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with the facts or origin of works of art, true CrItiCism with in
terpretation; and if, as Frye has posited in the earlier essays, liter
ature belongs to the moral rather than the naturalistic or scientific 
sphere, then criticism, though not as "scientific" as scholarship, has 
yet a noble purpose: "to liberate the idea, to set free the message 
[the work] has to communicate" (p. 188). The other extreme
impressionistic criticism-is patently but a manifestation of roman
ticism in which the reader's ego is substituted for a disinterested 
study of the work. In stressing that criticism should examine the 
work itself, and expecially the moral conception of life set forth 
therein, Frye strikingly anticipates the concerns of the "New Cri
tics," though he would be wary of the sterile explication de texte and 
avoidance of value judgments characteristic of some of that school. 
But if we are to appreciate his courage and iconoclasm, we must 
recall that Frye was, indeed, writing before the rise of that move
ment, at a time when historical scholarship was generally esteemed 
above "mere" criticism. For Frye, good literary criticism, like classi
cal literature, maneuvers between the Scylla of romanticism and 
the Charybdis of naturalism (two monsters which for the 
neohumanists have combined to form a third): 

And inasmuch as the life which is both the subject and object ofliterature, is neither 
scientific nor yet unprincipled but broadly moral; our criticism will be neither scien
tific nor impressionistic, but will consist in a free play of the intelligence just as life 
does. It will be based on general principles, which, though elastic, are broader than 
the observation of a single case, and which are capable of being explained and 
justified, as our conduct is, rationally and intelligibly, if nothing more. [Po 196] 

Frye's last essays take up Plato and Nietzsche, philosophers who 
exemplify the two antithetical dispositions of spirit. Although some 
may view Plato, the architect of the Republic, as a utopian~,~nd 
protosocialist, Frye and the neohumanists regarded him as a classi
cist. The Republic is not to be taken literally, but as a kind of 
allegory of the mind or human society. Frye admires in Plato what 
he praised in Hinduism: the stress on the superiority of ideas to the 
mundane flux and on the supremacy of order and hierarchy in the 
individual soul and in society. He also shares Plato's distrust of the 
egalitarian ideal, the product equally of romantic and naturalistic 
prejudice. He concedes that Plato's hierarchical scheme appears at 
times too rigorous and petrific, and that its socialistic propensities 
are apt to obscure the value of the individual. Yet finally Plato, in 
his politics, is like the good writer and the good critic. In em
phasizing the human and the ethical element, he preserves gov
ernment from becoming either an undisciplined democracy III 

which the lower passions prevail, or a "mere technology." 
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Frye's last substantial essay is a full-dress assault on romanticism 
and-in Frye's view-its most noisy and notorious prophet. The 
first section, a biography proper, is an artful and engrossing narra
tive, pervaded by a delicate irony, though indeed the second sec
tion, addressing Nietzsche's thought, is no less ironical. Nietzsche is 
protrayed as the opposite of Plato: a disbeliever in the Ideas, even 
in truth as such, and a romantic enthusiast of the emotions and the 
ego. At the same time, he is the supreme naturalist in his yearning 
for a superman who will manage and purify society. And just as 
Plato, the more Frye contemplated him, seemed a source of true 
wisdom, so in Nietzsche "almost all our modern heresies ... find an 
oracular mouthpiece-with the one exception of social democracy. 
He was born to be the prophet of the one-sided and unbalanced" 
(p. 332). 

Frye's essays, placed as they all are at the beginnings of the ear
liest issues, deliberately propound a coherent and sophisticated 
point of view. In the first, the chief oppositions of the classic and 
romantic sensibilities are delineated. In the rest of the essays, the 
classical mode is exemplified by Hinduism, Platonism, and 
Sophoclean tragedy, while egotism, naturalism, and scientism are 
embodied variously in such men as Shakespeare, the German 
romantics, and Emerson. The series concludes with a penetrating 
and acidulous study of Nietzsche as the great heresiarch and pro
phet of modernism. 

Through these essays run principles and preoccupations com
monly discovered in the neohumanists: an emphasis on the moral 
and ideational aspects of literature joined with a distrust of litera
ture or criticism concerned with mere spectacle, the physical world, 
or emotion; a belief in the inherent veracity of dualism with its 
distinctions between reason and passion, man and nature, the one 
(the central, the universal) and the many (the flux); a distrust of 
emotionalism and egotism and subjectivism, whether in literature, 
criticism, or life, accompanied by a concern for self-restraint, the 
inner check-in short, for personal, social, and philosophical order; 
a distrust also of the more exorbitant claims of positivism and sci
entism, but at the same time a refusal to appeal explicitly to the 
theologies or dogmas of conventional religion (in their place we are 
offered Eastern religion, Platonism, or Arnold's free play of the 
moral intelligence). These positions are occupied with great intri
cacy of analysis and forcibleness of style, and though Frye posses
sed firm views, the scholar and critic seldom sink into the partisan. 
Frye's very point d'appui-the distinction between classicism and 
romanticism-was from the start attacked as too rigid, and later 
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scholars have argued strongly for abolishing the terms altogether. 
Yet they have continued to be useful, and many critics, in their 
efforts to shun them, have lapsed into an even less helpful and 
more repulsive jargon. Moreover, there is much to be said for 
Frye's belief that the terms denote two perennial philosophies or at 
least sensibilities, similar in essence if different in details. The dis
tinctions between the two, which may seem heavy-handed in sum
mary, seldom strike one as so in Frye's practical criticism. He is 
weakest, I believe, on Shakespeare, though it is not uncommon for 
classicists to be immune from that "Shakespeare idolatry" still very 
powerful among professors of English. Certainly his views on the 
German romantics and the transcendentalists are very plausible. I 
shall consider in my general conclusion his refusal-and that of the 
neohumanists in general-to appeal to Christian theology. 

Perhaps in the end style is Frye's best claim to distinction among 
his fellow neohumanists. Elegant without decadence, subtle in vo
cabulary but vigorous in tone, it has the confidence but not, in the 
main, the distracting vaticinations and tendentiousness of Babbitt's. 
P. E. More's style, at least in his later works, seems more effortless 
but also less memorable and pungent. 

SECTION Two: 
SHERLOCK BRONSON GASS 

S. B. Gass was born in Ohio in 1878, studied at the University of 
Chicago, and came to Nebraska in 1905. He was self-professedly a 
neohumanist and recognized as such in the 1930 manifesto 
Humanism and America. He is recalled by a colleague as "one who 
could question currently fashionable opinion."3 His essays are not 
mere echoes of Frye, but also show the influence of the less 
belligerent, more diffusive humanism of H. B. Alexander. 4 He is 
less vehement in his tone than Frye, and more psychological than 
philosophical in his manner. 

