :

Thought  c l e a v e s  t h e  i n t e r s t e l l a r  gloom 
And s i t s  i n  S i r i u s '  d i s c  a l l  n i g h t ,
T i l l  day  makes him r e t r a c e  h i s  f l i g h t ,
W ith  s m e l l  o f  b u r n i n g  on e v e r y  p lume,
Back p a s t  t h e  su n  t o  an  e a r t h l y  room*

(Comple te  Poems, p .  1 $ 1 . )

Whereas Love s t r a i n s  " i n  th e  w o r l d ' s  e m b r a c e , "  Thought  s t r a i n s

a f t e r  a t r a n s c e n d e n t ,  d i s t a n t ,  i n f i n i t e  e x p e r i e n c e .  The

f a l l a c y  o f  t h e  q u e s t  seems t o  be i m p l i e d  by t h e  r e t u r n  o f
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Thought  t o  e a r t h .  The n i g h t - t i m e  mood c a n n o t  be s u s t a i n e d ,  

b e c a u s e  d a y l i g h t ,  o r  m a n 's  f i n i t e n e s s ,  a lw ay s  keep s  a s s e r t ­

ing  i t s e l f  and s h a t t e r i n g  t h e  r o m a n t i c  d ream . H a p p in ess  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  i n t e n s i t y  ( " s m e l l  o f  b u r n i n g  

on e v e r y  p lum e")  i s  s h o r t - l i v e d ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  human body and 

psyche  c a n n o t  s u s t a i n  t h e  h i g h  p i t c h  and must  r e t u r n  " t o  an  

e a r t h l y  ro o m ."  I m a g i n a t i o n  must be t r a i n e d  t o  h a rm o n ize  

w i t h  t h e  f i n i t e  o r g a n i s m  t h a t  i t  i n h a b i t s .  The l a s t  s t a n z a  

o f  t h e  poem e m p h a t i c a l l y  shows F r o s t ' s  commitment t o  a 

m od era te  h a p p i n e s s  b a s e d  upon an  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  e a r t h l y  

l i m i t a t i o n s ,  f o r  Love f i n d s  a s  much h a p p i n e s s  t h r o u g h  p a t i e n t  

a c q u i e s c e n c e  i n  th e  f i n i t e  a s  Thought  f i n d s  t h r o u g h  p u r s u i t  

o f  t h e  i n f i n i t e .  F r o s t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  we sh o u ld  n o t  s a c r i f i c e  

t h e  h a p p i n e s s  t h a t  i s  a t t a i n a b l e  by men f o r  a h a p p i n e s s  t h a t  

may n o t  be a t t a i n a b l e ,  a t t r a c t i v e  th ough  i t  looks  from a 

d i s t a n c e .

The a t t i t u d e  t h a t  f e l i c i t y  in  human l i f e  c o n s i s t s  o f  

t h i s  c a lm ,  p a t i e n t  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  l i m i t a t i o n s  i s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  

t h e  f o u r - l i n e  poem, " D e v o t i o n . "  Anyone who would l a b e l  F r o s t  

a Romantic  p o e t  must e x p l a i n  t h i s  v e r y  f o r m id a b le  a p p r o v a l  

and a d v o ca cy  o f  c o n s t a n c y ,  r e g u l a r i t y ,  h a b i t .  The Romantic  

a t t a c k s  h a b i t  a s  t h e  g r e a t  impediment  t o  s t r a n g e ,  n o v e l ,  

i n t e n s e  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  w h ich  he would h o ld  t o  be t h e  e s s e n c e  

o f  human f e l i c i t y .  The e l o q u e n t  spokesman o f  t h i s  v iew  i s  

P a t e r :

To b u r n  a lw ay s  w i t h  t h i s  h a r d  g em l ike  f l a m e ,  
t o  m a i n t a i n  t h i s  e c s t a s y ,  i s  s u c c e s s  i n  l i f e .  In  a 
s e n s e  i t  m igh t  ev en  be s a i d  t h a t  o u r  f a i l u r e  i s  t o
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fo rm  h a b i t s :  f o r ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  h a b i t  i s  r e l a t i v e  t o
a s t e r e o t y p e d  w o r l d ,  and meantime i t  i s  o n l y  t h e  
ro u g h n e s s  o f  t h e  eye  t h a t  makes any  two p e r s o n s ,  
t h i n g s ,  s i t u a t i o n s ,  seem a l i k e . 80

F r o s t  d o es  n o t  assume a s t e r e o t y p e d  w o r l d ,  e i t h e r ,  b u t  he  

p l a c e s  c h a r a c t e r  h i g h  i n  t h e  h i e r a r c h y  o f  a t t r i b u t e s  t h a t  

l e a d  t o  s u c c e s s  and h a p p i n e s s  i n  l i f e .  " D e v o t io n "  s u g g e s t s  

how much i n  human l i f e  d e pen d s  upon p r e s e r v i n g  l o y a l t y ,  c u l ­

t i v a t i n g  h a b i t .  The d e v o t i o n  o f  t h i s  poem c a n  be d e v o t i o n  

t o  o n e ' s  work o r  a r t ,  o r  t o  o n e ' s  c h i l d r e n ,  f r i e n d s ,  o r  m a t e .  

In  s p i r i t ,  i t  i s  l i k e  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  "We lo v e  t h e  t h i n g s  

we love  f o r  what  t h e y  a r e , "  and n o t  f o r  o u r  e x t r a v a g a n t  

i l l u s i o n s  a b o u t  them:

The h e a r t  c a n  t h i n k  o f  no d e v o t i o n  
G r e a t e r  t h a n  b e i n g  s h o r e  t o  t h e  o c e a n —
H o ld in g  t h e  c u r v e  o f  one p o s i t i o n ,
C o u n t in g  a n  e n d l e s s  r e p e t i t i o n ,

(Com ple te  Poems. p .  3 0 8 . )

Not a q u e s t i n g  f o r  g lam or  and i n t e n s i t y  by  d r i f t i n g  w i t h

te m p e ra m e n ta l  e c c e n t r i c i t y ,  b u t  a c a lm ,  s t e a d y  p u l l i n g  b ack

to w ard  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  l i f e ,  i s  t h e  dom inant  theme o f  F r o s t ' s

p h i l o s o p h y .

P r o b a b l y  th e  weakness  i n  man t h a t  doooshim t o  

be a lw ay s  s e e k i n g  more f rom  l i f e  t h a n  l i f e  c a n  g iv e  i s  c o n ­

q u e re d  by a s t e a d i n e s s  and a s a n i t y ,  even  i f  a s a n i t y  t i n g e d  

w i t h  s o b r i e t y .  I t  i s  t h i s  s o b e r  n o t e  i n  some o f  F r o s t ' s  

poems t h a t  d i s t u r b s  Yvor W i n t e r s .  He f i n d s  m e la n c h o ly  i n  

F r o s t  and a s c r i b e s  i t  t o  h i s  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  t o  h i s  opposed

8 °Thc Works o f  W a l t e r  P a t e r  (London, 1 9 0 0 ) ,  I (The 
R e n a i s s a n c e ) .  ’ .
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wishes to  c o u r t  the  i n f i n i t e  and to  e x e rc i s e  c o n t ro l  over

the  im agina t ion .  As evidence of  F r o s t ' s  a t t r a c t i o n  to

vagueness ,  he c i t e s  the  d e s c r i p t i o n  of  the t r e e  ( i n  "Tree

a t  My Window") as a "vague dreamhead." This ph rase ,  he s a y s ,

r e v e a l s  a deep a f f i n i t y ;

F ro s t  sees  h is  own mind as s i m i l a r  to  the  vague dream- 
head of the  t r e e ,  the  th in g  nex t  most d i f f u s e  to  c loud ,  
and the  f e e l i n g  of the  poem i s  one of a melancholy . 
longing to  share  the  dream -l ike  exper ience  more f u l l y . 01

To d e s c r ib e  vague and d i f f u s e  o b je c t s  as vague and d i f f u s e

i s  not to  wish your own mind l i k e  them. The many poems of

F ro s t  in  which gloom and exaggera ted  e x p e c ta t io n s  a re

d ispa raged  would suggest  t h a t  he f re ed  h im se lf  from romantic

i l l u s i o n .  T h is ,  I t h in k ,  i s  the  theme of "The Oven B i r d . "

This  poem p re s e n t s  a p a r a l l e l  between the commonplace b i r d

t h a t  w i l l  no t  be e x c e s s iv e ly  j o y f u l  and ex u b e ran t ,  and the

poet who w i l l  not exaggera te  the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  r a p tu re

or even h ap p in ess .  These l i n e s  suggest  freedom from y o u th f u l ,

romantic i l l u s i o n :

He says t h a t  leaves a re  o ld  and t h a t  f o r  f lowers  
Mid-summer i s  to  s p r in g  as one to  t e n .
He says the  e a r l y  p e t a l - f a l l  i s  pas t
When pear  and ch e r ry  bloom went down in  showers
On sunny days a moment o v e rc a s t ;
And comes t h a t  o th e r  f a l l  we name the f a l l .
He says the highway dus t  i s  over a l l .

This  poem i s  a companion to  "Hyla Brook."  F ro s t  i s  reso lved

to  make what he can of r e a l i t y .  These two l i n e s  imply t h a t

the  poet would give up h i s  r o le  but  th a t  he knows how to

®*Yvor W in te rs ,  "Robert F ro s t :  o r ,  the  S p i r i t u a l  
D r i f t e r  as P o e t , "  The Sewanee Review, LVI (October-December. 
19i|.8), 589.
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w r i t e  about human l i f e  h o n e s t ly  and r e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  w i th o u t

glamorous romantic  e x a g g e ra t io n :

The b i r d  would cease  and be as  o the r  b i r d s  
But t h a t  he knows in  s in g in g  not to  s in g .
The q u e s t io n  t h a t  he frames in  a l l  but  words 
Is  what t o  make of a d iminished th in g .

(Com ple te  Poems. p .  1 5 0 . )

The d iminished th in g  i s  l i f e - i n - t h e - d a y t i m e ,  acce p t in g  the  

f a c t  t h a t  some leaves have highway dus t  on them.

Another poem, "An Old Man's Winter N i g h t , " R e v e a l s  

F r o s t ' s  masculine Johnsonian s o b r i e t y ;  not the  sadness  and 

r e g r e t  t h a t  fo l low  upon d i s i l lu s io n m e n t  when one d is c o v e r s  

t h a t  h i s  e x t ra v ag an t  hopes cannot be r e a l i z e d ,  but  a h e a l th y  

acceptance  of  i n e v i t a b l e s .  F ro s t  was a young man when he 

achieved t h i s  p e n e t r a t in g  I n s ig h t  in to  th e  r e a l i t y  of old 

age .  The s o l i t u d e  and i s o l a t i o n  of old age a re  c o n f ro n ted ;  

but  the  sober  tone i s  conveyed i n d i r e c t l y ,  by the clomping 

in  the  s toreroom and by the sudden s h i f t i n g  no ise  of  the  

log .  Romantic melancholy i s  pervaded w i th  b i t t e r n e s s  over 

the  lo ss  of  o n e 's  dream. An e f f o r t  to  see l i f e  as  i t  i s  

may produce s o b r i e t y ,  bu t  not the  melancholy born of 

d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t  and r e g r e t .

On th e  Heart*s  
Beginning to  Cloud the  Mind

Death,  the  dark  companion of  o ld  age,  s e rv e s  as a 

t e s t  of s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  in  a p o e t .  The u n c e r t a i n t y ,  f e a r ,  

and g r i e f  evoked in  us by dea th  provide a s t ro n g  te m p ta t io n  

to  abandon our e t h i c a l  r e s e r v a t i o n s  about a person who is

Q^Com ple te  Poems, p .  135*
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dying or who has J u s t  d ied .  Few people could w ithho ld  sym­

pathy a t  the s i g h t  or thought of the  co rpses  of monumentally 

inhumane s c o u n d re ls .  The dea th  of  even a H i t l e r  or  a Musso­

l i n i  can cause a tremor of p i t y .  So, of  co u rse ,  F ro s t  would 

be d e f i c i e n t  as a poet i f  he com ple te ly  ignored the  pathos 

in  the dea th  of  S i l a s ,  the  o ld  h i red  man, in th e  poem e n t i t l e d  

"The Death of  the Hired Man.” What i s  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  in  t h i s  

poem about dea th  i s  t h a t  F ro s t  p r e s e n t s  not only  Mary's 

t e n d e r ,  i f  not s e n t im e n ta l ,  view o f  S i l a s ,  but W arren 's  

e t h i c a l  s t r i c t u r e s :

'1 s h o u ld n ' t  mind h i s  b e t t e r i n g  h im se l f  
I f  t h a t  was what i t  was. You can be c e r t a i n ,
When he begins  l i k e  t h a t ,  t h e r e ' s  someone a t  him
Trying to  coax him o f f  w i th  pocket-money,—
In haying time, when any h e lp  i s  s c a r c e .
In w in te r  he comes back t o . u s .  I 'm  d o n e . ' , .  ,

(Complete  Poems, p .  q .9 . )
S i l a s  i s  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  and u n r e l i a b l e .  He i s  coaxed out of 

h i s  l o y a l t y  to  Warren by pocket money, but  when h i s  new 

employer tu rn s  him out in  the w in t e r ,  he r e tu r n s  to  Warren

w i th  the  p e re n n ia l  o f f e r  to  d i t c h  the  meadow, or  c l e a r  the

upper p a s t u r e .  F ro s t  i s  c a r e f u l  to  inc lude  d e t a i l s  of  S i l a s '  

p r o v in c ia l i s m ,  to o ,  h i s  d i s d a in  f o r  a c o l le g e  boy s k e p t i c a l  

o f  water  w i tc h in g ,  and h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  c r e d i t  the  b o y 's  love 

of  L a t in .  nHe h a te s  to  see a boy the fo o l  of  books. "  A poet 

who would in v i t e  h i s  r ead e rs  t o  be s e n t im e n ta l  over death 

must suppress  or*, a t  l e a s t ,  underp lay  nega t ive  q u a l i t i e s .  

F r o s t ' s  e f f o r t  to  c o n t ro l  the pathos of  death  by t h i s  s t ro n g  

appeal  to  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  sugges ts  t h a t  he, l i k e  B a b b i t t ,  

r e j e c t s  the  idea t h a t  man i s  a p a t h e t i c  be ing .
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The e n d in g  o f  " ' O u t ,  O u t— *" seems l i k e  a c o n s c i o u s  

e f f o r t  t o  c o n c lu d e  a moving d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  a b o y ' s  d e a t h  on 

a n  a n t i - p a t h e t i c  n o t e :

And t h e y ,  s i n c e  t h e y  
Were n o t  t h e  one d e a d ,  t u r n e d  t o  t h e i r  a f f a i r s .

(Complete  Poems. p .  1 7 2 . )

At  f i r s t  g l a n c e ,  t h i s  m igh t  seem t o  be an  i r o n i c a l  i n d i c t m e n t  

o f  t h e s e  p e o p le  f o r  t h e i r  c o l d n e s s  and l a c k  o f  f e e l i n g ;  b u t  

no m a t t e r  how much anybody m igh t  have r e g r e t t e d  t h e  d e a t h  o f  

t h i s  b o y ,  he l i t e r a l l y  had  t o  t u r n  t o  h i s  a f f a i r s  t o  a v o id  

b e in g  overwhelmed by t h i s  g h a s t l y  e v e n t .  I t  i s  t h i s  know­

led g e  o f  how t o  p r e s e r v e  s t a b i l i t y  t h a t  p e o p le  must  u se  t o  

combat t h e  u rge  t o  s e n t i m e n t a l i z e  l i f e ,  F r o s t  i m p l i e s .  We 

a r e  s u b j e c t  t o  m i s f o r t u n e ,  so r ro w ,  and g r i e f ,  b u t  we must  

a c c e p t  them as  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  l i f e  and a v o id  s e l f - p i t y .  The 

theme o f  "The Need o f  Be ing  V ersed  i n  C o u n t ry  T h in g s "  i s  

s o r ro w  f o r  t h e  p e o p le  who have l e f t  b l e a k  r e m i n d e r s  o f  

t h e m s e lv e s  in  t h e  s p e c t r a l  r em a in s  o f  a b u rn ed  f a r m h o u s e .

As a p o e t ,  F r o s t  c a n n o t  i g n o r e  so  u b i q u i t o u s  a n  e m o t io n  as  

so r r o w ,  b u t  i n  h i s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  i t  he w i l l  n o t  abandon  h i s  

m a s c u l in e  ju d g m e n t .  He shows a t  t h e  end o f  t h i s  poem t h a t  

he r e s i s t s  th e  t e m p t a t i o n  t o  g r i e v e  o v e r  "what  h a s  b e e n , "

A man " v e r s e d  i n  c o u n t r y  t h i n g s "  knows t h e  p h o e b e s '  c r i e s  

a r e  c o n s t a n t  and u n a f f e c t e d  by human e x p e r i e n c e :

For  them t h e r e  was r e a l l y  n o t h i n g  s a d .
But th o u g h  t h e y  r e j o i c e d  i n  t h e  n e s t  t h e y  k e p t ,
One had t o  be v e r s e d  i n  c o u n t r y  t h i n g s  
Not t o  b e l i e v e  t h e  phoebes  w e p t .

(Complete  Poems, p .  3 0 0 . )

Only a n  u rb a n  b i r d - w a t c h e r  o r  a Sunday p o e t  would  f a l l  i n t o



t h i s  p a t h e t i c  f a l l a c y ,  b e l i e v in g  the  b i r d s  g r iev e  over human 

a f f a i r s .

This warning a g a i n s t  a s o f t  and u n c r i t i c a l  view of

man as  a p a t h e t i c  being i s  repea ted  in  the poem, "On th e

H e a r t ’ s Beginning to  Cloud the  Mind." F ro s t  d ram at izes  the

w ar fa re  between our p i t y  f o r  o u rse lv e s  (and f o r  man in  g en e ra l )

and our c r i t i c a l  sense that, can h e lp  us to  avoid d i s t o r t i o n

and s e n t i m e n t a l i t y .  As he r id e s  on a t r a i n  through a Utah

d e s e r t  a t  n i g h t ,  he f in d s  h im se lf  responding to  the  darkness

and lo n e l in e s s  by p r o j e c t i n g  h is  mood upon the  landscape:

The sky had here and th e re  a s t a r ;
The e a r t h  had a s i n g l e  l i g h t  a f a r ,
A f l i c k e r i n g ,  human p a t h e t i c  l i g h t ,
That was m ain ta ined  a g a in s t  the  n ig h t ,
I t  seemed to  me, by the  people t h e r e ,
With a God-forsaken b ru te  d e s p a i r .
I t  would f l u t t e r  and f a l l  in  h a l f  an hour
Like the  l a s t  p e t a l  o f f  a f lo w er .

These l i n e s  show t h a t  F ro s t  i s  not immune to  the  common weak-*

ness of s e n t im e n ta l i z in g  l i f e .  He, too ,  f e e l s  t h i s  t e m p ta t io n  

to  regard  man as a p a t h e t i c  c r e a t u r e .  So f a r  the  very  en v i ro n ­

ment seems to  harmonize w i th  the pathos of the  d e s p a i r in g  

people in  t h e i r  lone ly  s t r u g g l e .  But F ro s t  w i l l  not y i e l d  to  

the  d i s t o r t i o n  in  t h i s  mood, fo r  he breaks i t  a b ru p t ly  w i th  

t h i s  c r i t i c a l  s t a te m e n t :

But my h e a r t  was beginning  to  cloud my mind.

Then fo l lows an emphatic a s s e r t i o n  of the  s t a b i l i t y  and con­

t i n u i t y ,  the  s tamina and c o n t r o l ,  t h a t  th ese  d e s e r t  d w e l le r s  

may n o u r i sh  as they  lead t h e i r  i s o l a t e d  l i v e s :
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1 knew a t a l e  o f  a  b e t t e r  k i n d .
T h a t  f a r  l i g h t  f l i c k e r s  b e c a u s e  o f  t r e e s .
The p e o p le  c a n  b u r n  i t  a s  long  a s  t h e y  p l e a s e :
And when t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  i n  i t  e n d ,
They c a n  le a v e  i t  t o  someone e l s e  t o  t e n d .

(Complete Poems, p.  3 7 6 . )

A n o th e r  poem t h a t  makes t h i s  v e r y  p o i n t  i s  "The F i g ­

u re  i n  t h e  D o o rw ay ." A p e r s o n  may be i s o l a t e d  and y e t  c u l t i ­

v a t e  h i s  r e s o u r c e s  f o r  f a c i n g  a l o n e l y  e x i s t e n c e :

The m i l e s  and m i l e s  he l i v e d  f rom  anywhere
Were e v i d e n t l y  so m e th ing  he c o u l d  b e a r .
He s to o d  u n s h a k e n ,  and  i f  g r im  and g a u n t ,
I t  was n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  f rom  w a n t .
He had  t h e  oaks  f o r  h e a t i n g  and f o r  l i g h t .
He had a h e n ,  he had a p ig  i n  s i g h t .
He had a w e l l ,  he had  t h e  r a i n  t o  c a t c h .
He had a t e n - b y - t w e n t y  g a rd e n  p a t c h .
Nor d i d  he l a c k  f o r  common e n t e r t a i n m e n t *
That  1 assume was w ha t  our  p a s s i n g  t r a i n  m e a n t .

(Complete Poems, p .  378*)

F r o s t  i s  aware o f  h i s  own w i s h  t o  s e n t i m e n t a l i z e

human l i f e ,  b u t  he combats  i t .  T here  i s  a s p i r i t u a l  s t r u g g l e

i n  F r o s t  t h a t  i s  b e s t  c a l l e d  h u m a n i s t i c .  He s e e k s  wisdom

a b o u t  how t o  l i v e ,  b u t  he do es  n o t  want  t o  be s t u n t e d  by  h i s

p h i l o s o p h y .  He has  t h e  p h i l o s o p h e r ' s  d e s i r e  t o  l i v e  w i s e l y

and s a n e l y ,  b u t  he h a s  t h e  v i g o r o u s  p o e t ' s  d e s i r e  t o  s t r a i n

t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  a b i t .  He h a s  a h e a l t h y  t e n t a t i v e n e s s  t h a t

i s  r e l a t e d  t o  h u m i l i t y ,  t o  a w i s h  n o t  t o  m is s  a l t e r n a t i v e s

t h a t  he m ig h t  even  d i s a p p r o v e  o f .  Those who do n o t  p e r c e i v e

in  F r o s t  t h i s  h u m a n i s t i c  d e s i r e  t o  encompass a s  much o f  l i f e

a s  p o s s i b l e  g e t  a d i s t o r t e d  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  h i s  p o s i t i o n .

W in t e r s  t a k e s  " t h e  r e c k l e s s  c h o i c e "  i n  t h e  poem, "The Sound

o f  t h e  T r e e s "  a s  t h e  b a s i s  o f  F r o s t ' s  p h i l o s o p h y :

My f e e t  t u g  a t  t h e  f l o o r
And my head sways t o  my s h o u l d e r
Sometimes when 1 w a tc h  t r e e s  sway,



106

From t h e  window o r  t h e  door*
1 s h a l l  s e t  f o r t h  f o r  somewhere*
I s h a l l  make t h e  r e c k l e s s  c h o i c e  
Some d a y  when t h e y  a r e  i n  v o i c e  
And t o s s i n g  so  a s  t o  s c a r e  
The w h i t e  c l o u d s  o v e r  them on*
1 s h a l l  have l e s s  t o  say*
But 1 s h a l l  be gone*

(Complete  Poems. p .  195k)

But  F r o s t  v e r y  se ldom  abandons  h i s  judgm en t  t o  a f l e e t i n g

mood* He u s u a l l y  r e s i s t s  whim and t r i e s  t o  end h i s  poems i n

wisdom*

I t  i s  t h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  comprehend e x t r e m e s  and y e t  

n o t  end w i t h  a v a c i l l a t i n g  commitment t o  a p a l e  a g r e e a b l e ­

n e s s  o r  a g o o d - n a t u r e d  o r th od o xy *  t h a t  Mark Van Doren  p r a i s e s  

i n  F r o s t :

T h e re  i s  an  i g n o b le  way o f  a v o i d i n g  e x t re m e s*  I t  
i s  t h e  way o f  b e i n g  nobody and o f  s a y i n g  n o t h i n g ;  
o f  nev e r*  a t  any  r a t e *  b e in g  o r  s a y i n g  q u i t e  enough 
t o  c o u n t*  But  t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  way which* d i f f i c u l t  
t h o u g h  i t  may be t o  d e f i n e *  i s  t h e  o n l y  way w o r th  
c o n s i d e r i n g .  I t  c o n s i s t s  i n  o c c u p y in g  o r  t o u c h i n g  
b o t h  e x t r e m e s  a t  once* and i n h a b i t i n g  a l l  t h e  spa ce  
between* I t  c o n s i s t s  o f  b e in g  c a p a b l e  o f  e x c e s s  
w h i l e  a c t u a l l y  a c h i e v i n g  more t h a n  e x c e s s  a c h i e v e s .
I t  c o n s i s t s  i n  f i n d i n g  t h a t  g o l d e n  mean which* f a r  
f ro m  s i g n i f y i n g  t h a t  t h e  e x t r e m e s  have  b e e n  av o ided*  
s i g n i f i e s  t h a t  t h e y  have  b e e n  e n c l o s e d  and c o n t a i n e d * A 
To s a y  t h i s  o f  any  p o e t  i s  t o  p r a i s e  him v e r y  h i g h l y , ° 3

T h i s  a d m i r in g  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  F r o s t  u s e s  a lm o s t  t h e  e x a c t  words

t h a t  B a b b i t t  f r e q u e n t l y  r e p e a t s  a s  h i s  i d e a l  o f  m e d i a t i o n :

We have s e e n  t h a t  t h e  hum an is t*  a s  we know him h i s ­
t o r i c a l l y *  moved b e tw ee n  a n  e x t re m e  o f  sym pathy  and 
a n  e x t rem e  o f  d i s c i p l i n e  and s e l e c t i o n *  and became 
humane i n  p r o p o r t i o n  a s  he m e d i a t e d  b e tw ee n  t h e s e  
e x t r e m e s .  To s t a t e  t h i s  t r u t h  more g e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  
t r u e  mark o f  e x c e l l e n c e  i n  a man* a s  P a s c a l  p u t s  i t *  
i s  h i s  power t o  h a rm on ize  i n  h i m s e l f  o p p o s i t e  v i r t u e s

83m.  rk  Van Doren* "The Permanence o f  R o b e r t  F r o s t , "  
The A m er ican  S c h o l a r .  V ( S p r i n g ,  19 3 6 ) ,  191.
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and t o  occupy a l l  t h e  sp a c e  b e tw een  them ( t o u t  
1 ' e n t r e d e u x ) .  By h i s  a b i l i t y  t h u s  t o  u n i t e  i n  
h i m s e l f  o p p o s i t e  q u a l i t i e s  man shows h i s  humani ty*  
h i s  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  e s s e n c e  o v e r  o t h e r  a n i m a l s .

