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ligious conviction. His religious conviction is inchoate and
unorganized; it never had the opportunity to be anything
else.

Since he cannot bore from within, he has left the sole
alternative of boring from without. This method is political,
active, and, in the nature of the case, violent and revolu-
tionary. Reaction is the most radical of programs; it aims at
cutting away the overgrowth and getting back to the roots.
A forward-looking radicalism is a contradiction; it aims at
rearranging the foliage.

The Southerner is faced with this paradox: He must use
an instrument, which is political, and so unrealistic and
pretentious that he cannot believe in it, to re-establish a
private, self-contained, and essentially spiritual life. I say
that he must do this; but that remains to be seen.
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A Southern Mode of the Imagination

I

WHAT I aM about to say will be composed of obscure specu-
lation, mere opinion, and reminiscence verging upon auto-
biography. But having issued this warning, and given notice
to the scholars of American literature that the entire affair
will be somewhat unreliable, I must allude to some of the
things that I shall not try to say. I shall not discuss or “place”
any of the Southern writers of the period now somewhat
misleadingly called the Southern Renaissance. It was more
precisely a birth, not a rebirth. The eyes of the world are on
William Faulkner; for that reason I shall not talk about
him. I take it to be a commonplace of literary history that
no writer of Mr. Faulkner’s power could emerge from a lit-
erary and social vacuum. It is a part of Mr. Faulkner’s leg-
end about himself that he did appear, like the sons of Cad-
mus, full grown, out of the unlettered soil of his native
state, Mississippi. But we are under no obligation to take
his word for it. Two other modern writers of prose-fiction,
Mr. Stark Young and Miss Eudora Welty, quite as gifted as
Mr. Faulkner, if somewhat below him in magnitude and
power, are also natives of that backward state, where fewer
people can read than in any other state in the Union. I shall
not pause to explain my paradoxical conviction, shared I
believe by Mr. Donald Davidson, that the very backward-
ness of Mississippi, and of the South as a whole, might
partially explain the rise of a new literature which has won
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the attention not only of Americans but of the Western
world.

If the Elizabethan age would still be the glory of English
literature without Shakespeare, the new literature of the
Southern states would still be formidable without Faulkner.
I have promised not to discuss any one writer in detail, but
I shall invoke certain names: Elizabeth Madox Roberts, Rob-
ert Penn Warren, Eudora Welty, Stark Young, Dubose Hey-
ward, Ellen Glasgow, James Branch Cabell, Katherine Anne

Porter, Carson McCullers, Tennessee Williams, Thomas

Wolfe, Paul Green, Caroline Gordon, Flannery O’Connor,
Truman Capote, Ralph Ellison, John Crowe Ransom, Don-
ald Davidson, Peter Taylor, Andrew Lytle. It is scarcely
chauvinism on my part to point out that, with the exception
of Fitzgerald and Hemingway, the region north of the Po-
tomac and Ohio Rivers has become the stepsister of Ameri-
can fiction. And it has been said, so often that I almost be-
lieve it, that the American branch of the New Criticism is of
Southern origin—a distinction about which my own feelings
are neutral.

Before I turn to the more speculative part of this discus-
sion, T should like to quote a paragraph written in the Re-
construction period—that is, around 1870—by a New England
novelist who had come to the South as a benign carpetbagger
to observe and to improve what he observed. He was John
William De Forest, of Connecticut, whose works were al-
most completely forgotten until about ten years ago. He was
not only one of the best nineteenth-century American novel-
ists; he was a shrewd social commentator, whose dislike of
Southerners did not prevent him from seeing them more
objectively than any other Northerner of his time. I quote:

Not until Southerners get rid of some of their social vanity, not
until they cease talking of themselves in a spirit of self-adulation,
not until they drop the idea that they are Romans and must
write in the style of Cicero, will they be able to so paint life that
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the world shall crowd to see the picture. Meanwhile let us pray
that a true Southern novelist will soon arise, for he will be able
to furnish us vast amusement and some instruction. His day is
passing; in another generation his material will be gone; the
chivalrous Southron will be as dead as the slavery that created
him. :

It was not until fifty years later that De Forest’s demands
upon the Southern novelist were fulfilled, when the writers
whose names I have listed began to appear. My own con-
temporaries called the nineteenth-century Ciceronian South-
ern style “Confederate prose,” and we avoided it more assid-
uously than sin. Of a Southern woman novelist of the 1860’s,
Augusta Evans, author of St. Elmo, it was said that her
heroines had swallowed an unabridged dictionary.

