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Twentieth Anniversary Year 
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Has it been Worthwhile? 
THE FIRST ISSUE of Modern Age began 
with an “Apology” in which its co-founder 
and first editor, Russell Kirk, set forth his 
objectives for the new review. These includ- 
ed : to represent the conservative position, 
to stimulate discussion of the great issues 
of the day, and, as he put it, “to search for 
means by which the legacy of our civiliza- 
tion may be kept safe.” The twentieth anni- 
versary issue would seem to be an appropri- 
ate occasion on which to consider the extent 
to which these objectives have been ful- 
filled, and, as well, whether Modern Age 
has made a contribution to American life 
which justifies its existence. 

The first article in the first issue, Richard 
Weaver’s “Life Without Prejudice,” was 
a beautifully written and carefully reasoned 
defense of prejudice, properly understood, 
as an essential element of order. “Life with- 
out prejudice,” Weaver wrote, “were it ever 
to be tried, would soon reveal itself to be 
a life without principle. For prejudices . . . . 
are often built-in principles. They are the 
extract which the mind has made of experi- 
ence.’, Beginning with this straightfor- 
ward, unabashed contribution to orderly 
thinking, Modern Age went on, in issue af- 
ter issue, with articles by such people as 
Russell Kirk, Frank Meyer, Wilhelm 
Ropke, Willmoore Kendall, Stephen Ton- 
sor, William H. Chamberlin, Francis Wil- 
son, Will Herberg, George Carey, among 
others, to enlarge and clarify the body of 
conservative thought. That Modern Age has 
made a substantial contribution to the de- 
velopment of conservatism as a coherent 
and vigorous intellectual movement there 
can be no doubt. 

As for the search for “means by which 
the legacy of our civilization can be kept 
safe,” it seems fair to say that the legacy 
of our civilization is in greater danger now 
by a considerable degree than it was when 
the first issue of Modern Age appeared. 
What Modern Age has done, however, both 
specifically and in the attitude and general 
point of view it has represented is to dem- 
onstrate that we have inherited a civiliza- 
tion, for all its faults, that is worth defend- 
ing, and in the age of alienation and brain- 
less destructiveness, this is an accomplish- 
ment that is not to be taken lightly. In such 
an article, for example, as “On Classical 
Studies,” (Winter, 1973) Eric Voegelin, 
by showing how much we owe to the classi- 
cal tradition and how much it has to teach 
us still, gives us a sense of the continuity 
of the Western tradition. In quite a differ- 
ent way, Felix Morley, in his wonderfully 
relaxed, witty essay “Not a Great Divide,” 
(Winter, 1969-70) using the circumstance 
as a staking point that Lorna Doone was 
published in 1869 and Portnoy’s Complaint 
in 1969, by showing the manner in which 
literature reflects the attitudes of the time, 
adds to our appreciation of the role of liter- 
ature in civilized life. 

Has it been worthwhile? From a practi- 
cal standpoint, probably not, but as Wil- 
helm RGpke once said, “The highest inter- 
ests of the community and the indispens- 
able things of life have no exchange value,” 
and the highest interests of the community, 
now more than ever, need every defender 
they can get. And where else, it is fair to 
ask, would the two articles I have just 
mentioned been published but in Modern 
Age, or the two recent articles by Eliseo 
Vivas in which he demonstrates, from his 
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own teaching experience, the appallingly 
destructive influence a modern university 
can have? The book review section alone 
of Modern Age would have justified its 
existence; in no other area are such stan- 
dards of integrity and critical judgment as 
have characterized the reviews in Modern 
Age more needed than in the reviewing of 
books. 

How great the influence of Modern Age 
has been it is impossible to say. I t  does 
have a wide ranging readership, but if it 
had been read by no one else than the 
writers of its articles it would have been 
worthwhile: to maintain standards in such 
a time as ours is an undertaking that is 
worthwhile in itself, if only to demonstrate 
that it is still possible. 

-HENRY RECNERY 

From Left of Center to Right 

BECAUSE I have experienced the events to 
which I shall refer in this toast to the twen- 
tieth anniversary issue of Modern Age, my 
comments will be couched in biographical 
terms; I beg the reader not to interpret the 
frequency of the first personal pronoun in 
them as an expression of egoism or vanity; 
it is simply the briefest way to make clear 
what I take to be the meaning and felt 
value of these events. 

When I began to realize that I had been 
holding philosophical and political opinions 
that were false and socially harmful, I felt 
utterly lonely or, as I put it to myself in 
self-mockery, I felt that no doubt I was the 
only man in step in the regiment. I was im- 
mersed in the academic environment over 
which, as known, hangs a thick pink to 
deep red fog. If there were other heretics 
in my world in those days I did not know 
about them-I had not yet come to North- 
western and had not heard of Professor Mc- 
Govern. But no man, unless he is a total 

“idiot” in the etymological sense of the 
term, or stone-deaf to the regimental band 
because he gets the tune he marches by di- 
rectly from God, can be happy with such 
a condition. Ordinarily a person must SUS- 
pect that he may be wrong while knowing, 
at the same time, that he is right and that 
the band is playing a funeral march. PSY- 
chological conflicts of this kind are not con- 
tradictions in these post-Dostoevskian days. 
But the conviction that one is right, how- 
ever strong, cannot fill the vacuum in 
which he finds himself, especially when the 
vacuum is accompanied by the explicit dis- 
approval of one’s colleagues. 

For the writer the loneliness began to dis- 
sipate when a number of events began to 
occur. First came the publication of Cod 
and Man at Yale, a book that startled the 
innocents, yanked the ostriches’ heads out 
of the sands and, as was to be expected, out- 
raged the propagandists it exposed. In 19% 
appeared Russell Kirk’s The Conservative 
Mind. It is too late today, after its many 
editions and revisions, to add anything in 
praise of this formidable job of scholarship 
and thinking. 

While it was too early to jump to the con- 
clusion that these two events were signs of 
a trend, it was not too early to bask in the 
warmth that dispelled my loneliness. A pes- 
simist by temperament and on reasoned 
grounds, I allowed myself to feel, with hesi- 
tation of course, that the publication of 
these two books might be cause for hope. 
All the more when I considered that it was 
not the result of miraculous parthenogene- 
sis. Back of them stood a publisher. That 
his organization did not have the “prestige” 
of the big Eastern publishers, in spite of the 
distinguished and unusual books he was 
putting out, was not surprising. The boys 
in the East are masters of the technique of 
suffocation by silence. What to me was 
comforting was the knowledge that here, 
in my home grounds, there was a man with 
the courage to stand up to the regnant or- 
thodoxy. One does not become a guerrillero 
who would prefer to serve as an officer in 
the big battalions. 
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