( L i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  A m erican  C o l l e g e , p .  2 2 . )

What Van Doren  p e r c e i v e s  i n  F r o s t * s  p o e t r y  i s  e x a c t l y  what  

W in te r s  o v e r l o o k s .  F r o s t  i s  n o t  a r i g i d  m o r a l i s t ,  and he 

i s  s e ld om  d i d a c t i c  i n  a n  o b v io u s  way. He combats  n a r ro w ­

n e s s  by  showing i n  h i s  poems t h a t  he i s  aware o f  d i f f e r e n t  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  human e x p e r i e n c e .  He comprehends t h e  

p a th o s  i n  t h e  d e a t h  o f  S i l a s ;  he f e e l s  a r u s h  o f  s a d n e s s  

f o r  t h e  b u r n t  f ram e  o f  a house  t h a t  b r o o d i n g l y  rem inds  him 

t h a t  human b e i n g s  once l i v e d  t h e r e ;  he u n d e r s t a n d s  th e  l o n e ­

l i n e s s  t h a t  c a n  a f f l i c t  s o l i t a r y *  i s o l a t e d  p e o p l e .  For t h e  

sake  o f  l i v e l y  drama and f u l n e s s  o f  c o m p re h e n s io n  and s t a t e ­

ment he i s  a b l e  t o  p r e s e n t  v i e w p o i n t s  t h a t  he does  n o t  ho ld*  

b u t  h i s  commitment i s  u s u a l l y  c l e a r .  He b e l i e v e s  t h a t  man 

i s  an  e t h i c a l  b e in g *  who m ust  a c c e p t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  

ch o o s ing *  f o r  l i v i n g  w i s e l y ,  f o r  d e v e l o p i n g  c h a r a c t e r ;  and 

e v e n  th ough  he o b s e r v e s  i n  h i m s e l f  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  t o  s e e  man 

a s  a p a t h e t i c  b e in g *  he s t r u g g l e s  a g a i n s t  i t .

B a b b i t t  a r g u e s  t h a t  a s  more and more p e o p le  i n  t h e  

W es te rn  w o r ld  have  d e n i e d  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  W|war  i n  t h e  

c a v e ' "  and have come to  v iew  man a s  t h e  h a p l e s s  v i c t i m  o f  

f o r c e s  o u t s i d e  h i m s e l f *  t h e y  have  found  e v i l  i n  s o c i a l  

m a c h in e ry  and have so u g h t  t o  combat i t  t h r o u g h  g ro u p  a c t i o n *  

o r  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m .  C o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  F r o s t ' s  r e f u s a l  t o  

a c c e p t  t h e  p a t h e t i c  v iew  o f  human l i f e  i s  h i s  s k e p t i c i s m  

to w ard  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m .  In  "Two Tramps i n  Mud Time" he
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d r a m a t i s e s  a modern d i lem ma:  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  t o  s a c r i f i c e

w h o le n e s s  i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  a c h i e v e  g rou p  s o l i d a r i t y

t h r o u g h  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n  o f  w ork .  Van Doren*s  p o i n t  a p p l i e s

h e r e .  F r o s t  i s  aware  o f  t h e  c l a i m s  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  wood-

c h o p p e r s  i n  an  age  o f  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n ,  and he i s  aware  o f

t h e  m i s f o r t u n e  i n  t h e i r  d i s o r d e r l y  l i v e s  ( " s l e e p i n g  God

knows where  l a s t  n i g h t " ) ;  y e t  he w i l l  n o t  d o c i l e l y  su b m i t

t o  a ’ s o c i a l  t r e n d ’ o r  t o  p a t h o s .  A f t e r  s e t t i n g  t h e  sc e n e

and i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e  c o n f l i c t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a ,  he d e v o te s

f i v e  s t a n z a s  t o  a p r e c i s e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  w e a t h e r  and t h e

t im e  o f  y e a r ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  se n su o u s  and k i n e s t h e t i c  Joy

t h a t  he f e e l s  w h i l e  c h o p p in g  wood a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  moment:

Good b l o c k s  o f  oak  i t  was 1 s p l i t ,
As l a r g e  a ro u n d  a s  t h e  cho p p in g  b l o c k ;
And e v e r y  p i e c e  I s q u a r e l y  h i t  
F e l l  s p l i n t e r l e s s  a s  a c l o v e n  r o c k .
The b lows t h a t  a  l i f e  o f  s e l f - c o n t r o l
S p a r e s  t o  s t r i k e  f o r  t h e  common good
That  d a y ,  g i v i n g  a lo o s e  t o  my s o u l ,
I s p e n t  on t h e  u n i m p o r t a n t  wood.

The su n  was warm b u t  t h e  wind was c h i l l *
You know how i t  i s  w i t h  a n  A p r i l  day 
When t h e  su n  i s  o u t  and t h e  w ind  i s  s t i l l ,
Y o u ' r e  one month on i n  th e  m idd le  o f  May.
But i f  you  so  much a s  d a re  t o  s p e a k ,
A c lo u d  comes o v e r  t h e  s u n l i t  a r c h ,
A wind comes o f f  a f r o z e n  p e a k ,
And y o u ' r e  two months  b ack  i n  t h e  m id d le  o f  March.

A b l u e b i r d  comes t e n d e r l y  up t o  a l i g h t  
And t u r n s  t o  t h e  wind to  u n r u f f l e  a plume 
His  song so  p i t c h e d  a s  n o t  t o  e x c i t e  
A s i n g l e  f l o w e r  a s  y e t  t o  b loom.
I t  i s  snowing a f l a k e :  and he h a l f  knew
W in te r  was o n l y  p l a y i n g  possum.
E x ce p t  i n  c o l o r  he i s n ' t  b l u e ,
But he w o u l d n ' t  a d v i s e  a t h i n g  t o  b lo s so m .
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The w ater  f o r  which we may have to  look 
In summertime with  a witching-wand,
In every  w h e e l r u t ' s  now a brook,
In every  p r i n t  of a hoof a pond.
Be glad of  w a te r ,  bu t  d o n ' t  f o r g e t  
The lu rk ing  f r o s t  in  the  e a r t h  beneath  
That w i l l  s t e a l  f o r t h  a f t e r  the  sun i s  s e t  
And show on the  w ater  i t s  c r y s t a l  t e e t h .

The time when most 1 loved ay  t a s k  
These two must make me love i t  more 
By coming w ith  what they  came to  a s k .
You'd th in k  I never had f e l t  be fo re  
The weight of an ax-head poised a l o f t ,
The g r ip  on e a r t h  of  ou tsp read  f e e t .
The l i f e  of  muscles rocking s o f t
And smooth and moist  in  v e rn a l  h e a t ,

(Complete Poems, pp. 357-358.)

These f i v e  s ta n z a s  give v igorous  suppor t  to  h i s  admonition,

in  the  l a s t  s t a n z a ,  t h a t  s e r io u s  a t rophy  of the  i n d i v i d u a l ' s

p r i v a t e  l i f e  i s  th re a te n e d  in  the modern s e p a r a t io n  of  " love

and n ee d ."  The second s ta n z a  of the  poem conveys the p le a su re

and s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  such e x q u i s i t e  c o n t ro l  of  the axe ,  in

such p e r f e c t  c o o rd in a t io n  and t im ing ,  t h a t

every piece  I sq u a re ly  h i t
F e l l  s p l i n t e r l e s s  as a c loven rock .

Even while  F ro s t  i s  t r y in g  t o  add s t r e n g t h  to  h is  

u t t e r a n c e  a g a in s t  hum anita r ian ism , he acknowledges t h a t  some 

men have c u l t i v a t e d  s e l f - c o n t r o l  so t h a t  they  could be use­

f u l  in  b r in g in g  about d e s i r a b l e  s o c i a l  change. Men l ik e  

Gandhi,  Debs, and Mazzini a re  suggested  in  th e se  l i n e s :

The blows t h a t  a l i f e  of s e l f - c o n t r o l  
Spares to  s t r i k e  f o r  the  common good 
That day, g iv ing  a loose t o  my so u l ,
I spent  on the  unimportant wood.

But F ro s t  goes on to  sugges t  what would be missed i f  he d id

not g ive a loose to  h i s  s o u l .  In e f f e c t ,  the  t a s k  of  s p l i t t i n g
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wood h e i g h t e n s  h i s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  T h i s  i s  i t s  c h i e f  v a l u e ;  

t h e  economic  m o t iv e  i s  q u i t e  i n c i d e n t a l .  T h o r e a u  w r o te  

Walden a s  a g ra n d  t e s t i m o n y  t o  t h i s  s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s ­

n e s s  w h ic h  he and F r o s t  c l a i m  a s  an  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  a t t r i b u t e  

o f  a c o m p le t e  human l i f e .  The whole  book ex u d es  a Joy i n  

a c t i v i t y *  i n  d o in g  t h i n g s  f o r  o n e s e l f .  One p a s s a g e  makes 

F r o s t ' s  i d e n t i c a l  p o i n t :  s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  i s  d e s t r o y i n g

p r e c i o u s  Jo y .

T h e re  i s  some o f  t h e  same f i t n e s s  i n  a m a n 's  b u i l d i n g  
h i s  own house  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  i n  a b i r d ' s  b u i l d i n g  i t s  
own n e s t .  Who knows b u t  i f  men c o n s t r u c t e d  t h e i r  
d w e l l i n g s  w i t h  t h e i r  own hands* and p r o v i d e d  food  f o r  
t h e m s e lv e s  and f a m i l i e s  s im p ly  and  h o n e s t l y  enough* 
t h e  p o e t i c  f a c u l t y  would be u n i v e r s a l l y  dev e lo p ed *  
a s  b i r d s  u n i v e r s a l l y  s i n g  when t h e y  a r e  so  engaged?
But a l a s j  we do l i k e  c o w b i rd s  and cuckoos*  w h ich  l a y  
t h e i r  egg s  i n  n e s t s  w h ich  o t h e r  b i r d s  have b u i l t *  and 
c h e e r  no t r a v e l l e r  w i t h  t h e i r  c h a t t e r i n g  and unmusi­
c a l  n o t e s .  S h a l l  we f o r e v e r  r e s i g n  th e  p l e a s u r e  o f  
c o n s t r u c t i o n  t o  t h e  c a r p e n t e r ?  • . • Where i s  t h i s  
d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o r  t o  end? and wha t  o b j e c t  d o es  i t  
f i n a l l y  s e r v e ?  No d o u b t  a n o t h e r  may a l s o  t h i n k  f o r  
me; b u t  i t  i s  n o t  t h e r e f o r e  d e s i r a b l e  t h a t  he sh o u ld  
do so  t o  t h e  e x c l u s i o n  o f  my t h i n k i n g  f o r  m y s e l f . **•

F r o s t  w r i t e s  o f  t h e  c a p r i c i o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  w e a t h e r  a t  

t h i s  p r e c i s e  moment o f  t h e  y e a r ;  o f  t h e  c a r e  t h e  b l u e b i r d  

t a k e s  n o t  t o  p i t c h  h i s  song t o o  o p t i m i s t i c a l l y  and t h u s  

e n c o u r a g e  t h e  f l o w e r s  t o  bloom b e f o r e  t h e  end o f  c o l d  

w e a t h e r ;  and o f  t h e  ambiguous s t a t u s  o f  w a t e r  i n  t h e  s p r i n g ­

t i m e :  a n  a i d  t o  s p r i n g  and a s i g n  t h a t  w i n t e r  i s  dying* and

y e t  a p o s s i b l e  a l l y  o f  t h e  f r o s t .

The p o i n t  o f  t h e s e  p r e c i s e  d e t a i l s  i s  b r o u g h t  o u t

W r i t i n g s * I I ,  7 4 -7 5 .
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e x p l i c i t l y  i n  t h e  s i x t h  s t a n z a :

The t im e  when most  1 lo v ed  my t a s k  
These  two must  make me love  i t  more 
By coming w i t h  wha t  t h e y  came t o  ask*

The t r am p s  know t h a t  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  id e a  o f  s o c i a l  J u s t i c e

s u p p o r t s  t h e i r  monopoly upon w o o d -c h o p p in g ,  so  a l l  t h e y  have

t o  do i s  w a i t ,

And a l l  t h e i r  l o g i c  would f i l l  my head :
As t h a t  I had no r i g h t  t o  p l a y
With w ha t  was a n o t h e r  m a n 's  work f o r  ga in*

But F r o s t  l e a v e s  no d o u b t  t h a t  he i s  r e s i s t i n g  t h i s  s o c i a l

movement a s  unwholesome. As men, we sh o u ld  have more t h a n

p r a g m a t i c  need  i m p e l l i n g  us t o  work ;  so  he r e f u s e s  t o

s u r r e n d e r  t h e  p r e c i o u s  human c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  " l o v e  and n e e d . "

T h i s  poem c e n s u r e s  t h e  modern f a l l a c y  o f  an  i m p e r s o n a l ,

q u a n t i t a t i v e  s o l u t i o n  t o  s o c i a l  p r o b le m s .  The i n d i v i d u a l

must  have a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  h i s  d a i l y  l i f e ,  f o r  he

i s  n o t  a mere economic a n i m a l .

I t  i s  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  t h a t  F r o s t  i s  w o r r i e d  a b o u t  i n

h i s  poem, "A R o a d s id e  S t a n d , "  t o o ,  t h e  w eakness  i n  some c o u n t r y

p e o p le  t h a t  p r e v e n t s  them from w ork in g  o u t  a  h a p p i n e s s  a p a r t

f rom t h e  v u l g a r  and s t a n d a r d i z e d  A m erican  l i f e ,  b u t  i n s t e a d

makes them long  f o r  what  i s  s h a l lo w  and c o r r u p t i n g :

Here f a r  f rom  t h e  c i t y  we make o u r  r o a d s i d e  s t a n d  
And a s k  f o r  some c i t y  money t o  f e e l  i n  hand 
Tt6  t r y  i f  i t  w i l l  n o t  make o u r  b e in g  e x p a n d ,

And g iv e  us t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  moving p i c t u r e s '  p ro m ise  
T h a t  t h e  p a r t y  in  power i s  s a i d  t o  be k e e p i n g  from u s .

In  t h e s e  l i n e s  he b r i n g s  t o g e t h e r  r o m a n t i c  i l l u s i o n  and p o l i ­

t i c s ,  e m p h a s iz in g  th e  p a ra d o x  t h a t  i n  a f r e e  s o c i e t y  w here  

t h e  c i t i z e n s  c o u l d  save  th e m s e lv e s  f rom  a f a l s e ,  i l l u s o r y
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v ie w  o f  l i f e ,  p o l i t i c i a n s  a r e  f r e e  t o  make u t o p i a n  p r o m is e s  

and t o  b e g u i l e  many p e o p le  i n t o  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  t h r o u g h  p o l i t i ­

c a l  a c t i o n  t h e  doom o f  man c a n  be overcome and a s o c i a l  

p a r a d i s e  a c h i e v e d .  He d e p l o r e s  t h e  low v a l u e  t h a t  i s  p l a c e d  

on in d ep e n d e n c e  and s e p a r a t e n e s s  a s  t h e  ways t o  h a p p i n e s s ;  

so  he a t t a c k s  th e  f a l l a c y  o f  g ro u p  a c t i o n ,  t h e  modern humani­

t a r i a n i s m  t h a t  d e s t r o y s  i n d i v i d u a l s  o r  makes them o b s o l e t e :

While  g r e e d y  g o o d - d o e r s ,  b e n e f i c e n t  b e a s t s  o f  p r e y ,
Swarm o v e r  t h e i r  l i v e s  e n f o r c i n g  b e n e f i t s
T h a t  a r e  c a l c u l a t e d  t o  s o o t h e  them o u t  o f  t h e i r  w i t s ,
And by t e a c h i n g  them how t o  s l e e p  t h e  s l e e p  a l l  d a y ,  
D e s t r o y  t h e t r  s l e e p i n g  » t (g ^ y { e ^ ^ e nj pW )jT(). 371  _ )

The g r e e d y  g o o d - d o e r s  o f  t h e  19 th  c e n t u r y  r e c e i v e d  t h i s  v i o ­

l e n t  d e n u n c i a t i o n  from T h o re a u :

T h e re  i s  no o d o r  so  bad  a s  t h a t  w h ic h  a r i s e s  f rom  
g oodness  t a i n t e d *  I t  i s  human, i t  i s  d i v i n e ,  c a r r i o n *
I f  I knew f o r  a c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  a man was coming t o  my 
house  w i t h  t h e  c o n s c i o u s  d e s i g n  o f  d o in g  me good,  I 
s h o u ld  r u n  f o r  my l i f e ,  as  f rom  t h a t  d r y  and p a r c h i n g  
wind  o f  t h e  A f r i c a n  d e s e r t s  c a l l e d  t h e  simoom, w h ic h  
f i l l s  t h e  mouth and n o se  and e a r s  and e y e s  w i t h  d u s t  
t i l l  you  a r e  s u f f o c a t e d ,  f o r  f e a r  t h a t  1 s h o u ld  g e t  
some o f  h i s  good done t o  m e , - - so m e  o f  i t s  v i r u s  m in g le d  
w i t h  my b l o o d .  N o , - - i n  t h i s  c a s e  I would  r a t h e r  s u f f e r  
e v i l  t h e  n a t u r a l  way* A man i s  n o t  a good man t o  me 
b e c a u s e  he  w i l l  f e e d  me i f  I s h o u ld  be s t a r v i n g ,  o r  
warm me i f  I sh o u ld  be f r e e z i n g ,  o r  p u l l  me o u t  o f  a 
d i t c h  i f  1 s h o u ld  e v e r  f a l l  i n t o  one* 1 c a n  f i n d  you 
a Newfoundland dog t h a t  w i l l  do a s  much*@5

F r o s t ' s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  2 0 t h - c e n t u r y  f a i t h  i n  t h e  g ro u p  goes

deep* C h a r a c t e r  i s  t h e  b e s t  p r o t e c t i o n  a g a i n s t  n e u r o t i c i s m *

When t h e  p e o p le  a c c e p t  o v e r s i m p l i f i e d  ' p l a n s *  f o r  s e c u r i t y

and a l l o w  t h e i r  s e l f - r e l i a n c e  and Judgment t o  w i t h e r ,  t h e y

c a n n o t  make t h e  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  human e f f o r t  t o  r e f o r m  t h e

85 w r l t i n g s . I I ,  118.
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s e l f  i n w a r d l y .  The e x t e r n a l i t y  o f  g rou p  s a l v a t i o n  im pover­

i s h e s  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  c o n f u s e s  him, and may 

w re c k  him.

In  " B u i ld  S o i l "  F r o s t  a t t a c k s  t h e  h u m a n i t a r i a n s 1

f a v o r i t e  i n s t r u m e n t ,  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n ,  and c a l l s  f o r  c l e a r

d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e tw ee n  th e  good and t h e  e v i l  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  by

l a r g e  s o c i a l  movements .  He a l l o w s  t h a t  some s o c i a l  g a i n  h a s

b e en  made i n  c o n t r o l l i n g  s e l f i s h  p o l i t i c a l  a m b i t i o n .  T y r a n t s

have b e en  r e s t r a i n e d :

P o l i t i c a l  a m b i t i o n  has  b e e n  t a u g h t ,
By b e in g  p u n i s h e d  b a c k ,  i t  i s  n o t  f r e e :
I t  must  a t  some p o i n t  g r a c e f u l l y  r e f r a i n .

S o c i a l  g a i n  h as  b e en  made, t o o ,  in  t h e  c u r b i n g  o f  g r e e d .  Com-

m e r c i a l i s t s  c a n n o t  o v e r t l y  e x p l o i t  p e o p le  a s  e a s i l y  a s  t h e y

once c o u l d :

Greed  has  b e e n  t a u g h t  a l i t t l e  a b n e g a t i o n  
And s h a l l  be more b e f o r e  w e ' r e  done w i t h  i t .
I t  i s  j u s t  f o o l  enough t o  t h i n k  i t s e l f
S e l f - t a u g h t .  But  our b r u t e  s n a r l i n g  and l a s h i n g  t a u g h t  i t .

(Complete  Poems, p .  U.2k..)

S t i l l ,  t h o u g h  a m b i t i o n  and g r e e d  have b e e n  s o c i a l i z e d  ("Made

good f o r  e v e r y o n e " ) ,  i n g e n u i t y ,  t h e  g r e a t e s t  d a n g e r  o f  a l l ,

i s  u n s o c i a l i z e d ,  u n r e s t r a i n e d :

Bounds s h o u l d  be s e t  
To i n g e n u i t y  f o r  b e in g  so  c r u e l  
I n  b r i n g i n g  change  u n h e r a l d e d  on t h e  u n r e a d y .

(Com ple te  Poems, p .  i j .25.)

T h i s  i s  a v i g o r o u s l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  i d e a ,  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  B urke*s  

s t r i c t u r e s  a g a i n s t  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n .  F r o s t  i s  n o t  com­

p l a c e n t  a b o u t  t h e  a c h ie v e m e n t s  o f  d em ocracy ,  f o r  p e o p le  a r e  

s t i l l  i n  d a n g e r  o f  h a v in g  t h e i r  e s t a b l i s h e d  p a t t e r n s  v i o l e n t l y
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d i s r u p t e d *  S c i e n c e  c o n s p i r e s  w i t h  d em oc rac y ,  f o r

Even w h i l e  we t a l k  some c h e m i s t  a t  Columbia
I s  s t e a l t h i l y  c o n t r i v i n g  wool f rom j u t e
T h a t  when l e t  l o o s e  upon t h e  g r a z i n g  w o r ld  
W i l l  p u t  t e n  t h o u s a n d  f a r m e r s  o u t  o f  sheep*

(Complete  Poems, p. k $ k » )

A h e a l t h y  s o c i e t y  c a n n o t  be c r e a t e d  by su dd en  l a r g e ,  sweep­

in g  changes*  Soundness  i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  p r o c e e d s  f rom  sound­

n e s s  i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  t h a t  c o m p r i s e  i t ;  t h e r e f o r e  c o l l e c t i v ­

ism i s  doomed t o  a b o r t i v e n e s s *  The W es te rn  w o r ld  i n  t h e  

2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  i s  d e p e n d in g  to o  much upon o u tw a rd  w o r k in g ,  

upon a d j u s t m e n t s  o f  what  A rn o ld  c a l l e d  m a c h in e r y ;

W e 're  a lw ay s  to o  much o u t  o r  t o o  much i n .
At p r e s e n t  from a c o s m i c a l  d i l a t i o n  
W e 're  so  much o u t  t h a t  t h e  odds  a r e  a g a i n s t  
Our e v e r  g e t t i n g  i n s i d e  i n  a g a in *
But i n s i d e  i n  i s  where  w e 'v e  g o t  t o  g e t*

(Comple te  Poems, p .  5 .25.)