Gass is most clearly Frye'S protege in his first article, "The Intru
sions of Science." This appeared in the first number with Frye's 
piece on classicism and romanticism, and it elaborates several 
themes introduced in that essay. Agreeing that the naturalist and 
the romantic are congeners, he reproaches the arrogance and 
dogmatism of the scientist, who, he argues, is particularly vulnera
ble to the blandishments of romanticism; the scientist has de
veloped no classical sensibility to withstand them. 5 In a very acute 
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analysis, Gass shows how the sciences shade off into the humanities 
as their subjects become increasingly connected with life and hence 
less susceptible to the imposition of strict categories (for example, 
mathematics is more "exact" than biology, which is more so than 
history, which is more so than sociology, and so on) (pp. 67-68). 
Literary scholars, in endeavoring to be scientists, have thus con
ceived a scorn for the "inexact" art of criticism. But the critic, 
argues Gass, understands his own province and is concerned with 
determining the true value and significance of a work. The natu
ralistic scholars make a fuss over the historical circumstances of a 
Hamlet, for example, but to what end unless someone is also pre
pared to delineate the essential value of the play itself (pp. 69-70)? 
Like Frye, Gass thus anticipates in some respects the "New Critics." 
The quasi-scientific procedures employed by literary historians 
have promoted a decline or even desuetude of critical judgment, so 
that the slightest work may be prized, not for any inherent merit, 
but because it is old and thus provides grist for the ever grinding 
mills of the historical scholars. Criticism must understand its pur
pose better and resist the supposedly value-free methods of natu
ralism. 

The influence of Frye also dominates another essay, "Literature 
as a Fine Art."6 Gass sees romanticism as an assertion of the senses 
against the intellect, and develops further Frye's distinctions be
tween literature and the other arts. Literature communicates ideas 
or thoughts; it is essentially intellectual. A picture, on the other 
hand, does not directly convey ideas, for that is the province only of 
language: the same may be said of music, sculpture, architecture; 
hence they appeal especially to the romantic. Of course these arts 
may evoke ideas, and much thought may have entered into their 
execution; that is another matter (pp. 280-82). We must not, he 
continues, acquiesce in the flux of sublunary reality as the 
romanticist-naturalist does. Rather, reason must postulate stable 
prototypes in defiance of the flux, and this it should do even if we 
are not totally convinced of the actual reality of the ideal prototype 
(p. 285). Classic literature must try to apprehend the universal 
ideas and types, but modern, neoromantic trends like imagism are 
quite unsatisfactory; obsessed as they are with particularity, they 
have abandoned the ideational purpose of literature (pp. 287-88). 

One should note two aspects of Gass's thought particularly. For 
developing more relentlessly than Frye the distinctions between 
literature and the other arts, Gass would no doubt be rebuked by a 
number of modern critics. In the face of semiotics and a more 



8 / The New Humanists in Nebraska 

flexible understanding of the meaning of symbols, Gass's distinc
tions seem now too facile and uncompromising. Second, when dis
cussing the imposition of types or ideas on the universal flux, Gass 
occupies a significantly more subjective or psychological position 
than Frye. Frye seems to believe that Plato viewed the Ideas as a 
means of apprehending true reality, and he seems to have shared 
that belief. Gass, on the other hand, tends to see our construction of 
the prototypes as a way of rendering reality intelligible. This is an 
important if complicated difference, the difference between per
ception and projection; but Gass does not indicate explicitly that he 
understands the philosophical distance between him and Frye on 
that matter. It must be conceded, of course, that scholars have not 
agreed on what Plato himself meant by the Ideas: perhaps Gass 
recognized this coil and decided it would be inutile to pursue the 
distinction. 

In "The Comedy of the Arts College" Gass addresses an al
together fresh topic and exhibits a greater independence of 
thought. The arts college had once a high calling, for once "it had 
stood in the midst of the chaos of life, stably anchored in the flux, 
offering to those who came to it that detached, clarified vision and 
perspective to which it itself had attained." But now, in courting 
"the current romantic eccentricity," it has abandoned its tradition
ary concern and assumed "the intense and baffled look of the sub
ject of comedy" (p. 268). Gass believes that students actually expect 
from the arts college some coherent and unified discipline. This 
coherence will also assist the teacher, for he will have a better no
tion when he enters his classroom of the preparation of his students 
and can therefore function more effectively as an instructor. A set 
curriculum, then, provides some order for the student, and at the 
same time allows the teacher to construct his course upon a sound 
foundation. The elective system, however, not only ensures aim
lessness in the curriculum, but compels the professor, like the mer
chant, to survive by attracting customers. It is "a system calculated 
to exercise every human weakness of both instructor and student" 
(p. 274). Gass perceives the liabilities of a fixed curriculum
narrowness, inelasticity, etc.-but regards as worse the chaos inher
ent in the elective system (p. 277). Irving Babbitt had already de
nounced that system as "educational impressionism" in Literature 
and the College (1908), but Gass's criticism is arguably more subtle 
than Babbitt's, and really one of the shrewdest analyses of the elec
tive system. 

Gass's last two major essays, "A Modern Paradox" and "A Liberal 
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Experience," best embody his tentative and psychological ap
proach. These both use narrative and dialogue and were later in
corporated into a curious, philosophical novel, A Lover of the Chair. 
They are the most original of his contributions to the Quarterly, but 
also the least amenable to paraphrase. In both, the elements of 
narrative and dialogue are intrinsic to the theme and impart to the 
pieces a suggestive and hypothetical tone conspicuously different 
from the energy and aggressiveness of Frye. The first essay con
cerns methods of education, and concludes that democracies, to 
survive, must train their majorities to govern themselves. A purely 
vocational education cannot accomplish this, for it appeals chiefly 
to the private, selfish interests-the "needs" they would be called 
today-of the people. A democracy will destroy itself if it becomes 
too narrowly "practical" in its educational policies. At the same 
time, a separate, aristocratic education clashes too sharply with the 
ideals of a democracy. Hence the paradox: an egalitarian society 
must preserve in its educational system an "elitist" element if it is to 
ensure a body of citizens educated in the loftier ideals and pre
pared to sacrifice material benefits for them. In "A Liberal Experi
ence" Gass touches again on the fragmentary nature of modern 
education, and chides liberalism for having at its center no moral 
idea, but only a sympathy for the poor: a virtue, doubtless, but no 
philosophy.7 

Gass's first two essays show the intelligent pupil expounding on 
the favorite themes of his mentor: the liabilities of romanticism, the 
preeminence of the moral idea in literature. The essay on the arts 
college, however, is an impressive defense of a traditional cur
riculum, argued not only on conservative Platonic, but on liberal 
psychological, grounds (a set curriculum truly gives the students 
what they both want and need, and makes for more effective 
teachers as well). But Gass is most innovative in the last two essays, 
which are in effect little dramas or dialogues decorated with 
characters individualized just enough to intrigue us without dis
tracting us from the philosophical issues. These dramatic essays 
work towards an indirect, gentle criticism of liberal 
humanitarianism. Always there is the reluctance to offend, to be 
churlish or uncharitable, to deny the good feelings and genuine 
altruism of the other side; hence the dialogue form, delicate and 
psychological in its nature, is no mere factitious embellishment, but 
an integral part. 

