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	Tutorial Two: Definition and Major Modernist Theorists
Tradition and Individual Talent by T. S. Eliot  


Read carefully the following excerpt, then answer the questions.
IN English writing we seldom speak of tradition, though we occasionally apply its name in deploring its absence. We cannot refer to "the tradition" or to "a tradition"; at most, we employ the adjective in saying that the poetry of So-and-so is "traditional" or even "too traditional." Seldom, perhaps, does the word appear except in a phrase of censure. If otherwise, it is vaguely approbative, with the implication, as to the work approved, of some pleasing archæological reconstruction. You can hardly make the word agreeable to English ears without this comfortable reference to the reassuring science of archæology.
Certainly the word is not likely to appear in our appreciations of living or dead writers. Every nation, every race, has not only its own creative, but its own critical turn of mind; and is even more oblivious of the shortcomings and limitations of its critical habits than of those of its creative genius. We know, or think we know, from the enormous mass of critical writing that has appeared in the French language the critical method or habit of the French; we only conclude (we are such unconscious people) that the French are "more critical" than we, and sometimes even plume ourselves a little with the fact, as if the French were the less spontaneous. Perhaps they are; but we might remind ourselves that criticism is as inevitable as breathing, and that we should be none the worse for articulating what passes in our minds when we read a book and feel an emotion about it, for criticizing our own minds in their work of criticism. One of the facts that might come to light in this process is our tendency to insist, when we praise a poet, upon those aspects of his work in which he least resembles anyone else. In these aspects or parts of his work we pretend to find what is individual, what is the peculiar essence of the man. We dwell with satisfaction upon the poet's difference from his predecessors, especially his immediate predecessors; we endeavour to find something that can be isolated in order to be enjoyed. Whereas if we approach a poet without this prejudice we shall often find that not only the best, but the most individual parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously. And I do not mean the impressionable period of adolescence, but the period of full maturity.

Yet if the only form of tradition, of handing down, consisted in following the ways of the immediate generation before us in a blind or timid adherence to its successes, "tradition" should positively be discouraged. We have seen many such simple currents soon lost in the sand; and novelty is better than repetition. Tradition is a matter of much wider significance. It cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour. It involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we may call nearly indispensable to anyone who would continue to be a poet beyond his twenty-fifth year; and the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order. This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is at the same time what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his place in time, of his contemporaneity. (T. S. Eliot’s Tradition and Individual Talent)
Short Biography of T. S. Eliot:

T. S. Eliot (Thomas Stearns Eliot, 1888–1965) was an American-born poet, critic, and playwright who became one of the central figures of literary modernism. Born in St. Louis, Missouri, he was educated at Harvard, the Sorbonne, and Oxford, and later settled in England, where he became a British citizen in 1927. Eliot’s poetry, including The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (1915), The Waste Land (1922), and Four Quartets (1943), reflects the disillusionment and fragmentation of the early twentieth century, blending classical references with modern urban imagery. Alongside his poetry, his critical essays—especially “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919)—redefined notions of authorship, tradition, and artistic impersonality. Eliot also wrote influential verse dramas such as Murder in the Cathedral (1935). Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1948, he remains one of the most influential voices in twentieth-century English literature.

Questions:
1. How does Eliot describe the usual English attitude toward the idea of tradition?
2. How does Eliot contrast the English and French approaches to criticism and literary judgment?
3. Why, according to Eliot, do we tend to value a poet’s differences from predecessors more than their similarities?
4. What does Eliot mean when he claims that “the most individual parts” of a poet’s work are those “in which the dead poets… assert their immortality most vigorously”?
5. How does Eliot define “the historical sense”? What does it require from the poet?
6. How does Eliot’s concept of tradition redefine originality within a modernist context?
7. Eliot claims that tradition “cannot be inherited” but must be “obtained by great labour.”
8. How does Eliot’s “historical sense” anticipate modernist impersonality — the idea that art transcends the poet’s personal emotions?
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