I n  t h i s  poem, b u i l d i n g  s o i l  by t u r n i n g  i t  i n  upon i t s e l f  i s

compared t o  m a tu r in g  t h o u g h t s  i n  i n d i v i d u a l s :

1 w i l l  go t o  my r u n - o u t  s o c i a l  mind 
And be a s  u n s o c i a l  w i t h  i t  a s  I can*
The t h o u g h t  1 h a v e ,  and my f i r s t  im pu lse  i s  
To t a k e  t o  m a r k e t - - !  w i l l  t u r n  i t  under*
The t h o u g h t  f rom t h a t  t h o u g h t — I w i l l  t u r n  i t  u n d e r  
And so  on t o  t h e  l i m i t  o f  my n a tu r e *
We a r e  t o o  much o u t ,  and i f  we w o n ' t  draw in  
We s h a l l  be d r i v e n  i n .

(Complete  Poems,  pp .  14.28-1429*)

F r o s t  does  n o t  a d v o c a t e  c o m p le te  w i t h d r a w a l ,  u t t e r  i s o l a t i o n ,

a s  R ob inson  J e f f e r s  d o e s ,  b u t  he b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  r e f o r m

w o r t h  c o n s i d e r i n g  i s  t h e  E m e rso n ian  k i n d ,  t h a t  w h ic h  b e g i n s

i n s i d e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l *  T h i s  i s  t h e  o n l y  d u r a b l e  f o u n d a t i o n

f o r  s o c i a l  c h a n g e :
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D o n ' t  l e t  me seem t o  s a y  t h e  e x c h a n g e ,  t h e  e n c o u n t e r ,
May n o t  be t h e  i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g  a t  l a s t *
I t  w e l l  may b e .  We m e e t— I d o n ' t  s a y  w h e n - -  
But must  b r i n g  t o  t h e  m e e t in g  t h e  r a a t u r e s t ,
The l o n g e s t - s a v e d - u p ,  r a c i e s t ,  l o c a l e s t  
We have  s t r e n g t h  o f  r e s e r v e  i n  us t o  b r ing .® ®

(Complete  Poems, p .  lj.26.)

F r o s t ' s  c o n c e s s i o n - - t h a t  wholesome s o c i a l  change  i s  

p o s s i b l e  when i t  p r o c e e d s  from th e  u l t i m a t e  s o u r c e  o f  sou n d ­

n e s s ,  w i t h i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l — s a v e s  him from t h e  c o l d n e s s  and 

h a r d n e s s  t h a t  a r i g o r o u s  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  m ig h t  l e a d  t o .  He does  

n o t  th ro w  k i n d n e s s  and sym pathy  away. B a b b i t t  and  F r o s t  

a g r e e  t h a t  d o in g  good,  h e l p i n g  o t h e r s ,  i s  l a m e n t a b l e  o n l y  

i n s o f a r  a s  i t  d i s t r a c t s  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  from h i s  p r im a r y  

human t a s k  o f  t r y i n g  t o  p e r f e c t  h i m s e l f .  E x t e r n a l  r e f o r m  

of  t h e  s o c i a l  o r d e r  i s  a d i s t o r t i o n  when i t  does  n o t  p r o c e e d  

f rom  inward  r e f o r m .  "The Exposed N e s t "  i l l u s t r a t e s  F r o s t ' s  

s a n e ,  b a l a n c e d  a t t i t u d e  to w ard  d o in g  good .  He commends t h e  

p e r s o n  he i s  a d d r e s s i n g  i n  t h e  poem f o r  t r y i n g  t o  a s s i s t  

t h e  young b i r d s :

You w a n te d  t o  r e s t o r e  them t o  t h e i r  r i g h t  
Of so m e th in g  i n t e r p o s e d  be tw een  t h e i r  s i g h t  
And to o  much w o r l d  a t  o n c e - - c o u l d  means be f o u n d .

T h i s  r i g h t — and n e e d — i s  a human o n e ,  t o o ,  o f  c o u r s e .  C h i l d ­

r e n ,  t h e  a g e d ,  t h e  s i c k ,  t h e  poor  a l l  need h e l p ,  and human 

d i g n i t y  demands t h a t  we t r y  t o  p r o v i d e  i t .  Yet  t h e  h e a l t h

®^Cf. T h o r e a u ,  W r i t i n g s . I I ,  213-21ij.:  " S o c i e t y  i s
commonly t o o  c h e a p .  We meet a t  v e r y  s h o r t  i n t e r v a l s ,  n o t  
h a v in g  had  t im e  t o  a c q u i r e  any new v a l u e  f o r  e a c h  o t h e r .  We 
meet  a t  m e a ls  t h r e e  t i m e s  a d a y ,  and g iv e  e a c h  o t h e r  a  hew 
t a s t e  o f  t h a t  o l d  m u s ty  c h e e s e  t h a t  we a r e .  . . .  I t  would  
be b e t t e r  i f  t h e r e  were  b u t  one i n h a b i t a n t  t o  a s q u a r e  m i l e ,  
a s  where  I l i v e .  The v a l u e  o f  a man i s  n o t  i n  h i s  s k i n ,  t h a t  
we s h o u l d  t o u c h  h i m ."
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o f  t h e  human s p i r i t  depends  upon i n d i v i d u a l i s m  and  s e l f *

r e l i a n c e ,  so  we need  wisdom and Judgment ev en  i n  o u r

c h a r i t a b l e  a c t s :

We saw t h e  r i s k  we t o o k  i n  d o in g  good ,
But d a r e d  n o t  s p a r e  t o  do t h e  b e s t  we c o u ld  
Though harm s h o u l d  come o f  i t *

F r o s t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  b e tw ee n  a s e n s i b l e  k i n d n e s s  and  a  o n e ­

s i d e d  m a t e r i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  d e s i g n e d  t o  t a k e  t h e  p l a c e  o f  

i n t e r i o r  r e f o r m .  He does  n o t  t r y  t o  make b e n e v o le n c e  a 

s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  s p i r i t u a l  s o u n d n e s s .  T h i s  poem ends  w i t h  a 

modes t  p e r s p e c t i v e  upon t h e  good d e e d :

I h a v e n ' t  any memory— have you? —
Of e v e r  coming t o  t h e  p l a c e  a g a i n
To se e  i f  t h e  b i r d s  l i v e d  t h e  f i r s t  n i g h t  t h r o u g h ,
And so  a t  l a s t  t o  l e a r n  t o  use  t h e i r  w i n g s . 87 

(C om ple te  Poems, p p .  1 3 6 - 1 3 7 . )

The S t r o n g  
Are  S a y in g  N o th ing

F r o s t  s h a r e s  B a b b i t t ' s  f e a r  t h a t  a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  

b e n e v o le n c e  w i l l  s t r e n g t h e n  c o m p lac en c y ,  d i s t r a c t  t h e  i n d i v i ­

d u a l  f ro m  s e l f - e x a m i n a t i o n  and e f f o r t  a t  i n n e r  r e f o r m .  T h i s  

i s  h u m i l i t y ,  t h e  p r o f o u n d e s t  l i n k  b e tw ee n  humanism and 

r e l i g i o n .  The h u m a n i s t  i s  un e asy  w i t h  d o g m a t ic  a n sw e rs  t o  

u l t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n s  and w i t h  t h e  i d e a  o f  r e n u n c i a t i o n ;  b u t  

he c o n c u r s  w i t h  t h e  r e l i g i o n i s t  i n  d en o u n c in g  com placency  

and i n  r e j e c t i n g  s h o r t  c u t s  t o  s p i r i t u a l i t y *

^C f . T h o r e a u ,  W r i t i n g s . I I ,  12lj.: " I f  you  sh o u ld
e v e r  be b e t r a y e d  i n t o  any  o f  t h e s e  p h i l a n t h r o p i e s ,  do n o t  
l e t  y o u r  l e f t  hand know what  y o u r  r i g h t  hand d o e s ,  f o r  i t  
i s  n o t  w o r t h  knowing.  Rescue t h e  drowning  and t i e  y o u r  
s h o e s t r i n g s .  Take y o u r  t i m e ,  and s e t  a b o u t  some f r e e  l a b o r . "
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F r o s t  q u i t e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  a v o i d s  d e f i n i t e n e s s  i n  h i s  

r e f e r e n c e s  t o  God o r  r e l i g i o n  o r  t h e  s o u l .  He h a s  no r e l i ­

g io u s  poems.  Yet he u n d e r s t a n d s ,  a s  B a b b i t t  d o e s ,  t h e  

a f f i n i t y  b e tw een  r e l i g i o n  and humanism. B a b b i t t  d e c l a r e s :

For  my own p a r t ,  1 r a n g e  m y s e l f  u n h e s i t a t i n g l y  
on t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l i s t s .

(Humanism and A m e r ic a ,  p .  3 9 . )

A u s t i n  W a r r e n ' s  j o u r n a l  h a s  t h i s  e n t r y  a b o u t  F r o s t  and 

r e l i g i o n :

Roy E l l i o t t  w a s ,  he s a i d ,  w o r r i e d  b e c a u s e  F r o s t  
and A u s t i n  w e r e n ' t  c o n v in c e d  t h a t  p e o p le  c o u ld  be 
saved  o n l y  w i t h i n  t h e  E p i s c o p a l  C h urch .  For  h i s  
p a r t ,  he d i d n ' t  b e lo n g  t o  t h e  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  r e g u l a r  
army b u t ,  a s  a p l a i n  c i t i z e n ,  would  J o i n  th e  m i l i t i a  
i f  war a g a i n s t  r e l i g i o n  s h o u ld  be d e c l a r e d .

n I Could  Give  A l l  t o  Time" b e lo n g s  w i t h  “W est-Running  

B r o o k , "  "A S t a r  i n  a S t o n e - B o a t , "  and "For  Once,  Then ,  Some­

t h i n g "  a s  a F r o s t e a n  i n t i m a t i o n  o f  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l ,  a t e s t i ­

mony t o  t h e  " S o m e th in g , "  t h e  p e rm an en ce ,  i n  l i f e  t h a t  t r a n ­

s c e n d s  t im e  and c h a n g e .  The d u a l i s m  o f  "West-Running Brook"  

seems t o  im ply  e t h i c s ,  b u t  i n  t h e s e  o t h e r  poems F r o s t  does  

n o t  go beyond a r e p o r t  t h a t  he h a s  t h e  i n t i m a t i o n ,  does  n o t ,  

f o r  ex am p le ,  g iv e  i t  t h e  e m p h a t i c a l l y  e t h i c a l  c a s t  t h a t  

A rn o ld  d o e s  i n  h i s  " E t e r n a l  n o t  o u r s e l v e s  t h a t  makes f o r  

r i g h t e o u s n e s s , o r  t h a t  B a b b i t t  does  i n  h i s  " h i g h e r  w i l l "  

t h a t  i s  " f e l t  i n  i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  i m p r e s s io n s  and im p u lse s  

and e x p a n s i v e  d e s i r e s  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  man a s  a w i l l  t o  r e f r a i n , " ^ 0

8®From th e  u n p u b l i s h e d  J o u r n a l s  o f  A u s t i n  Warren 
(June  lij.. 1938) .

®7Arnold , W orks . V I I I  (God and t h e  B i b l e ) ,  x l - x l i .
90S p a n i s h  C h a r a c t e r , p .  237 .



118

W hile  B a b b i t t  i n s i s t s  upon t h e  need  f o r  s t a n d a r d s  o f

human b e h a v i o r  by  w h ich  t o  p r e s e r v e  t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  men

o v e r  a n i m a l s ,  i n s i s t s ,  i n  o t h e r  w o rd s ,  upon t h e  r e a l i t y  o f

t h e  Law f o r  Man, he s t o p s  s h o r t  o f  a m e t a p h y s i c a l  o r  t h e o -

l o g i c a l  J u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e s e  s t a n d a r d s .  In  t h e  poem

"On Looking Up by  Chance a t  t h e  C o n s t e l l a t i o n s "  F r o s t  e x p r e s s e s

h i s  s k e p t i c i s m  t h a t  t h e  u n i v e r s e  w i l l  y i e l d  us any  i n f o r m a t i o n

a b o u t  u l t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n s :

S t i l l  i t  w o u l d n ' t  r ew ard  t h e  w a t c h e r  t o  s t a y  awake 
In  h o p e s  o f  s e e i n g  t h e  ca lm  o f  h eav e n  b r e a k  
On h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  t im e  and p e r s o n a l  s i g h t .
T h a t  c a lm  seems c e r t a i n l y  s a f e  t o  l a s t  t o n i g h t .

(Comple te  Poems, p .  31+6.)

He has  t h e  h u m a n i s t ' s  s k e p t i c i s m  to w ard  t h e  g e n e r a l  e f f i c a c y

o f  o r g a n i z e d  r e l i g i o n ,  t o o ,  f o r  i n  "The P e a c e f u l  S h e p h e rd "

he b lam es  r e l i g i o n  a lo n g  w i t h  k i n g s h i p  and J u r i s p r u d e n c e  f o r

t h e  w ars  t h a t  men have  s u f f e r e d :

For t h e s e  have g o v e rn e d  i n  o u r  l i v e s ,
And s e e  how men have w ar red*
The C r o s s ,  t h e  Crown, t h e  S c a l e s  may a l l
As w e l l  have  b e e n  t h e  Sword,  ,

(Complete  Poems, p .  3 1 9 . )
F r o s t  and B a b b i t t  a r e  u n w i l l i n g  t o  g iv e  t o  any  i n s t i t u t i o n  

o r  o u t e r  a u t h o r i t y  p r e c e d e n c e  o v e r  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e .  

P e o p le  have t o  a c c e p t  a s  c o u r a g e o u s l y  a s  t h e y  c a n  t h e  u n c e r ­

t a i n t y  t h a t  goes  w i t h  l i f e ,  w i t h o u t  r e n o u n c in g  Judgment and 

w i t h o u t  e m b rac ing  a n  o v e r s i m p l i f i e d  f o r m u la  f o r  s p i r i t u a l  

c o m f o r t .  They need what  K e a t s  names " n e g a t i v e  c a p a b i l i t y . "  

F r o s t ' s  poem, "The S t r o n g  Are  S ay ing  N o t h i n g , "  has  t h e  k in d  

o f  m o d e r n i ty  t h a t  B a b b i t t  a p p ro v e s  o f :  i t  e l e v a t e s  p e r s o n a l

e x p e r i e n c e  o v e r  a u t h o r i t y  and dogma, and a s s e r t s  a human
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s t r e n g t h  t o  e n d u re  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  o f  l i f e  and d e a t h  w i t h o u t  

s u r r e n d e r i n g  i n d i v i d u a l  Judgm ent .  The poem b e g i n s  w i t h  a  

d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  s e e d - p l a n t i n g  i n  e a r l y  s p r i n g ,  b u t  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  F r o s t  i s  g l a n c i n g  a t  t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  t h e

e l e c t  and t h e  damned i s  s u g g e s t e d  by  t h e  c o n t r a s t  b e tw ee n  

t h e  weeds t h a t  a r e  k i l l e d  and f o r g o t t e n  and t h e  "few s e l e c t e d  

s e e d ” :

The s o i l  now g e t s  a ru m p l in g  s o f t  and damp,
And s m a l l  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  any weed.
The f i n a l  f l a t  o f  t h e  h o e ' s  a p p r o v a l  s tam p  
I s  r e s e r v e d  f o r  t h e  bed  o f  a few s e l e c t e d  s e e d .

The second  s t a n z a  c o n v ey s  one o f  F r o s t ' s  f a v o r i t e  t h e m e s ,

s e p a r a t e n e s s .  Men work s e p a r a t e l y ,  i n  s o l i t u d e ,  t o  s u s t a i n

l i f e  by c u l t i v a t i n g  t h e  s o i l  w h ic h  w i l l  r e c e i v e  them when

t h e y  c a n  no l o n g e r  s u s t a i n  l i f e ,  and a s  t h e y  work  t h e y  c a n

n o t i c e  t h e  b e a u t y  o f  "The l e a f l e s s  bloom o f  a p lu m ."  Human

l i f e  must  be c a r r i e d  on i n  s e p a r a t e n e s s ,  and  i s  s u b j e c t  t o

t h e  same u n c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  b e a u t y  i s :

Wind goes  f rom  fa rm  t o  fa rm  i n  wave on wave,
. But c a r r i e s  no c r y  o f  wha t  i s  hoped t o  b e .
T h e re  may be l i t t l e  o r  much beyond t h e  g r a v e ,
But  t h e  s t r o n g  a r e  s a y i n g  n o t h i n g  u n t i l  t h e y  s e e .

(Complete  Poems, p .  3 9 1 . )

T h i s  i s  t h e  human p r e d i c a m e n t ,  t o  g e t  n o u r i s h m e n t  f rom t h e  

e a r t h  u n t i l  t h e  t im e  t o  e n t e r  i t .  The n a t u r a l  p r o c e s s e s  

t h a t  s u s t a i n  human l i f e  a l s o  underm ine  i t ,  and p e o p le  c a n  

g e t  no a n sw e rs  t o  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  h a u n t  them .  

Yet t h e  s t r o n g  w i l l  n o t  d e s p a i r  and w i l l  n o t  s e t t l e  f o r  dogma 

o r  f o r  f a c i l e  o p t im i s m .  I n  t h i s  poem F r o s t  k e e p s  t h e  f i r m  

l i n e  b e tw e e n  man and N a t u r e .  He d e a l s  w i t h  t h e  ph en om en a .o f
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N a tu r e  a s  t h e y  a f f e c t  man, b u t  u n l i k e  S h e l l e y  i n  "Ode t o  t h e  

West W ind ,"  he does  n o t  f i n d  t h e  wind b e a r i n g  a m e t a p h y s i c a l  

m e s sa g e .  He w i l l  n o t  submerge man i n t o  N a tu re  and a f f i r m  

t h a t  t h e  c y c l i c a l  p a t t e r n  o f  l i f e  and d e a t h ,  g rowth  and 

d e s t r u c t i o n ,  o p e r a t i n g  i n  N a tu re  a r e  r o b u s t  s i g n a l s  o f  

i m m o r t a l i t y  f o r  man. And u n l i k e  t h e  r e l i g i o n i s t s  F r o s t  w i l l  

n o t  c o m fo r t  h i m s e l f  w i t h  dogma.

I t  i s  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  h u m a n i s t  t o  be undog-  

mat  i c  a b o u t  u l t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n s ,  b u t  w h i l e  r e s i s t i n g  t h e  

t e m p t a t i o n  t o  s a c r i f i c e  Judgment t o  dogm atism ,  he m ee ts  

t h e  c o u n t e r  t e m p t a t i o n :  t o  become p ro u d ,  and t o  e x a g g e r a t e

t h e  power and im p o r ta n c e  o f  man. T h i s  i s  t h e  S t o i c  e r r o r  

t h a t  B a b b i t t  a t t a c k s  a s  he u r g e s  t h a t  humanism c a l l s  f o r  

a d e l i c a t e  harmony b e tw ee n  s e l f - r e l i a n c e  and h u m i l i t y .  F r o s t  

t r e a t s  t h i s  theme i n  t h e  poem, "Good-by and Keep C o l d . " 

U n l e s s  t h i s  poem i s  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  an  i n d i r e c t  s t a t e m e n t  

a b o u t  how t o  l i v e  w i s e l y ,  i t  i s  a t h i n  and e v e n  s i l l y  compo­

s i t i o n .  U s u a l l y  F r o s t  i s  a b l e  t o  s a y  so m e th in g  t h a t  i s  

p l a u s i b l e  on t h e  l i t e r a l  l e v e l  and y e t  imply  a meaning o f  

d e e p e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  a s  i n  "Hyla B r o o k , "  "The Oven B i r d , "

"One S t e p  Backward T a k e n , "  "W est-Running B r o o k . "  But  t h e r e  

i s  so m e th in g  a b s u r d  a b o u t  a man s t a n d i n g  i n  t h e  t w i l i g h t ,  

s a y i n g  good-by  t o  an  o r c h a r d ,  and a d d r e s s i n g  i t  i n  t h e s e  

w o r d s :

•How o f t e n  a l r e a d y  y o u 'v e  had t o  be t o l d ,
Keep c o l d ,  young o r c h a r d .  Good-by and keep  c o l d .
Dread  f i f t y  above more t h a n  f i f t y  b e l o w . '
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And t h e  r e f e r e n c e ,  l a t e r  on ,  t o  t h e  o r c h a r d ' s  h e a r t  i s

s e n t i m e n t a l  and s t r a i n e d .  Y e t ,  i f  t h i s  poem i s  r e a d

s y m b o l i c a l l y ,  i t  i s  a  r e m a r k a b l e  h u m a n i s t i c  poem, w a rn in g

a g a i n s t  e x c e s s i v e  e m o t i o n a l i s m ,  a g a i n s t  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m ,

a g a i n s t  p r i d e .  Under t h e  g u i s e  o f  t a l k i n g  a b ou t  an  o r c h a r d

F r o s t  e x p r e s s e s  c o n v i c t i o n s  a b o u t  how men must  l i v e .  He

o p p o se s  t h e  e a s y  r o m a n t i c  p r e s c r i p t i o n  f o r  c o m fo r t  i n

e m o t i o n a l  ism:

No o r c h a r d ' s  t h e  w orse  f o r  t h e  w i n t r i e s t  s t o r m ;
But one t h i n g  a b o u t  i t ,  i t  m u s t n ' t  g e t  warm.
'How o f t e n  a l r e a d y  y o u 'v e  had t o  be  t o l d ,
Keep c o l d ,  young o r c h a r d .  Good-by and keep  c o l d .
Dread f i f t y  above more t h a n  f i f t y  b e l o w . '

Man, l i k e  t h e  o r c h a r d ,  i s  s e p a r a t e ,  i s o l a t e d .  T h i s  i s  F r o s t ' s  

f i r s t  a s s u m p t i o n .  Any human h a p p i n e s s  must  t a k e  a c c o u n t  o f  

t h i s  uncompromis ing  f a c t .  The d a n g e r  i s  t h a t  man may i n t e r ­

p r e t  t h i s  s e p a r a t e n e s s  a s  u n i q u e n e s s  and o m n ip o te n c e ,  and 

f i n d  i n  t h i s  s e l f - e x a l t a t i o n  an  e x c u se  f o r  i g n o r i n g  t h e  

p r i n c i p l e  o f  wisdom t h a t  demands h u m i l i t y :

1 w ish  I c o u ld  p ro m ise  t o  l i e  i n  t h e  n i g h t  
And t h i n k  o f  a n  o r c h a r d ' s  a r b o r e a l  p l i g h t  
When s l o w l y  (and nobody comes w i t h  a l i g h t )
I t s  h e a r t  s i n k s  low er  u n d e r  t h e  s o d .
But som e th in g  has  , t o  be  l e f t  t o  God, x

(Complete  Poems, p .  2 o l . )  
For  F r o s t ,  a s  f o r  B a b b i t t ,  wisdom i n  human l i f e  demands 

m e d i a t i o n ,  an  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  e a r t h l y  l i m i t a t i o n s  and a  r e f u s a l  

t o  be c o m p la c e n t  i n  s e l f - r e l i a n c e ;  b u t  a s t o p p i n g  s h o r t  o f  

r e n u n c i a t i o n .
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The P a r a l l e l  w i t h  T h o r e a u :
F^rost t h e  ^S e n s l b l l l t l a t w

Two l i n e s  t h a t  F r o s t  w r o te  a b o u t  h i m s e l f  i n  t h e

poem "New H am psh ire"  and a s e n t e n c e  t h a t  R. P. Blackmur

w r o te  a b o u t  B a b b i t t  s u g g e s t  why t h e  humanism o f  F r o s t

c a n n o t  be d e f i n e d  s o l e l y  w i t h  B a b b i t t i a n  p a r a l l e l s ,  why

T horeau  must  be b ro u g h t  i n .  F r o s t  s a y s :

I 'm  what  i s  c a l l e d  a s e n s i b i l i t  1s t ,
Or o t h e r w i s e  an  e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t .

(Complete  Poems, p. 2 0 6 . )
Blackmur s a y s  o f  B a b b i t t :

H is  b e s t  s t u d e n t s ,  men l i k e  T.  S .  E l i o t  f o r  
e x am p le ,  c o u ld  n o t  h e l p  go in g  beyond h im ,  where 
o n l y  some deep  p r i v a t i o n  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  some 
p a u c i t y  o f  sym pathy ,  some r a c k i n g  p o v e r t y  o f  
s e n s i b i l i t y ,  k e p t  him from g o in g  h i m s e l f . ^ l

T h o r e a u  s u p p l i e s  f o r  us  t h i s  g r e a t  l a c k  i n  B a b b i t t .  The 

humanism o f  F r o s t  i s  a harmony b e tw ee n  e t h i c s  and s e n s i ­

b i l i t y .  F r o s t  does  n o t  a l l o w  h i s  p h i l o s o p h y ,  h i s  own deep  

c o n v i c t i o n s  a b o u t  how t o  l i v e ,  t o  d i s t o r t  h i s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  

t h e  l i f e  he o b s e r v e s  i n  t h e  s t a t e  o f  New H am psh ire :

I make a v i r t u e  o f  my s u f f e r i n g
From n e a r l y  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  goes  on round  me.