Gass's contributions do at least two things: they build on and 
develop ideas introduced in Frye's series of essays, and they employ 
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a manner better calculated to appeal to the hesitant but open
minded reader. Frye is the more expert writer and possibly the 
more rigorous thinker; yet he pursues a more treacherous path. 
His essays will inspire, excite, and probably sophisticate, those who 
are already receptive to his philosophy. But some will be alienated 
by a sort of testiness of style. It is not altogether fanciful to see in 
Frye the Juvenalian, and in Gass the Horatian, arm of 
neohumanism, Nebraska chapter. 

SECTION THREE: 

PHILO M. BUCK, JR. 

Philo M. Buck, Jr., was Gass's exact contemporary. Born in New 
Jersey in 1877, he was graduated from Ohio Wesleyan and Har
vard, and came to Nebraska in 1910. Presently he became involved 
in administrative work, and in 1926 left to be chairman of the 
Department of Comparative Literature at the University of Wis
consin. Buck was one of the associate editors of the Quarterly, and 
its chief editor during Frye's leave of absence. He wrote many 
essays for it reflecting a neohumanist perspective, and it is arguable 
that these pieces remain his best work. 8 

In "Literature and Anti-Intellectualism" he attacks Bergson, who 
had been lecturing in 1913 at Columbia. Bergsonism is anti
intellectual in its romantic intuitionalism and its belief in ultimate 
reality as movement or pure flux. Such a reality, Buck argues, can 
have no signification, for "the restless, ever-changing flux of life, as 
we perceive it in our emotions or our intuitions, has no more stable 
ground for its truth than our reasoned abstractions" (p. 83). Im
bued with the modern repudiation of reason and intellect, natu
ralism has persuaded us that we can have no definitive ethical 
standards. All that remains for us, then, is emotional value: "Hence 
the ruck of pictures, poems, and stories dealing with idiots, pau
pers, monsters, misfits generally, in bizarre, demoralizing, or de
humanising situations. Emotional significance is the only test the 
[romantic] school can find, and to realise it art and literature must 
seek the lives of those who defy humanity and the human tradi
tion" (p. 89).9 Buck's point is that the Bergsonian anti-intellectual 
and the scientist or naturalist conciliate too eagerly the ethical neu
trality of the physical world. Regardless of whether moral order 
can be demonstrated to be "in nature" or not, man has a natural 
craving for it that must be satisfied. The purpose of art is to de-
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lineate the distinctively human qualities such as "character, reason, 
ideals, morals." These, "though we may look in vain for them in the 
flux, though they may be conventions or more or less inadequate 
generalisations, must not be regarded as a flippancy, an irrele
vancy, a cosmic jest. And it is with these human things that art and 
literature have to do" (p. 92). Buck is closer to Gass than to Frye in 
affirming only tentatively the absolute existence of moral ideas. 
Indeed, he sometimes seems to lapse into what Frye or Babbitt 
would have denigrated as modernist subjectivism and to admit that 
we impose our own "absolutes" on the universal chaos. But even at 
such moments he urges that we respect such impositions because 
they are intrinsically and imperatively human. 

Buck's other major essays are dialogues, a form which he adopts, 
like Gass, to give his views dramatic appeal and resilience. In 
"Curbs" he accuses the vers librists of discarding all tradition and 
pandering to the worst in modern thought: the slipshod, the facile. 
Though they claim to be egalitarian, they are in fact aristocratic, 
and none indeed more so than Whitman, strutting in his most 
unplebeian white suit. In abandoning all rules or curbs, they are 
sequestering themselves from humanity and the authentic life of 
the humane tradition and seeking solace in subjectivism and ir
rationalism: "Pretty soon someone will advocate an abandonment 
of language, and insist that true poetry consists in the rhythm of 
gestures and facial expression" (p. 202). It is evident that this asper
sion of free verse-an assault, by the way, not merely academic but 
fortified by some practicing poets like Frost-grows naturally out 
of the suppositions of his earlier article. Indeed, though he never 
quotes it, Buck seems to be arguing Burke's famous aphorism, "Art 
is man's nature"-far from being false to nature, we are being true 
to ourselves when we construct order (societies, moral systems, 
symbols) around us. Despite the naturalist skepticism of a moral 
design intrinsic to nature, man has a natural need for such a pat
tern, and art must answer that need. 

Two of Buck's most inventive essays concern education. "Mag
nacum Confusione" laments the chaotic college curricula, affirms 
the utility of classical education in the democratic state, and argues 
that while progressive educators may oppose the hidebound tradi
tionalism of a classical education, they call at the same time for such 
state supervision and control as may foster a tyrannical and nar
rowly utilitarian pedagogy. 

In "Puero Reverentia" Buck dramatizes with wit and sensitivity 
two fundamental and probably antithetical attitudes towards ele-
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mentary education. We are shown on the one hand the zealous 
proponents of the Montessori method, for whom the child is a free 
soul to be joyously educated in all its spontaneity and innocence. 
On the other hand, we have those who advocate discipline and 
direction to overcome the natural debilities of childhood: "Do we 
think that deep in the hidden recesses of the child's soul lies hid the 
germ that shall one day blossom out in multiplication tables and 
trigonometric formulae? Is the love of grammatical forms and 
graphs innate and imbedded in a child's nature? Can we call out the 
resolute will to face stern duty by morning romps over castles of 
cardboard?" (p. 178). True, we must sometimes have the sugar
coated pill, but some pedagogues confound the sugar with the 
substance. Through the dialogue form, Buck tolerantly but face
tiously dramatizes the essential incompatibility of these two at
titudes: attitudes between which the pendulum of pedagogical 
fashion still swings regularly if in ever widening arcs. The weakest 
claim of the apologists of Montessori, he contends, is that it is 
universally applicable and can be extended into the upper reaches 
of education: "There comes a time, and that earlier than most of us 
suspect, when the child must turn inward as well as outward. The 
baby is probably right in regarding itself as the centre of the uni
verse, but age should learn better" (pp. 185-86). 

In "Americanism" he criticizes "the amazing ease with which we 
change our opinions and our parties, tinker with our constitutions, 
make and unmake laws, and regard with ill-concealed contempt all 
the government machinery and laws we have set up as mere ex
periments whose worth is only to be measured by their immediate 
results" (p. 259). Like Frye, he uses Plato to censure the extremities, 
vacillations, and hypocrisies of the democratic system. 

Buck, then, is a neohumanist in his preference for order over 
flux, his skeptical view of the pretensions of naturalism and pro
gressive education, his concern that literature remain true to the 
values traditionally attached to humanism. And as the last essay 
illustrates, his conservatism, like all good conservatism, promul
gates no obdurate adherence to the status quo. While he never 
attacks democracy in itself, he is alert to its opacities and en
thusiasms, and swings willingly the hammer of the iconoclast. lo 

Buck's essays serve much the same function as Gass's: he develops 
Frye's ideas, applies them to matters ignored by Frye, and employs 
a more ingratiating and tentative manner. Finally, it is interesting 
to note that just as Gass's most useful contribution to neohumanist 
thought is his critique of the university elective system, so Buck's is 
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his good-natured but penetrating analysis of the limitations and 
doubtful assumptions of Montessori. 

