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Resident Aliens:

R. S. Thomas and the Anti-Modern Movement1
Grahame Davies

Progress 
is not with the machine; 
it is a turning aside, 
a bending over a still pool.

(“Aside”, R. S. Thomas)2
In the fourteenth century, many people felt the social and religious foundations of Europe were crumbling. The Black Death had devastated entire populations; the Hundred Years War had put France and England in conflict for generations; God’s authority on earth, the Papacy, was divided between Rome and Avignon; the Peasants’ Revolt in England and similar uprisings across the Continent were threatening the economic and social order; and the ideas of the precursors of the Protestant Reformation were starting to threaten the philosophical unity of the religious world. The world of medieval Christendom was coming to an end, and modern nationalism was coming into being.

Despite all the fear and uncertainty, it was also a period which witnessed a great blossoming in religious mysticism of a daring, original and perceptive kind, producing a remarkable crop of visionaries who would be counted among the great figures of Western Christendom ever afterwards. In England there was Richard Rolle, Walter Hilton, Juliana of Norwich and the anonymous author of the Cloud of Unknowing; in Flanders, there was Jan Van Ruysbroeck; in Germany, “Meister” Eckhart, Gertrude, Henry Suso and Johann Tattler; in the Netherlands, there was the German Thomas à Kempis; and in Italy, there was Catherine of Siena and Angela of Foligno.3 As Clifton Wolters says in the introduction to his edition of the Cloud of Unknowing and other works:

The surprising thing about this particular upsurge is that it happened when it did. . . . It was in this restless, unsettled age that mysticism revived, and men turned from the rage and storm to consider rather the calm depths that lay beneath. It was as children of their age of course that they ‘turned aside to see’, and what they saw they describe to us in their own idiom, which reflects the hopes and fears of their day.4
Every age has its hopes and fears, and in every period one can find individuals who, threatened by the present, shun the world and seek the eternal. Henry Vaughan might be an example: pursuing his nature mysticism in the Breconshire countryside as the world of his former Anglicanism had been shattered. However, some times of change are so major as to transform entire civilizations. In revolutionary periods like that, a reaction of flight or fight takes place on a much wider, trans-cultural scale, and it is common for some individuals in many of the affected cultures to turn away from the material world in a very intense way, seeking the transcendent with urgency and passion. It happened in the fourteenth century. It also happened in the modern age.

We have just come to the end of a century which has seen stupendous changes in the economic, social and intellectual structure of the world. For those who cling to values such as religion, tradition, civilization and order, the twentieth century was not a good period. Two world wars devastated entire countries and exposed the weakness and corruption of human nature and human society; profound economic crises showed how inhuman the industrial system could be; and the material and intellectual tendencies of the West were all apparently bent inexorably on destroying all traces of tradition, certainty and belief. It appeared the local was yielding to the central, the spiritual ebbing before the material, and the unique being assimilated into the uniform. Even if one does not agree with those who believe the tendency of the century has been increasingly injurious to the human spirit, it is hard to deny that the period has seen the widespread eclipse of values which had been considered for centuries to be essential and fundamental.

It is hard to comprehend how far-reaching, and how swift, were the changes experienced by the Western nations in the twentieth century in the wake of mechanization, industrialization, urbanization and the massification of society. It appeared as if centuries of tradition, of patterns of living, and of intellectual and religious frameworks had been swept away by a wave of technological materialism. By now, at the start of the third millennium, the bulk of Western society takes the supremacy of modernity for granted; the new is no longer a shock. We have come to accept as a natural condition what the Welsh philosopher J. R. Jones called “the crisis of lack of meaning”. The crisis has been passed, although by virtue of acceptance rather than transcendence. In the post-modern period, modernity is a fact rather than a threat; lack of meaning, deracination and alienation are clichés not crises, and the world which existed before this revolution is little more than a folk memory. From our current situation, therefore, it is difficult to recall that there was a time when the challenge of modernity was a matter of life or death for some intellectuals, a time when some felt that they were fighting for their civilization’s very existence by trying to resist the century’s new forces, and a time when the threat of destruction of the old values was enough to drive some writers and philosophers to the escape-route of transcendentalism in a way very similar to that of the mystics of the fourteenth century. That is the period which provides the background to the four writers dealt with here; a period when the effects of the modern world were sweeping through the societies of the West creating an agonizing tension between modernity and tradition.