(Complete  Poems, p .  2 0 6 . )

F r o s t  c a n  be a  p h i l o s o p h e r  y e t  a p o e t ,  a h u m a n is t  

y e t  a c o m p re h en s iv e  a r t i s t  who s e e s  and h e a r s  and f e e l s .  He 

a c h i e v e s  a b a l a n c e  b e tw ee n  t h e  s t r i c t  c o n s c i e n c e  and t h e  f u l l  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  He a c h i e v e s  t h i s  b a l a n c e  l a r g e l y ,  I t h i n k ,

9 *The Lion and the Honeycomb, p. II4.6.
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t h r o u g h  f i d e l i t y  t o  T h o r e a u ' s  i n t u i t i o n  o f  w i l d n e s s  i n  man 

and N a t u r e .

In  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  a t im e  o f  t h e  g r o s s e s t  

co m m e rc ia l i s m ,  F r o s t  has  k e p t  h i s  i n t e g r i t y  a s  a s e r i o u s  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p o e t ,  h a s  k e p t  h i m s e l f  f r e e  t o  s e r v e  h i s  a r t .  

There  i s  a f i n e  i r o n y ,  t h o u g h ,  i n  F r o s t ' s  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  

much c r e d i t  b e lo n g s  t o  Mrs.  F r o s t ,  who would n o t  l e t  him 

y i e l d  t o  c o n v e n t i o n  o r  e c o n o m ic s ,  b u t  c o n s i s t e n t l y  

e n c o u ra g e d  him t o  p e r s e v e r e  as  a p o e t .  By T h o r e a u ' s  s t a n ­

d a r d s  o f  s i m p l i c i t y ,  m a r r i a g e  i s  a n  encumbrance  t h a t  u s u a l l y  

l e a d s  t o  c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y ,  t o  ' r e s p e c t a b i l i t y . '  But  Mrs. 

F r o s t ' s  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  r i s k  c o m f o r t  and s e c u r i t y  s t r e n g t h e n e d  

F r o s t ,  and he pays  t r i b u t e  t o  h e r  f a i t h  and c o n v i c t i o n  by 

s a y i n g  t h a t  she  had " som 'n  w i l d "  i n s i d e  h e r . ^ 2

In  "The Road Not Taken"  F r o s t  c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  s e l f -  

r e l i a n c e  t h a t  e n a b l e d  him t o  r e s i s t  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n s  o f  c o n ­

v e n t i o n a l  l i f e  and t o  become a p o e t .  A p a s s a g e  i n  T h o r e a u ' s  

" L i f e  W i th o u t  P r i n c i p l e "  a n t i c i p a t e s  t h e  poem:

I w i s h  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  a man may be v e r y  i n d u s t r i o u s ,  
and y e t  n o t  spend  h i s  t im e  w e l l .  T here  i s  no more 
f a t a l  b l u n d e r e r  t h a n  he who consumes t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t

^ F r o m  t h e  u n p u b l i s h e d  J o u r n a l s  o f  A u s t i n  W arren  
( June  II4., 1 9 3 8 ) :  A f t e r n o o n  w i t h  F r o s t .  W alking  a ro u n d  t h e
B o s to n  P u b l i c  G a r d e n s .  "Much t r i b u t e  t o  M rs .  F r o s t .  He 
seemed p a i n f u l l y  c o n s c i o u s  t h a t  she  m igh t  be f o r g o t t e n ,  
th o u g h  a l l  h i s  books w ere  a s  much a m em oria l  t o  h e r  a s  she  
a l l o w e d  him t o  make them. I n s t e a d  o f  a c t i n g  a s  a c h e c k  upon 
him a s  p e o p le  t h o u g h t ,  she  was t h e  s p r i n g :  she  had I’so m 'n
w i l d 1’ i n s i d e  h e r .  By t h e  end o f  tw e n ty  y e a r s  w i t h o u t  r e c o g ­
n i t i o n ,  he had  f o r f e i t e d  t h e  t r u s t  o f  h i s  f r i e n d s  b u t  n o t  h i s  
w i f e ' s .  She r e s i s t e d  any  im pulse  on h i s  p a r t  t o  ' s e t t l e  down' 
and t a k e  a j o b , - - e . g . ,  become p r i n c i p a l  o f  t h e  D e r r y  Academy, 
w h e r e ,  i n  s p i t e  o f  no d e g r e e ,  F r o s t  made a s u c c e s s .  They l e f t  
f o r  E ng land  i n  o r d e r  n o t  t o  become r e s p e c t a b l e :  Mrs.  F r o s t
s a i d  she  went  t o  ' l i v e  un d e r  t h a t c h . ' "



12k

o f  h i s  l i f e  g e t t i n g  h i s  l i v i n g .  A l l  g r e a t  e n t e r ­
p r i s e s  a r e  s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g .  The p o e t ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  
must  s u s t a i n  h i s  body by h i s  p o e t r y ,  a s  a s team  
p l a n i n g - m i l l  f e e d s  i t s  b o i l e r s  w i t h  t h e  s h a v i n g s  i t  
makes .  You must  g e t  y ou r  l i v i n g  by l o v i n g . 93

The l a s t  s e n t e n c e  makes e x a c t l y  t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  F r o s t  e x p r e s s e s

a t  t h e  end o f  ’’Two Tramps in  Mud Time” :

But y i e l d  who w i l l  t o  t h e i r  s e p a r a t i o n ,
My o b j e c t  i n  l i v i n g  i s  t o  u n i t e  
My a v o c a t i o n  and my v o c a t i o n  
As my two e y e s  make one i n  s i g h t .
Only  where  lo v e  and need  a r e  one ,
And t h e  work i s  p l a y  f o r  m o r t a l  s t a k e s ,
I s  t h e  deed e v e r  r e a l l y  done 
For Heaven and t h e  f u t u r e ' s  s a k e s .

(Complete  Poems, p .  3 5 9 . )

" S h a l l  we f o r e v e r  r e s i g n  t h e  p l e a s u r e  o f  c o n s t r u c t i o n  t o  t h e  

c a r p e n t e r 7  T h o reau  a s k s .  "Two Tramps" i s  one o f  F r o s t ' s  

most  e l o q u e n t  and d r a m a t i c  t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  r o l e  o f  sp o n ­

t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i n  human l i f e .  The j o y  i n  o n e ' s  

work and t h e  Joy i n  e x e r c i s i n g  o n e ' s  s e n s e s  must  be t r u s t e d  

and must  be k e p t  i n v i o l a t e ,  n o t  s u b m i t t e d  t o  c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y ,  

A man must  s u r r e n d e r  h i m s e l f  t o  u n a l l o y e d  Joy now and t h e n .

H is  h e a l t h  a s  a human b e in g  d e p end s  upon i t .  And he must  n o t  

be t i m i d  o r  h a l f - h e a r t e d  a b o u t  i t .  He must  not  l e t  s u b s e r v i ­

e n ce  t o  c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y  make him a f r a c t i o n  o f  a man. "Two 

Tramps" r e c o r d s  a s e l f - r e l i a n t  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  an  unwholesome 

s o c i a l  movement,  n o t  a f a n a t i c  a t t e m p t  t o  combat by  o r g a n i ­

z a t i o n  ( n o t  a l o s s  o f  b a l a n c e ,  n o t  a n a t i o n a l  r e s i s t a n c e ) ,  

b u t  an  E m erson ian  and T h o r e a u v ia n  r e s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  name of  

j o y  and i n t e g r i t y  o f  s e l f .

93w r l t i n g s . X, 2 6 0 - 2 6 1 .  
94l b l d . .  I I ,  7k •
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"Not Q u i t e  S o c i a l "  a ccom p an ie s  "Two Tramps" and "The

Road Not T a k e n . "  I t  r e f e r s  t o  h i s  r e s o l u t i o n  t o  a c h i e v e

s p i r i t u a l  f reedom  by  one s t e p  backward  t a k e n  f ro m  t h e  growing

c o n v e n t i o n  t h a t  e n c o u r a g e s  u r b a n i z a t i o n :

To p u n i s h  me o v e r c r u e l l y  w o u l d n ' t  be r i g h t  
For m e r e ly  g i v i n g  you once more g e n t l .  p r o o f  
T h a t  t h e  c i t y ' s  h o l d  on a man i s  no more t i g h t  
Than when i t s  w a l l s  r o s e  h i g h e r  t h a n  any r o o f .

(Complete  Poems, p .  I| .03.)
A man c o u ld  e s c a p e  f rom  t h e  m e d ie v a l  w a l l e d  c i t y ,  and  he c a n

e s c a p e  f rom t h e  modern un w a l le d  c i t y .  F r o s t  i s  e v e r  on g u a rd  

a g a i n s t  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  o r g a n i z e d  r e s i s t a n c e ,  o f  humani­

t a r i a n  'm o v e m e n t s . '  He r e t r e a t e d  t o  t h e  c o u n t r y  f o r  t h e  sake

o f  h i s  s p i r i t ' s  h e a l t h ,  and n o t  t o  prom ote  some p o l i t i c a l  end*

" l  would  no t  be t a k e n  a s  e v e r  h a v in g  r e b e l l e d , "  he i n s i s t s  2A 

t h e  t h i r d  s t a n z a *

F r o s t  has  a poem i n  w h ic h  he r e v e a l s  t h e  u n s o p h i s ­

t i c a t e d  s i d e  o f  a man k e e p in g  t h e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  s i d e  f rom  a 

b a s e  c o n f o r m i t y  t o  p e t t y  f a c t o r y  t h r e a t s .  I n H  Lone S t r i k e r "  he 

h a s  a T h o r e a u - l i k e  New E n g la n d e r  lo ck e d  o u t  o f  a f a c t o r y :

T h ere  was a law o f  God o r  man 
Tha t  on t h e  one who came to o  l a t e  
The g a t e  f o r  h a l f  an  hou r  be l o c k e d ,
His  t im e  be l o s t ,  h i s  p i t t a n c e  docked*
He s t o o d  reb uk ed  and unemployed*

I t  i s  w i l d n e s s ,  F r o s t  s u g g e s t s ,  t h a t  ke ep s  t h i s  man f rom  s t a n d ­

in g  t h e r e  s u b s e r v i e n t l y ,  f o o l i s h l y ,  w a tc h in g  h i s  s e l f - r e s p e c t  

ebb away:

He knew a n o t h e r  p l a c e ,  a wood,
And i n  i t ,  t a l l  a s  t r e e s ,  were  c l i f f s ;
And i f  he s t o o d  on one o f  t h e s e ,
'Twould be among t h e  t o p s  o f  t r e e s ,

T h e i r  u p p e r  b r a n c h e s  round  him w r e a t h i n g ,
T h e i r  b r e a t h i n g  m in g le d  w i t h  h i s  b r e a t h i n g *
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I f — i f  he s t o o d !  Enough o f  i f s l  
He knew a p a t h  t h a t  w a n ted  w a l k i n g ;
He knew a s p r i n g  t h a t  w a n ted  d r i n k i n g ;
A t h o u g h t  t h a t  w an ted  f u r t h e r  t h i n k i n g ;
A lo v e  t h a t  w a n te d  r e - r e n e w i n g .

T h i s  poem i s  a d r a m a t i z a t i o n  o f  T h o r e a u ' s  p o i n t :  f i d e l i t y

t o  w i l d n e s s  c a n  h e l p  a p e r s o n  t o  be t r u e  t o  h i s  b e s t  s e l f .

F r o s t  w i l l  n o t  a l l o w  h i s  poem t o  l a p s e  i n t o  s e n t i m e n t a l i t y

a b o u t  N a t u r e ,  t h o u g h .  He h a s  a c o n c l u d i n g  s t a n z a  i n  which

t h i s  lone  s t r i k e r  a s s e r t s  t h a t  he does  n o t  a d v o c a t e  t h e

a b o l i t i o n  o f  f a c t o r i e s .  T he re  i s  no s u g g e s t i o n  o f  a g e n e r a l

r e t u r n  t o  a p r i m i t i v e  mode o f  e x i s t e n c e :

But he s a i d  t h e n  and s t i l l  would  s a y  
I f  t h e r e  s h o u l d  e v e r  come a day 
When i n d u s t r y  seemed l i k e  t o  d i e  
B ecause  he l e f t  i t  in  t h e  l u r c h ,
Or e v e n  m e r e ly  seemed t o  p in e  
For w an t  o f  h i s  a p p r o v a l ,  why,
Come g e t  him— t h e y  knew where  t o  s e a r c h .

(Comple te  Poems, pp .  3 5 5 - 3 5 6 . )

"B irchesP  so u n d s  t h e s e  themes o f  Jo y ,  s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,

and p h y s i c a l  t o n e .  The p l e a s u r e  i n  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  m u s c l e s ,

i n  c o o r d i n a t i o n ,  i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e s e  l i n e s :

He a lw ay s  k e p t  h i s  p o i s e  
To t h e  t o p  b r a n c h e s ,  c l i m b i n g  c a r e f u l l y  
W ith  t h e  same p a i n s  you use  t o  f i l l  a cup 
Up t o  t h e  b r i m ,  and e v en  above t h e  b r im .
Then he f l u n g  o u tw a rd ,  f e e t  f i r s t ,  w i t h  a s w i s h ,
K ic k in g  h i s  way down th r o u g h  t h e  a i r  t o  t h e  g ro u n d .

L ike  w o o d -c h o p p in g ,  b e n d in g  b i r c h e s  i s  t h e  r e c r e a t i o n  o f

s e p a r a t e n e s s ,  o f  s e l f - r e l i a n c e :

Some boy t o o  f a r  f rom town t o  l e a r n  b a s e b a l l ,
Whose o n ly  p l a y  was what  he found h i m s e l f ,
Summer o r  w i n t e r ,  and c o u l d  p l a y  a l o n e .

U n d o u b te d ly  B a b b i t t  would l i k e  F r o s t ' s  em phas is  on th e  r e s t o r a ­

t i v e  v a l u e  o f  r e c r e a t i o n  i n  t h e s e  l i n e s :
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So was I once iq y se l f  a s w in g e r  o f  b i r c h e s .
And so  I dream o f  g o in g  b a ck  t o  b e .
I t ' s  when I 'm  w e a ry  o f  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s ,
And l i f e  i s  t o o  much l i k e  a p a t h l e s s  wood 
Where y o u r  f a c e  b u r n s  and t i c k l e s  w i t h  t h e  cobwebs 
B roken  a c r o s s  i t ,  and one eye  i s  weeping  
From a t w i g ' s  h a v in g  l a s h e d  a c r o s s  i t  o p e n .
I ' d  l i k e  t o  g e t  away f rom  e a r t h  a w h i l e  
And t h e n  come b ack  t o  i t  and b e g i n  o v e r .

(Complete  Poems, pp. 152-153#)
The s u s t a i n e d  f i g u r e  f o r  r e c r e a t i o n ,  t h e  sw in g in g  o f  b i r c h e s ,  

t h o u g h ,  r e l a t e s  r e c r e a t i o n  t o  w i l d n e s s ,  and makes t h i s  poem 

more t h a n  a n  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  r e c r e a t i o n  e n a b l e s  us t o  r e t u r n  

t o  " c o n s i d e r a t i o n s " — r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  s t r u g g l e s .  

The em ph a s i s  o f  t h i s  poem i s  upon t h e  w h o le n e s s  and b a l a n c e  

t h a t  Joy  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  human l i f e .

F r o s t  h a s  a poem t h a t  p o w e r f u l l y  i m p l i e s  w ha t  may 

happ en  when t h e  f a c t  o f  w i l d n e s s  i n  us i s  i g n o r e d .  The 

m o t i f  o f  "A Brook i n  t h e  C i t y "  i s  th e  r u r a l - u r b a n  c o n f l i c t  

a g a i n  and t h e  l o s s  o f  h e a l t h  and s p o n t a n e i t y  t h e  human 

s p i r i t  s u f f e r s  when s t i f l e d  by t h e  c i t y .  The u r b a n i z a t i o n  

o f  ou r  t im e  h a s  sm o th e re d  a d eep  u r g e .  The r e p r e s s i o n  o f  

w i l d n e s s  n e c e s s i t a t e d  and s t r e n g t h e n e d  by  c i t y  l i f e  makes 

us s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  i n d o le n c e  and n e u r o t i c  ism:

I wonder
I f  f rom i t s  b e in g  k e p t  f o r e v e r  u n d e r
The t h o u g h t s  may n o t  have  r i s e n  t h a t  so  keep
T h i s  n e w - b u i l t  c i t y  f rom  b o t h  work  and s l e e p .

(Complete  Poems, p . 2 8 5 . )
W i ld n e s s  i s  one o f  F r o s t ' s  m a jo r  th e m e s .  He r e t u r n s

t o  i t  a g a i n  and a g a i n .  He p e r c e i v e s  t h a t  d r i f t i n g  w i t h

s o c i e t y  o f t e n  e x a c t s  from t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a l a m e n t a b le  c o s t

o f  lowered  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  low ered  s e n s i b i l i t y .  He s h a r e s

T h o r e a u ' s  s k e p t i c i s m  o f  ' p r o g r e s s '  t h r o u g h  m e c h a n ic a l  d e v i c e s .
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"The Egg and t h e  Machine"  i s  an a n g r y  and somewhat p e t u l a n t

o u t b u r s t  a g a i n s t  m e c h a n i s a t i o n ,  b u t  i t  c o n veys  d r a m a t i c a l l y

F r o s t ' s  f e a r  t h a t  a m echan ized  c i v i l i z a t i o n  w i l l  s n u f f  o u t

w i l d n e s s  in  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  H is  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  t h i s  poem

i s  t h e  Lone S t r i k e r  i n  a more t u r b u l e n t  mood. He t h r e a t e n s

t o  p e l t  t h e  lo c o m o t iv e  w i t h  t u r t l e ' s  e g g s ,  and t h u s  a s s e r t

t h e  c l a i m s  o f  o r g a n i c  l i f e :

•You'd b e t t e r  n o t  d i s t u r b  me any  m o r e , '
He t o l d  t h e  d i s t a n c e ,  '1  am armed f o r  w a r .
The n e x t  machine t h a t  has  t h e  power t o  p a s s  
W i l l  g e t  t h i s  p lasm  i n  i t s  g o g g le  g l a s s . '

(Complete  Poems. p .  3^1-9.)

The lo c o m o t iv e  was v e r y  young when T ho reau  made h i s  a t t a c k :

As w i t h  o u r  c o l l e g e s ,  so  w i t h  a h u n d red  "modern 
im p ro v e m e n ts ; "  t h e r e  i s  a n  i l l u s i o n  a b o u t  them ; t h e r e  
i s  n o t  a lw ay s  a  p o s i t i v e  a d v a n c e .  The d e v i l  goes  on 
e x a c t i n g  compound i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e  l a s t  f o r  h i s  e a r l y  
s h a r e  and numerous s u c c e e d i n g  i n v e s t m e n t s  i n  them .
Our i n v e n t i o n s  a r e  wont t o  be p r e t t y  t o y s ,  w h ic h  d i s ­
t r a c t  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  from s e r i o u s  t h i n g s .  They a r e  
b u t  improved means t o  a n  unimproved e n d ,  an  end w h ich  
i t  was a l r e a d y  b u t  t o o  e a s y  t o  a r r i v e  a t ;  a s  r a i l r o a d s  
l e a d  t o  B o s to n  o r  New Y o r k . 95

K r u tc h  a t t r i b u t e s  T h o r e a u ' s  a t t i t u d e  t o  t h e  f e a r  t h a t  ' p r o ­

g r e s s '  would  d e s t r o y  w i l d n e s s ,  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  human h e a l t h :

. . .  i t  was t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  and r a p i d  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  
w i l d  n a t u r e  w h ic h  h o r r i f i e d  him, and h i s  r e a l i z a t i o n  
t h a t  t h i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  went  hand i n  hand w i t h  what h i s  
f e l l o w  c i t i z e n s  r e g a r d e d  a s  p r o g r e s s  i s  p r o b a b l y  t h e  
o r i g i n a l  s o u r c e  o f  h i s  r a t i o n a l i z e d  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  
th e  s o - c a l l e d  " d ev e lo p m e n t"  o f  Am erica  w a s ,  i n  t r u t h ,  
i t s  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  m o r a l l y  a s  W el l  a s  p h y s i c a l l y . 9 6

F r o s t  c o n f r o n t s  t h e  f u l l  i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  w i l d n e s s .

9?  lb  i d . ,  p .  8I4-.
9 ° j o s e p h  Wood K r u t c h ,  Henry  David  T h o re a u  (London, 

19U8)» PP» 5 9 - 6 0 .
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A l th o u g h  he u s u a l l y  e m p h a s iz e s  t h e  p o s i t i v e  s i d e  o f  w i l d n e s s

( a s  d i d  T h o r e a u ) , he b e l i e v e s  t h a t  p e o p le  must  be c o u ra g e o u s

and n o t  d e c e i v e  t h e m s e l v e s  a b o u t  t h e  v i o l e n c e  t h a t  l i e s

b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  of  l i f e .  "The B o n f i r e "  r e v e a l s  F r o s t ' s

c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  m ust  be t a u g h t  t o  a c c e p t ,  and p r e p a r e

th e m s e lv e s  f o r ,  t h e  f a c t  o f  v i o l e n c e :

' L e t ' s  a l l  b u t  b r i n g  t o  l i f e  t h i s  o l d  v o l c a n o ,
I f  t h a t  i s  what  t h e  m o u n ta in  e v e r  w a s—
And s c a r e  o u r s e l v e s .  L e t  w i l d  f i r e  lo o s e  we w i l l  . . . '

' I f  i t  s c a r e s  y o u ,  wha t  w i l l  i t  do t o  u s ? '

' S c a r e  y o u .  But i f  you s h r i n k  from b e i n g  s c a r e d ,  
What would you s a y  t o  war  i f  i t  sh o u ld  come? 
T h a t ' s  what  f o r  r e a s o n s  I sh o u ld  l i k e  t o  know—
I f  you  c an  c o m f o r t  me by any a n s w e r . '

'Oh, b u t  w a r ' s  n o t  f o r  c h i l d r e n — i t ' s  f o r  m e n . '

'H a v e n ' t  you h e a r d  what  we have l i v e d  t o  l e a r n ?  
N o th in g  so new -*som eth ing  we had f o r g o t t e n :
War i s  f o r  e v e r y o n e , f o r  c h i l d r e n  t o o .
I w a s n ' t  go ing  t o  t e l l  y o u  and I m u s t n ' t .
The b e s t  way i s  t o  come up h i l l  w i t h  me 
And have our  f i r e  and l a u g h  and be a f r a i d * '

(Complete  Poems, p p .  1 6 3 -1 6 6 . )

The i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  v i o l e n c e  I s  t h e  theme o f  "The 

F l o o d , "  t o o .  We must a c c u s to m  o u r s e l v e s  t o  t h e  id e a  t h a t  

some v i o l e n c e  and i r r a t i o n a l i t y  come f rom w i t h i n  u s .  I t  i s  

a p r i m o r d i a l  f a c t  o f  l i f e .  We must  n o t  s u b l i m a t e  i t  away by 

a t t r i b u t i n g  i t  t o  " t h e  d e v i l , "  f o r  "power o f  b lo o d  i t s e l f  

r e l e a s e s  b l o o d . "  These  l i n e s  s u g g e s t  t h e  p r e c a r i o u s n e s s  of  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  we a r e  c a l l e d  upon t o  c o n t r o l  t h i s  g r e a t  

f o r c e :
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I t  goes  by m igh t  o f  b e i n g  su c h  a f l o o d  
Held h i g h  a t  so u n n a t u r a l  a  l e v e l .
I t  w i l l  have o u t l e t ,  b r a v e  and n o t  so  b r a v e .
Weapons o f  war and im plem ents  o f  peace
Are b u t  t h e  p o i n t s  a t  w h ich  i t  f i n d s  r e l e a s e .

(Comple te  Poems, p .  323*)

T h i s  t h o u g h t  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  T h o r e a u 1s wt o n i c  o f  w i l d n e s s "  

p a s s a g e .  Human b e i n g s  c o u ld  n o t  a c c o m p l i s h  a n y t h i n g  impor­

t a n t ,  would  n o t  be c a p a b le  o f  g u s t o ,  u n l e s s  t h e y  were

n o u r i s h e d  by a  g r e a t  f o r c e  t h a t ,  m is u s e d ,  c a n  do g r e a t

damage, c a n  c r e a t e  enormous h o r r o r .  T h i s  i s  F r o s t ' s  v i g o r ­

ous b e l i e f  i n  m a n 's  s p i r i t u a l  s t r u g g l e .  Men have  so m e th in g  

t o  c o n t r o l ,  and t h e y  must  n o t  d e c e i v e  t h e m s e l v e s  a b o u t  i t .  

Invoked  w i s e l y ,  w i l d n e s s  i s  a b l e s s i n g ;  invoked  i r r e s p o n s i b l y ,  

i t  i s  a c u r s e .

F r o s t  f o l l o w s  T h o rea u  in  r e f u s i n g  t o  a n th r o p o m o r p h iz e  

N a t u r e .  Both  men b e l i e v e  in  c o n t r o l  and m o r a l i t y  f o r  human 

b e i n g s ,  b u t  t h e y  w i l l  n o t  f o r c e  human s t a n d a r d s  upon N a t u r e .  