SECTION FOUR: 

HARTLEY BURR ALEXANDER 

H. B. Alexander, like Buck an associate editor of the Quarterly, was 
a regular contributor and one of the best known nationally of the 
Nebraska humanists. A native of Lincoln born in 1873, he studied 
at Nebraska and Columbia, then returned to the Department of 
Philosophy at Nebraska. Without becoming a dilettante, he pur
sued an astonishing range of interests, publishing widely in the 
areas of lexicography, aesthetics, philosophy, folklore, mythology, 
and political theory. He was an active humanitarian and a practic
ing poet. In 1925 he lectured at the Sorbonne on the American 
Indian. In addition, he was much interested in architecture, sup
plying the inscriptions and contributing to the symbolism of the 
Nebraska State Capitol and other public buildingsY His pieces in 
the Quarterly show him to be a resolute humanist, but markedly 
different from Frye, Cass, and Buck. 

The differences are clearly established in his first essay, "The 
Socratic Bergson," where he quite disagrees with Buck's denigra
tion of that philosopher. Instead, he includes Bergson within the 
humanist tradition along with Socrates, Augustine, Descartes, and 
Kant; each "sought to know first of all his own soul." In addition, 
they were all concerned with moral knowledge as it pertained to 
conduct, "knowledge that joins to action"; this is the only truly 
humanistic sort (p. 33). He chiefly admires Bergson for refraining 
from abstract and dialectical thought, a virtue allegedly shared by 
Alexander's other favorite thinkers. Mental gymnastics can doubt
less be good exercise, "but it is Cod alone who can always geome
trise. For mere mortals the urgency of conduct is fundamental in 
life ... ethics is the essential science; ontology and logic are 
luxuries of the fortunate" (p. 34).12 Like Frye and the others, he 
often appeals to Platonism, but in his discussions he commonly 
emphasizes Socrates the teacher rather than his brilliant but more 
systematic pupil. This bias preponderates in all of Alexander's 
works: a strong distrust of overconceptualizing and excessive 
analysis. In his magnum opus, for example, God and Man's Destiny, 
he takes up the personhood of the Deity and the existential drama 
of Christianity, deliberately ignoring, almost contemning, its 
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dogma and theology. Alexander thought naturally in architectural 
symbols, and in the present essay he offers as an example of ram
pant schematizing the Mormon Temple at Salt Lake: 

the most horrible monument I have ever beheld .... it is built with deadly symmetry 
of line and angle, every joint conspicuous and every unity in relief,-exactly as a 
child might build with blocks; and what makes it so horrible is just that it is infantile 
in conception and monstrous in size ... we get from it the very shiver which the 
deeds of the Cyclopes gave the Greeks. [Po 41],3 

He esteems in Bergson, then, precisely those qualities repugnant to 
a Frye or Buck. Bergson, for Alexander, is not anti-intellectual. His 
intuitionalism is a proper, humanist recognition of the limits of 
rationalism. His stress on movement is not a pusillanimous conces
sion to the flux but a sign of his realism and a "studied protest 
against the artifice and inconsequence of our mental legerdemain" 
(p. 42). 

Alexander's disagreement with the neohumanists is even sharper 
in " 'Laokoon' and the Prior Question." There he examines recent 
aesthetic theories of poetry, including Babbitt's New Laokoon, and 
discerns in them all the sin of overdichotomizing. Babbitt, he says, 
claims to be both a classicist and a humanist, and he argues for 
restraint, the inner check, concentration of the will, etc. On the 
other hand, H. N. Fairchild, another humanist, palpably espouses 
romantic notions, and admires in poetry such qualities as self
projection and self-realization. And yet, Alexander argues, the 
"prior humanistic maxim, 'Know thyself,' " supports the conten
tions of both Babbitt and Fairchild. Moreover, these apparently op
posed critics drive toward similar humanist conclusions. For Bab
bitt (and using Babbitt's own words), the "mediation between the 
One and the Many ... is the highest wisdom of life"; for Fairchild 
(again using his own words), the true value of poetry lies in the 
"feeling of unity attained and continuity of experience empha
sised." Alexander finds in these statements a difference that is 
"verbal rather than speculative" (p. 347). He concludes that the 
neohumanist opposition between classical and romantic disposi
tions is inutile: "The sharp antithesis of sense and intellect, feeling 
and will, imagination and reason, we must reject as inherently false, 
and conducive only to hypostatical idols and epithetical combats" 
(p. 355). 

These dichotomies at bottom, he maintains, merely contrast the 
particular with the general, or the changing with the changeless. 
The dialectical terms classic and romantic refer to attitudes toward 
experience and methods of presenting impressions drawn from 
nature, and he agrees with Frye that, mutatis mutandis, they are 
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perennial. But neither method, approaching experience from the 
general or the particular, can justly claim to be the true source of all 
wisdom. And if what is called romanticism can degenerate into the 
egotistic and subjective, classicism can become superficial and rigid 
(pp. 355-56). A true humanist, Alexander believes, will not feel 
threatened by the new areas excavated by modern thought. The 
neohumanists "are too often men made timid by possessions, fear
ful of venturing the new lest they cease to prize what they already 
have"; they are too eager to reduce romanticism to arrogance or 
lunacy (pp. 356-57). " 'Laokoon' and the Prior Question" is thus a 
superb complement and contrast to Frye's fundamental essay on 
the terms classic and romantic. Frye is the pugilist, alert to differ
ences and keen to draw lines; Alexander is the moderator, sensible 
of the similarities among humanists and zealous for the common 
ground: the fundamental or "prior" question, Do I understand 
myself? From Frye's perspective Alexander is something of a 
monist, though Alexander himself would probably have denied 
that epithet. 

Alexander's other essays, though less substantial, are consistent 
with the humanism displayed in the first two. In "Music and 
Poetry" he is less critical of nineteenth-century romanticism than 
the neohumanists: at least it was willing, despite its faults, "to dare 
all things" (p. 143). In "The Philosophy of Tragedy" he defines 
Aristotelian catharsis as the production in the audience of "some
thing of a broader understanding of life, something of the divine 
compassion for all things human"-an interpretation of the term 
by now sufficiently orthodox, but first promoted by theorists in
clined toward romanticism. 14 In "Enemy Language" he takes up a 
question glanced at by Gass and Buck: What are the social and 
political values, in a democracy, of foreign language study? Al
though America may be truly styled the great melting pot, Alexan
der prefers variety to uniformity. We cannot expect every citizen to 
be "melted down to the hue of the Revolutionary Anglo-Saxon." 
We should encourage the immigrants to bring with them the best 
from their traditions, and the best is usually formulated in the best 
literature. "Traditions are not made in a day, and traditions which 
are ideals purified out of centuries of experience are treasures not 
to be disregarded" (p. 109). There is no doubt he would applaud 
the current emphasis on polylingualism in education. 

