
RTJSSELL KIRK .PJTD tf:'ii\iTI-CULTURE" 

Ir? i is recent  National Review a r t i c l e ,  "Anti-Culture a t  Public E ~ p e n s e , ~ ~  
Russell Kirk has h2.d to cons t r i c t  enoizgh ideas f o r  a major essay i n t o  a 
s ingle  page. This a b i t t e d l y  allovrs l i t t l e  enough space f o r  the  working 
out  of terminology or  necessary qual i f ica t ions .  But even accepting these 
l imi ta t ions  it is impossible t o  see the  g rea te r  p a r t  of t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  
which among other  things a t t acks  t h e  stu* of popular cu l tu re  and t he  
Bowling Green University Center i n  par t i cu la r ,  a s  anything but ill advised, 
misinformed and ant i - in te l lectual .  For, i n  essence, Kirk denies the  neces- 
s i t y  of studying t he  t o t a l  c~x l tu r a l  matrix. 

Although Kirk makes a few va l i d  i f  innocuous points,  h i s  t he s i s  t h a t  the  
( admittedly vague) outcry f o r  educational "relevanceff almost invar iab3.y 
leads t o  "anti-cnlture," and, presumably, absurd ffgtzttl courses, is a dubious 
one, Yet it i s  when he begins t o  equate "anti-culturef1 w i t h  t h e  study of 
popular cu l tu re  t ha t  the  confusion of h i s  argument becomes apparent. Kirk 
obvio11sly is  confusing the  object  of stu*, which he more o r  less judges 
aesthetical- ly,  with the  study of the  object, which proceeds more or  l e s s  
along his tor ical -sociological  l ines ;  he is confusing the  indiscriminate 
lapping up of sub l i t e r a tu r e  with the  objective determining of i t s  importance 
as a cu l t u r a l  phenomenon. Further, he ra ther  hys te r ica l ly  misconstrues 
the aims of popular cu l tu re  scholars. Thqy seek t o  c a l l  a t tent ion,  wi thin  
the  scope of l i b e r a l  a r t s  education, to a vas t  and neglected body of h i s t o r i -  
c a l  and soc i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  soilrce material.  He views them r a t h e r  as  a band 
of mobile, marauding ffHuns" who are  out  to replace the  humanities curricu- 
lum with Agat ha Chr i s t i e  t h r i l l e r s  and underground tabloids  

Kirk never precise ly  defines h i s  notion of culture,  but  it seems qu i te  c lea r  
t h a t  he uses t he  term as  it is commonly used today, t o  designate "hightf 
culture,  the concert ha l l ,  the  museum, A r t ,  Poetry. h i s  conception seems 
d i sas t ro i~s ly  r e s t r i c t i v e  and non-anthropological, staunchly humane, bu t  
woefully unscientif ic.  If we a r e  t o  gain the  f u l l e s t  possible ins igh t  i n t o  
any aspect of human experience, na tura l ly  we must t r y  t o  study every obser- 
vable f ac to r  bearing on t l a t  aspect. And i f  we choose t o  define culture 
more broadly than does Kirk--as soc ia l  s c i e n t i s t s  we - must do j u s t  that-- 
we cannot limit our stu* of culture t o  only t h a t  which j ibes  with our 
personal or  even co l lec t ive  vis ions  of cu l tu ra l  ideals .  To c i t e  an obvious 
analogy, r i o t s  and assassinations a r e  as inimical to what we construe as 
the  be s t  t r ad i t i ons  of our cul ture  as are bad a r t  and, t a s t e l e s s  underground 
upheavals. Yet no h i s t o r i an  would presume t o  ignore such soc i a l  upheavals. 
Russell Kirk is f r e e  t o  study vhatever aspects of  cul ture  t o  which he chooses 
t o  devote h i s  energies. But f o r  him t o  impose h i s  narrow def ini t ion upon 
Bowling Green o r  any other  ~znivers i ty  is  nla inly  unacceptable. For Kirk 
the  univers i ty  may be a place so le ly  f o r  the  contemolation of t h e  f i n e r  
products of the  i n t e l l e c t .  Eut f o r  many of us it i s  the  place fo r  ca re fu l ly  
working out  a f u l l e r  n ic tu re  of man 3nc! h i s  pos s ib i l f t i e s ,  all h i s  pos s ib i l i t i e s .  