F r o s t ' s  poem, "The Most o f  I t , "  m e n t i o n s  th e  human d e s i r e  

t o  r e c e i v e  f rom t h e  u n i v e r s e  " c o u n t e r - l o v e ,  o r i g i n a l  r e s p o n s e . "  

The u n i v e r s e ,  t h o u g h ,  does  n o t  re sp o n d  w i t h  l o v e ,  b u t  w i t h  

" t h e  embodiment"  o f  a  p r i m o r d i a l  f o r c e  t h a t  s h a r e s  t h e  u n i v e r s e  

w i t h  man:

As a g r e a t  buck  i t  p o w e r f u l l y  a p p e a r e d ,
Pu sh in g  t h e  c rum pled  w a t e r  up a h e a d ,
And lan ded  p o u r in g  l i k e  a w a t e r f a l l ,
And s tu m b le d  t h r o u g h  t h e  r o c k s  w i t h  h o r n y  t r e a d ,
And f o r c e d  t h e  u n d e r b r u s h — and t h a t  was a l l .

(Complete  Poems, p .

The u n i v e r s e  o f f e r s  w i l d n e s s ,  w h ic h  man must  a c c e p t  and l e a r n

to  use and e n jo y  co m p re h e n s iv e ly  and w i s e l y .



CHAPTER IV

DELIGHT AND WISDOM

A n o n - p u r i t a n i c  humanism l i k e  F r o s t ' s  e n c o u r a g e s  

t h e  deve lopm en t  o f  a r i c h  s e n s i b i l i t y .  In  a f r e e  and c o n ­

f i d e n t  humanism, e t h i c s  i s  t h e  compass t h a t  e n a b l e s  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  t o  e x p l o r e  b o t h  human n a t u r e  and t h e  u n i v e r s e  

w i t h o u t  f e a r  o f  l o s i n g  h i s  way.  The man who a ckn o w led g es  

t h a t  human h a p p i n e s s  depends  upon a s u b o r d i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  

m e re ly  n a t u r a l  t o  t h e  c l a i m s  o f  so m e th in g  h i g h e r  does  n o t  

go t o  N a tu re  t o  s e e k  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  w o r s t  s e l f .  Nor 

does  he go t o  a r t  t o  evade  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  A v i g o r o u s  

humanism t r u s t s  t h e  r e s p o n s i b l e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  ra n g e  w i d e l y ,  

t o  d e v e l o p  h i s  v a r i o u s  r e s o u r c e s ,  and t o  p e r c e i v e  and im agine  

t h e  numerous p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  l i f e .  The c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  b e s t  

s e l f  i s  more t h a n  e t h i c a l ;  s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  e n t e r s  

i n t o  i t .

B a b b i t t ' s  u n e a s i n e s s  w i t h  a r t  i s  more c o m p l i c a t e d  t h a n  

i s  h i s  u n e a s i n e s s  o v e r  t h e  e m p a th ic  r e s p o n s e  t o  N a t u r e .  B o th  

a r t  and N a tu re  c a n  be used  a s  means o f  e s c a p e ;  b o t h  c a n  be 

used  t o  l u l l  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n t o  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  s p i r i t u a l  

i n d o le n c e  i s  h a p p i n e s s .  But t h e  m isu se  o f  a r t  h a s  more 

l a m e n ta b le  c o n s e q u e n c e s ,  f o r  t h e  m isuse  o f  a r t ,  B a b b i t t  

a r g u e s ,  i s  a c o r r u p t i o n  o f  t h e  o n l y  means by w h ich  t h e  t r u t h s
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o f  t h e  i n n e r  l i f e  c a n  be shadowed f o r t h  i n  a c h a n g in g  w o r l d .  

T r u t h  must  be p r e s e n t e d  t h r o u g h  i l l u s i o n .  T h is  c e n t r a l  c o n ­

v i c t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  f u n c t i o n  o f  a r t  p l a c e s  Bab­

b i t t  s q u a r e l y  a g a i n s t  t h o s e  who use  i l l u s i o n  f o r  t h e  sake  o f  

i l l u s i o n  ( a r t  a s  p l a y ) ,  t h o s e  who e q u a t e  c l a r i t y  w i t h  d u l l ­

n e s s  ( a r t  a s  n u a n c ^ ,  and t h o s e  who e x p l o i t  a r t  m e c h a n i c a l l y  

a s  b a l d  d i d a c t i c i s m  ( a r t  a s  h o m i l y ) .  He e n d o r s e s  J o u b e r t ' s  

t h e o r y :

Now J o u b e r t  r em ark s  e l s e w h e r e  t h a t  s p i r i t  and 
m a t t e r  c a n  come i n t o  r e l a t i o n  w i t h  one a n o t h e r  o n ly  
t h r o u g h  t h e  medium o f  i l l u s i o n ;  and he goes  on t o  
s a y  some o f  t h e  most  p e n e t r a t i n g  t h i n g s  t h a t  have 
been  s a i d  by any  w r i t e r  a b o u t  t h e  r 8 l e  o f  i m a g i n a t i v e  
i l l u s i o n  i n  m e d i a t i n g  b e tw ee n  t h e  lower  and t h e  h i g h e r  
n a t u r e  o f  man. . . .  J o u b e r t ,  t h e n ,  c o n c e i v e s  i t  t o  be 
t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  m e d i a t i n g  a s  i t  does  be tw een  
s e n s e  and r e a s o n ,  t o  l en d  i t s  magic  and g lam our  t o  t h e  
l a t t e r ,  t o  th ro w  a s  i t  were  a v e i l  o f  d i v i n e  i l l u s i o n  
o v e r  some e s s e n t i a l  t r u t h .  P e rh a p s  t h i s  i s  a s  f a i r  a 
s t a t e m e n t  a s  c a n  be made o f  t h e  a im o f  t h e  h i g h e s t  a r t ,  
t h o u g h  i t  may e v i d e n t l y  become a p r e t e x t  f o r  f a l l i n g  
i n t o  a l i f e l e s s  a l l e g o r y .  The i m a g i n a t i o n  must  be 
r e a l l y  f r e e  and s p o n t a n e o u s ,  and t h e  t r u t h  i t s e l f  must  
n o t  be t o o  p r e c i s e l y  f o r m u l a t e d ,  i f  we a r e  t o  a r r i v e  
a t  t h a t  v i t a l  f u s i n g  o f  i l l u s i o n  and i n s i g h t  w i t h  the  
accompanying s e n s e  of  i n f i n i t u d e  t h a t  i s  found  i n  t h e  
t r u e  sym bol .  (The New L aokoon . pp. lO O rlO l . )

I m a g i n a t i o n  h o l d s  a s p e c i a l  p o s i t i o n  among t h e  human 

r e s o u r c e s  t h a t  c a n  e i t h e r  e n n o b le  o r  c o r r u p t .  D e ep ly  c o n ­

v i n c e d  o f  t h i s ,  B a b b i t t  f e a r s  a n  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  a r t  and d e s ­

p i s e s  a m e c h a n ic a l  a r t .  A l th o u g h  h i s  most  e n e r g e t i c  a t t a c k s  

a r e  a g a i n s t  t h e  Romantic  a r t  t h a t  e n c o u r a g e s  s e l f - p i t y  and 

m e la n c h o ly ,  he i s  p r o f o u n d l y  aware  o f  t h e  p s e u d o - c l a s s i c a l  

h e r e s y  o f  c r e a t i o n  by a s u p e r f i c i a l  f o r m u l a .  His  most s u s ­

t a i n e d  t h o u g h t  on t h e  p ro b lem s  o f  i m a g i n a t i v e  c r e a t i o n ,  i n
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The New L aokoon, e x p o s e s  b o t h  t h e  Rom ant ic  m isu se  o f  a r t  t o  

e x p l o i t  and g l o r i f y  i n d i v i d u a l  a b e r r a t i o n  and t h e  p s e u d o -  

c l a s s i c a l  o v e r s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  o f  A r i s t o t l e ' s  t h e o r y  o f  i m i t a ­

t i o n .  In  t h i s  book B a b b i t t  shows how t h e  u n r e l e n t i n g  p u r s u i t  

o f  o n e ' s  t e m p e ra m e n ta l  e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  c a n  l e a d  t o  t r i v i a l i t y  

o r  t o  i n s a n i t y ,  and how t h e  m e c h a n ic a l  i n v o c a t i o n  o f  t h e  l i f e  

o f  r e a s o n  c a n  become d u l l  and f l a t .  I m a g i n a t i o n  i s  t h e  key 

t o  human h a p p i n e s s ,  B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s .  R i g h t l y  u s e d ,  spon­

t a n e o u s l y  y e t  j u d i c i o u s l y ,  i t  g i v e s  man an  i n s i g h t  i n t o  th e  

u n i v e r s a l  upon w h ic h  h a p p i n e s s  d e p e n d s .

One o f  t h e  e p i g r a p h s  t o  R ousseau  and Rom ant ic ism  i s  

P a s c a l ' s  s t a t e m e n t ,  nL ' i m a g i n a t i o n  d i s p o s e  de t o u t . "  The 

i m a g i n a t i o n  d i s p o s e s  o f  e v e r y t h i n g ,  c o n t r o l s  o r  r u l e s  e v e ry *  

t h i n g .  The c o n t r a s t  which  B a b b i t t  makes be tw een  R ousseau  and 

P a s c a l  h e l p s  t o  d e f i n e  t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  u se  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  a 

means o f  p r e s e n t i n g  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  w i t h o u t  g i v i n g  

to o  much e i t h e r  t o  e m o t i o n a l i s m  o r  t o  a s c e t i c i s m :

Inasmuch a s  b o t h  C h r i s t i a n s  and h u m a n i s t s  f a i l e d  t o  
p l a n t  t h e m s e l v e s  on t h e  f a c t  o f  i n s i g h t ,  t h e  i n s i g h t  
came more and more t o  be r e j e c t e d  a lo n g  w i t h  t h e  s p e c i a l  
forms from w h ic h  i t  was deemed t o  be i n s e p a r a b l e .  As a 
r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  r e j e c t i o n  “ r e a s o n "  was l e f t  t o  cope un­
a i d e d  w i t h  m a n 's  im p u l s e s  and e x p a n s i v e  d e s i r e s .  Now 
P a s c a l  saw r i g h t l y  t h a t  t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  power i n  su c h  a 
c o n f l i c t  b e tw een  r e a s o n  and im p u lse  was h e l d  by t h e  
i m a g i n a t i o n ,  and t h a t  i f  r e a s o n  l a c k e d  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  
i n s i g h t  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  would s i d e  w i t h  t h e  e x p a n s i v e  
d e s i r e s  and  r e a s o n  would succumb. Moreover  t h e  s u p e r -  
r a t i o n a l  i n s i g h t ,  o r  " h e a r t "  a s  P a s c a l  c a l l s  i t ,  t h a t  
c a n  a lo n e  k eep  man f rom b e in g  t h u s  overw helm ed,  comes,  
a s  he h o l d s ,  n o t  t h r o u g h  r e a s o n  b u t  t h r o u g h  g r a c e  and 
i s  a t  t im e s  a c t u a l l y  opposed  t o  r e a s o n .  ("The h e a r t , "  
he s a y s ,  "has  r e a s o n s  o f  w h ich  t h e  r e a s o n  knows n o t h ­
i n g . " )  I n s t e a d  o f  p r o t e s t i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  a s c e t i c i s m  
o f  t h i s  v iew  a s  t h e  t r u e  p o s i t i v i s t  would  d o ,  i n s t e a d  
o f  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  r e a s o n  and i m a g i n a t i o n  may p u l l
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t o g e t h e r  h a rm o n io u s ly  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  o f  i n s i g h t ,  t h e  
r o m a n t i c  m o r a l i s t  opposed t o  t h e  s u p e r r a t i o n a l  " h e a r t "  
o f  t h e  a u s t e r e  C h r i s t i a n  a s u b r a t i o n a l  " h e a r t , "  and 
t h i s  i n v o lv e d  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  b a s e  m o r a l i t y  on t h e  v e r y  
e le m e n t  i n  human n a t u r e  i t  i s  d e s i g n e d  t o  r e s t r a i n *
The p o s i t i v i s t  w i l l  p l a n t  h i m s e l f  f i r s t  o f  a l l  on th e  
f a c t  o f  i n s i g h t  and w i l l  d e f i n e  i t  a s  t h e  im m edia te  
p e r c e p t i o n  o f  a so m e th in g  a n t e r i o r  t o  b o t h  t h o u g h t  
and f e e l i n g ,  t h a t  i s  known p r a c t i c a l l y  a s  a  power o f  
c o n t r o l  o v e r  b o th *  (Rousseau  and R om an t ic i sm ,  pp.

T?B^T79.

T h is  i s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  h u m a n i s t i c  c l a i m  f o r  h a p p i n e s s  t h r o u g h  

a v i t a l  r a t i o n a l i s m .  The i n d i v i d u a l  i s  n o t  l e f t  w i t h  t h e  

n a r ro w  c h o i c e  o f  e i t h e r  a b an d o n in g  h i m s e l f  t o  h i s  im p u lse s  

u n t i l  he i s  damned,  o r  d ep en d in g  upon a m y s t i c a l  g r a c e  t o  

come t o  h i s  a i d .  He c a n  a c h i e v e  h a p p i n e s s ,  w h o l e n e s s ,  e q u i l i ­

b r iu m ,  by  e x e r t i n g  h i s  w i l l ,  by c h a s t e n i n g  h i s  tem peram en t  

w i t h  t r u t h  r e c e i v e d  t h r o u g h  i m a g i n a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e *

B a b b i t t  c h a r g e s  t h e  a r t i s t  w i t h  an  enormous r e s p o n s i ­

b i l i t y *  I l l u s i o n  must  be used  s e r i o u s l y ,  p r o f o u n d l y .  I n  t h e  

g r e a t e s t  a r t i s t s  two r a r e  and p r e c i o u s  a b i l i t i e s  must  c o n ­

v e r g e :  p e n e t r a t i o n  t o  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  and p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  i t

u nd e r  a v e i l  o f  f i c t i o n .  Hold ing  t h i s  v iew  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  

r o l e  a s  m e d i a t o r  b e tw ee n  t h e  perm anen t  and t h e  c h a n g i n g ,  Bab­

b i t t  i s  v e h e m e n t ly  opposed  t o  any t h e o r y  o f  a r t  a s  p l a y .  We 

sh o u ld  e x p e c t  him t o  a t t a c k  any t h e o r y  t h a t  e n t i r e l y  d i v o r c e s  

a r t  f rom  e t h i c s ,  t h a t  makes a r t  o n l y  p l a y ,  f o r  t h i s  v iew  i s  

a c o n c o m i t a n t - - o r  a t  l e a s t  an  a l l y — o f  n a t u r a l i s m ,  t h e  p h i l o ­

sophy t h a t  c o n f i n e s  r e a l i t y  t o  t h e  p h y s i c a l ,  t h e  s e n s u o u s ,  

and t h e  e m o t i o n a l .  So he does  a t t a c k  " S c h i l l e r ' s  a s s e r t i o n  

t h a t  'man i s  e n t i r e l y  man o n l y  when he plays.*"97 The

97pn B e ing  C r e a t i v e , p .  153*
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h u m a n is t  i s  r i g h t  t o  p r o t e c t  h i s  c e n t r a l  d o c t r i n e  t h a t  human­

n e s s  i s  c h i e f l y  a m a t t e r  o f  w i l l i n g ,  o f  p u r p o s e f u l n e s s .  T h i s  

i s  s t r i c t n e s s  o f  c o n s c i e n c e .  But  i f  t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  w h o le n e s s  

i s  t o  be m e t ,  t h e  h u m a n is t  must  c u l t i v a t e  f l e x i b i l i t y  and 

d e v e lo p  s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a s  w e l l .  A r t  e n a b l e s  us 

t o  p e r c e i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  t o  im ag ine  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  p o s s i b i ­

l i t i e s  o f  l i f e  t h a t  o u r  i n e v i t a b l y  n a r ro w  i n d i v i d u a l  e x p e r i ­

e n c e s  do n o t  p r o v i d e .  T h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  B a b b i t t  a f f i r m s  t h i s  

need  a lw ay s  t o  ra n g e  w i d e l y  b e f o r e  s e t t l i n g  down t o  e n jo y  

t h e  t r u t h :

Form ulae  a r e  e x c e l l e n t  and n e c e s s a r y  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  
b o t h  t h e  human and th e  n a t u r a l  law ,  b u t  must  a lw ay s  be 
p r o v i s i o n a l ,  b e c a u s e  b o t h  laws l a y  h o ld  upon t h e  i n f i n i t e .  
Tha t  i s  why, a s  Emerson s a y s ,  t r u t h  i s  " so  u n b o t t l e a b l e  
and u n b a r r e l a b l e  a co m m o d i ty ." We need t h e r e f o r e  t o  
p i e c e  o u t  o u r  f o r m u la s  w i t h  our  i n t u i t i o n s ;  i n t u i t i o n s  
o f  t h e  Many i f  we a r e  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r ;  
i n t u i t i o n s  o f  t h e  One i f  we a r e  d e a l i n g  w i t h  man’s 
p e c u l i a r  dom ain .  Wisdom f o r  t h e  h u m an is t  . . . does  
n o t  l i e  i n  p u t t i n g  to o  e x c l u s i v e  a n  em ph a s i s  on e i t h e r  
o r d e r  o f  i n t u i t i o n s ,  b u t  i n  m e d i a t i n g  b e tw een  t h e  two 
o r d e r s ,  be tw een  v i t a l  im pu lse  (£ l a n  v i t a l ) and v i t a l  
c o n t r o l  ( f r e i n  v i t a l ) .9 8

B a b b i t t  d e s c r i b e s  many t im e s  t h r o u g h o u t  h i s  books t h i s  id e a

o f  m e d i a t i o n  b e tw een  t h e  two o r d e r s ,  b u t  i n  h i s  p r a c t i c e  as

a c r i t i c  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  he r e v e a l s  an u n e a sy  humanism.

B a b b i t t  c a n n o t  be a t  e a s e  w i t h  Romantic  a r t  f o r  t h e  

same r e a s o n  t h a t  he c a n n o t  be a t  e a s e  w i t h  e m p a th i c  r e s p o n s e  

t o  N a t u r e :  he f i n d s  symptoms o f  t h e  d e c a y  o f  s t a n d a r d s ,

symptoms o f  m ora l  i n d o l e n c e ,  symptoms o f  a g e n e r a l  w i s h  t o  

make a f i c t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  l i f e  s e r v e  a s  t h e  r e a l  v ie w .  His

9 ® l rv in g  B a b b i t t ,  The M a s te r s  o f  Modern F re n ch  
C r i t i c i s m  (Boston .  19 1 2 ) ,  pp .  2 $ 1-252 .
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f u l l e s t  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  c o n f u s i o n  o f  t h e  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  a s  r e f l e c t e d  in  t h e  a r t s  i s  The New 

Laokoon.  Here he e x p l a i n s  how i n f l u e n t i a l  a r t i s t s ,  s u b ­

m i t t i n g  t o  t h e  c y n i c a l  o r  dreamy i d e a  t h a t  t h e  f a c t  o f  

chang e  in  t h e  u n i v e r s e  i n v a l i d a t e s  e t h i c a l  v a l u e s ,  have  

s u b o r d i n a t e d  d e s i g n  t o  c o l o r ,  p u rp o s e  t o  i l l u s i o n ,  symmetry 

t o  s u g g e s t i v e n e s s ,  and  have t h u s  b l u r r e d  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  

b e tw een  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  a r t s .  A l th o u g h  B a b b i t t  e n l a r g e s  upon 

L e s s i n g ' s  c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e  p s e u d o - c l a s s i c i s t ^  who on fo rm a l  

g rounds  c o n f u s e  p a i n t i n g  and p o e t r y ,  he w idens  t h e  a t t a c k  

t o  i n c l u d e  t h e  R o m a n t ic s ,  whose a t t e m p t  t o  u n i f y  t h e  d i f f e r ­

e n t  s e n s e s  th r o u g h  r e v e r y  r e s u l t s  i n  a c o n f u s i o n  n o t  o n ly  

be tw een  p a i n t i n g  and p o e t r y ,  b u t  b e tw een  music  and p o e t r y .

T h i s  r u n n i n g  t o g e t h e r  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  a r t s  and o f  

t h e  d i f f e r e n t  g e n r e s  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a symptom o f  t h e  

g e n e r a l  d i s c r e d i t  o f  p u r p o s e f u l n e s s  and r a t i o n a l i t y  t h a t  

B a b b i t t  f i n d s  i n  t h e  modern a g e .  He a t t r i b u t e s  t h i s  f a i l u r e  

t o  make d i s t i n c t i o n s  t o  i n d o le n c e  and c o n f u s i o n  i n  t h e  p r a c ­

t i t i o n e r s  o f  t h e  a r t s ,  and he f e a r s  t h a t  t h e s e  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  

e n c o u ra g e  o t h e r  p e o p le  i n  t h e s e  v i c e s .

B a b b i t t  c o n c u r s  w i t h  A r n o l d ' s  em phas is  on t h e  c r u c i a l  

im p o r ta n c e  o f  i m a g i n a t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  th e  a c h ie v e m e n t  and 

m a in te n a n c e  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  A r n o ld  t h o u g h t  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  

o f  h i g h  s e r i o u s n e s s  c o u ld  engage  t h e  e m o t io n s  i n  t h e  way 

C h r i s t i a n i t y  had done when i t s  m i r a c l e s  were  a c c e p t e d  a s  

h i s t o r y . 99 B a b b i t t  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  i n  a c h a n g in g  w o r ld  t r u t h

9 9 A rn o ld ,  Works, IV, 2 .
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m ust  be p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  fo rm  o f  an  i l l u s i o n ;  t h e r e f o r e  t h e  

good l i f e  i s  d i r e c t l y  d e p en d e n t  upon a r i g h t  u se  o f  i m a g i ­

n a t i o n .  Here B a b b i t t  i n s i s t s  upon a h i e r a r c h y  o f  v a l u e s ,  

o f  human i n t e r e s t s .  A r t  t h a t  u s u r p s  t h e  c e n t r a l ,  a u t h o r i t a ­

t i v e  p l a c e  o f  e t h i c s  c a u s e s  c o n f u s i o n .  A l l  i m p o r t a n t  human 

a c t i v i t i e s  must  be k e p t  i n  s t r i c t  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  t o  e t h i c s .

B a b b i t t ' s  u n e a s i n e s s  w i t h  a r t  i s  som e th in g  l i k e  

P l a t o ' s .  B a b b i t t  f e a r s  t h a t  a r t  may c o n f u s e  p e o p le  a b o u t  

what  t h e i r  human d e s t i n y  c a l l s  them t o .  A r t  may i n v i t e  

r e v e r y .  B a b b i t t  f e a r s  t h a t  when m an 's  m ora l  s t r u g g l e  c e a s e s  

t o  be t h e  c e n t r a l  i n t e r e s t  o f  a r t ,  t r i v i a l  o r  ev en  p e r n i c i o u s  

d o c t r i n e s  may be i n f e r r e d  from i t ,  and he h a b i t u a l l y  d e s p i s e s  

p l e a s u r e  c o n n e c te d  w i t h  an  unsound v iew  o f  l i f e .

I t  i s  h a rd  t o  q u a r r e l  w i t h  B a b b i t t ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  

t h e  g r e a t e s t  a r t i s t s  have n o t  o n l y  a e s t h e t i c  e x c e l l e n c e  b u t  

e t h i c a l  s o u n d n e s s .  We owe g r a t i t u d e  t o  t h e  men o f  e a c h  

g e n e r a t i o n  who t r y  t o  keep  t h e  n o b l e s t ,  most  e x a l t e d  and 

i n s p i r i n g  v iew  o f  mankind b e f o r e  u s .  W i th o u t  t h i s  v ie w ,  

human l i f e  c a n  d e g e n e r a t e  t o  d e s p a i r ,  s o r d i d n e s s ,  and 

b e s t i a l i t y .  The su b l im e  v i s i o n s  of  m a n 's  e x p e r i e n c e  have 

i m p r e s s i v e  e t h i c a l  w e i g h t .  B a b b i t t  i s  an  u n s l e e p i n g  g u a r d i a n  

o f  th e  id e a  t h a t  human l i f e  s h o u ld  have d e p t h  and n o b i l i t y .  

From t h i s  s t a n c e  he a d d r e s s e s  h i m s e l f  t o  a l l  k i n d s  o f  c r i t i ­

c i s m ,  and he does  n o t  d e lu d e  h i m s e l f  o r  d e c e iv e  h i s  r e a d e r  

a b o u t  h i s  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  e t h i c s .  When B a b b i t t  i s  w r i t ­

i n g ,  he h a s  t im e  t o  d e a l  o n l y  w i t h  m a jo r  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  He 

i s  an i n s p e c t o r  o f  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  and woe f o r  t h e  p o e t  who
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h as  m e re ly  t r i e d  " t o  b u i l d  i n  s o n n e t s  p r e t t y  r o o m s ,"  f o r  

B a b b i t t  w i l l  make h i s  i n s p e c t i o n  from t h e  o u t s i d e .

