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the Modern Necessity of Tradition
Michael D. Clark

WHEN Charves H. CooLEy lamented in. 1909

the American “lack of those snugnests of -

special tradition and association in which
more settled communities are rich,” he
sounded a note of no special originality.
Tourists and intellectuals since at least
the time of Nathaniel Hawthorne had
perceived a shallowness in the Edenic
myth of an America liberated from the
encumbrances ofhistory. The nineteenth-
century actuality of shattering social and
technological change, moreover, had
provoked aseries of countermovements.
Common to such projects as neo-Gothic
architecture, the revival of arts and crafts,
and sympathetic scholarly investigation
of premodern cultures was regret for the
seemingly lost continuities of tradition.

Cooley, as one of the founders of Amer-
ican sociology, developed an effective
case for tradition as something other
than the object of cultural nostalgia or
the foil of modernity. In sharp contrast to
most of his professional peers, he de-
fended tradition as a practical reality
and necessity of modern life.

To be sure, all serious sociologists
had had to acknowledge the actual force
of tradition. A distinctive product of the
nineteenth century, sociology passed its
formative years at a time when the con-
trast between “traditional” and “mod-
ern” ways of life was particularly sharp
— between the peasant village and the
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industrial city, as between imperial civi-
lization and the societies which retreat-
ed beforeit in Asia, Africa, and the Amer-
icas. It is hardly surprising that “the re-
discovery of custom and tradition,” as
Robert A. Nisbet points out, was a main
theme of early sociology, producingsuch
celebrated expressions of the tradition-
al-modern antithesis as status-contract
and Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft, and lead-
ing Max Weber to his conception of “ra-
tionalization” as the distinctive, antitra-
ditional feature of modern life.?
Although the founders of American
sociology were convinced of the necessi-
ty of tradition for at least the premodern
world—it was, as Franklin Henry Giddings
aphorized, “social memory™*—theywere,
as agroup, reluctant to admit its modern
utility. Edward A. Ross, with the avidity
of the early twentieth-century Progres-
sive for efficient social control, conced-
ed that custom and tradition might have
regulatory uses. But he realized too that
in the long run social control required
theelimination of such troublesome clots
of traditionalism as the American immi-
grant communities. “As pulverizing a
lump of lime hastens its slaking, as com-
minuting food aids digestion, as splinter-
ing wood accelerates its combustion, so
there is a speedier termination of the
conflict between the peculiar and the
general when the social lumps are bro-
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ken up,” was his hard comment.*

Other leading American sociologists
appeared to rejoice with Ross that “the
reign of custom with its vague terrors is
about over.”® A rational and empirical
kind of decision-making, it was usually
assumed, would succeed. Lester Frank
Ward recognized in such traditional in-
stitutions as those of religion a social
function analogous to the role of heredi-
ty in biology and evolution—necessary,
but incapable in itself of achieving ad-
vancement.® His advocacy of
“sociocracy”—the scientificallyinformed
government of society by itselfi—looked
to the capture of social evolution by
immediate human volition. William Gra-
ham Sumner of course dissented from
such hopes, and emphasized that “folk-
ways” and “mores” continued to sway
the lives even of moderns. Yet Sumner
adopted science rather than tradition as
his own bellwether. In everyday parlance,
indeed, he could assume the latter term
to be almost self-evidently pejorative, as
in his approving remark that the Ameri-
can forefathers had been “able to throw
off all the trammels of tradition and es-
tablished doctrine.””

At least one of the founders of Ameri-
can sociology did not view traditions as
trammels, however. Charles Horton
Cooley (1864-1929), although less gener-
ally known than Ward, Sumner, or Ross,
exercised a strong and enduring influ-
ence in social science. He was a pioneer
of the “interactionist” school of social
psychology—further developed by John
Dewey, George Herbert Mead, and oth-
ers—which de-emphasized biological
givens in favor of “the actual field of
interpersonal interaction as the primary
source of social organization.” Cooley’s
conceptions of “primary groups” and of
the “looking-glass self” were particularly
influential: he understood the self as a
social product, shaped especially by ex-
periences in groups, such as the family,
which afforded face-toface association
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and cooperation. Thus nurtured, the in-
dividual consciousness was ineluctably
a social consciousness; consciousness
of oneself directly reflected the percep-
tions of oneself which one attributed to
others. Resolving “the dilemma of the
individual versus society” by showing in
this manner their interrelationship, in
one generous but not unfounded estima-
tion, Cooley fostered a “view which mod-
ernsociology accepts without question.”