My reason for adopting the causerie instead of the formal
discourse has a quite simple explanation. I have no talent
for research; or at any rate I am like the man who, upon
being asked whether he could play the violin, answered that
he didn’t know because he had never tried. Apart from in-
adequate scholarship, it would be improperk of me to pre-
tend to an objectivity, which I do not feel, in the recital
of certain events, in which I have been told that I played a
small part. None of us—and by us I mean not only the
group of poets who with unintentional prophecy styled
themselves the “Fugitives,” but also our contemporaries in
other Southern states—none of us, thirty-five years ago, was
conscious of playing any part at all. I ought not to speak
for my contemporaries, most of whom are still living and
able to talk. The essays and books about us that have begun
to appear give me a little less than the shock of recognition.
If one does not recognize oneself, one may not unreasonably
expect to recognize one’s friends. One writer, Mr. John
Bradbury, in a formidable book of some three hundred
pages entitled The Fugitives, says that John Crowe Ransom
taught his students, of whom I had the honor to be one,
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the “knowledge of good and evil.” I don’t recognize in this
role my old friend and early master; I surmise that he has
found it no less disconcerting than I do. Our initiation into
the knowledge of good and evil, like everybody else’s, must
have been at birth; our later improvement in this field of
knowledge, haphazard and extra-curricular. John Ransom
taught us—Robert Penn Warren, Cleanth Brooks, Andrew
Lytle and myself—Kantian aesthetics and a philosophical
dualism, tinged with Christian theology, but ultimately de-

rived from the Nicomachian ethics. I allude to my own edu-~

cation not because it was unique, but because it was the
education of my generation in the South. But we said at
that time very little about the South; an anomalous reti-
cence in a group of men who later became notoriously
sectional in point of view.

We knew we were Southerners, but this was a matter of
plain denotation; just as we knew that some people were
Yankees; or we knew that there were people whom-—if we
saw them—we would think of as Yankees; we might even have
said, but only among ourselves, you understand: “He’s a
Yankee.” Brainard Cheney told me years ago that when he
was a small boy in Southern Georgia, down near the Oke-
fenokee Swamp, the rumor spread that some Yankees were
coming to town. All the little boys gathered in the court-
house square to see what Yankees looked like. This was
about 1910. My boyhood, in the border state of Kentucky,
was evidently more cosmopolitan. There were a few North-
erners, no doubt; there were a few elderly gentlemen who
had been Southern Unionists, or homemade Yankees, as they
were discourteously described, who had fought in the Fed-
eral Army. One of these, old Mr. Crabb, white-haired, beak-
nosed, and distinguished, frequently passed our house on his
morning walk. He had an empty sleeve, and my mother said
he had got his arm shot off at the Battle of Gettysburg. 1
knew that my grandfather had been in Pickett’s charge,
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and I wondered idly whether he had shot it off. I do not
remember whether I wished that he had.

This was our long moment of innocence, which I tried
to recover in a poem many years later. And for men of my
age, who missed the first World War by a few months, it
was a new Era of Good Feeling between the sections. Some
time before 1914 the North had temporarily stopped try-
ing to improve us, or had at least paused to think about
something else. Having just missed being sent to France in the
A. E. F., I came to Vanderbilt University from a rural
small-town society that had only a superficial Victorian ve-
neer pasted over what was still an eighteenth-century way
of living. It has been said that Kentucky seceded in 1865.
In my boyhood, and even much later, Kentucky was more
backward and Southern, socially and economically, than
Tennessee or North Carolina. This preindustrial society
meant, for people living in it, that one’s identity had every-
thing to do with land and material property, at a definite
place, and very little to do with money. It was better for
a person, however impoverished, of my name, to be identi-
fied with Tate’s Creek Pike, in Fayette County, than to be
the richest man in town without the identification of place.
This was simple and innocent; it had little to do with what
the English call class. Yet from whatever point of view one
may look at it, it will in the end lead us towards the secret
of what was rather grandiosely called, by the late W. J.
Cash, the Southern Mind.