To be exact, I am referring to the last years of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth. The process of industrialization, of course, had been going forward since the eighteenth century, especially in Britain, and writers had been responding to this by chronicling the tension between the new ways of living and the old order and the old values. But in the second half of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth the process became headlong and inexorable, with the bulk of the Western populations becoming urban, industrial masses. As an index of the swiftness of the change, Alan Bullock, in an essay in the collection Modernism,5 notes how much of the essential equipment of the modern world came into being between 1890 and 1900: the internal combustion engine; the diesel motor; the steam turbine; new fuels like oil, electricity and gas; the motor car; the bus; the tractor and aeroplane; the telephone, typewriter and tape machine; synthetic materials and plastics. John Carey, in his book The Intellectuals and the Masses,6 shows how the population was multiplying at an astonishing rate, how industry was expanding, cities and suburbs growing and destroying the countryside, and traditions and religions vanishing. With the growth of democracy going hand-in-hand with the growth in population, it seemed that a kind of mass proletarian materialism was beginning to characterize society, displacing the aesthetic hierarchies of the intellectuals who had previously controlled society’s ideas.

These changes weighed very heavily on intellectuals, and, naturally enough, there was a range of responses to modernity across Western civilization, ranging from the welcoming to the indifferent, to the fearful. One could, very likely, discover a similar spectrum of responses to the changes of the fourteenth century too; for example, religious or social reformers would presumably have found it a time of excitement and hope. By the same token, in the modern period, there were some writers, like Arnold Bennett, who welcomed the freedom and material comfort that modernization brought to the bulk of the population. But in the work of many of the period’s writers a less positive response is evident, and very often what can be discerned in their work is the need for certainty, the need for something to believe in, for something to give them meaning in an increasingly unruly and threatening world. These needs became a kind of intellectual crisis in the years after the First World War, which had shattered for ever the previous social, spiritual and economic certainties. The experience of modernity in the first decades of the twentieth century, when the framework of the modern world was still being formed, was still shocking, because so many of the comforting assumptions of the past were still alive in the memory and were part of the common intellectual legacy. The conflict was striking, and the challenge of modernity therefore seemed as if it demanded fateful decisions on the part of the thinking individual. That is what drove so many of the period’s writers and intellectuals into the folds of many different creeds which offered a brand of certainty.

The critic Richard Johnstone, in his book The Will to Believe,7 speaks of the instinctive need of the period’s novelists to have something in which to put their trust. In his study of the 1930s novelists Graham Greene, Christopher Isherwood, George Orwell, Edward Upward, Rex Warner and Evelyn Waugh, he noted that, although they had tended towards very different beliefs such as Marxism, Catholicism, or, in the case of Isherwood, the Yedanta religion, they shared “a profound need for something they felt had been lost from the world, something which would have to be replaced—belief”.8
It was, therefore, a very common tendency among the period’s writers to join political, religious or cultural causes which offered meaning amid the prevailing uncertainty. In his study of Anglo-Welsh poetry, The Cost of Strangeness, Anthony Conran describes the writers of the time:

. . . in their agony before the chaos that threatened them. Anything that at all made sense of the sickness of Western Europe—Freud, the Golden Dawn, Astrology—was joyfully taken up as a rallying cry. Even the diagnosis of the class enemy, Karl Marx, was eventually, under the threat of economic collapse, red revolution and the impending renewal of world war, taken up by ruling-class ideologues like Auden and Spender.9
The socialist response was a common one; some, like Auden and Orwell, tried to join the spirit of the age and immerse themselves in the working class as one of the mass. They failed because, despite their socialist sympathies, they inevitably retained their ruling-class attitudes. There were other responses: some novelists, like Aldous Huxley in Brave New World, or the more mature Orwell in Nineteen Eighty Four, or Rex Warner in The Aerodrome, gave a dystopian vision of the ultimate consequence of the modernization and systematization of life; and in the work of H. G. Wells too there is a profound unease about the consequences of the growth of the world’s population. What characterizes all these varied responses is a general disquiet about many aspects of the power of modernity.

In this essay, I will concentrate on one group of intellectuals who responded to the challenge of the modern in a particular way: with the combination of conservative reaction and mystical withdrawal we have already noted in the responses of the mystics of the fourteenth century. This is a particular channel of thought which has been a kind of oppositional undercurrent throughout the period, and although it is a minority viewpoint it has attracted some of the main writers of the age, including two of the greatest writers of Wales. It was a current of thought which responded to the challenge of the modern with opposition and withdrawal, a school of thought which was forced by the pressures of the modern material world to turn away from the uncertainty or ugliness of the present in order to seek utopian social ideals and transcendent religious visions.