Not all aspects of Cooley’s thought
have received equal attention, however.
In particular, his fresh consideration of
the nature of tradition, and of its funda-
mental role in the social process, has
elicited surprisinglylittle systematic com-
ment. Perhaps his frank defense of tradi-
tion is unwelcome, or at least unexpect-
ed. Cooley has been called both the Dar-
win and the Emerson of American sociol-
ogy for the evolutionary and idealist as-
pects of his thought; for him to be the
Burke as well might seem too much to
ask. This is especially true because there
seems to be no easy fit between his de-
fense of tradition and the other ideas
that shaped his work.!®

Although well acquainted with
Auguste Comte, Herbert Spencer, and
other figures of European sociological
thought, Cooley was more deeply stirred
by some of the representatives of the
“New England Renaissance”—adevotion
which he shared with many of his Pro-
gressive Age contemporaries. Emerson,
especially, gave him a sense of the uni-
versals which underlie particulars, an
optimistic commitment to democracy,
even a tendency toward pantheism.
These “Renaissance” ideas were com-
bined with a subjectivistic and seeming-
ly nominalistic sense of the self derived
from the psychology of William James;
for Cooley as for James, “imagination
and habit, operating on instinctive self-
feeling, create the social self.”!!

The combination of Emerson and
James has appeared to commentators as
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at best an uneasy one,'? but it makes
more sense from the perspective of
Cooley’s traditionalism. Tradition re-
quires both an acceptance of the con-
nectedness of experience and a respect
for the particular; Emerson and James
provided these for Cooley. In his idealist
aspect, Cooley conceived of the social
organism as a mental construct. “The
great institutions are the outcome of that
organization which human thought natu-
rally takes on when it is directed for age
after age upon a particular subject,” as
he putit, “and so gradually crystallizes in
definite forms-—enduring sentiments,
beliefs, customs and symbols.” Yet
Cooley has been credited with a surer
grasp of these “definite forms,” in their
concreteness and particularity, thansuch
colleagues as Ward and Giddings.® Cer-
tainly he avoided the Transcendentalist
extreme of idealism which annihilated—
or deified—the individual by identifying
him with the whole. Similarly James’s
thought seems tohaveimpressed Cooley
not with theisolation or autonomy of the
individual but with the legitimacy of par-
ticular perceptions of the universe on
the one hand, and, on the other, with the
social sources of the sense of self. Cooley
went beyond both thinkers in under-
standing society and tradition primarily
as sources of individuality rather than as
dangers to it.

It was not that Cooley gave a greater
emphasis tothe role of tradition than did
other of the founders of American sociol-
ogy. In one sense, indeed, he gave less.
Since he did not regard tradition as es-
sentially coercive or deterministic in its
operations, he was thereforeless inclined
to the view that a human being was “a
creature of tradition and habit,” as
Ellsworth R. Fuhrman notes." But this
was simply to reject the notion of tradi-
tion as one of the givens of life, to be
passively followed or, with the excep-
tional individual, rebelled against.

For Cooley, onthe contrary, traditions
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were essential to the plasticity and prac-
ticality of human experience. Like Ward
and others, he recognized the need to
cut social theory loose from biological
determinism. However, he avoided the
simple bipolarity expressed in Ward'’s
distinction between genetic and telic
change, in which tradition could find a
place only as an almost blindly inertial
continuity, as opposed to the progres-
sive development which could be
planned by society. Despite his funda-
mental commitment to evolution,
Cooley’s approach to social change re-
lied more nearly on a “social process”
than a “social evolution” model, Roscoe
C. Hinkle points out.”® Conceiving of so-
cial change as adaptive growth—in which
reason as well as tradition participat-
ed—the student of social process did not
need to choose between the harsh and
wasteful rigors of natural selection and
the rather airless planning which Ward’s
“sociocracy” now suggests.