Alexander is thus a very different species of humanist from those 
we have been considering. He challenges their classic-romantic 
dichotomies; he is not so distressed by the sublunary flux-indeed 
sometimes he delights in it-or by the audacities of naturalism. His 



16 / The New Humanists in Nebraska 

Platonism, with its characteristically Socratic bent, does not bring 
with it the familiar, neohumanist distrust of democracy; and his 
admiration of Bergson certainly sets him apart. 15 His criticism of 
the "melting pot" theory of cultural assimilation-a criticism com
mon enough nowadays-was unusual at the time, and at odds with 
the neohumanist bias towards uniformitarianism. Through his es
says in general there circulates a freer and less fervid air than that 
to be sniffed among the neohumanists. The grinding of axes is less 
obtrusive. An advocate of the "prior maxim," he is conciliatory in 
tone. One admires, finally, the balance he achieved in his own 
career between the active and the contemplative life. 16 

Yet there are weaknesses allied to these virtues, of which the 
greatest is imprecision and nebulosity. If Socrates, Descartes, Kant, 
and Bergson are all humanists because they are great truth-seekers 
occupied with what is essentially human, it is difficult to imagine 
any thinker of stature who might be excluded from this tradition. 
Indeed, to denominate it a tradition in the first place is otiose, for it 
wants uniqueness. On what grounds, for example, does a foe of 
systematizing like Alexander choose to include Descartes in his 
pantheon? Then, too, there is a kind of quiet optimism winding 
through his essays which contrasts with the darker premonitions of 
the neohumanists and which, depending on one's view, is either 
healthy or complacent. Indeed, it all depends on one's view 
whether Alexander be considered tolerant, open-minded, and re
silient, or, at times at least, fuzzy and sentimental, with an aptitude, 
quite absent in the likes of Frye, to lapse into trite passages of 
"moral uplift." Is his contempt for analytics and dialectics a sign of 
philosophical emancipation or, rather, symptomatic of a refusal to 
think and discriminate precisely? Is he, in fine, a complex, 
category-defying sage like Samuel Johnson, or a more talented but 
intellectually befuddled second-rate dilettante like Elbert Hub
bard? No doubt he is somewhere in between; and in any event, he is 
the only one of the Nebraska humanists who represents that more 
relaxed and diffusive sort of humanism to which the majority of 
academics in the twentieth century have probably subscribed. 

SECTION FIVE: 

LOUISE POUND 

Like Alexander, Louise Pound was a native of Lincoln, born a year 
before him in 1872. She studied at Nebraska and the University of 



The Nebraska Humanists / 17 

Heidelberg, then returned to Nebraska to produce over two 
hundred articles and books on linguistics and folklore. Her four 
pieces in the Quarterly are fine examples of her earlier work, and 
the best two, on ballads, reflect strongly her interests at this time. In 
1915, for example, she published a monograph, Folk-song of Ne
braska and the Central West, to be followed by Poetic Origins and the 
Ballad (1921) and a collection, American Ballads and Songs (1922). All 
four of the Quarterly essays are neohumanist in outlook. 

In her first, "The Literary Interregnum," she attempts to explain 
the present dearth of talented writers by arguing that this is a 
transitional period in which the old material has been worn out and 
the new not yet developed. There will, inexorably, be new 
thoughts, needs, and so forth, but the odds for poetry are not good. 
The public demand is for prose, and so to prose, she correctly 
predicts, the ablest writers will repair. Again correctly, she foresees 
for poetry "the rhymeless lyric verse" and the general abandon
ment of conventional poetic diction. Finally, she agrees explicitly 
with Babbitt that, having endured a centrifugal period during 
which artists were enticed with eldritch and eccentric themes, we 
may now anticipate a counter, centripetal movement "in the direc
tion of centralisation, instead of miscellaneous expansion" (p. 81). 

Her next essay, "Emerson as a Romanticist," shows even more 
strongly the influence of Babbitt and, probably, Frye. In Frye's vein 
she sees Emerson, like Whitman, as an exponent of the Roussellian 
culte de moi; far from being a democrat, he was unsocial and a snob 
to boot. The Victorians may have profited from his advice to leave 
books and rely on intuition, but "to the modern reader, in reaction 
from individualism, Arnold seems the wiser guide. The mediocre 
must not be encouraged to trust themselves too confidently, re
jecting the help which may come from culture" (p. 190). Also, 
Emerson's benevolism and optimism now seem pathetically dated. 
Emerson, for Pound, is the chief American adherent of that Euro
pean romanticism castigated by Frye, and she concludes her piece 
by contrasting the emotionalism and self-consciousness of the 
nineteenth-century poets with the superior detachment and imper
sonality of the great writers, such as Homer, Chaucer, and Shake
speare (p. 194). 

Her last two essays are more typical of her later work. In "New
World Analogues of the English and Scottish Popular Ballads" she 
challenges two prevailing theories respecting the evolution of En
glish popular ballads in the Old and New World: first, that those 
ballads originated communally; and second, that the period of bal-
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lad making is over. Her evidence and train of logic defy brief 
summary. She argues, basically, that poems of clear communal ori
gin are deficient in facture, style, imagery, whereas the well
constructed ballads point to a single, educated author (for example, 
the songs of Stephen Foster are apt to endure much longer than 
the "inconsequent creations emerging from the 'communal impro
visation' of the negroes themselves" [po 178n]). Moreover, the fac
titious ballads are usually about the upper classes, while authentic 
people's ballads are about themselves, and are artistically inferior. 
Popular literature that has stood the test of time shows certain 
signs, if not always of genius, at least of professionalism. She con
cludes that the best western American folk songs "are not those 
which are the work of uneducated people of the Middle West or 
the South, in spontaneous collaboration," but are the performance 
of individuals, or adaptations from English and Scottish works, 
themselves produced by individuals. She also argues that the mak
ing of ballads is by no means over. However, communal theories of 
origins "have emerged from and ... belong to a period which 
deliberately preferred the vague and the mystical, for all problems 
of literary and linguistic history," and hence those theories are "out 
of key in a distinctly anti-romantic period like our own .... Perhaps 
when the cloud of romanticism overhanging it has vanished utterly, 
we may again come to look on balladry as did the cultivated world in 
the days of humanism" (p. 187). 

"Ballads and the Illiterate" gives further arguments and exam
ples to fortify her thesis that unlettered compositions are in fact 
rudimentary, and that the theory of "minstrel authorship" is far 
more persuasive than the communal theory (pp. 284-85). 
Moreover, earlier versions of ballads are commonly superior to the 
later, and exhibit unmistakable signs of artistry (pp. 287-88). "The 
songs which impress the folk and find vitality among them are not 
the uninteresting and nearly negligible kind of thing which they 
are able to produce themselves" (p. 286). 