What I am examining, therefore, is a reaction which I shall refer to from now on as the anti-modern attitude. This was a conservative response which challenged modernity in two ways: on the one hand through retreating from it, and on the other hand through offering a kind of alternative vision to mitigate or completely displace the perceived pernicious effects of the modern world. There were many aspects to the anti-modern attitude, but among its most characteristic features we could note: a religious belief which transcended the material; a tendency towards the Catholic in religion and art; a belief in order as a framework to give meaning to life; a sacramental vision of art and culture; a belief in history and tradition as the sources of inspiration and values; an appreciation of the rural rather than the urban; and a belief in the value of communities and nations to the spirit. It was an attitude which often saw the tendency of the century as godless and inhuman, as a new barbarianism which debased the individual and turned him or her into a mere part of the crowd. The intellectuals of this tendency feared the results of a modernizing process which looked as though it would destroy civilized values altogether.

Among the British and American writers who tended—to different degrees—towards these defensive, conservative ideas, were: Wyndham Lewis F. R. Leavis, Ezra Pound, Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh, David Jones, Hilaire Belloc and G. K. Chesterton. In France there were Maurice Barrès, Jacques Maritain and Charles Maurras. There was a wide difference of views between all these, of course, but it is fair to link them as representatives of the conservative literary reaction to the modern world. Among the things many of them had in common was their religious disposition; a great number were Catholics, either from the cradle like Belloc or through conversion, like Chesterton, Waugh, Jones and Greene. Another thing many of them shared was patriotism, as they fostered ideals of their native or adopted countries as examples of the supposed traditional healthy society that could be set against a modern world they saw as corrupt.10
I would like to look at four of the most significant figures of this group: T. S. Eliot, Saunders Lewis, Simone Weil and R. S. Thomas. What makes them stand out from most of the other British and American writers (but not the French ones) named above is that the influence of most of the other writers was largely confined to the world of art, while Thomas, Lewis, Weil and Eliot consistently tried to be public leaders of their nations’ thought, not only in the field of literature, but also through journalism and social and political criticism, and with some success. They all came to a profound vision of the worth and the purpose of their various national communities at a time when those nations were under threat of extinction. They all nurtured the ideal of the nation as a human community embodying values other than modernity, and they all became influential spokespeople for a particular kind of traditional, social and religious nationalism, giving them an important place in the political and intellectual history of their countries. They all had a deep and public quarrel with many aspects of the modern world: its mechanization, its mass culture, its tendency to dehumanize individuals, its commercialism, its industrialism, its despoliation of the environment, its materialism, and the way it worships the supposed truths of science instead of the mysteries of the eternal. They lived in their age without conforming to it: resident aliens in the twentieth century.

However, they are not just resident aliens with regard to their historical period but also with regard to the nature of their relationship with the nations for which they became spokespeople. Firstly, they all, to some degree, adopted the country they came to represent. But secondly, and more importantly, despite their influential position as definers and proponents of defensive nationalism, they were by no means conventional nationalists at all, if we understand conventional defensive nationalism as the natural instinct of individuals to protect the environment which has formed them and which has given them a framework for their identity. These four writers embraced the nation not primarily because of its uniqueness or its importance to them as the habitat of their identity, but because of its value as a stronghold within a larger strategy of resistance to modernity. All four used an ideal of a conservative national community as an essential part of their campaign against the threat of the twentieth century. Like Garmon in Saunders Lewis’s 1937 drama Buchedd Garmon, they came like foreigners to “stand in the gap” to defend the identity of one nation, seeing this as a part of a larger war between barbarism and civilization in general. So, although they provided a particularly profound and influential vision of the spiritual value of the nation, they did so for motives other than the simply patriotic. This being the case, if they are studied from the standpoint of their individual cultures alone, then their motives and behaviour can appear paradoxical and enigmatic. But if we compare the four and show that they all belong to an international and inter-cultural anti-modern tendency, then their relationship with their individual nations can be put into context, and at the same time, our appreciation of their status, especially that of the two Welshmen, will be enhanced.

I hope to improve our understanding of Saunders Lewis, and of R. S. Thomas in particular, through widening the debate about their work beyond the boundaries of Wales and showing that they are essentially anti-modern writers, Welsh representatives of one of the most influential intellectual strands of the twentieth century. I compare them with Eliot and Weil mainly in order to show that it is possible to compare the standard of the thought, vision and work of the two Welshmen with that of two of the period’s brightest minds. Another thing I would like to show is that the motivation for the two Welshmen’s patriotism is quite different to what is often attributed to them, and quite different to that of the nationalists who look upon them as intellectual leaders. They are not motivated by simple patriotism, but rather by the ideal of the nation as a preserver of alternative values and as a buttress against modernity.