In according tradition its own role in
social development, Cooley did not deny
that an unthinking traditionalism could
discourage needed change. But in his
optimistic view tradition functioned most
significantly not as inertia but as a set of
resources; thus society appeared in one
aspect as “a continuous and unified or-
ganism, with rich and varied traditions,
intricate co-operations, and a wide inter-
play of thought and sentiment.” Above
all, perhaps, the availability of traditions
kept a generation from becoming a pris-
oner of its age. “Culture must always
mean, in part, that we rise above the
special atmosphere of our time and place
to breathe the large air of great tradi-
tions that move tranquilly on the upper
levels,” Cooley explained.'®

It was an idea of tradition which actu-
ally expressed more nearly the reality of
modern life than did the seemingly pro-
gressive understanding which lumped
tradition with the primitive or backward.
For it is available to modernity precisely
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to be unconstrained by particular tradi-
tions, but to draw on tradition eclectical-
ly and pragmatically.

A growing insight into these problems
had helped to chart the direction of
Cooley’s career by liberating him from
the thrall of Herbert Spencer. Attracted
as a young man to Spencer’s individual-
ism and view of life as a struggle, he later
discerned a disturbing contradiction
between organicist and individualist ele-
ments in the British philosopher. It
seemed to him that Spencer treated indi-
vidual and society as different and irrec-
oncilable aspects of reality.””

" Defections from. Spencer were com-
mon enough, but Cooley described his as
“one of the earliest and most complete.”
It was also influential. “The fate of
Spencerian thought in America was de-
termined in large measure by Charles
Horton Cooley,” Marshall J. Cohen goes
sofar as to say. It is significant, then, that
the break with Spencer involved the ques-
tion of tradition. One of Cooley’s com-
plaints was that Spencer seemed to lack
feeling for “the traditional, social, and
personal elements” of culture, and con-
sequently tried to explain too much by a
sharp dichotomy between egoism and
altruism. A true sociological view, Cooley
thought, would be that “the higher senti-
ments are in general neither egoistic nor
altruistic as regards their sources, but
just social, derived, that is, from the
stream of an organic common life.” The
proof lay in the often observed fact that
group customs and mores could make
almost anything appear to the individual
as right or wrong. Spencer’s position
seemed tantamount to maintaining that
such ideas as that of justice were “creat-
ed anew in each generation,” while fail-
ingtoseethattheyalsorepresented “the
accumulated wisdom of the past.” The
Englishman dealt well enough with the
biological and individual terms of evolu-
tion but, as his erstwhile follower summed
it up, had “little perception of a social
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organism continuous with the past.”®

Spencer’s failure to allow for a dis-
tinctly social plane of development meant
that for him (as for his American follower
John Fiske) tradition tended to be sub-
sumed as a phase of biological evolution.
For Cooley, of course, the two were quite
distinct: it seemed obvious that the new-
born child represented ahereditary prin-
ciple as separate from tradition as from
other cultural influences. Tradition was
no blind genetic force, but the conscious
product of human intelligence and will."

While this blind spot in Spencer
prompted Cooley to reaffirmthe distinct
role of tradition, corollary reasoning led
him to doubt certain other common di-
chotomies. Neither heredity nor tradi-
tion, in particular, seemed to him anti-
thetical to environment; both, on the
contrary, were environmental factors.
Cooley, taking a broad view of environ-
ment, established the basis for an equal-
ly broad view of tradition as a perennial
force in human affairs. In the case of
“imaginative persons,” he argued, envi-
ronment might “extend itself to almost
any ideas that the past or present life of
the race has brought into being.” In this
view the traditional might become in-
creasingly part of the intellectual envi-
ronment with the passage of time. He
cited, for example, the Gothic architec-
ture of northern France, so “splendid”
and “dramatic” an innovation in twelfth-
century culture, but hardly appreciated
for its distinctive features until much
later.? This was toagree with Comte that
the empire of the dead increases over
the living but withfar more positive con-
notations. Cooley here suggested thekind
of weight that tradition can have in mod-
ernlife—not the oppressive weight of an
inert mass, but the pervasive weight of
an atmosphere, necessaryfor onetodraw
a social breath.