For  t h i s  i n a b i l i t y ,  o r  d e l i b e r a t e  u n w i l l i n g n e s s ,  t o  

r e s p o n d  t o  s u b t l e t i e s  and d e l i c a c i e s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  B a b b i t t  

i s  c e n s u r e d  by s e v e r a l  o f  t h e  c o n t r i b u t o r s  t o  The C r i t i q u e  

o f  Humani sm. M o s t  o f  th e  c r i t i c s  who c o m p la in  o f  t h i s  

p r o b a b l y  do n o t  em ph as ize  enough B a b b i t t ' s  deep  s e n s e  o f  

engagement  i n  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s t r u g g l e  o f  h i s  t i m e .  To 

one who f e e l s  c i v i l i z a t i o n  s l i p p i n g  away, empathy w i t h  wha t  

i s  n o t  e t h i c a l l y  sound  i s  d e b a u c h e r y .  B a b b i t t ' s  p o s i t i o n  i s  

a v e r y  i r o n i c a l  o ne .  He a d v o c a t e s  humanism, "and t h e  e s s e n c e  

o f  humanism" he s a y s ,  " i s  moderation"*jP^but he s e v e r e l y  v i o ­

l a t e s  th e  s p i r i t  o f  humanism so  d e f i n e d  i n  most  o f  h i s  l i t e r ­

a r y  c r i t i c i s m .

A f t e r  we acknowledge  t h a t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  a r t i s t s  have  

e t h i c a l  s o u n d n e s s ,  a r e  we t o  r e j e c t  a l l  t h e  a r t i s t s  who do 

n o t  have a p r o fo u n d  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  g r a s p ?  Can we no t  d i s ­

a p p ro v e  o f  t h e  r e g r e t  and s e l f - p i t y  o f  Byron and y e t  f i n d  

a e s t h e t i c  c o n t r o l  and l y r i c i s m  in  h i s  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  p e r s o n a l  

w eak n ess?  Can we n o t  d i s a p p r o v e  o f  p e s s im is m  a s  a v iew  o f  

l i f e  and y e t  p e r c e i v e  t h a t  Housman and Hardy c r e a t e  a r t  i n  

t h e i r  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h i s  v iew? Can we n o t  d i s a p p r o v e  o f  

s u r r e a l i s m  a s  a s e r i o u s  v ie w  o f  l i f e  and y e t  e n j o y  t h e  poems, 

p l a y s ,  and f i l m s  o f  C o c te au ?  One of  hum anism 's  c a r d i n a l  

p r i n c i p l e s  i s  c o m p r e h e n s i v e n e s s ,  a  w ide  v iew  o f  t h e  a l t e r -

100C. H a r t l e y  G r a t t a n  ( e d . ) ,  The C r i t i q u e  o f  Humanism 
(New Y ork .  1930) .

10^Democracy and L e a d e r s h i p , p p .  2ij.-25.
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n a t i v e s .  B a b b i t t  d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  p r i n c i p l e  a s  com prehend ing  

e x t r e m e s  and f i l l i n g  a l l  t h e  sp a c e  b e tw een  them .

I t  i s  immoderate  t o  a l l o w  t h e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  v e r y  b e s t  

t o  submerge t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  c o m p r e h e n s iv e n e s s .  A f a m i l i a r ­

i t y  w i t h  t h e  g r a n d e s t  a c h i e v e m e n t s  o f  man i s  p r o t e c t i o n  

a g a i n s t  e n t h u s i a s t i c  o v e r e v a l u a t i o n .  The h u m a n i s t  n e e d s  

p r o p o r t i o n .  But a r t  may have m inor  e x c e l l e n c e s  t h a t  t h e  

c o m p le te  man would  n o t  w an t  t o  m i s s .  A f t e r  you d e c i d e  t h a t  

J o y c e ' s  U l y s s e s  i s  n o t  a s  su b l im e  a s  M i l t o n ' s  P a r a d i s e  L o s t ,  

you need  t o  know what  a r t i s t i c  m e r i t s  i t  h a s .  I t  sh o u ld  

n o t  be f l o g g e d  w i t h  t h e  whip  o f  M i l t o n i c  s u p e r i o r i t y  and 

d i s c a r d e d .  T h e re  i s  so m e th in g  h a u g h ty  and a u s t e r e  a b o u t  

B a b b i t t ' s  r e f u s a l  t o  d e a l  w i t h  so  much c o n te m p o r a r y  l i t e r a ­

t u r e .  He must  e v en  have b e e n  d u b io u s  a b o u t  F r o s t ' s  l i t e r a r y  

m e r i t ,  e v en  t h o u g h ,  as  A u s t i n  W arren t e s t i f i e s , h e  p r o ­

nounced F r o s t  " so u n d "  p e r s o n a l l y .

In  h i s  z e a l  t o  show a w r i t e r ' s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  l i m i t a ­

t i o n s ,  B a b b i t t  c o n s i s t e n t l y  n e g l e c t s  a e s t h e t i c  a c h i e v e m e n t s .  

A f t e r  t h e  p r i m i t i v i s m  i n  W o rd s w o r th ' s  p o e t r y  has  b e en  d e f i n e d  

and w a r n in g  s i g n s  a t t a c h e d , n o t h i n g  rem a in s  t o  be done w i t h  

t h i s  p o e t r y .  S t r i c t n e s s  o f  c o n s c i e n c e  m o n o p o l iz e s  h i s  i n t e r e s t .

T h i s  i n f l e x i b i l i t y  and i t s  most n a i v e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  c a n  

be s e e n  i n  B a b b i t t ' s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  "The A n c i e n t  M a r i n e r , "  a 

d i s c u s s i o n  im p o v e r i s h e d  by B a b b i t t ' s  f e a r  t h a t  John L i v i n g s t o n  

Lowes ' o v e r e s t i m a t i o n  o f  t h e  poem w i l l  e n c o u r a g e  p e o p le  in

^ ^ S t a t e m e n t  by A u s t i n  W arren ,  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v i e w ,
*Q3on Be ing  C r e a t i v e ,  p p .  3̂ 4-—79 .
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m ora l  i n d o l e n c e .  T h i s  i s  t h e  way t h e  o n s l a u g h t  i s  p r e p a r e d  

f o r :

T rag e d y  t h a t  h a s  w i t h  t h e  a i d  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  f i c ­
t i o n  o r  s i g n i f i c a n t  i l l u s i o n  su c c e e d e d  i n  p o r t r a y i n g  
t h e  u n i v e r s a l  t h r o u g h  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t e n d s  t o  r a i s e  
t h e  s p e c t a t o r  t o  i t s  own l e v e l  a n d ,  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  
t h i s  e n l a r g e m e n t  o f  s p i r i t ,  t o  r e l i e v e  him o f  what  
i s  m e r e ly  p e t t y  and p e r s o n a l  i n  h i s  own e m o t i o n s .
T h i s  i s  t h e  t r u e  k a t h a r s i s  t h a t  M i l t o n  h a s ,  w i t h  th e  
i n t u i t i o n  o f  a g r e a t  p o e t ,  r e n d e r e d  so  a d m i r a b l y  a t  
t h e  end o f  Samson A g o n i s t e s .

(On Being  C r e a t i v e , p p .  IO3 -IOI4. )

B a b b i t t  f u r t h e r  p r e p a r e s  us f o r  h i s  d i s p o s a l  o f  C o l e r i d g e  by 

compar ing  him w i t h  " r e l i g i o u s  t e a c h e r s  o f  t h e  p a s t , " 10lj. s t «  

B e rn a rd  and Buddha.  T h i s  whole  c r i t i q u e  o f  C o l e r i d g e ' s  

e f f o r t  t o  a c h i e v e  a s u p e r n a t u r a l  e f f e c t  i s  b a s e d  upon Bab­

b i t t ' s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  o b j e c t i o n s  t o  a r t  t h a t  p u r s u e s  t h e  

i m p r o b a b le ,  t h e  s t r a n g e .  O b v io u s ly  one o f  C o l e r i d g e ' s  a ims 

i n  "The A n c i e n t  M a r i n e r "  i s  t o  a c h i e v e  a d r e a m - l i k e  mood. 

F u r t h e r ,  he t r i e s  t o  make t h e  m a r i n e r ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  w e i r d  

and t e r r i f y i n g ,  abnorm al  and s u p e r n a t u r a l .  Y e t  B a b b i t t  

exam ines  t h e  p l o t  a s  i f  C o l e r i d g e  had s o u g h t  t o  a c h i e v e  

n o r m a l i t y  and p r o b a b i l i t y .  He f i n d s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  w eakness  

in  t h e  m a r i n e r ' s  f r e e i n g  h i m s e l f  o f  t h e  a l b a t r o s s  by  b l e s s ­

ing  t h e  se a  c r e a t u r e s  " u n a w a r e . "  and t h e r e b y  g e t t i n g  " s u b -  

r a t i o n a l l y  and u n c o n s c i o u s l y  . . .  t h e  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  C h r i s ­

t i a n  c h a r i t y . P r o b a b l y  C o l e r i d g e  meant t o  em phas ize  

t h e  g r e a t e r  p a ra d o x  o f  t h e  m a r i n e r ' s  b l e s s i n g  r e p u l s i v e  

w a t e r  s n a k e s .  C o l e r i d g e ' s  use  o f  t h e  word "unaw are"

1(% b i d . ,  p .  1 1 3 .
1 0 5 i b i d . ,  P. 1 2 0 .
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p r e s e r v e s  th e  s t r a n g e ,  m y s t e r i o u s  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  m a r i n e r ' s  

s u p e r n a t u r a l  e x p e r i e n c e *  B a b b i t t  a t t a c k s  t h e  poem as  i f  

C o l e r i d g e ' s  o n l y  i n t e n t i o n  In  w r i t i n g  i t  were  t o  p r o p a g a n d iz e  

f o r  n a t u r a l i s m .  I t  i s  one t h i n g  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e  b e s t  a r t  

w i l l  a p p e a l  t o  p r o b a b i l i t y  and t o  normal  e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  i t  

i s  q u i t e  a n o t h e r  t h i n g  t o  a p p ro a c h  a s t r a n g e  and 'm a rv e lo u s*  

poem by in v o k in g  t h e  c r i t e r i a  o f  p r o b a b l e  and normal e x p e r i ­

e n c e .  B a b b i t t  I s  a p r o p a g a n d i s t  when he does  t h i s ,  and he 

v i o l a t e s  th e  s p i r i t  o f  humanism.

He v i o l a t e s  th e  s p i r i t  o f  humanism n o t  i n  ex am in in g  

"The A n c i e n t  M a r i n e r "  f o r  i t s  p h i l o s o p h y ,  b u t  i n  s t o p p i n g  

t h e r e ,  I n  r i g i d l y  r e f u s i n g  t o  e m p a th iz e  t h e  poem. He I s  so  

o b s e s s e d  w i t h  h i s  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  n a t u r a l i s m  

t h a t  he e x p l o i t s  h i s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  t h e  poem a s  an  o p p o r ­

t u n i t y  t o  s t r i k e  t h e  enemy a n o t h e r  b low .  Humanism i s  t h e  

p h i lo s o p h y  o f  w h o le n e s s  t h r o u g h  t h e  c u l t i v a t i o n  o f  d i f f e r e n t  

k i n d s  o f  e x c e l l e n c e .  I f  man c a n n o t  a c h i e v e  t h e  d i v i n e  p u r i t y  

o f  an  a n g e l ,  he can  a t  l e a s t  s e e k  to  d e v e lo p  a c o n t r o l  o v e r  

h i s  e x p e r i e n c e .  But  i f  t h e  c o n t r o l  i s  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  m o r a l i t y ,  

he w i l l  i n v i t e  n a r r o w n e s s  and u n e a s i n e s s  w i t h  t h e  phenomenal 

s e l f ;  he w i l l  i n v i t e  f r a g m e n t a t i o n  i f  he does  n o t  d e v e lo p  

h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  p e r c e i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  The Joy o f  empathy  i n  

a e s t h e t i c  c r e a t i o n s  i s  com p arab le  t o  t h e  Joy  o f  em p a th ic  

r e s p o n s e  t o  N a t u r e .

B a b b i t t  i s  p l a y i n g  t h e  r o l e  o f  P l a t o ' s  G u a r d ia n  o r  

t h e  I n d e x e r  o f  t h e  C a t h o l i c  Church  when he Ju d g e s  p o e t r y  

from th e  e f f e c t s  i t  m ig h t  h a v e .  Human b e i n g s  a r e  e m p a th ic



c r e a t u r e s ,  and one o f  t h e  c h i e f  q u a r r e l s  t h e  h u m an is t  has  

w i t h  th e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n i s t  i s  o v e r  t h e  d i m i n u t i o n  

o f  em pathy ,  a s p e c i f i c a l l y  human a t t r i b u t e ,  when a presumed 

knowledge o f  u l t i m a t e s  i s  a l l o w e d  t o  c e n s o r  and d i c t a t e *

The h u m a n is t  c a n n o t  have i t  b o t h  w ays .  The p o s s i b i  l i t . y  f o r  

t r u t h ,  v i r t u e ,  and w h o le n e s s  t o  emerge i n  i n d i v i d u a l s  I s  

h i s  g r a n d e s t  c l a i m ,  and when he b e g i n s  a c t i n g  a s  i f  t h e  

s p e c i f i c  program f o r  g e n e r a l  r e f o r m  were  known, he f a l l s  

i n t o  t h e  r i g i d i t y  o f  t h e  r e l i g i o n i s t  and becomes u n e asy  

w i t h  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  B a b b i t t  t h e  G u a r d i a n  i s  n o t  remembering  

h i s  a t t a c k s  upon t h e  d i d a c t i c i s m  and t h e  r i g i d  f o r m u la e  o f  

p s e u d o - c l a s s  ic ism *

F u l l n e s s  o f  c o m p re h e n s io n ,  a w a r e n e s s  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e s  

t h a t  may ev en  be u n w ise ,  i s  a t r a d i t i o n a l  v a l u e  o f  humanism. 

M i l to n  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t r u t h  and v i r t u e  emerge from a c o n f l i c t  

o f  i d e a s ?

S in c e  t h e r e f o r e  t h e  knowledge and s u r v a y  o f  v i c e  I s  
i n  t h i s  w o r ld  so n e c e s s a r y  t o  t h e  c o n s t i t u t i n g  o f  
human v e r t u e ,  and t h e  s c a n n i n g  o f  e r r o r  t o  th e  c o n ­
f i r m a t i o n  o f  t r u t h ,  how c a n  we more s a f e l y ,  and w i t h  
l e s s e  d a n g e r  s c o u t  i n t o  t h e  r e g i o n s  o f  s i n  and f a l ­
s i t y  t h e n  by r e a d i n g  a l l  manner o f  t r a c t a t s ,  and 
h e a r i n g  a l l  manner o f  r e a s o n ? *0°

W. K. W im sa t t  c l a im s  t h a t  p o e t i c  v a l u e  i s  d i f f e r e n t  from m o ra l

v a l u e .  In  h i s  e s s a y ,  " P o e t r y  and M o r a l s :  A R e l a t i o n  Reargued

he s a y s  t h a t  a poem may be g re a t  th o u g h  im m oral ,  and c i t e s  as

h i s  most i m p r e s s i v e  example  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  Antony  and C l e o p a t r a

lo6The Works o f  John M i l t o n  (New York.  19 3 1 ) ,  IV,
31 1 -3 1 2 .
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The p o e t i c  v a l u e s  a r e  s t r i c t l y  d e p e n d e n t - - ! !  n o t  upon 
th e  i m m o r a l i t y  a s  s u c h - - y e t  upon t h e  immoral a c t s .
Even th o u g h ,  o r  r a t h e r  b e ca u se ,  t h e  p l a y  p l e a d s  f o r  c e r ­
t a i n  e v i l  c h o i c e s ,  i t  p r e s e n t s  t h e s e  c h o i c e s  i n  a l l  
t h e i r  m atu re  i n t e r e s t  and c a p a c i t y  t o  a r o u s e  human 
sym pa thy .  The m o t iv e s  a r e  wrong ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  no t  
b a s e ,  s i l l y ,  o r  d e g e n e r a t e .  They a r e  n o t  l a c k i n g  i n  
t h e  p o s i t i v e  b e in g  o f  deep  and complex  human d e s i r e .
I t  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  t o  d e s p i s e  A n tony  and C l e o p a t r a .
I f  one w i l l  employ t h e  c l a s s i c  c o n c e p t  o f  " i m i t a t i o n , " 
t h e  p l a y  i m i t a t e s  o r  p r e s e n t s  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  s i n ,  a 
m a tu re  and r i c h l y  human s t a t e  o f  s i n .  I m i t a t i o n ,  on 
t h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  i s  n o t  p r i o r  t o  and e x c l u s i v e  o f  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  b u t  f o l l o w s  i t .  The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
and Judgment  a r e  t a k e n  as  p r e s e n t e d  o b j e c t s .  T h i s  i s  
t h e  meaning o f  th e  d e f e n s e  r e p e a t e d  i n  e v e r y  g e n e r a ­
t i o n  by  t h e  p o e t .  " I  m o o t , "  s a y s  C h a u c e r ,  " r e h e r c e  
H i r  t a l e s  a l l e .  . . .  Or e l l e s  f a l s e n  som o f  my 
m a t e e r e . "  " A r t , "  s a y s  W i l l i a m  B u t l e r  Y e a t s ,  " i s  a 
r e v e l a t i o n ,  and n o t  a c r i t i c i s m . "107

Under t h i s  v iew  o f  a r t  a h u m a n is t  m igh t  even  be p e r m i t t e d  t o

r e a d  de S ad e .  R i c h n e s s ,  c o m p l e x i t y ,  s u b t l e t y ,  and m a t u r i t y

a r e  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  t o  b e g in  w i t h  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  an  a e s t h e t i c

o r  i n  w r i t i n g  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m .  A r t  may be m o r a l ,  im m ora l ,

o r  n o n - m o r a l ;  and a c o n f i d e n t  humanism w i l l  h a n d le  a l l  t h r e e .

In  The C r i t i q u e  o f  Humanism. R. P. Blackmur a t t a c k s  

t h i s  p a r o c h i a l i s m  i n  B a b b i t t ' s  a p p ro a c h  t o  a r t .  B a b b i t t ,  he 

s a y s ,  pays  t o o  l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  t o  n o n -m o ra l  k i n d s  o f  human 

d i s c i p l i n e .  The f i r s t  c l a i m  upon t h e  a r t i s t  i s  " t h e  d i s c i ­

p l i n e  o f  h i s  s u b j e c t - m a t t e r , "  and n o t  " t h a t  d i s c i p l i n e  w h ich  

i n v o l v e s  a v iew  o f  l i f e  o r  t h e  a p p r e h e n s i o n  o f  t h e  h i g h e r  

w i l l . " * ® ®  T h i s  id e a  Is  more f u l l y  d e v e lo p e d  i n  E. M. F o r s t e r ' s  

e s s a y ,  "A r t  f o r  A r t ' s  S a k e . "  F o r s t e r  im m e d ia te ly  r e j e c t s  t h e  

W ildean  h e r e s y  t h a t  a r t  c a n  be  a s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  l i f e ,

* ° 7 w .  K. W im sa t t ,  J r . ,  The V e r b a l  I co n  ( U n i v e r s i t y  
o f  K en tuck y ,  1951|-)» p .  97*

lOoThe C r i t i q u e  o f  Humanism, p .  238.
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t h e  s i l l y  i d e a  t h a t  o n l y  a r t  m a t t e r s *  an id e a  w h ich  
h a s  somehow g o t  mixed up w i t h  t h e  i d e a  o f  a r t  f o r  
a r t ' s  s a k e ,  and h a s  h e lp e d  t o  d i s c r e d i t  i t .  . . •
Man l i v e s ,  and o u g h t  t o  l i v e ,  i n  a complex w o r l d ,  
f u l l  o f  c o n f l i c t i n g  c l a i m s ,  and i f  we s i m p l i f i e d  them 
down i n t o  t h e  e s t h e t i c  he would be s t e r i 1 i sed .1 ® 9

Like  F r o s t  and B a b b i t t ,  F o r s t e r  i s  s k e p t i c a l  o f  s o c i a l  and

p o l i t i c a l  and  a s t r o n o m i c a l  o r d e r ,  b u t  he i s  w i l l i n g  t o  a l l o w

f o r  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a d i v i n e  o r d e r  ( w i t h o u t  c l a i m i n g

m y s t i c a l  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  h i m s e l f ) .  The o n l y  o t h e r  p o s s i b i l i t y

f o r  o r d e r ,  he a s s e r t s ,  i s  i n  a r t :

The second  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  o r d e r  l i e s  in  t h e  
e s t h e t i c  c a t e g o r y  . . . t h e  o r d e r  which  an  a r t i s t  
c a n  c r e a t e  i n  h i s  own w ork .  . . .  A work o f  a r t ,  
we a r e  a l l  a g r e e d ,  i s  a u n iq u e  p r o d u c t .  But why?
I t  i s  u n iq u e  n o t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  c l e v e r  o r  n o b le  o r  
b e a u t i f u l  o r  e n l i g h t e n e d  o r  o r i g i n a l  o r  s i n c e r e  
o r  i d e a l i s t i c  o r  u s e f u l  o r  e d u c a t i o n a l — i t  may 
embody any o f  t h o s e  q u a l i t i e s - - b u t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  
t h e  o n l y  m a t e r i a l  o b j e c t  in  t h e  u n i v e r s e  w h ic h  
may p o s s e s s  i n t e r n a l  harmony.  A l l  t h e  o t h e r s  
have b een  p r e s s e d  i n t o  shape  from o u t s i d e ,  and 
when t h e i r  mould i s  removed t h e y  c o l l a p s e .  The 
work o f  a r t  s t a n d s  up by i t s e l f ,  and n o t h in g  e l s e  
d o e s .  I t  a c h i e v e s  so m e th in g  which  has  o f t e n  been  
p ro m ised  by s o c i e t y ,  b u t  a lw ays  d e l u s i v e l y . i l ®

T h is  a p p ro a c h  to  a r t  would g iv e  humanism th e  c a t h o ­

l i c i t y  w h ich  i s  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  t o  i t .  B a b b i t t  q u i t e  d e l i b e r ­

a t e l y  s a c r i f i c e d  c a t h o l i c i t y .  He d id  no t  d e lu d e  h i m s e l f .

As t h e r e  i s  t e s t i m o n y  t h a t  i n  h i s  p r i v a t e  l i f e  he r e f r e s h e d  

h i s  s p i r i t  i n  lo v e  o f  N a t u r e ,  so t h e r e  i s  t e s t i m o n y  t h a t  he 

r e s p o n d e d  t o  nu a n ce s  o f  p o e t r y  more d e l i c a t e  and s u b t l e  t h a n  

i t s  m o r a l i t y .  W i l l i a m  G ie s e  w r i t e s ,  flThe t r u t h  i s  t h a t  he 

r e a d  v e r s e  w i t h  d e l i g h t  as  w e l l  a s  e d i f i c a t i o n . 11*** F ra n k

1®9e . F o r s t e r ,  Two C h eers  For Democracy (New York,  
1951) ,  P. § 9 .

** ° I b i d . . pp .  9 1 - 9 2 .
* **I r v l n g  B a b b i t t . Man and T e a c h e r , p. 13.
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J e w e t t  M a th e r ,  J r . :

I am s a t i s f i e d  t h a t  I r v i n g  B a b b i t t ' s  a p p r e c i a t i o n  
o f  g r e a t  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  e v e r y  s o r t ,  and I mean a l s o  h i s  
a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  i t s  s e n s u o u s  a s p e c t s ,  was deep  and r i c h .  
. . .  He was . . .  a s  h i g h l y  s e n s i t i v e  t o  d e l i c a c y  o f  
t h o u g h t  a s  t o  l o v e l i n e s s  o f  d i c t i o n  o r  v e r s i f i c a t i o n ,  
and n o t  m e r e ly  t o  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  h i g h  s e r i o u s n e s s ,  
th o ug h  h e r e  h i s  i n t e r e s t  and l o y a l t y  were  most  d e e p l y  
en g ag e d .  While  we were  most  l i k e l y  t o  t a l k  o f  D a n te ,  
we were  a l s o  l i k e l y  t o  t a l k  o f  Du B e l l a y  and R o n sa rd ,  
new r e a d i n g  f o r  me, b u t  a l r e a d y  f a m i l i a r  t o  h i m .

W i l l a r d  C on n e ly :

I remember when, u rg ed  by  him, I u n d e r t o o k  a 
c o u r s e  i n  t h e  works  o f  V i r g i l .  " D o n ' t  be such  a 
f o o l , ” he warned  me, ”as  t o  t r a n s l a t e  y o u r  V i r g i l  
i n t o  p r o s e .  Turn i t  i n t o  v e r s e .  T h a t ' s  t h e  Only 
way t o  g e t  t h e  ' f e e l '  o f  w o rd s ,  and t o  g e t  some 
s l i g h t  id e a  o f  what rhy thm  i s ,  and c a d e n c e . ” 113

The w a r r i o r  d e f e n d i n g  W e s te rn  C i v i l i z a t i o n  a g a i n s t  

t h e  m o r a l l y  i n d o l e n t  p r i m i t i v i s t s  c o u ld  n o t  p u b l i c l y  a ckn o w l­

edge th e  Joy he e x p e r i e n c e d  i n  N a t u r e ,  and t h e  w a r r i o r  

a g a i n s t  d i l e t t a n t i s m  and a e s t h e t i c i s m  a s  f u l l - t i m e  v iew s  o f  

l i f e  c o u ld  n o t  d e v o te  any  p o r t i o n  o f  a book o r  an a r t i c l e  t o  

a ck no w ledg in g  t h e  p l e a s u r e  he r e c e i v e d  from d e l i c a t e  e f f e c t s  

o f  p o e t r y .  When he w r i t e s  a b o u t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  he must  i n e v i t ­

a b l y  p l a y  t h e  e t h i c a l  i m a g i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  i d y l l i c  

i m a g i n a t i o n .