There are some other additional facts that I would like to illustrate through this study. Firstly, there are many remarkable similarities between the four writers—in their status, in the nature of their values and personalities, and in the character of their relationship with their nations. These similarities are worth inquiring into in themselves as an example of how similar personalities can react in similar ways to the challenge of modernity within different cultures. Secondly, I believe a very worthwhile exposition of the importance of the community to the individual consciousness can be obtained by studying how these four religious authors came to a deep appreciation of the value of their nations when those nations were in danger, and how the nation formed an integral part of the mystical experiences these writers sought as they withdrew from the threat of the modern material world. Lastly, I believe the anti-materialistic orientation of these writers has much to say to our own post-modern age, where the modern condition may be less shocking than it was for the authors under consideration, but where that condition has advanced very much further.

I am not suggesting that there is complete correspondence between these writers, of course. But I believe it is possible to show a pattern of common values and motives among them. I will give a brief outline of each of the four writers in order to sketch out the argument, before going on to concentrate on R. S. Thomas, as he is the one who has received least critical attention from this standpoint, and the one whose status is most urgently in need of revision. I will start with T. S. Eliot, because he is the classic example of the anti-modern tendency, and because his status encompasses several western cultures. It is scarcely necessary to outline the familiar territory of his cultural pilgrimage, so I will concentrate on what he has in common with the other anti-modern writers under discussion.

T. S. Eliot

He was born in 1888 in the city of St Louis in the southern state of Missouri in the United States, to a family of English origin with more recent roots in the northern states of New England. An element of cultural displacement was therefore inherent in his experience. His studies took him to Europe and then to London, where he made his home during the First World War, a war which affected him deeply through the loss of friends, although he was not himself able to fight. The war also contributed to the sense of alienation within the modern world expressed in his epoch-making 1922 poem The Waste Land. After marrying and beginning his literary career, Eliot fostered an attitude of extreme Englishness, rejected the Unitarian faith of his family and became an Anglo-Catholic; his religion, always open to the transcendent, became increasingly mystical over the years, culminating in a vision of the silence and hiddenness of God.

Although he is the main poet of Modernism in the English language, with his pioneering work chronicling the disintegration of the individual consciousness within the shattered civilization of the West, he belongs, nonetheless, to that aspect of Modernism which reacted to the challenge of the modern world by opposing it. Despite his ground-breaking literary techniques, he publicly embraced an increasingly conservative standpoint in his politics, his culture and his religion, an attitude he summed up in his famous off-hand definition: “classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and anglo-catholic in religion”.11 His conservatism, both political and religious, could on occasion be narrow and offensive, most notoriously in the handful of anti-semitic inferences which can be found in his work before 1934 and which have been exhaustively reported. However, despite the fact that he was conservative by instinct and choice, he should not be too readily identified as a political rightist, because that would suggest that he accepted the terms of some contemporary political viewpoint. He did not; he was suspicious of any political system which accepted the terms of the modern world, whatever its political colour. Rejecting extremism of the right or the left (although he saw the latter as by far the worthier opponent), he believed the modern world was increasingly barbaric and he often nurtured the ideal of a middle-way return to a stable rural society, as the location of a framework of values enshrining tradition, history, hierarchy and order. This was a vision he shared with the inter-war Distributists like Chesterton and Belloc, a movement which is discussed a little more fully below in the section on Saunders Lewis.

I believe Eliot’s greatest work is Four Quartets, poems which Eliot considered describing as “patriotic”,12 and which were written during the darkest days of the Second World War when England faced, for the first time for centuries, military, cultural and political conquest. The Four Quartets present a united salvific vision of the co-operation of place, culture, history, the human personality and the eternal. It is a vision that is located, crucially, in England, and yet a vision which stemmed from the fact that Eliot, essentially, was a stranger to England: despite his persona as an Englishman, and the status as prophet which was accorded to him by his admirers in the culture of his time, he remained a foreigner in his adopted country, belonging neither to America nor to England. He courted ambiguity and kept both his cultures at arm’s length. This was partly intentional; he was a man of a retiring, withdrawn, introspective nature, one who distrusted close relationships. A position between two worlds was more congenial to him than was the prospect of maintaining a serious relationship with any world in particular. Tension of that kind, cultural and personal, was an essential source of his creativity. He used to sign some letters “metoikos”, Greek for “resident alien”. Although he provided an exposition of the value of Englishness which his adopted countrymen found inspiring at a time of crisis (the pamphlet of “East Coker” sold 12,000 copies in 1940), Englishness was not the supreme value; for him it was merely the expedient local and temporal medium—“Now and in England”13—through which an individual could approach the eternal; as the environment “nearest in place and time”,14 it was therefore merely the chosen location for a statement of opposition to destructive materialism in all cultures and all places. Eliot, who was sympathetic to national movements in Wales, Scotland and elsewhere, consistently advocated a supra-national system of traditional cultural values, which would incorporate what he called a “constellation” of individual cultures (the Welsh-language culture being explicitly one of them).15 That was his larger agenda. His image as a patriotic Englishman was really a kind of nom de guerre he had adopted in a larger trans-cultural war against materialistic modernity.