Cooley’s sense of tradition as part of
the environment suggested the modifi-
cation of another dichotomy, that be-
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tween tradition and convention, which
had become influential largely through
Gabriel Tarde's Les lois de limitation
(1890). “Tradition,” Cooley acknowl-
edged, “comes down from the past, while
convention arrives sidewise as it were,
from our contemporaries; the fireside
tales and maxims of our grandparents
illustrate the one, the fashions of the day
the other.” In the standard comparison,
medieval society was traditional and
modern society conventional. But Cooley
found the description inadequate, for in
reality tradition and convention were
not opposite or even separate. Tradi-
tional usages were conventional for the
groups which observed them, he point-
ed out, and enforced by the same infor-
mal sanctions. Conversely, conventions
might also be traditions: “The new fash-
ions are adaptations of old ones, and
there are no really new ideas of any sort,
only a gradual transformation of those
that have come down from the past.”
Tradition and convention, in sum, were
simply different phases of the same con-
tinuous “transmission of thought.”

This insistence on the interrelated-
ness of human experience led Cooley to
suggest that the individual derived his
life “from the whole through social and
hereditary transmission as truly as if
men were literally one body.”?? But where
did so seemingly extreme a statement of
corporate solidarity leave individual free-
dom?

As Cooley saw it, such freedom was in
reality “organic”—not a freedom to act
independently of society, but a freedom
to accomplish “a fresh organization of
life.” Although there could be no break
withhistoryand environment, he refused
to infer determinism from continuity.
Rather, he postulated “a plastic heredity
prepared to submit itself to the guidance
of environment as interpreted by intelli-
gence.” Freedom consequently required
“an orderly process of growth,” and flour-
ished best within a well-articulated so-
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cial order. Apparent antinomies in these
circumstances proved congruent:
“...thus all innovation is based on
conformity, all heterodoxy on orthodoxy,
all individuality on solidarity.”

The “plastic” continuity of such a soci-
ety was expressed in a multitude of dif-
ferent ways. Genealogy was one of the
most basic. Like Ward, Ross, and others,
Cooley perceived a growing regard for
ancestry in some of the more settled
parts of the United States, but he viewed
this development far more favorably than
did most of his colleagues. It seemed to
himthat modern society had gone too far
“in differentiating the individual from his
kin,” and, sharing in a characteristic anx-
iety of his time, he even feared that ne-
glect of the family would lead toward
“race suicide.” A revived familisn was
therefore doubly welcome.?

Beyond the family, Cooley argued, vir-
tually every department of life existed in
the dimension of the continuous—the
traditional. The real life of the Constitu-
tion, for example, derived from the accu-
mulated ideas of generations of jurispru-
dence; the written instrument itself was
simply “an Ark of the Covenant, ensuring
the integrity of the tradition.” All great
art grew out of particular traditions, and
Cooleybelieved that when tradition weak-
ened, as in his own time, it resulted in an
aesthetic thinness. He regarded religion
too as largely traditional, for even the
most exalted sentiment required a form
of expression which only usage could
provide. Rationality itself had to have a
traditional context.®

Although tradition was in some form
inescapable, Cooley was obliged to rec-
ognizethatsomesocieties provided more
satisfactory channels for it than others.
In this respect, he acknowledged, his
own country was deficient. He rejoiced,
indeed, that the United States had large-
ly freed itself from habits and traditions
thatstood in the way of progress—not all
traditions, after all, were salutary. Yet he
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could not but regret the relative paucity
of those which could enrich the national
life. Without strong traditions, people
were thrown back upon “immediate hu-
man nature,” and although this could
stimulate such frontier virtues as plain-
dealing, hospitality, and courage, it could
also encourage sensual excess, pride,
and caprice. Reduced to reason and im-
pulse, without the traditional guides,
human nature did not always respond
well 2

In certain forms, such as those based
on rural isolation, tradition was clearly
doomed, Cooleyrealized. Yet he was not
despairing. He drew a qualified solace
fromthetraditionalism of the immigrants.
He noted with regret that many immi-
grant traditions were left behind or soon
lost; he was saddened, too, by the dilu-
tion of the native “English sentiment” by
foreign strain. Yet, he exclaimed, “how
poor American life would be without the
immigrants—strangely colored threads
from the fabric of the old world come to
enliven our texture!” Jewish loyalty to
family life and tradition especially won
his approbation.?” Cooley’s benign view
of new citizens with old ways of life was
in sharp contrast to the xenophobic and
racist tendencies in some of his col-
leagues, and especially to Edward A.
Ross’s discomfort with immigrant diver-
sity.