P r o b a b ly  B a b b i t t  gave wha t  th e  t im e  most  n e ed e d .  He 

fo u g h t  t o  r e c l a i m  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  a p o s i t i v e  h e l p  to w ard  wisdom 

and th e  good l i f e ,  and t o  d i s c r e d i t  t h e  a b e r r a n t  i d e a s  t h a t  

o n l y  s c i e n c e  g i v e s  v a l i d  knowledge and t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  

d i v o r c e d  from l i f e .  But t h e  t e a c h e r  and m o r a l i s t  i n  him

H ^ l b i d . , p p .  I4.7 —i+8•
113 l b i d . , p p .  186-187
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submerged t h e  h u m a n i s t ;  and i n  h i s  p r a c t i c e  a s  a c r i t i c  he

n e g l e c t e d  t h e  c a r d i n a l  h u m a n i s t i c  d o c t r i n e  o f  m o d e r a t i o n .

B a b b i t t  knew t h i s .  When Warner  G. R ic e  a sk e d  him w h e t h e r

e x c e s s i v e  ad vo ca cy  would n o t  underm ine  h u m a n i s t i c  p r i n c i p l e s ,

B a b b i t t  r e p l i e d :

"You must  n o t  u n d e r e s t i m a t e  . . . what  d a n g e r  we f a c e .  
T em perance ,  m o d e r a t i o n ,  I n t e l l i g e n c e  have b e en  n e a r l y  
subm erged .  I f  th e  b e s t  men want  to  r e s c u e  t h e m s e lv e s  
t h e y  w i l l  have t o  come t o g e t h e r ,  s u p p o r t  e a c h  o t h e r ,  
p r e a c h  a g o s p e l .  The beam h as  swung f a r  t o  t h e  wrong 
s i d e :  e v e r y  ounce p o s s i b l e  must be th row n  i n t o  t h e
s c a l e .  . . .  Everyone must  r i s k  l c p - s i d e d n e s s  i n  an  
e n d e a v o r  t o  r e d r e s s  t h e  b a l a n c e  we have  l o s t .  T h ere  . , 
i s  now no s t o p p i n g  s h o r t  o f  th e  most  s t r e n u o u s  e f f o r t . "  ***■

But some o f  t h e  h u m a n i s t s  who were i n s p i r e d  and 

t r a i n e d  by B a b b i t t  were n o t  w i l l i n g  t o  r i s k  l o p - s i d e d n e s s .

Th ere  a r e  s e r i o u s  i m p l i c i t  o b j e c t i o n s  t o  B a b b i t t ’ s im pover­

i s h e d  a e s t h e t i c  i n  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  h i s  a l l i e s  i n  t h e  c a u s e  

o f  New Humanism, G. R. E l l i o t t  and Gorham Munson; and i n  

t h e  w r i t i n g  and t e a c h i n g  o f  some o f  h i s  most g i f t e d  s t u d e n t s ,

T. S. E l i o t ,  A u s t i n  W arren ,  Norman N e l so n .  Munson’ s l i t e r a r y  

c r i t i c i s m  i s  more h u m a n i s t i c  t h a n  B a b b i t t ’ s .  D e s t i n a t i o n s , 11$ 

b r o u g h t  o u t  i n  1928, h a s  e s s a y s  on a r i c h l y  v a r i o u s  g ro u p  o f  

A m er ican  w r i t e r s ,  some o f  whom had t h u s  f a r  r e c e i v e d  l i t t l e  

c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n :  More, B a b b i t t ,  D r e i s e r ,  E. A. R o b in so n ,

V ache l  L in d s a y ,  W a l lace  S t e v e n s ,  M arianne  Moore, W. C. W i l l i a m s ,  

K e n n e th  B u rk e ,  H a r t  C r a n e ,  J e a n  Toomer. A l th o u g h  Munson a g r e e s  

w i t h  B a b b i t t ’ s c r i t i q u e  o f  W e s te rn  C i v i l i z a t i o n  and d e e p l y  

a s s e n t s  t o  t h e  need f o r  a s t r e n u o u s  m o r a l i t y ,  he s t r e t c h e s

**^ l b i d . ,  p .  263 .
l l^Gorham B. Munson, D e s t i n a t i o n s  (New Y ork ,  1928)



o u t  a s  a l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  and t r i e s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  d i v e r s e  

p o s i t i o n s  and a b i l i t i e s  o f  t h e s e  w r i t e r s .  He r e s p o n d s  t o  

a e s t h e t i c  o r d e r  even  th o u g h  u l t i m a t e l y  he e v a l u a t e s  t h e  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  e a c h  a u t h o r ’ s w ork .  As e a r l y  

a s  192? he a c c l a i m s  F r o s t  a s  a h u m a n i s t i c  p o e t .

G. R. E l l i o t t ,  t o o ,  w r i t e s  c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  k e ep s  

p o e t i c  v a l u e s  s e p a r a t e  f rom m o ra l  v a l u e s .  He w r i t e s  f rom 

a h u m a n i s t i c  p o s i t i o n ,  b u t  he t r i e s  n o t  t o  m is s  a e s t h e t i c  

q u a l i t i e s  even  i n  t h e  work o f  Romantic  p o e t s ,  W ordsworth ,  

S h e l l e y ,  B yron ,  K e a t s ,  and Whitman. " P o e t r y , "  he w r i t e s ,

" i s  a lw ay s  r e l i e f  f rom p u r e l y  moral  c o n c e n t r a t i o n s . t t l1^

The humanism expounded by B a b b i t t  i s  m arred  by  a

p u r i t a n i c a l  t i m i d i t y  tow ard  s e n s u o u s  d e l i g h t  and l y r i c a l

j o y ,  two human a t t r i b u t e s  t h a t  must  be ha rm on ized  w i t h ,  and 

n o t  a t r o p h i e d  b y ,  m o r a l i t y .  The e t h i c a l  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  

o f  m ost  o f  B a b b i t t ’ s w r i t i n g  i n h e r e s  i n  h i s  v i s i o n  o f  him­

s e l f  a s  th e  d e f e n d e r  o f  human v a l u e s  a g a i n s t  t h e  p o p u l a r

modern t h o u g h t  and p r a c t i c e  t h a t  seemed t o  t h r e a t e n  t h e  

e x t i n c t i o n  o f  t h o s e  v a l u e s ,  and maybe even  o f  human l i f e  

i t s e l f .  I f  he v i o l a t e d  th e  s p i r i t  o f  humanism, he d i d  so 

n o t  b e c a u s e  he m i s u n d e r s to o d  t h a t  s p i r i t ,  b u t  b e c a u se  he 

f e l t  t h e  u r g e n t  need  t o  f i g h t  i n  d e f e n s e  o f  c i v i l i z e d  

s t a n d a r d s .  He saw t h e  enemy e v e r y w h e r e ,  and he w r o te  t o  

s m i te  h im. O b ses se d  w i t h  h i s  h e r o i c  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  so  

p o w e r fu l  and u b i q u i t o u s  an  enemy, he c o u ld  n o t  ad m i t  t h a t

^ ^ G .  R. E l l i o t t ,  Humanism and I m a g i n a t i o n  (Chapel  
H i l l ,  1938) ,  p .  5 .
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h u m a n i s t i c  w h o le n e s s  d e p en d s  upon a p r i v a t e  s t a t i o n  where  

d e ta c h m e n t  can  h e l p  one t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  o f  

e x i s t e n c e .

B a b b i t t  was h a u n te d  by t h e  sound o f  t h e  c ru m b l in g  

C h r i s t i a n  e d i f i c e ,  and he t r i e d  t o  s a l v a g e  i t s  m ora l  v a lues  

i n  a  s e c u l a r  fo rm .  The h u m a n is t  i s  a s e c u l a r  p r o t e s t a n t ,  

b u t  B a b b i t t  was c h a r y  a b o u t  t h e  s e n su o u s  a d v a n t a g e s  w h ic h  

s e c u l a r i s m  o f f e r s .  The p redom inance  o f  e t h i c s  i n  h i s  t h o u g h t  

g i v e s  h i s  humanism a v e r y  s o b e r  c a s t .

F r o s t ,  t h o u g h ,  c a r r i e s  e t h i c s  l i g h t l y ,  n o t  s e l f ­

c o n s c i o u s l y ,  and he v a l u e s  a e s t h e t i c  o r d e r .  F r o s t  n o t i c e s  

and s n i p e s  f r e q u e n t l y  a t  t h e  b e l i e f s  and p r a c t i c e s  o f  h i s  

t im e  t h a t  a r e  u n d e rm in in g  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a l u e s ,  b u t  he 

w i l l  n o t  s a c r i f i c e  w h o le n e s s  and d e ta c h m e n t  i n  a f u l l - t i m e  

s t r u g g l e .

Mark Van Doren  has  made t h e  rem ark  a b o u t  F r o s t  t h a t  

B a b b i t t  s h o u l d  have made: he comprehends e x t r e m e s  and f i l l s

a l l  t h e  sp a c e  b e tw e e n ,  y e t  end s  n o t  w i t h  a c h e a p  com prom ise ,  

b u t  a c l e a r ,  manly commitment .  T h i s  i d e a l  o f  humanism i s  

t h e  f ramework o f  F r o s t ’ s i d e a l  p o e t r y .

I t  i s  s t r a n g e  t h a t  B a b b i t t  h i m s e l f  d i d  n o t  o v e r t l y  

acknow ledge  F r o s t  a s  an  a l l y  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  humanism, f o r  

n o t  o n l y  do es  F r o s t  r e t u r n  a g a i n  and a g a i n  t o  th e  p r i n c i p a l  

them es  o f  humanism, b u t  i n  h i s  p r a c t i c e  a s  a p o e t  he u p h o ld s  

many o f  B a b b i t t ' s  a e s t h e t i c  c r i t e r i a .  He i s  n o t  a l a n d s c a p e  

p a i n t e r ;  he has  no o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  s e n s e  i m p r e s s i o n s  f o r  t h e i r  

own s a k e ;  u s u a l l y  l u r k i n g  b e n e a t h  h i s  l i n e s  a b o u t  N a tu re  i s
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an  im p l i e d  meaning a b o u t  human l i f e .  He f r e q u e n t l y  c r e a t e s  

drama i n  h i s  poems; h i s  c h i e f  i n t e r e s t  i s  i n  p e o p l e .  He 

makes p o e t r y  n o t  o f  t h e  e x o t i c  and  t h e  w o n d e r f u l ,  b u t  o f  t h e  

f a m i l i a r  and t h e  o r d i n a r y  ( a s  a p o e t ,  he i s  t h e  o v e n - b i r d ,  

n o t  t h e  n i g h t i n g a l e ;  he i s  c h i e f l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  l i f e - i n - t h e -  

d a y t i m e ) .  He has  s t e a d i l y  shunned t h e  Romantic  m a r r i a g e  o f  

t h e  s o r d i d  and t h e  b e a u t i f u l :

1 c a n ' t  s e e  t h a t  a man must  f i l l  h i s  s o u l  w i t h  
s i c k  and m i s e r a b l e  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  s e l f - i m p o s e d  and 
s e l f - i n f l i c t e d ,  and g r e a t l y  e n jo y e d ,  b e f o r e  he c a n  
s i t  down and w r i t e  a l y r i c  o f  s t r a n g e  and c o m p e l l i n g  
b e a u t y .  I n s p i r a t i o n  d o e s n ' t  l i e  i n  t h e  mud; i t  l i e s  
i n  t h e  c l e a n  and wholesome l i f e  o f  t h e  o r d i n a r y  man#11 '

His r a t i o n a l i s m  a p p e a r s  i n  a r e f u s a l  t o  b l u r  d i s t i n c ­

t i o n s .  He assum es  an  i n t e l l i g i b l e  u n i v e r s e .  He s h a r e s  Bab­

b i t t ' s  f e a r  o f  c o n f u s i o n  i f  p e o p le  a v o id  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  wisdom 

o f  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  a c c o r d i n g  t o  k i n d .  In  " B u i ld  S o i l "  he shows 

t h e  u n i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  o f  a pu re  s o c i a l i s m  by com par ing  i t  t o

a l l  t h e  l o v e s  when 
P h i l o s o p h i z e d  t o g e t h e r  i n t o  o n e - -  
One s i c k n e s s  o f  t h e  body and t h e  s o u l .
Thank God o u r  p r a c t i c e  h o ld s  t h e  lo v e s  a p a r t
Beyond e m b a r r a s s i n g  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s
Where n a t u r a l  f r i e n d s  a r e  m e t ,  where  dogs a r e  k e p t ,
Where women p r a y  w i t h  p r i e s t s .  T here  i s  no l o v e .
T h e r e ' s  o n l y  love  o f  men and women, love  
Of c h i l d r e n ,  love  o f  f r i e n d s ,  o f  men, o f  God,
D iv in e  l o v e ,  human l o v e ,  p a r e n t a l  l o v e ,
Roughly  d i s c r i m i n a t e d  f o r  t h e  ro u g h .

(Complete  Poems, p .  U 2 3 . )
The New Laokoon p l e a d s  f o r  t h i s  k in d  o f  r a t i o n a l  d i s c r i m i n a ­

t i o n .  Munson c i t e s  F r o s t ' s  poem, "The Rose F a m i l y , "  a s  a 

humorous t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h i s  lo v e  o f  d i s t i n c t i o n s : 11®

1^ G o rh a m  B. Munson, R o b e r t  F r o s t , A S tu d y  i n  S e n s i -  
b i  1 it .y and Good Sense  (New York ,  1927) ,  p .

” n ’8Qorham B. Munson, "R o b e r t  F r o s t  and t h e  H u m a n is t i c  
T e m p e r , "  The Bookman, LXXI ( J u l y ,  19 3 0 ) ,  ij.19. -
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The r o s e  i s  a r o s e ,
And was a lw ays  a r o s e .
But t h e  t h e o r y  now goes 
T h a t  t h e  a p p l e ' s  a r o s e ,
And t h e  p e a r  i s ,  and s o ' s  
The plum, I s u p p o s e .
The d e a r  o n ly  knows
What w i l l  n e x t  p ro ve  a r o s e .
You, o f  c o u r s e ,  a r e  a r o s e - -  
But were  a lw ay s  a r o s e .

(Complete  Poems, p. 305*)

T h i s  poem conveys  more t h a n  F r o s t ' s  love  o f  d i s t i n c t i o n s .

The l a s t  two l i n e s ,  p r o b a b l y  a d d r e s s e d  t o  h i s  w i f e ,  a r e  a

p l a y f u l  c l a i m  t h a t  a p o e t  h a s  a r i g h t  t o  h i s  m e ta p h o r s ,  t h a t

t h e r e  can  be a d i f f e r e n c e  be tw een  t h e  way a s c i e n t i s t  u s e s

words and t h e  way a p o e t  u s e s  them. P o e t r y  has  r e a s o n s  o f

i t s  own. Though F r o s t  would be a s  a p p a l l e d  a s  B a b b i t t  by

any s y s t e m a t i c  de ran gem en t  o f  t h e  s e n s e s ,  he n e v e r t h e l e s s

u se s  th e  p o e t i c  t e c h n i q u e  o f  s y n a e s t h e s i a  t o  a c h i e v e  a

s t r i k i n g  image:

The l a s t  o f  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  sun 
T h a t  had d i e d  i n  t h e  w es t  
S t i l l  l i v e d  f o r  one song more 
In  a t h r u s h ' s  b r e a s t .

(Complete  Poems, p .  ijlj-6.)

T h i s  s t a n z a  i s  f rom "Come I n , "  a v e r y  a n t i - r o m a n t i c  poem

e x p r e s s i n g  r e l u c t a n c e

t o  come in  
To t h e  d a r k  and l a m e n t .

F r o s t  i s  s e l f - a s s u r e d  and d e t a c h e d  enough t o  use  a r o m a n t i c  

image even  w h i l e  a t t a c k i n g  r o m a n t i c  gloom and s e l f - p i t y .

He c a n  be c o m p re h e n s iv e  b e c a u s e  he i s  f r e e  f rom Bab­

b i t t ' s  e t h i c a l  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  He s u p p l i e s  a c l u e  t o  t h e  

s o u r c e  o f  t h i s  f r ee d o m  in  t h e  way he t a l k s  a b o u t  p o e t r y .
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A lth o u g h  h i s  whole  v iew  o f  a r t  and l i f e  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  Bab­

b i t t ' s ,  he b e g i n s  a t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  e n d ;  n o t  w i t h  e t h i c s ,  b u t  

w i t h  a e s t h e t i c  q u a l i t i e s ,  s e n s u o u s  and p a s s i o n a t e .  A poem, 

he s a y s ,  ' b e g i n s  i n  d e l i g h t } 1* he i s  n o t  h a l f - h e a r t e d  a b o u t  i t ,  

f o r  he e m p h a s iz e s  t h e  sound and t h e  w i l d n e s s  o f  t h e  poem.

"The sound i s  t h e  g o ld  i n  t h e  o r e , " * ^  and w i l d n e s s  " h a s  an
120

e q u a l  c l a i m  w i t h  sound to  b e in g  a poem 's  b e t t e r  h a l f . "  T h i s  

i s  a v i g o r o u s  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  r i g h t n e s s  o f  s e n su o u s  e n jo y m e n t ,  

w i t h o u t  a t a i n t  o f  t h e  g r a y  New England  s q u e a m i s h n e s s .

F r o s t  c l a i m s  v i g o r o u s  p a s s i o n  and tu n e  a s  t h e  f i r s t  

r e q u i r e m e n t s  o f  a poem, so m e th in g  w i l d  i n  human e x i s t e n c e  t h a t  

c a n  g iv e  d e l i g h t .  But t h e  f i n i t e n e s s  o f  human b e i n g s  demands 

t h a t  t h i s  d e l i g h t  be p r e s e n t e d  i n  a p a t t e r n  o f  m ean ing .  The 

sound and t h e  w i l d n e s s  c a n n o t  be c a p t u r e d  a b s t r a c t l y .  Tech­

n i c a l  sound r e s o u r c e s  a r e  t h i n ,  do n o t  a l l o w  enough v a r i e t y :

The p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  t u n e  from t h e  d r a m a t i c  t o n e s  o f  
meaning s t r u c k  a c r o s s  t h e  r i g i d i t y  o f  a l i m i t e d  m e te r  
a r e  e n d l e s s .  (Complete  Poems. p .  v . )

F r o s t  l i k e n s  p o e t s  t r y i n g  t o  a c h i e v e  an  a b s t r a c t  w i l d n e s s  t o

g r a s s h o p p e r s :

We b r i n g  up a s  a b e r r a t i o n i s t s ,  g i v i n g  way t o  
u n d i r e c t e d  a s s o c i a t i o n s  and k i c k i n g  o u r s e l v e s  
f rom one c h a n c e  s u g g e s t i o n  t o  a n o t h e r  i n  a l l  
d i r e c t i o n s  as  o f  a h o t  a f t e r n o o n  i n  t h e  l i f e  o f  
a g r a s s h o p p e r .  Theme a l o n e  c a n  s t e a d y  us down.

(Complete  Poems, p p .  v - v i . )

(T here  i s  some B a b b i t t i a n  d i c t i o n  h e r e :  " a b e r r a t i o n i s t s " —

F r o s t ' s  pun on a b s t r a c t i o n i s t s — " u n d i r e c t e d  a s s o c i a t i o n s , "

"chance  s u g g e s t i o n . " )

The p o e t  and t h e  r e a d e r  a r e  f i n i t e  b e i n g s  who have
1 ^ C o m p l e t e  poems, p . v^ ^ ^ I b i d ^
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s e n s e s ,  t h o u g h t s ,  f e e l i n g s ,  m em o r ie s ,  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  P o e t r y  

i s  th e  v i t a l  p r o c e s s  o f  g a i n i n g  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  form  and 

meaning o f  t h e s e  common r e s o u r c e s .  A poem Nends  i n  w isd om ,"  

" i n  a c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  l i f e , "  " i n  a momentary s t a y  a g a i n s t  

c o n f u s i o n . "121 y e t  t h e r e  i s  no fo rm u la  f o r  t h i s  wisdom*

F r o s t  a t t a c k s  t h e  p s e u d o - c l a s s i c a l l y  p la n n e d  e f f e c t  o f  a 

poem:

1 t e l l  how t h e r e  may be a b e t t e r  w i l d n e s s  o f  
l o g i c  t h a n  o f  i n c o n s e q u e n c e .  But t h e  l o g i c  i s  
b a ck w a rd ,  i n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  a f t e r  t h e  a c t .  I t  must  
be more f e l t  t h a n  s e e n  ahead  l i k e  p ro p h e c y .

(Comple te  Poems. p .  v i i . )

The p o e t  must have t h e  s e n s e  o f  s p o n ta n e o u s  d i s c o v e r y  a s  he

g o e s ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  g e n e r a t e  t h i s  s e n s e  and i t s  accompanying

d e l i g h t  t o  t h e  r e a d e r .  P o e t r y  g i v e s  t h e  j o y  o f  d i s c o v e r y ,

and i t  g i v e s  p o i n t  t o  human e x p e r i e n c e ,  f o r ,  a s  t h e  p o e t

and r e a d e r  d i s c o v e r  so m e th in g  th e y  d i d n ' t  know t h e y  knew,

t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  i s  come t o  t h a t  l i k e  g i a n t s  we a r e  
a lw ay s  h u r l i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  ahead  o f  us t o  pave t h e  
f u t u r e  w i t h  a g a i n s t  t h e  day  when we may want  t o  
s t r i k e  a l i n e  o f  p u rp o se  a c r o s s  i t  f o r  somewhere.

( Complete  Poems, p .  v i i . )

T h is  p o e t i c s  i s  p r o t e c t e d  a g a i n s t  v e r b a l  and e m o t i o n a l  

a n a r c h y  by F r o s t ' s  f i r m  i n s i s t e n c e  upon m ean in g ,  y e t  i t  p e r ­

m i t s  a h e a l t h y  s c o p e .  I t  does  n o t  l i m i t  t h e  p o e t  t o  m o r a l i t y .  

While  d e c l a r i n g  h i s  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  d e p t h  and m ora l  s o u n d n e s s ,  

F r o s t  i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h i s  m ora l  so u n d n e s s  may o r  may n o t  be 

p r e s e n t  i n  a poem, b u t  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  m a in ly  must  have some­

t h i n g  t o  s a y ,  w h e t h e r  sound o r  unso un d .  T h i s  a l l o w s  f o r  t h e  

h u m a n i s t i c  f reedo m  t o  h e a r  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  t o  l e a r n  what p e r -

1 2 1 I b i d . ,  p. v i .
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c e p t i v e  i n d i v i d u a l s  have d i s c o v e r e d *

As F r o s t  d i s c u s s e s  what a p o e t  s h o u ld  a c h i e v e  and t h e

f reed o m  he r e q u i r e s ,  he u s e s  Y e a t s r d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p o e t r y :

I t  must  be a r e v e l a t i o n ,  o r  a s e r i e s  o f  r e v e l a t i o n s ,  
a s  much f o r  t h e  p o e t  a s  f o r  t h e  r e a d e r .  For  i t  t o  be 
t h a t  t h e r e  must  have b e en  t h e  g r e a t e s t  f r ee d o m  o f  t h e  
m a t e r i a l  t o  move a b o u t  i n  i t  and t o  e s t a b l i s h  r e l a t i o n s  
i n  i t  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  t im e  and s p a c e ,  p r e v i o u s  r e l a t i o n ,  
and  e v e r y t h i n g  b u t  a f f i n i t y *  (Complete  Poems, p .  v i i . )

He c o n c u r s  w i t h  F o r s t e r ' s  i d e a  o f  i n t e r n a l  harmony:

L ike  a p i e c e  o f  i c e  on a h o t  s t o v e  t h e  poem must  r i d e  
on  i t s  own m e l t i n g .  A poem may be worked o v e r  once i t  
i s  i n  b e i n g ,  b u t  may n o t  be w o r r i e d  i n t o  b e i n g .  I t s  
most  p r e c i o u s  q u a l i t y  w i l l  r em a in  i t s  h a v in g  ru n  i t s e l f  
and  c a r r i e d  away t h e  p o e t  w i t h  i t .