Saunders Lewis

Turning to Saunders Lewis, we find a career similar in many ways to that of Eliot. Indeed, Lewis can be seen to be heavily in Eliot’s debt in terms of his values, his oracular style of criticism, his use of the metrical drama and even in his style of poetry. One commentator described him very aptly as “T. S. Eliot’s special apostle to the Welsh”.16 Once again, he is a person whose relationship with his nation was characterized by tension. The facts of his life are familiar enough, so I will simply highlight here those aspects most relevant to this discussion.

Saunders Lewis was born in 1893 on Merseyside, the son of a Welsh-speaking Methodist minister. But although Welsh was his first language, most of the ideals formative of his thought stemmed from the élitist English environment of his youth—his private school, Liverpool University where he studied English, and the officer corps with which he served in the First World War. The war brought him face-to-face with the destructive mass forces of the modern world, shattering the comfortable assumptions of his Edwardian childhood. This led, through his reading of conservative French authors, to his conversion to Welsh cultural and traditional nationalism, a creed which gave him a sense of meaning in the psychological and social chaos around him.

He was 28 before he came to live for the first time in Wales, after the end of the war. This was a Wales which faced social and economic disintegration, but Saunders Lewis proceeded—aided by the confidence imparted by his footloose bourgeois upbringing—to promote a vision of the inherent worth of Wales, a vision which subsequently inspired generations of nationalists. His perception of Wales’s condition, and his readiness to act on her behalf, was strengthened by his distance from Welsh society, a distance which freed him from some of the social and psychological restraints which inhibited his contemporaries who had been raised in Wales. He became the central catalytic figure in the process of forming Welsh nationalism in the twentieth century: a founder of Plaid Cymru in 1925, a hero of the Penyberth bombing school protest in 1936, and the father of the Welsh Language Society in 1962. But despite that catalytic role, he remained a constant outsider in Wales: he was a man whose values had been formed in England, a man who underwent a conversion to Catholicism; a man who promoted a collection of conservative, traditionalist, classical and élitist values which were alien to the majority of his fellow Welsh people. He hated the industrial world, and often promoted “back to the land” pre-industrial ideas as answers to modern problems. The source of these ideas, almost certainly (although he liked to suggest he had imbibed them directly from France), was Distributism, the English inter-war movement which was heavily under the influence of the modern social teaching of the Catholic Church and which sought to find a middle way between capitalism and communism through advocating the wide personal ownership of property within a framework of traditional social values as the basis of a stable economy and democracy.17 This programme idealized the concept of a Europe united by a common over-arching Catholic Christian culture which allowed space for individual ethnic cultures to thrive. Despite his innate conservatism, Saunders Lewis was, in terms of his social policy, largely a middle-way distributist. However, his borrowing of some of the more narrow and prejudiced ideas of the inter-war neo-Catholics—most notoriously their absurd anti-semitic conspiracy theory—allowed him to be frequently caricatured by his opponents as a hardline political rightist.

Saunders Lewis, like Eliot, was a Modernist in his poetic techniques, and, like Eliot again, he belonged to the current of Modernism which hid an enmity toward the modern world under the cloak of a contemporary style. He shared with the three other writers an attraction to the sacramental and the mystical in religion—often expressed in terms of the hidden God. Like them, he was an essentially retiring personality, a man of ambiguous and uncertain cultural roots, a man who found a kind of modus vivendi, and also an impetus for his creativity, through maintaining a distance between himself and the claims of both the Welsh and the English worlds upon him. Although it is he, in the Welsh language, who was the prophet of a particular kind of traditional cultural nationalism, he was, nonetheless, a man who had deliberately adopted Wales, and who had adopted an ideal of Wales very different to the reality. Many of the paradoxes of his nature and his behaviour as a Welshman become clear if they are viewed in the wider context of the crisis of Western conservatism before advancing modernity. The motives and sources of his nationalism were very different to those of most of his fellow-nationalists; his main battle was not just for Wales, but for the standards and values of Europe as a whole in the face of the perceived evils of the modern world. For him, Wales was not a place to be defended because it was home; it was more like the ground chosen by him for a battle in a larger campaign.