Were K i rk f s  educational s t r i c t u r e s  t o  f i n d  ready acceptance, the posi t ion 
i n  which f o l k l o r i s t s  would f ind  themselves is obvious. lye would have t o  
t o  out  t o  t he  f i e l d  and s t ay  there,  not  daring t o  bring back t h e  humble 
a r t i f a c t s  "the masses r e l i sh t f  (o r  d i d  r e l i sh )  to the  univers i ty  f o r  analysis ,  
Probably the  Russell  Kirk who escor ted dichard Dorson to Ulecosta, Michigan, 
would not  think of lumping fo lk lor6  anu pop cu l tu re  in to  the  same category. 
Yet these  two f i e ld s ,  thongh cer ta inly  d i s t i nc t ,  have much i n  common. 



In  the main, both deal with socia l  s t r a t a  %elotvn tha t  which produces the 
great  in te l lec tual  and a r t i s t i c  products upon which most c r i t i c a l  atten- 
t ion focuses. The ltproductsit of both pop and folk  cultures, when judged 
aesthetically, must be judged in terms of aesthetics that  d i f f e r  from tha t  
used i n  dealing with the masterpieces prod~~ced by "official1I a r t .  And 
we don't doubt tha t  there a re  many c r i t i c s  who would juage a Negro folk- 
t a l e  o r  an obscene joke as worthless as a detective story or  the - East 
Village Other. Furthermore, the ma.terials of folklore and of what we 
would today term popr~lar culture have often interacted. One cannot effect-  
ively view the I1Child" ballad without knowing also the printed broadside 
tradit ion.  Yet, as A. L. Friedmen repeatedly points out i n  - The Ballad 
Revival, folksong scholarship has suffered much from the f a c t  t ha t  e a r l i e r  
investigators (blinded by narrow, Kirk-like visions of cul tura l  importance) 
neglected the broadsides because they were 'tvulgar,'t urban and cheaply 
printed. Finally, Kirk's a t t i tude  is unfortunately reminiscent of the 
seventeenth century dedgra-tors of antiquarian research. Men such as 
John Earle, Bishop of Salisbury, and the dramatist Shackerley Marmion 
soundly s a t i r i z ed  the antiquarian preference fo r  raw original  source 
material over the polished and often inaccurate chronicles and h i s to r ica l  
commentaries. Yet withoi~t  the m t iquar ian  movement, much valuable data 
might have waited years fo r  ~ssembling or  might have been los t .  4nd of 
course antiquarianism spawned modern folklore studies, i n  England a t  leas t .  
An epitaph o r  the  notation of a superst i t ion seem not so t e r r i b ly  differ- 
ent  from a menu or  a g i r l i e  magazine. 

It seems i ronic  t h a t  Kirk should single out a course i n  detect ivs f i c t i on  
f o r  some of h i s  wrath. One might expect tha t  a conservative thinker would 
r ight ly  recognize the detective novel as the l a s t  stronghold of c lass ic  
p lot  structure, a point Somerset !iaugham hinted a t  i n  h i s  well known remark 
t h a t  crime f i c t i o n  was the only place one could s t i l l  be sure of finding 
a r e a l  story. But apart from t h i s  the detective story surely enjoys a 
pedigree tha t  renders it as..mth.y of study as other minor genres or  periods 
of l i t e r a q r  act ivi ty.  Oedipus has been cal led  a murder mystery and 
Dorot@ L. Sayers (admittedly be t te r  known fo r  her Lord Peter 'u~imsey s to r i e s  
than her translat ions and scholarship) traces the form to  bibl ica l  l i t e r a -  
ture. No l e s s  a f igure than Poe gave the form much of i t s  modern impetus 
and one certainly can argue that wri ters  like Arthur  Canan DoyJo, 1.Jillim 
li i lkie Collins, Dashiell Hammetti and Georges Sirnenon are, i n  t he i r  way, 
writers  of much t a l e n t  and imagination. The French, of course, bestow a 
f a i r l y  p r e s t i g i ~ u s  annual award, the -- Y r i x  de quai des ~r fGvres ,  f o r  - lit- 
terature policiere. A s imilar  case can be made fo r  the posters Kirk seems 
to  begrudge collection, f o r  a r t i s t s  as great  as Toulouse-Lautrec and Pi- 
casso-have deigned to try  t h e i r  h a d  a t - th i s  medium of expression. 