In the largest sense, Cooley thought,
men were “not less dependent upon the
past than before; it is only that tradition
is so intricate and spread out over the
face of things that its character as tradi-
tion is hardly to be discovered.” Modern
communication extended the scope of
tradition as well as of convention, and
permitted people to draw upon the tradi-
tional forms which suited them. In the
end he was optimistic. “I suspect,” he
said, “that we may be participating in the
rise of a new type of culture which shall
revise rather than abandonthe old tradi-
tions, and whose central current will
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perhaps be a large study of the princi-
ples of human life and of their expression
in history, art, philanthropy and reli-
gion.”?

Cooley’s prescription for a “new type
of culture” combined aspects of conser-
vatism, religious idealism, and pragma-
tism—seemingly disparate elements, but
shaped more or less harmoniously with
each other within an organicist frame-
work. Cooley did not call himself a con-
servative, and cautioned against the “re-
actionary” uses of organicist concep-
tions, but the conservative affinities of
his emphasis on tradition, the interrelat-
edness of society, and the fundamental
importance of such “primary groups” as
the family, are evident. Edmund Burke’s
pronouncement that societyis a partner-
ship of generations seems closely paral-
leled by Cooley’s comment that “man is
formed to be a member of a social whole
embracing not only the men of this life-
time but those past and to come. To live
in the present only is as unnatural as to
live in solitude.” More directly, Cooley
remarked that “a conservatism like that
of Burke is always worth considering.”
He commended Burke’s later writings in
particular as

... largely an endeavor to make us con-
scious of the levels of consciousness, in
order that we may conserve the benefits
that we owe to unconscious growth. The
traditional organisms of society—lan-
guage, folkways, common law and the
like—exhibit on the whole an adaptability
to conditions, a workableness, that could
not be equalled by a reflective conscious-
ness alone. The latter may give us Volapuk,
but from the former we have the English of
Shakespeare.”

The reference to I. M. Schleyer’s artifi-
cial language neatly expressed the con-
servative preference for the unplanned.

Cooley did not, however, share in the
religious orthodoxy usually associated
with traditionalist brands of conserva-
tism. Like so many of his generation, he
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retained a strong religious impulse from
the wreckage of late Victorian doubt, but
sought a replacement for orthodox
creeds. He found it in an almost Tran-
scendentalist approach to divine power,
although without the Transcendentalist

denial of the reality of evil. In this he

resembled no one perhaps so much as
his older contemporary Josiah Royce.
Although there seems to be no definite
evidence that Royce influenced Cooley,
the two were kindred spirits in anumber
of ways. The philosopher’s “rational
thinking” was markedly similar intone to
the sociologist’s organicism, “provincial-
ism” in the one echoed the concept of
“primary groups” in the other, and
Cooley’s notion ofthe “social self” agreed
with Royce’s insistence that “chasms
don’t individuate”—that the individual
flourishes only in society. And as Royce
interpreted God as community, so Cooley
interpreted Him as continuity. Our con-
ception of God, he suggested, “is of the
same essence and spirit as that of social
wholes, which partake of this continuity,
make a like appeal to faith and hope, and
a like demand for devotion and sacri-
fice.” More explicitly, in a late intimation
of more decided faith, he concluded that
“God is apparently a process, an onward
striving life, and we are members of him,
real agents in his work, our conscience is
his command.”