With the possible exception of Alexander, Pound is more in
terested in popular literature and linguistics than the other Ne
braska humanists. There is a notable freshness in both her style and 
her choice of topics, especially in the last two essays. But her values 
and attitudes are much closer to those of the neohumanists than to 
Alexander's. The influence of Babbitt and Frye is quite apparent. 
Like them, she is tired of the romantic chaos and looks forward to a 
period of discipline and concentration; like them, she finds little 
inspiring in the Emerson-Whitman side of the American tradition, 
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preferring the more conservative Matthew Arnold. Her essays on 
ballads, it should be noted, have a particularly antiromantic cast. A 
pioneer in the scholarly study of popular literature, she is not 
seduced, like some who have followed her, into sentimental cant 
about "people's literature." Genuinely admiring the good old bal
lads, she pays them the honor of believing that they were prod uced 
by talented individuals and did not erupt mysteriously out of some 
amorphous and chthonic imagination. She is always determined to 
discriminate the good from the mediocre or bad, and never per
mits these distinctions to be obscured by the glamour of egalitarian 
aesthetics. 17 In fine, she understands that superior works of art, 
whether in the popular field or not, are exertions of the individual 
will, organizing into significant patterns the flux of existence. In 
this she is one with the other neohumanists, and her theories have 
been largely favored by supervening scholarship. IS 

SECTION SIX: 

W. G. LANGWORTHY TAYLOR 

Because Taylor was in the Department of Economics and Political 
Science, it may seem odd to consider him a humanist. However, he 
explicitly identified himself with conservatism 19 and wrote on 
humanistic subjects as well as those within his competence profes
sionally. He is the oldest of the academics surveyed here, having 
been born in 1859 in New York City. He was educated at Harvard, 
studied in Paris and the University of Leipzig, and joined the Uni
versity of Nebraska in 1893. Though he became professor emeritus 
in 1911 (at fifty-two), he continued to be very industrious, pub
lishing his most important book, The Credit System, in 1913. Shortly 
after his major articles appeared in the Quarterly, he became a most 
voluble proponent of Woodrow Wilson's war policies and an 
acidulous critic of those of his colleagues allegedly tainted by 
pacifism or socialism. 20 His two most interesting contributions to 
the Quarterly are long dialogues featuring, as a persona or spokes
man, "the Man from the Moon." In the old, theological astronomy 
all things above the moon were held to be permanent, and all 
things below (sublunary) were suqject to the flux. I have already 
noted how strongly the neohumanists detested the flux and its 
apparent apologists (for example, Bergson). It is therefore appro
priate that Taylor's persona should be a denizen of the moon, for 
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as such he exhibits a perspective akin to that of the eighteenth
century "spectator": detached, self-possessed, sometimes ironic. 

The philosophical dialogue, as a genre, is quite versatile, and 
certainly Taylor's dialogues could not be more different from those 
of Gass and Buck. He does not, like them, exploit the form to 
illuminate the intellectual and psychological complexity of the issue 
under consideration; his tone is not, like theirs, tentative; there is 
no compassionate survey of both sides while, Horatian-like, gently 
drawing the reader to the better one. On the contrary, Taylor's 
style is by comparison peppery, crisp, wittily assertive. The 
dialogues of Buck and Gass draw their force from their probing of 
subtleties and nuances of disputation and personality; despite their 
authors' dislike of romanticism, the essays themselves seem curi
ously romantic, even Keatsian, in their protean and resilient form. 
Taylor, on the other hand, is hard, opinionative, sometimes abra
sive. He is, au fond, a satirist who in tone and technique is some
where between Addison and Aristophanes, though to be sure on a 
lower plane than both. 

The first essay is entitled "The Man from the Moon, a J efferso
nian, and a Socialist." Despite his individualism, Jefferson has been 
momentarily entranced by socialism and its apparent concern for 
the commonality. But the man from the moon, attempting to exor
cise this fascination, argues that capitalists indeed contribute to the 
welfare of the state and manage economic affairs with infinitely 
more sagaciousness than any state bureaucracy might do. State 
socialism, he believes, cannot pay its own way, and such forms as we 
have of it depend in reality on private enterprise. Further, there is 
no reason to imagine that the state would be a more benevolent 
employer than the capitalist, or that there would be no strikes in 
such a scheme: "the abuse of the convict in the chain gang gives 
some idea what is in store for the government employee who hap
pens to belong to a political minority or to some department of 
production or class of the population which is not in favour" (p. 
302). The general public is persuaded by newspapers, professors, 
and politicians always to' side with the workman, but we should 
rather admire the captain of industry, who must needs "extract a 
social service from a horde of half-savage anthropoids, eager to 
murder or dynamite upon an artful suggestion applied to their 
unresisting, inflammable nerves." We should respect those em
ployers who daily risk their lives facing down mobs and bearing 
"the brunt of an unsympathetic public opinion, worked by yellow 
journalism" (p. 302). After all, it is necessary that somebody organize 
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labor, and there is much evidence to show that capitalists are more 
interested in the permanent betterment of the people as a whole, 
even while they work for their own interests, than are the trade 
unions or government bureaucracies. 

The subject is then shifted to foreign affairs, and Jefferson 
proudly if tritely proclaims that he is in favor of Mexico for the 
Mexicans. But the Moon Man responds that the "white man is on 
trial. Can he carry his burden? He cannot evade it. Having worked 
out, in a measure, the problem of justice and spiritual uprightness 
at home, he must not be indifferent to the needs of the rest of the 
world. He cannot shut himself off from extra-territorial mankind. 
He cannot meekly let them dispel him. He must conquer, but like a 
crusader" (p. 306). Jefferson asks if he believes in war, to which he 
replies that the word believe is inappropriate. He faces reality. 
Idealists pronounce war an anachronism, but wars are more fre
quent than ever. Thus we must make the best of it: our soldiers are 
not only more up-to-date, but more humane, than those of the 
barbarous countries, and can set a good example for them. In 
dealing with the tropical races especially, "the white soldier exerts, 
on the whole, an elevating influence .... the white conquerer is little 
disposed to excesses. The brown man knows no self-restraint toward 
the vanquished. Moreover, the white man is rich enough to reward 
as well as strong enough to punish. Paternal treatment calls for both 
methods" (pp. 308-9). 

The cast of the second dialogue is "The Man from the Moon, an 
American Citizen, a Bull-mooser, and a Suffragette." The Bull 
Mooser of course attacks capitalists as robbers, and the moon man 
defends them; he also defends parliamentary or representative 
government over populism, and the short ballot (less demanding of 
the typical citizen) over the long one. In the most developed sec
tion, he chides a suffragette. He warns her not to eradicate the 
proverbial, golden-egg-laying goose. Many laws protect women-in 
the factory, in domestic life, and so forth. What, in the name of 
pure equality, will become of these prerogatives? Moreover, he 
notes a deterioration of marriage and the family for which "the 
spirit of suffragism is largely responsible" (p. 165). Well, he later 
concedes, perhaps he is overestimating the effect of female suf
frage: if the "poor dears" want it, let them have it. But, he warns, 
"men think there is rampant a disposition to ask for everything, 
giving nothing in return. Women will be more than ever, under 
suffrage, exposed to the vicissitudes of competition" (pp. 166-67). 