Simone Weil

Because of her short life and her extraordinary personality, Simone Weil shares fewer biographical similarities with the other three writers, but she is, nonetheless, similar to them in a number of significant ways. She was born in 1909 in Paris to a middle-class family of liberal Jews with their roots in Alsace and Russia; her parents spoke German with one another, but French with her. Her background, therefore, was a primary cause of the estrangement she felt between herself and France’s majority culture. Although she was only a child during the First World War, the conflict still left its mark upon her, giving her images of human suffering which preoccupied her compassionate nature ever afterwards. An exceptionally brilliant and original scholar, she became a teacher of philosophy, dividing her time between school work and campaigning for a variety of socialist movements. She, of the four writers under discussion, was the one who felt most keenly the problems of the modern age, and the challenge of industrialism in particular; and it was she, certainly, who provided the most far-reaching critique of modern industrial society, tending once again to “back-to-the-land” distributist (“syndicalist” in the French context) middle-way ideas. She took practical (but largely unsuccessful) steps to get to grips with the challenge of industrialism, spending periods of time working in factories and on the land. She even fought briefly for the Republican cause with the anarcho-syndicalist militia in the Spanish Civil War. Politically, she adopted ever more conservative ideas of tradition and order, reaching an essentially anti-modern standpoint.

In her religion, she embraced an ideal of Catholicism as a force capable of uniting society within a traditional framework of values, a framework that she saw, practically, as identical with French culture itself. Like Eliot and Lewis she promoted an idea of a Christian Europe as a harmonious patchwork of ethnic and linguistic cultures (Welsh again, in Weil’s work, being one of these). However, like so many neo-Catholics, she found Jewishness incompatible with this ideal, and she distanced herself from her roots to an unnatural degree, and showed strong evidence of prejudice against her own people, probably stemming from the “culture-shame” often apparent among minorities subjected to assimilationist pressure. Weil was by far the most anti-Jewish of the three writers discussed so far, and while Eliot and Lewis quietly dropped their prejudices as the evidence of Nazi persecution grew, Weil, paradoxically, did not, even though she was herself, as a fugitive Jewess, a victim of that very persecution. However, despite her strong attraction to Catholicism, she was not prepared to accept Christian baptism; as an exceptionally retiring person, and one with uncertain cultural roots, she preferred ambiguity to belonging, both personally and socially, and she insisted on keeping her distance from every intellectual and social community. Being an outsider was essential to her.

Even though her need to remain non-aligned prevented her from joining any religious community, Weil was nonetheless a person of deep mystical and visionary spirituality, expressed in terms of the via negativa, the hidden God encountered only in his absence. At a time when her nation was under Nazi oppression, this spirituality informed the vision she attained of the importance of culture, history, society, tradition and religion to the human personality. This ideal she expounded in her work L’Enracinement, published posthumously and known in English as “The Need for Roots”.18 This study, written in London during Weil’s final months, gives an original vision of the practical and transcendental value of the nation, a vision located firmly in France, a country which was at that time under enemy occupation, and a country with which Weil, as a Jewess, had a troubled relationship. Her affirmation of the central value of rootedness is rigorous in its philosophical method and lyrical in its appreciation of the value, in all cultures, of belonging. It also provides an outstanding and unsurpassed critique of deracination, one which has never been of greater relevance than today, when population mobility is the norm rather than the exception. Taken as a whole, the book is an eloquent plea for the value of human community at local and national levels and in all nations. She resolutely resists claiming that any nation is better than another, stating that each is an equally essential environment to those brought up within it. Sympathetic to devolution, Weil is careful to avoid ascribing inherent value to individual nations; she recognized them all as political, historical and geographic constructs, temporal creations whose value lay in their expedience as environments which nurtured the human spirit. To her, nations and communities were not ends in themselves; they were, in the Greek term crucial to her thought, “metaxu”, bridges between the temporal and eternal.

Weil went to London to help the forces of Free France, and she died there in 1943, her unnatural physical self-denial contributing to her death. She had tried to be a prophet to France, but was not accepted as such during her short life; her status as a visionary has been posthumous. But if one cannot claim for her in France the catalytic role attributed to the other writers in their own nations, Weil, nonetheless, is another writer of the same period who adopted a similar collection of values, and who did so for similar reasons. She made her nation the basis of a transcendent vision of resistance to the deracinating forces of modernity; like the other writers, she did so out of an ambiguous relationship with that nation; like them, too, she did so as part of a lifelong campaign against the uprooting forces affecting all Western cultures.

R. S. Thomas

Turning lastly to R. S. Thomas, I will begin by outlining briefly his similarity to the other three writers. He was born in 1913 in Cardiff, and brought up in several port towns, but mainly in Holyhead. After studying in Bangor and Cardiff, he began his lifelong career as a priest in the Church in Wales in 1936. Although he never experienced the kind of semi-cultural conversion away from his family faith experienced by the other writers, his religion still shares with theirs a tendency to sacrament, to the mysticism of the via negativa, to mystery and to catholicism.