But of course t h i s  is not the point. The point is tha t  no aspect of cul- 
ture sholzld - need a pedigree before we are allowed to study it, a t  public 
expense or  private, so long as our stu* promises t o  y ie ld  insight  into 
man, h i s  socj-a1 organization, o r  h i s  ideas, however pedestrian we may 
judge some of them. And, though regret  it vie may choose t o  do, h i s  pedes- 
t r i an  ideas a re  of ten the most inf luent ia l .  A l l  the more reason t o  under- 
stand them. But i n  trying t o  do so we may well develop an unprecedented- 
respect f o r  the power of the  comic book, the radio se r ia l ,  the lowly base- 
ba l l  cmd t o  show 11s much about o)lrserlves. ke may even come t o  real ize  
t ha t  these a r t i f a c t s  have developed an in tegr i ty  and strange beauty of 
the i r  own. 

(Contfd, p. 125) 



IJOTW f o r  QUERIES 

Even folklore has got ten i n to  the  by - n ~ w  celebrated Edmund Wilson-MLA 
American edi t ions controversy, I n  ttProfessional Standards and American 
Editions: A Response t o  Edrnund ldilson,H the U t s  pcmphlet countering 
Wilsont s - New York Review -- of Books a t t b k s ,  G.srdon h. Ray had commented: 
"This F i l s o i F a t t a c k  derives i n  pa r t  from the  alarm of amateurs a t  see- 
ing rigorous professional standards applied t o  a subject i n  which they 
have a vested in te res t .  Here, a t  l e a s t ,  t h e  i ssue  is not i n  doubt. A s  t he  
American learned w ~ r l d  has come t o  f u l l  maturity since the  Second World 
War, a similar animus has shown i t s e l f  and been discredited i n  f i e l d  af- 
t e r  f i e ld  from botany t o  folklore. I n  the  long run profession;zl standards 
always prevail." Asks Wilson ( i n  a l e t t - r  to the  N ~ W  - York Review, June 5, 
1969, p. 36): 'What does ha mean by th i s ?  P e r c y T s ~ l i q u e s  i n  which Bish- 
op Percy allowed himself a p re t t y  f r ee  hand i n  revising the  t ex t  of h i s  
a ld  English ballads, is a more valuable and more important book than 

Child's enormous repository f o r  which he took down and published so  
many inept and i l l i t e r a t e  versions, so many tiresome repet i t ions  of the  
same ballad,'' 

The October, 1969, Ram. arts (p. l h  ) r e p ~ r t s  t h a t  Zimbabwe African Pea- + riles Union and African nt ional  Congress g u e r r i l l a s  operating i n  Rho- 
desia had decided t h a t  it would be p o l i t i c  t o  consul t - local  Maswikeros 
(fortune t e l l e r s )  on t h e i r  chances of success, u n t i l  one of t h e i r  un i t s  
was betrayed a f t e r  such a csnsultation. 

The FORUM ed i to rs  were delighted t o  l ea rn  t h a t  t h e i r  l e t t e r  supporting 
Senator Ralph Yarboroughfs b i l l  t o  es tabl ish  an American Fo lk l i fe  Found- 
ation had been read i n t o  the  Congressional Record by Senator Yarborough. 
We hope t h a t  the  attempts t o  es tab l i sh  t h i s  foundation continue. 

EDITORIAL (Cont'd f r ~ m  p. 118) 

Russell Kirk is an in f luen t i a l  and respected spokesman f o r  the  conserva- 
t ive viewpoint and h i s  ideas generally merit ca re fu l  consideration. Thus 
"Anti-Culture a t  Public Expense" i s  a l l  the  more disturbing. We sincere- 
l y  hope t h a t  he w i l l  reassess h i s  position. And we hope t h a t  h i s  a r t i c l e  
w i l l  n ~ t  mislead "swinish hordev---one thing you can say f o r  Kirk; 
h i s  biases cer ta in ly  a r c n f t  mic4dle class---into misconstruing the  na- 
ture of the  legi t imate soc i a l  research t h a t  i s  being carr ied on a t  
Bowling Green. Any concerted interference with such soc ia l  s c i en t i f i c  
inves t iga t ims  would be anti-knowledge and anti-culture indeed. 