He then jocosely inquires how much wages the housewife should 
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receive; and the suffragette, more conventional than some of her 
present-day sisters, agrees that the very suggestion is absurd, 
though of course she argues for just pay for true work. The moon 
man concludes on a philosophical note. There is rampant in the 
land, he observes, the notion that the individual is everything and 
should not be expected to accommodate himself to his surround
ings. In other words, the world owes him a living, and if it does not 
afford him the living he wants, he will revenge himself on it. But, 
says the moon man, this is the argument of the "Apache" or the 
adherent of the IWW who deludes himself into thinking "that cap
ital has been robbed from the poor, not created by the capitalist. 
Hence he proposes to destroy capital by violating his solemn word, 
as understood in every contract of service, to respect his employer'S 
property. The ends justify the means." To this pernicious view
point the feminist movement shows signs of succumbing. He con
cludes: 

Prosperity destroys your world and calls for a new infusion of religion, as erstwhile, in 
the time of the Nazarene. But the readjustment is likely to be unpleasant; it certainly 
has in store some surprises .... I start for the moon this instant else I shall be drawn 
into the campaign of suffretage and sabotage on earth. [Po 169] 

Taylor'S other essays, which are not dialogues, express views 
congenial with these. There is consequently no reason to doubt that 
the man in the moon is Taylor'S own persona. Otherwise, so ex
travagant are some of his opinions, and so provocative some of his 
rhetoric, that one might be tempted to argue that the persona, like 
the projector in Swift's "Modest Proposal," is to be taken ironically: 
that is, that Taylor himself is perhaps clandestinely a liberal ridi
culing the troglodytic views of the right wing. But even taken 
straight the essays are quite entertaining and display a zest and 
humor uncharacteristic of the Quarterly. Although the man in the 
moon sometimes calls himself a progressive,21 he obviously adheres 
to conservative positions. He is critical of trade unions, socialism, 
egalitarianism, egotistic individualism, and he favors capitalism, 
private property, enlightened colonialism, traditional concepts of 
society and the family. But although we are to take the persona 
seriously, we are not on that account to overlook its use of irony 
and deliberate exaggeration. Taylor'S attitude toward the socialists, 
internationalists, wobblies, and suffragettes is similar to that of 
Aristophanes, in The Clouds, toward Socrates, Sophists, the physical 
philosophers: it is a mixture of authentic disapproval and inten
tional hyperbole. Like Aristophanes and that whole tribe of 
satirists, Taylor knew that outrageous assertion is one of the best 
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means of ridiculing and enraging an opposition deficient in humor 
but not in self-importance. In the political and economic nature of 
his subjects, as in the facetiousness of his style and tone, he is a 
refreshing complement to the other more philosophical and liter
ary Nebraska humanists. 



2. Major Themes and 
Other Writers in the 
Mid-West Quarterly 

SECTION ONE: PHILOSOPHY, 
AESTHETICS, LITERARY CRITICISM 

T HE SIX SCHOLARS surveyed in Chapter 1 exerted the greatest 
influence on the tone and slant of the Quarterly, and they were the 
most noteworthy of the Nebraska humanists at that time. But to get 
a complete notion of the subjects and themes stressed in the jour
nal, it is necessary to examine some intelligent articles by less pro
lific Nebraskans and non-Nebraskans. 

E. Benjamin Andrews was sometime professor of philosophy, 
political science, homiletics, and history. As an educator and a con
troversial chancellor of the University of Nebraska, he won a na
tional reputation. But he had retired and was quite elderly when he 
wrote for the Quarterly, and his humanism strikes one, after reading 
Frye or Alexander, as somewhat unsophisticated. An article on 
Greek nationalism is representative of his thought. Had Greece
instead of Rome-unified herself, he argues, and prevailed over 
the future of the West, we would now enjoy a civilization "domi
nated by mind and not by brawn." This hypothesis is perhaps 
plausible, but hardly substantial enough to support such an elabo
rate thesis as Andrews constructs. He ends, too, on a highly 
theoretical and optimistic note, urging us, surrounded as we are by 
"matter, crass, dull stuff," to "ram it full of mind" (p. 314). In "The 
Renaissance" there is a similar optimism. He disparages the 
medieval period as intellectually barren and devoid of genius: The 
Canterbury Tales is in the main "a simple reproduction of Boccaccio's 
Decameron"; Petrarch is more advanced than Dante in his 
humanism (pp. 141-42). In the Renaissance, he concludes, "all 
Western humanity ... started up to put away childish things. 

24 
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Not in a day, not in a century, was the old-time narrowness, crudity, 
heathenism of religious thinking to pass away. Alas, it lingers still. 
The mills of God grind slowly. But every moment since the Renais
sance it has felt and been realizing its doom" (pp. ISO, 155). 
Perhaps his most developed piece concerns "Art and Character," 
where he argues that art improves us morally (p. 240). The truth of 
the "moral theory of beauty," although not demonstrable 
mathematically, can be apprehended intuitively. The aesthetic 
sense is not altogether to be identified with the moral sense, but it is 
similar and should be cultivated. Appealing to Plato, he urges that 
our love of physical beauty should lead to love of spiritual beauty; 
but his discussion acquires a decidedly romantic and W ordsworth
ian tone: there are "sermons in stones and brooks and flowers and 
hills, which we have no more right to ignore than we have to stop 
our ears before a prophet of God" (p. 246). He believes that coun
try folk are on the whole morally superior to city folk because of 
their aesthetically preferable environment (p. 247), and though he 
admits that our civilization somewhat resembles that of Rome just 
before its fall, he ends, as in his other essays, hopefully: we have 
hardly yet begun to apply the "art power and the consequent moral 
power of our education," and if we begin to do this, we may hope 
for the best (p. 250). 

Andrews is clearly a humanist in his use of Greek culture and 
Platonism as a standard, and in his belief in the connection be
tween ethics and aesthetics. Yet the greater sophistication of Frye 
or Gass, for example, in their analysis of the ethical elements in art 
is most apparent. Andrews's facile depreciation of the middle ages, 
his confidence in the future-these are attitudes quite uncharac
teristic of neohumanism. Writing at the end of his life, Andrews 
could look back upon a career full of signal achievements, and his 
essays, sometimes pensive, sometimes optimistic, lack those acidul
ous aspersions of materialism, modernism, and democracy so fre
quent in Babbitt, More, and Frye. The essays have the idealism and 
eloquence of age, but are tinged or tainted by superficiality, senti
mentality, and complacency. This mellowness, to characterize it 
generously, is very different from the brittle and strident style 
sometimes employed by the younger humanists; yet they were un
derstandably more sensitive than he to those dislocations-whose 
preliminary tremors they had already detected-of the twentieth 
century. Of all the younger humanists, H. P. Alexander is most like 
him, though much more in touch with current thought; and it is 
only just to record that it was Andrews who as chancellor appointed 
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the outspoken Alexander to the Philosophy Department over the 
strong protestations of its chairman. 1 