If I may bring to bear upon it an up-to-date and un-
Southern adjective, it was an extroverted mind not much
given to introspection. (I do not say meditation, which is
something quite different.) Such irony as this mind was
capable of was distinctly romantic; it came out of the sense
of dislocated external relations: because people were not
where they ought to be they could not be who they ought to
be; for men had missed their proper role, which was to be
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attached to a place. Mr. Faulkner’s lawyer Benbow and the
Compson family, in The Sound and the Fury, are people
of this sort; I know of no better examples than Mr. Andrew
Lytle’s Jack Cropleigh, in his novel The Velvet Horn, or
the narrator of his powerful short story, “Mister McGregor.”
It is the irony of time and place out of joint. It was pro-
vincial or, if you will, ignorant of the world. It was the
irony of social discrepancies, not the tragic irony of the pe-
ripety, or of interior change. It is premodern; it can be

found in the early books of Ellen Glasgow and James Branch

Cabell, as different at the surface as their books may appear
to be.

But with the end of the first World War a change came
about that literary historians have not yet explained;
whether we shall ever understand it one cannot say. South-
ern literature in the second half of this century may cease
to engage the scholarly imagination; the subject may even-
tually become academic, and buried with the last disserta-
tion. Back in the nineteen-thirties, I believe it was pre-
cisely 1935, 1 wrote for the tenth anniversary issue of The
Virginia Quarterly Review an essay entitled “The Profession
of Letters in the South,” * which glanced at a possible ex-
planation by analogy to another literary period. I refer to
it here in order to qualify, or at any rate to extend its agree-
ment, not, I hope, to call attention to myself. So far as
that old essay is concerned, other persons have already done
this for me. When I look at the index of a work of con-
temporary criticism (I always look there first), and see my
name, I get a little nervous because the following passage
has a two-to-one chance over anything else I have written,
to be quoted; I quote it again:

The considerable achievement of Southerners in modern Ameri-
can letters must not beguile us into too much hope for the future.
The Southern novelist has left his mark upon the age; but it is

1 Supra, pp. 517-534-
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of the age. From the peculiarly historical consciousness of the
Southern writer has come good work of a special order; but the
focus of this consciousness is quite temporary. It has made pos-
sible the curious burst of intelligence that we get at a crossing
of the ways, not unlike, on an infinitesimal scale, the outburst of
poetic genius at the end of the sixteenth century when commercial
England had already begun to crush feudal England. The His-
tories and Tragedies of Shakespeare record the death of the old
regime, and Doctor Faustus gives up feudal order for world power.

My purpose in quoting the passage—I marvel that prose so
badly written could have been quoted so much—is not to
approve of the approbation it has received, but to point out
that whatever rightness it may have is not right enough. It
says nothing about the particular quality of the Southern
writers of our time.

The quality that I have in mind, none too clearly, makes
its direct impact upon the reader, even if he be the foreign
reader: he knows that he is reading a Southern book. But
this explains nothing, for a quality can only be pointed to
or shared, not defined. Let me substitute for the word qual-
ity the phrase mode of discourse.

The traditional Southern mode of discourse presupposes
somebody at the other end silently listening: it is the rhe-
torical mode. Its historical rival is the dialectical mode, or
the give and take between two minds, even if one mind, like
the mind of Socrates, prevail at the end. The Southerner has
never been a dialectician. The ante-bellum Southerner
quoted Aristotle in defense of slavery, but Plato, the dialec-
tician, was not opposed to the “peculiar institution,” and he
could have been cited with equal effect in support of the
South Carolinian daydream of a Greek democracy. Aristotle
was chosen by the South for good reason: although the Stagi-
rite (as the Southerners called him) was a metaphysician, the
South liked the deductive method, if its application were
not too abstruse, and nobody could quarrel with the arrange-
ment, in the order of importance, of the three great Aris-
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