Cooley pursued the last thought on a
note more reminiscent of Jamesian plu-
ralism than of Roycean idealism. “No
intelligence planned the slaughter and
filth of the Great War,” he mused late in
life. “We win our battles as we can, and
so, perhaps, must God.” If this sounds
like William James’s finite chieftain-dei-
ty, it suggests as well the pragmatic ap-
proach which Cooley adapted from
James. Cooley showed that pragmatism
offers direction not only in lieu of tradi-
tion but—perhaps more surely—to tra-

dition itself, His brand of traditionalism-

consisted not in the propagation of static
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forms but in adaptive growth. After all,
he pointed out, traditions and customs
had originally been developed to “meet
the exigencies to which the tribe is lia-
ble,” and ‘still properly performed thlS
practical function.®

* “Adaptive growth” is the key term.
Cooleyfound amaster-image inthe grape-
vine, which “feels its way and has a sys-
tem of behavior which insures its growth
along the line of successful experiment.”
Similarly in human life he discovered a
vital impulse, never breaking continuity
with the past, but advancing in any num-
ber of different directions. Taking the
form of traditions, institutions, associa-
tions and ideas, the impulse was stimu-
lated or repressed by the situations it
encountered.*

Cooley so emphasized the adaptive
and pragmatic aspects of tradition as to
rob it of much of its mystique of author-
ity. This was doubly true in that he be-
lieved traditions to be most efficacious
when they were consciously and selec-
tively chosen. Under modern conditions,
he held, “all the known past becomes
accessible anywhere, and instead of the
cult of immediate ancestors we have a
long-armed, selective appropriation of
whatever traditional ideas suit our
tastes.” Such a cultural smorgasbord is
characteristic enough of modern life—
one can build a house in any traditional
style and subscribe to any traditional
creed—yet at an extreme it saps the very
continuity which Cooley sought to pre-
serve.

Seen in another aspect, however,
Cooley showed alargeness and liberality
of spirit incompatible neither with “tra-
ditionalist” brands of conservatism nor
with modern realities. Significantly, and
in sharp distinction from such sociolo-
gists as Ward and Ross, whose instinct it
was to identify tradition with a narrow
and rigid unity, Cooley associated it with
cultural diversity. “Both consciously and
uriconsciously the larger mind is contin-
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ually building itself up into wholes—fash-
ions, traditions, institutions, tendencies,
and the like—which spread and diversify
like the branches of a tree, and so gener-
ate,” he thought, “an even higher and
more various structure of differentiated
thought and symbols.”

This commendation of tradition-fed
diversity was not simply a nostalgia for
Gemeinschaft, but the recognition of a
modern need. Advanced society, Cooley
thought, required many types of person,
formed by “many traditions and environ-
ments.” Consequently, he entertained an
ideal of American democracy which dif-
fered sharply from that of Progressives
who measured its progress by degrees of
uniformity. Cooley was obliged to ac-
knowledge a creeping sameness in the
national culture; almost everything, he
complained, suffered from “panmixia,like
the flavors of a boarding-house dinner.”
Yet he hoped that this trend would be
reversed. Genuine democracy, heargued,
fostered the kind of individuality which
could only arise from distinct groups.
We needed, consequently, “many kinds
of family, of school, of church, of commu-
nity, of occupational and culture associ-
ations, each with a tradition and spirit of
its own.”®

Cooley in this way surmounted the
limited conceptions of tradition which
made it seem irrelevant or trivial in the
modern world—tradition as the burden
of the past, as a mindless; oppressive
authority principle, as nostalgia, even as
a bare-bones construct necessary to link
past with present. He presented tradi-
tion, on the contrary, as integral even to
American life, inseparable from environ-
ment, convention, from novelty itself.
This insight in turn helped him to avoid,
in his sense of a desirable society, both
the extreme of collectivism and that, of-
tenattributed to America, of an atomistic
individualism. There was no proper con-
flict, Cooley perceived, between individ-
ual and society; each gave strength to
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the other.

Cooley was able to recognize society
as a “continuing whole” partly because
evolutionary thinking made it strictly
impossible to understand it in any other
way. Yet evolution interpreted in posi-
tivistic or radically naturalistic terms
was apt to yield either a deterministic
scheme which did littie justice to human
volition, as with Sumner, or a program,
as with Ward or Ross, which recognized
ameasure of choice and freedom but for
which the past was essentially some-
thing evolved away from rather than a
continuing source of enrichment. Cooley
saw something more—that “the human
mind working through tradition is an
artist, and creates types which go be-
yond nature.”® This was a kind of conti-
nuity which more nearly did justice to
the complexity of human experience, no
less in the modern world than in “tradi-
tional society.”
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