There are no religious essays in the Quarterly, although two 
pieces by Hutton Webster, the first professor of anthropology at 
Nebraska, concern the philosophy of religion. In "Savage 
Spiritualism" Webster undertakes a very tolerant analysis of 
psychic phenomena in primitive societies; he is aware of the inves
tigations of the Society for Psychical Research, and while he places 
weight on the psychological explanations of these phenomena, he 
leaves open the possibility of supernatural intervention. In "New
man on the Development of Christian Doctrine" he traces the an
tecedents of Newman's theory in Petarius, de Maistre, and so forth, 
and compares Newman's procedure in his sphere 'with that of Dar
win and Spencer in theirs. On the whole, Webster is more conser
vative than Newman, whose Essay on the Development of Christian 
Doctrine contains "from the point of orthodoxy ... dangerous con
clusions." What most distresses him is that Newman's theories ex
pose the Catholic church itself to the flux of sublunary life. What 
the Christian believes now may be but a phase, and the "impregna
ble rock" of Christianity might years hence look very different. 
Hence Newman's own doctrine takes the first perilous step toward 
"rationalism and liberalism" (p. 25). Webster is the only Quarterly 
writer to take an overtly favorable view of orthodox Christianity, 
but his fundamental theme is philosophical and typically 
neohumanist: distrust of the flux. 2 

The essays on aesthetics and criticism show the influence, but not 
always the particular opinions, of Frye, Buck, and Gass. "Movie 
Democracy" by Lewis Worthington Smith (Drake) is representative. 
Smith attacks impressionism in poetry, since that school manifestly 
disdains human concerns and values. He laments a general disinte
gration and "feminization" of the arts, and arraigns vers libre as a 
symptom of that process (pp. 337-39). He takes the motion pic
tures as characteristic of modern art and its effect on life: "shifting, 
uncertain, aimless, indecisive, [modern art] presents a series of 
kaleidoscopic impressions passing over us as vainly as the shadow 
of the villain across the screen at the theatre. Slipping from movie 
to movie is an easy sort of self-indulgence, as any student of the city 
streets knows, and the impulses so engendered are certainly im
pulses of disintegration" (p. 339). Romanticism and democracy 
cooperate, sometimes, in fortifying selfish, individual obsessions. 
Smith is not antidemocratic, but believes that in a democracy it is 
especially essential "that each man should search, not for anything 
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'through which he can most surely be himself,' but for that form of 
expression and that way of living that most happily relates him to 
his fellows" (p. 343). The values of the Anglo-Saxon culture, par
ticularly its "active and constructive" insistence on personal liberty 
and the "higher faculties," are preeminently important in Ameri
can society. These values should be reinforced by healthy art, lest 
we become "a conglomerate without homogeneity" (p. 345). 

The other Quarterly critics, various and lively, nevertheless share 
Smith's neohumanism. For example, Margaret Lynn (University of 
Kansas) deplores the narrowness and provincialism of our native 
literature by comparison with the European: its superficial op
timism, lack of sophistication and a tragic sense of life. F. B. 
Kugelman attacks Shaw's relativistic humanism. Hardin Craig 
contends that the philosophies of a Carlyle or a Nietzsche are now 
superannuated: "It is no doubt a splendid thing to make one's way 
in the primeval forest with the bright efficiency of the timber wolf: 
but after all, our teeth are not equal to it, and we are subject to 
rheumatism" (p. 166). Robert Shafer, a staunch neohumanist later 
to be quite a force in the movement, regards both archaeology and 
naturalism as heirs of romanticism in their emphasis on the flux 
and the ephemeral. Like Samuel Johnson and the old humanist 
critics, he argues that great literature is "the expression of the thing 
that everybody has believed or felt." T. K. Whipple attacks spine
less, impressionistic criticism and promotes Arnold as a model
who, however, is now disparaged by moderns because he tried to 
"get definite results" in his criticism.3 

Although many of the essays are broadly theoretical, Bert Emsley 
(University of Wisconsin) shows in his "Poetry of William Vaughn 
Moody" how neohumanist principles can be applied to a specific 
figure. Regionalism has appealed to many American critics, but not 
to Emsley, for whom it is part of the flux. Consequently he does not 
censure Moody for his antiregionalism: indeed, "there could be 
little in the country home to hold a man of Moody's highly culti
vated tastes" (p. 224). Moody's predecessors were Lowell and 
Longfellow, embodiments, like him, of transplanted European 
culture. Emsley admires these writers, but wistfully (and correctly) 
predicts that these poets will probably give way eventually in our 
schools to "native writers like Mark Twain and Whitman ... undis
tinguished in style but genuinely American in inspiration." Gener
ally, Emsley is suspicious of sentimentalism and prefers poems on 
universal themes. Like Louise Pound and Margaret Lynn, he is 
indifferent toward "nativists" like Whitman, but he recognizes that 
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he is probably on the losing side in aesthetics. In pedagogy, too, he 
prefers-but senses that it is a futile preference-the classical ideal. 
"And even in education the native school is already getting the lead 
by shifting the emphasis in liberal studies toward history, politics, 
sociology, and modern literature, as far away as possible from 'the 
glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome' " (p. 229). 

In the main, then, the critics of the Quarterly are neohumanist in 
bent. The Emersons and Whitmans are not, they believe, what the 
twentieth-century American needs. Disposed as he is by nature 
toward lawlessness and provinciality, the modern American re
quires the conservative balance found in the more mature Euro
pean literature and its American transplants. More Arnolds, not 
more Whitmans, are to be desired. The Quarterly critics are firm in 
their defense of western, and specifically Anglo-Saxon, cultural 
values; and some of them foresee-but only to reject-the now 
fashionable praise of pluralism and the concomitant loathing of 
anything even remotely "chauvinistic." 

SECTION Two: EDUCATION 

Most of the essays on education show a familiar, neohumanist mis
trust of centrifugal or fragmentary societies, but at the same time 
they are often bold in their criticism of fashionable methodologies 
and vocationalism. In "The Public School and the Painter," Horace 
M. Kallen (University of Wisconsin), occupying a position similar to 
Smith's "Movie Democracy," takes the motion picture as represen
tative of modern life and art: it disintegrates "all the movements 
into a series of isolated and motionless fixtures, machine-made, 
and machine-controlled in reproduction" (p. 20). America espe
cially lacks a central, inward character and integrity. Only in the 
public schools have we an instrument for forging true national 
identity, but we are on the verge of abandoning ourselves to a 
mindless and anarchistic vocationalism. The public school, allied 
with the artist, should foster Americanization and generate a set of 
symbols that will profoundly express "the Nation's common and 
constant mood and her central vision" (p. 25). Kallen is no crude 
advocate of melting-pot acculturalization-indeed, he is now re
membered as one of its earliest opponents. And he strongly op
poses simpleminded political propaganda in education and art. But 
like the other humanists, with the possible exception of Alexander, 
he is more fearful than enamored of pluralism. 