(Complete  Poems, p .  v i i i . )

A p a s s a g e  i n  "The A x-H elve"  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  e x p r e s s e s  t h i s  i n n e r

s h a p i n g :

He showed me t h a t  t h e  l i n e s  o f  a good h e lv e  
Were n a t i v e  t o  t h e  g r a i n  b e f o r e  t h e  k n i f e  
E x p r e s s e d  them, and i t s  c u r v e s  were  no f a l s e  c u r v e s  
P u t  on i t  f rom w i t h o u t .  And t h e r e  i t s  s t r e n g t h  l a y  
For t h e  h a r d  w o rk .  (Complete  Poems. p .  2 3 0 . )

W r i t i n g  a poem o r  f a l l i n g  i n  love  ("The f i g u r e  i s  t h e
ipp

same a s  f o r  lo v e "  ) r e q u i r e s  an  i n i t i a l  s p o n t a n e i t y  and 

v i g o r ,  a b o l d  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  u n c e r t a i n t y .  T h i s  i s  t h e  h e a l t h -  

g i v i n g  w i l d n e s s  t h a t  F r o s t  b e l i e v e s  i n ,  t h e  i n t u i t i o n  t h a t  

c a n  be humanized i n t o  wisdom. W ild n e s s  i s  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  

f r e s h n e s s  t h a t ,  f o r  F r o s t ,  l e a d s  n o t  t o  p r i m i t i v i s m  b u t  t o  

wisdom. F r o s t  c e l e b r a t e s  th e  mind and t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  i t  

m akes ,  t h e  h e l p s  t o  s a n i t y  and c l a r i t y ,  t h e  d e f e n s e s  a g a i n s t  

c h a o s ;  b u t  he h a t e s  r i g i d i t y *  He b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  m£nd

1 2 2 I b i d .
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c h a r t e d .  Form i s  g i v e n  t o  human e x p e r i e n c e  n o t  by  t i m i d

b e f o r e h a n d  p l a n n i n g .  W hether  we w r i t e  a poem o r  u n d e r t a k e

any  o t h e r  t a s k ,  we have  t o  go in  w i t h  a b o l d  commitment o f

th e  w i l l ,  and t r u s t  o t h e r  human r e s o u r c e s - - m i n d ,  s e n s e s ,

memory, e m o t i o n s — t o  c o o p e r a t e  i n  l e a d i n g  us t o  g r a s p  t h e

form o f  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a te v e r  d e p th  and

meaning  i t  h a s .  P o e t r y  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  o u r  most  e s s e n t i a l

n eed :  s e l f - k n o w l e d g e .

Every  poem i s  an  e p i to m e  o f  t h e  g r e a t  p r e d i c a m e n t :  
a f i g u r e  o f  t h e  w i l l  b r a v i n g  a l i e n  e n t a n g l e m e n t s . *23

F r o s t ' s  p o e t i c s ,  founded  upon t h e  i d e a  o f  o r d e r  i n  

human l i f e ,  i s  more c o m p re h e n s iv e  and f l e x i b l e  t h a n  B a b b i t t '  

F r o s t  ackn ow ledg es  a h i e r a r c h y  o f  p o e t i c  w o r t h :  th e  poem

t h a t  has  o r d e r  and m ora l  s o u n d n e s s ,  t o o ,  i s  more p r e c i o u s  

t o  us  ( " P r o b a b ly  b e t t e r  i f  so u nd ,  b e c a u s e  d e e p e r  and from 

w i d e r  e x p e r i e n c e " * 2^-)• B u t  t h e  f r e s h  d i s c o v e r y  o f  o r d e r  

where  t h e  p o e t  and r e a d e r  had n o t  s e e n  i t  b e f o r e  i s  what  

makes a poem, a w i l d  commitment o f  t h e  w i l l  t h a t  l e a d s  t o  

a s p r e a d i n g  a w a re n e s s  o f  form and meaning*

P r o b a b l y  much o f  t h e  p l e a s u r e  t h a t  F r o s t ,  a p h i l o ­

s o p h i c a l  p o e t ,  e n jo y s  and im p a r t s  t o  h i s  r e a d e r ,  a r i s e s  from 

t h e  d i s c o v e r y  t h a t  an  i d e a  a b o u t  how t o  l i v e  w e l l  c a n  be 

conveyed  i n d i r e c t l y .  T he re  i s  some o f  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  p o e t  

lo ve  o f  d i s c o r d i a  c o n c o u r s  i n  F r o s t .  He c a l l s  t h i s  " th e

123The Poems o f  R o b e r t  F r o s t  (New York:  The Modern
L i b r a r y ,  191j.6 ) ,  p .  x v i i .

*2*tC om ple te  Poems, p .  v .
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p l e a s u r e  o f  u l t e r i o r i t y " :

T here  a r e  many o t h e r  t h i n g s  I have found  m y s e l f  
s a y in g  a b o u t  p o e t r y ,  b u t  t h e  c h i e f e s t  o f  t h e s e  i s  
t h a t  i t  i s  m e ta p h o r ,  s a y i n g  one t h i n g  and meaning 
a n o t h e r ,  s a y i n g  one t h i n g  i n  t e rm s  o f  a n o t h e r ,  t h e  
p l e a s u r e  o f  u l t e r i o r i t y .  P o e t r y  i s  s im p ly  made o f  
m e t a p h o r . 125

F r o s t  f r e q u e n t l y  u s e s  n a t u r a l  o b j e c t s  t o  sp e a k  

t h r o u g h :  t r e e s ,  f i e l d s ,  b r o o k s ,  s t a r s ,  sand  d u n e s ,  b i r d s ,

d e e r ,  b e a r s ,  woodchucks ,  a n t s ,  h o r n e t s .  And man-made 

o b j e c t s :  a w a l l ,  w o o d - p i l e ,  a x - h e l v e ,  r o a d ,  g r i n d s t o n e ,

t e n t .  The p l e a s u r e  comes f rom  an  a tm o sp h e re  o f  s u s p e n s e f u l  

w a i t i n g  t o  s e e  w h e t h e r  t h e  o b j e c t  can  t a k e  t h e  c o n t o u r  o f  

t h e  f e l t  t h o u g h t ;  and a f t e r w a r d s  th e  r e c o l l e c t e d  t h o u g h t  

and f e e l i n g  o f  t h e  poem have more v i g o r  b e c a u s e  t h e y  have 

b e e n  b ro u g h t  e a r t h w a r d  and g i v e n  a c h a r g e  o f  l u s t y  f i n i t e ­

n e s s ,  c o n c r e t e n e s s ,  e m b l e m i z i n g - - a n  i n e s c a p a b l e  human need 

w h ic h  t h e  p o e t  m i n i s t e r s  t o  w i t h  h i s  m e t a p h o r s .  The h o r r o r  

i n  r e p r e s s i o n  o f  n a t u r a l  i n s t i n c t s  r e c e i v e s  e n e r g y  from 

b e i n g  m e n t a l l y  and e m o t i o n a l l y  f u s e d  w i t h  a b r o o k ,  once b o ld  

and b r i g h t ,  t h a t  h a s  now b een

th row n
Deep in  a sew er  dungeon under  s t o n e  
In  f e t i d  d a r k n e s s  s t i l l  t o  l i v e  and r u n - -  

(Complete  Poems, p .  2 8 5 . )

I n t e r i o r  l o n e l i n e s s  i s  h e i g h t e n e d  by i t s  embodiment i n  e x t e r i o r

" D e s e r t  P l a c e s . "

The p h i l o s o p h e r  i n  F r o s t  does  no t  o v e r m a s t e r  t h e  p o e t  

o r  keep  him from a f u l l  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  In  "W est-

* ^ The Poems o f  Robert F ro s t  (Modern L i b r a r y ) ,  p. x v i .
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Running Brook"  he w r i t e s  t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  a w a re n e s s  o f  p e rm anence .

And i n  "For  Once,  Then,  S o m e th in g " :

Once , when t r y i n g  w i t h  c h i n  a g a i n s t  a w e l l - c u r b ,
I d i s c e r n e d ,  as  I t h o u g h t ,  beyond t h e  p i c t u r e ,
Through th e  p i c t u r e ,  a so m e th ing  w h i t e ,  u n c e r t a i n ,  
Something more o f  th e  d e p t h s - - a n d  t h e n  I l o s t  i t .

(Complete  Poems, p .  2 7 6 . )

L ik e  H aw thorne ,  a n o t h e r  Am erican  h u m a n i s t ,  F r o s t  u s e s  ambigu­

i t y  i n  p r e s e n t i n g  a m y s t i c a l  e x p e r i e n c e ;  so he en ds  t h e  poem 

u n c e r t a i n  a b o u t  w h e th e r  he saw t r u t h  o r  a p e b b le  o f  q u a r t z .

" S p r in g  P o o l s "  i s  f r a n k l y  a poem o f  t im e  and c h a n g e .

One k in d  o f  n a t u r a l  l o v e l i n e s s  p re y s  upon a n o t h e r .  The snow 

m etam orphoses  i n t o  s p r i n g  f l o w e r s  and p o o l s ,  t h e  p o o l s  and 

f l o w e r s  i n t o  d a rk  summer l e a v e s .

"The W o od -P i le "  i s  a m e d i a t i o n  be tw een  permanence  

and c h a n g e :

1 t h o u g h t  t h a t  o n ly  
Someone who l i v e d  i n  t u r n i n g  t o  f r e s h  t a s k s  
Could  so f o r g e t  h i s  han d iw o rk  on w h ich  
He s p e n t  h i m s e l f ,  t h e  l a b o r  o f  h i s  a x ,
And l e a v e  i t  t h e r e  f a r  from a u s e f u l  f i r e p l a c e  
To warm t h e  f r o z e n  swamp a s  b e s t  i t  c o u ld  
With t h e  s low sm o k e le s s  b u r n i n g  o f  d e c a y .

(Complete  Poems, p .  1 2 7 . )
The l a s t  two l i n e s  evoke a s t a r t l i n g  image o f  c h a n g e ,  b u t  

t h e  man who c u t  and p i l e d  t h i s  wood i s  n o t  h a u n te d  by t h e  

movement o f  phenomena to w ard  d e c a y .  S t a b i l i t y  f o r  him l i e s  

in  h i s  " f r e s h  t a s k s , "  and i n  th e  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  comes 

from s p e n d in g  h i m s e l f  in  h i s  work and i n t e r e s t s .  In  t h e  

e s s a y ,  "The C o n s t a n t  S y m bo l ,"  F r o s t  s a y s ,  " S t r o n g l y  s p e n t  i s  

synonymous w i t h  k e p t . " * 2^

1 2 6 I b i d
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F r o s t  a l l o w s  a m a rg in  f o r  no n -m o ra l  poems.  Some­

t im e s  he t r i e s  m e r e ly  t o  a c h i e v e  an u n u s u a l  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t o  

s t a r t l e  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  by p r e s e n t i n g  ( i n  "Range-  

F i n d i n g 11) a b a t t l e f i e l d  a s  v iew ed by a s p i d e r ,  a b i r d ,  and a 

b u t t e r f l y ;  o r  by p resen t ing  a g l im p se  o f  Formic c i v i l i z a t i o n  

i n  " D e p a r t m e n t a l . "

R id in g  o u t  a l y r i c  mood in  a poem may n o t  be "a momen­

t a r y  s t a y  a g a i n s t  c o n f u s i o n , "  b u t  j o y  and z e s t f u l n e s s  c a n  be 

c e l e b r a t e d  p u r e l y ,  in  a domain t h a t  c o n s c i e n c e  n e v e r  e n t e r s .  

L y r i c i s m  i s  i t s  own excu se  f o r  b e i n g ,  and

t h e r e  must be so m e th in g  wrong 
In  w a n t in g  t o  s i l e n c e  any  so ng .

(Complete  Poems, p . 3 1 6 . )

So F r o s t  w r i t e s  some l y r i c s :  "Dust  o f  Snow,"  "The Aim Was

S o n g ,"  " F r a g m e n ta r y  B l u e , "  "They Were Welcome t o  T h e i r  B e l i e f , "  

"To E a r t h w a r d , "  " F i r e  and I c e , "  "A Minor  B i r d . "  "N oth ing  Gold 

Can S t a y "  i s  h i s  most  f e l i c i t o u s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

E n g l i s h  theme o f  m u t a b i l i t y :

N a t u r e ' s  f i r s t  g r e e n  i s  g o l d ,
Her h a r d e s t  hue t o  h o l d .
Her e a r l y  l e a f ' s  a f l o w e r ;
But  o n ly  so an  h o u r .
Then l e a f  s u b s i d e s  t o  l e a f .
So Eden s a n k  t o  g r i e f ,
So dawn goes  down t o  d a y .
N o th ing  go ld  can  s t a y .

(Complete  Poems, p .  2 7 2 . )

The human need f o r  l y r i c i s m  i s  d r a m a t i z e d  in  "The 

I n v e s t m e n t . "  F r o s t  f i r s t  d e s c r i b e s  a n  o l d ,  o l d  house  t h a t  

has  r e c e n t l y  b e en  r e p a i n t e d  and f u r n i s h e d  w i t h  a p i a n o .

Then he moves i n t o  t h e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  a p o t a t o - d i g g i n g  

New E ng land  f a r m e r  whose h o ld  on p r a c t i c a l i t y  im pe ls  him t o
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e s t i m a t e  t h e  number o f  d i n n e r s  he i s  h a r v e s t i n g ,  b u t  whose 

i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  n e v e r t h e l e s s  l i v e l y  enough t o  make him w onder :  

have t h e s e  n e i g h b o r s  o f  h i s  been  e x t r a v a g a n t ,  o r  may t h e y  not  

be w i s e  i n  t h e i r  d e t e r m i n a t i o n

Not t o  s i n k  u n d e r  b e in g  man and w i f e ,
But g e t  some c o l o r  and m usic  o u t  o f  l i f e 7

(Complete  Poems, p .  3 3 7 . )

C o lo r  and m usic  a r e  wha t  we m iss  in  t h e  p u b l i c  I r v i n g  

B a b b i t t .  U n le s s  humanism c an  p l a n t  i t s e l f  on t h e  p o s i t i v e  

r i g h t n e s s  o f  j o y  i n  human l i f e ,  i t  i s  doomed t o  an  u n e a s i n e s s ,  

a h a l f - h e a r t e d n e s s .  The c e n t e r  o f  hum anism 's  t r a d i t i o n a l  

q u a r r e l  w i t h  d o g m a t i c ,  o r g a n i z e d  r e l i g i o n  i s  t h a t  a s o b e r  

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on o t h e r - w o r l d l i n e s s  c an  r e s u l t  i n  t h e  a t r o p h y  

o f  t h e  warm and o p u l e n t  s e n s e s  and e m o t io n s  t h a t  a r e  n o u r i s h e d  

by t im e  and c h a n g e .  Humanism must  be s e r i o u s  and deep  enough 

t o  f e a r  m ora l  d e b a u c h e r y ,  b u t  i t  must  be f r e e  and c o n f i d e n t  

enough t o  r e s i s t  t h e  h a b i t  o f  lowered c o n s c i o u s n e s s .

F r o s t  s t r i v e s  f o r  a b a l a n c e  be tw een  l y r i c  jo y  and 

e t h i c a l  s t r e n u o u s n e s s .  In  h i s  p r a c t i c e  as  a p o e t  he more 

n e a r l y  a c h i e v e s  t h e  m e d i a t i o n  which B a b b i t t  c e l e b r a t e s  as  th e  

i d e a l .  W ith o u t  d i s t o r t i o n ,  w i t h o u t  weak compromise ,  w i t h o u t  

i m p o r t a n t  o m i s s i o n s ,  F r o s t  l i v e s  and works by t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  

s p i r i t  t h a t  B a b b i t t  u n d e r s t a n d s  b u t  mars by a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  

ad v o ca cy  t h a t  makes him u n e asy  to w a rd  N a tu re  and a r t .  The 

s t a r k  humanism expounded by B a b b i t t  needs  t h e  c o r r e c t i v e  o f  

F r o s t ' s  v i g o r o u s  b e l i e f  i n  j o y ,  t h e  g r a c e f u l  w id e n in g  o f  

F r o s t ' s  f l e x i b l e  and co m p re h en s iv e  humanism.



CONCLUSION

R o b e r t  F r o s t  b e lo n g s  w i t h  I r v i n g  B a b b i t t ,  i f  n o t  a s  

a t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  d e f e n d e r ,  t h e n  as  an  ex em p la r  o f  t h e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  humanism t h a t  i s  i n d e p e n d e n t  o f  b o th  n a t u r a l i s m  

and r e l i g i o n .  We a r e  h e lp e d  to w a rd  a d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  

humanism o f  F r o s t  by n o t i c i n g  where  he and B a b b i t t  a g r e e ,  

and t h e n  by n o t i c i n g  where  t h e y  d i v e r g e .  The m a jo r  p a r a l l e l s  

a r e  i n  t h e  key i d e a s  o f  an  in d e p e n d e n t  humanism: human l i f e

i s  d u a l i s t i c ;  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  can  f i n d  s t a n d a r d s  by w h ic h  t o  

a c h i e v e  c e n t r a l i t y ;  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  must r e f o r m  h i m s e l f  by 

e x e r c i s i n g  h i s  w i l l ;  man c a n n o t  be superhum an,  and t h e r e f o r e  

sh o u ld  t r y  t o  m e d ia t e  b e tw een  th e  demands o f  s p i r i t  and f l e s h ,  

and n o t  t r y  t o  r enounce  h i s  phenomenal s e l f .  These p e r s i s t e n t  

i d e a s  i n  B a b b i t t ' s  p r o s e  w r i t i n g s  a p p e a r  as  p e r s i s t e n t  themes 

i n  F r o s t ' s  p o e t r y .

B a b b i t t  knows t h a t  i f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t a k e s  h i m s e l f  

s e r i o u s l y  a s  an  e t h i c a l  b e i n g ,  he can  t r u s t  h i m s e l f  t o  

r e s p o n d  i n t e n s e l y  t o  phenomena o u t s i d e  h i m s e l f .  T h is  i s  

one o f  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  a d v a n t a g e s  o f  a p h i l o s o p h y  t h a t  s t o p s  

s h o r t  o f  r e l i g i o n .  Yet  B a b b i t t  c a n n o t  c o n s i s t e n t l y  a f f i r m  

t h e  r i g h t n e s s  o f  an  i n t e n s e  r e s p o n s e  t o  N a tu re  b e c a u s e  i t  

may be m isu se d  as  a n  i n v i t a t i o n  t o  r e v e r y .  F r i e n d s  and 

s t u d e n t s  o f  B a b b i t t  r e p o r t  t h a t  i n  h i s  p r i v a t e  l i f e  he v i g o r ­

159
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o u s l y  s o u g h t  and  r e c e i v e d  r e f r e s h m e n t  in  t h e  love  o f  N a t u r e .  

However,  B a b b i t t  had a g rave  s e n s e  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a s  a 

d e f e n d e r  o f  humane v a l u e s  t h a t  w e r e ,  he t h o u g h t ,  r a p i d l y  

l o s i n g  f o r c e .  T h is  c o n s c i e n t i o u s n e s s  c o l o r s  h i s  books  and 

e s s a y s .  When t h e  p u b l i c  I r v i n g  B a b b i t t  s p e a k s ,  he i s  f i g h t ­

ing  t h e  i d e a s  t h a t  a r e  u n d e rm in in g  humane v a l u e s .  He f e a r s  

t h a t  many p e o p le  w i l l  t a k e  t h e  r e c r e a t i v e  lo ve  o f  N a tu re  a s  

a f u l l - t i m e  v i e w  o f  e x i s t e n c e  and b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  A r c a d i a n  

dream c a n  be r e a l i z e d .  T h is  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  d e f e n d e r  o f  

W e s te rn  C i v i l i z a t i o n  has  t o  v i o l a t e  t h e  h u m a n i s t i c  v i r t u e s  

o f  m o d e r a t i o n  and c o m p r e h e n s iv e n e s s  i n  o r d e r  t o  p r o t e c t  o t h e r  

p e o p le  f rom d e l u s i o n .

For  an  e m p h a t i c ,  u n q u a l i f i e d  a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  th e  

r i g h t n e s s  o f  lov e  o f  N a tu re  we have t o  go t o  T h o rea u ,  who 

f i n d s  i n  h i m s e l f  b o t h  a love  o f  th e  good and a love  o f  t h e  

w i l d .  T h o reau  p r o v i d e s  a p a r a l l e l  f o r  t h i s  q u a l i t y  o f  s e n s i ­

b i l i t y  w h ic h  i s  a t t u n e d  t o  t h e  sounds  and s i g h t s  and  f e e l i n g s  

o f  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  which  w i l l  r e g i s t e r  t h e s e  phenomena and 

n o t  some p r e d e t e r m i n e d  id e a  o f  them. T h is  s t r o n g  q u a l i t y  

i n  F r o s t  s a v e s  him from B a b b i t t ’ s u n e a s i n e s s .

T ho reau  and F r o s t  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  human s e n s i b i l i t y  

c a n  be e x e r c i s e d  so a s  n o t  o n l y  t o  g iv e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a 

f u l l e r  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  b u t  a l s o  t o  p r o t e c t  him a g a i n s t  t h e  

t e p i d n e s s  and even  c o r r u p t n e s s  o f  o v e r - c i v i l i z a t i o n .  W i ld n e s s  

c a n  r e s t o r e  man t o  a  s i m p l e r ,  s a n e r  p e r s p e c t i v e .  F r o s t ’ s 

a t t i t u d e  tow ard  N a tu re  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  T h o r e a u ' s .  Though F r o s t  

w i l l  n o t  a c c e p t  t h e  v iew  t h a t  man i s  o n ly  an  a n i m a l ,  he
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b e l i e v e s  t h a t  j o y  i n  t h e  phenomenal  l i f e  i s  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  

t o  p h y s i c a l  and s p i r i t u a l  h e a l t h .

This  f reedom  from p u r e l y  m ora l  emphases c a r r i e s  i n t o  

F r o s t ’ s p o e t i c s .  I t  i s  a p a ra d o x  t h a t  a h u m a n i s t  c a n  f i g h t  

p r o v i n c i a l i s m  and p a r o c h i a l i s m  i n  s u c h  a way a s  t o  f a l l  i n t o  

t h e s e  v i c e s .  A c a t h o l i c  a e s t h e t i c  i s  h i s  b e s t  p r o t e c t i o n .

The h um an is t  must be aware  n o t  o n l y  o f  m ora l  a r t ,  b u t  a l s o  

o f  immoral a r t  and t h e  wide n e u t r a l  band be tw een  them .  Bab­

b i t t ' s  f e a r  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c a n  be c o r r u p t e d  t h r o u g h  

t h e  i d y l l i c  i m a g i n a t i o n  l e a d s  him t o  use  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  a 

s o u r c e  o f  p r o o f  t e x t s  i n  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  m ora l  v iew  w h ic h  he

a d v o c a t e s  f o r  h i s  own t i m e ,  "a w o r ld  t h a t  h a s  gone wrong on

f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e s . n ^ 7  When he a d d r e s s e s  h i m s e l f  t o  a l i t e r ­

a r y  work o f  a r t ,  he u n d e r v a l u e s  a e s t h e t i c  e x c e l l e n c e s .  He 

becomes a p r o p a g a n d i s t ,  cham p ion in g  o r  o p p o s in g  t h e  w o r k ' s  

m ora l  v iew b u t  p a s s i n g  o v e r  a e s t h e t i c  a c h i e v e m e n t s .

F r o s t  i s  an e x em p la r  o f  h u m a n i s t i c  p h i l o s o p h y .  He 

d oes  n o t  l o s e  h i s  p o i s e  and d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s  i n  an  u n c e a s i n g

s t r u g g l e .  He i s  f r e e  t o  a f f i r m  t h e  r i g h t n e s s  o f  Joy  f o r  i t s

own s a k e ;  he does  n o t  j u s t i f y  r e c r e a t i o n  b e c a u se  i t  e n a b l e s  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  r e t u r n  to  h i s  m ora l  s t r u g g l e .  A r t  e n a b l e s  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  make d i s c o v e r i e s ,  t o  p e r c e i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  

t o  imagine  and comprehend a c t i o n s  and v a l u e s  t h a t  he might  

ev en  d i s a p p r o v e  o f .  Many o f  F r o s t ' s  poems have t h i s  l a u d a b l e  

c o m p r e h e n s iv e n e s s ,  a l l o w a n c e  f o r  two o r  more p e r s p e c t i v e s

*^7 Rousseau and Romanticism, p. 3 6 7 .
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and t h e  c l a i m s  o f  e a c h .  In  F r o s t ,  s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  c o n s c i o u s ­

n e s s  i s  b a l a n c e d  w i t h ,  n o t  submerged b y ,  s t r i c t n e s s  o f  

c o n s c i e n c e *

T w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  A m erican  humanism has  b e en  to o  

n a r r o w ly  v iew ed  a s  a p o l e m i c a l  s t r u g g l e .  The p u g n a c io u s  and 

i n t e r e s t e d  d o c t r i n a l  humanism o f  B a b b i t t  needs  t h e  c o r r e c t i v e  

o f  F r o s t ' s  p o e t i c  humanism, e t h i c a l  y e t  c o m p r e h e n s iv e ,  r e s p o n ­

s i b l e  y e t  l y r i c a l .
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