There may have been no religious conversion for Thomas, but there was certainly a crucial conversion of another kind—to Welsh nationalism. Once again, war had a part in the process. Thomas was watching an air raid on Liverpool during the Second World War when he was struck by the destructive capacity of mankind; this made him long for an escape back to a romantic ideal of a Welsh-speaking Wales as a retreat from the pressures of the modern world. He started to learn Welsh, but he was already 30 years old, and by the time he was fluent, he could not dislodge English as the language of his poetry. Despite that, he came to identify increasingly with traditional language-based nationalism and became the most prominent English-language spokesman, and perhaps the most fiery Welsh-language spokesman (at least among influential figures) for that kind of viewpoint.

As has often been noted, there is a great similarity between his ideals and those of Saunders Lewis, who was in many ways, a role model for him;19 once again, the values promoted by R. S. Thomas are based on tradition, culture, the language and the countryside. Indeed, there can be discerned, here and there, traces of a kind of distributism in the back-to-the-land ruralist social ideas he embraced in his prose, which has a strong environmentalist streak.20 He has often been compared with Saunders Lewis too in his status as a prophet of language-based Welsh nationalism, and he was very appropriately described by one critic as “The true heir of Saunders”.21 He shared with Lewis—whom he met shortly after his “conversion” and with whom he corresponded—a similar Anglicized middle-class upbringing, the same experience of an adult conversion to nationalism, the same reluctance to practice realpolitik, and the same choice of Wales the ideal rather than Wales the real-life country. In literary terms, while the length of his poetic career means that he ventured deep into the post-modern period—in terms of chronology if not of literary method—the motives and values which inform most of his work are still very similar to those of modernists like Eliot and Lewis. The shock of modernity which hit the city-bred Eliot, Lewis and Weil in the early years of the twentieth century came late to R. S. Thomas. Although younger than them, he had been brought up in a remote part of Wales; he was still emulating the poetry of the Georgians ten years after the publication of The Waste Land; in the 1940s he was serving as a priest in rural parishes still without running water or electricity. Modernity began to disturb his world only in the late 1940s and early 1950s when mechanization started to affect the farmers in his mountainous parishes. He is not so much a Post-modernist as a late example of Modernism.

Once again, Thomas had a retiring nature and a tendency to keep the two cultural elements in his character in a kind of creative tension, neither accepting nor rejecting either entirely, and not letting himself be assimilated by one or the other. Again, his vision of the nation developed as he experienced in his parishes the threat that nation faced through anglicization—a process he identified with the march of modernization. All his parishes were rural, and he frequently expressed the disquiet he felt about urban life and, more fundamentally, towards the materialism of which he considered it to be an expression. This antipathy permeates his work as one of its most basic motives, more so, I would argue, than his Welsh nationalism. He embraced Welshness as a buttress against modernity. It was a means to a greater end. It was not the natural response of a native to a threat to his or her cultural habitat, but rather the more complex response of a cultured individual seeking a barrier to perceived barbarism. The central text for this anti-modern attitude in his work is his lecture Abercuawg, his most extended transcendental vision, where he expresses doubt as to whether a modern world would be worth sacrificing for.

So, despite R. S. Thomas’s image as the classic example of a traditional Welsh nationalist, it is possible to regard that nationalism not so much as opposition to England but as opposition to the modern world in general. I suggest, therefore, in the light of the comparison with the other three writers, that one should resist the common practice of defining him according to his position within Welsh or English cultures alone. I believe we should add to our understanding of him the fact that he is a Welsh example of a tendency that can he seen in other cultures: a tendency in which major writers have made a conservative stand within nations which they have idealized as symbols of anti-modern—and, even more essentially—anti-material values.

As I said earlier, of all the writers discussed here, Thomas is the one whose reputation stands in greatest need of adjustment. His very public espousal of the controversial cause of Welsh nationalism has generated more heat than light with regard to critical perspectives on his work. It seems that for many his status is either enhanced or impaired by his nationalism, and the debate over this issue in his work has obscured what are in reality far more central concerns. The fact is that the main concern of his life and work was undoubtedly the pursuit of the spiritual. I do not think it is possible to understand R. S. Thomas properly unless this is recognized. Many critics seem to be prepared to “explain” his work by the light of any theory, whether social, political or psychoanalytical, while ignoring the plain fact that shouts out from almost every page of his work—that his primary concern is with the life of the spirit, that he was a man who experienced occasions of direct contact with the divine, and that he had concentrated his energies consistently and attentively and assiduously on seeking God. This is an experience so alien to the majority of people who share the post-modern, post-religious Western world with Thomas that they tend to gloss over it, despite its actual absolute centrality to his life. The following passage, from the 1948 Welsh-language article “Two Chapels”, should serve to illustrate the fact that Thomas, on occasion, experienced the eternal directly. Thomas is telling of a solitary visit to a remote nonconformist chapel at Maes-yr-Onnen in Radnorshire:

And almost immediately, I saw. I understood. As with St. John the divine on the island of Patmos I was “in the Spirit” and I had a vision, in which I could comprehend the breadth and length and depth and height of the mystery of the creation. But I won’t try to put the experience into words. It would be impossible. I will simply say that I realised that there was really no such thing as time, no beginning and no end but that everything is a fountain welling up endlessly from immortal God .22
That was not an isolated experience; in between the long silences in his dialogue with God, there were other such moments of communion. In an age which largely believes that science has explained God, and which sees religion as no more than a kind of cultural curiosity, Thomas’s priorities are hard to digest. It is much easier to reach for the terminology of sociology, psychology or politics to interpret him. Easy, but not accurate. Trying to explain R. S. Thomas in terms of nationalism is like trying to explain Jesus of Nazareth in terms of carpentry. Or, more seriously, it is like explaining Jesus of Nazareth solely in terms of his attitude towards first-century Roman rule in Palestine. It misses the point. To Thomas, the nation was a secondary thing. For all the publicity his views on Wales have been accorded, and for all the enthusiasm or enmity they have generated, the amount of material about the matter of Wales in his work is actually quite small. The nation was a weapon in the battle; it was not the cause of the battle. I will take it for granted that the huge preponderance of religious themes in Thomas’s work is adequate testimony to the primacy of spiritual concerns in his personality and creative output, and I will concentrate on illustrating the finer point that his advocacy of nationalism was subordinated to a wider strategy of opposing modernity and materialism.

Very often, converts to whatever cause can be more zealous and committed than those brought up within the framework of that belief-system, and it is possible that zeal of that kind can be a sign of the indelible alienation they feel. As with Saunders Lewis, this is true of R. S. Thomas to some degree. Both were prepared to go to extremes—of ideas rather than action in the case of Thomas—for their beliefs. Perhaps it was their position as outsiders which let them see the smallness and fragility of the Welsh-language world. But the essence of Thomas’s estrangement is not the fact that his nationalism is adopted. The essence of his difference is the nature of the motive for his conversion to i fie cause of Wales. The greatest conflict which is played out in R. S. Thomas’s work is a battle with the materialism of the twentieth century, not a battle with England. His priorities therefore are different not only to the opinions of the majority of Welsh nationalists, but also to those of most people with whom he shared the modern Western world. This is his true extremism.

R. S. Thomas’s work is full of his instinctive opposition—both in emotion mid principle—to: “The new world, ugly and evil, / That men pry for in truth’s name” (“No Through Road”).23 He despised those common objects of hatred for the conservative anti-modern intellectual: the mass democratic attitudes of the modern condition. Here is Thomas in his poem “Resort” depicting people on their holidays from industrial towns:

People, people; the erect species

With its restlessness and the need to pay—
What have they come here to find?

Must they return to the vomit

Of the factories? On the conveyor belt

Of their interests they circle the town

To emerge jaded at the pier;

To look at the water with dull eyes

Resentfully.24
And in the poem “The Small Window,” he tells of the beauty of the Welsh countryside:

Have a care;

This wealth is for the few

And chosen. Those who crowd

A small window dirty it

With their breathing, though sublime

And inexhaustible the view.25
Is the poem “Afforestation”, as he considers a forestry plantation, we find this:
I see the cheap times

Against which they grow:

Thin houses for dupes,

Pages of pale trash...26
In 1966, he wrote for the Times Literary Supplement on the importance of religion to art:

We are told with increasing vehemence that this is a scientific age and that science is transforming the world, but is it not also a mechanised and impersonal age, an analytical and critical one; an age in which, under the hard gloss of affluence, there can be detected the murmuring of the starved heart and the uneasy spirit?27
He admitted in an interview in 1964 that his anti-modernism was illogical and hopeless, but said that his feeling insisted that he resist the scientific interpretation of life.28 It is in the countryside that Thomas locates religious and social virtues: he sees the town as a symptom of corrupt anti-Welsh modernity.29 It is a classic anti-modern standpoint, and one which is deeper and clearer in R. S. Thomas than in any of the other three writers being considered here; after all, Thomas was the only one who “voted with his feet” as it were, by spending his entire adult life in the countryside. The depth of his hatred of the urban cannot be doubted: in his Welsh-language article “Anglo-Welsh Literature”, from 1952, he complained that so many of the Anglo-Welsh writers came from the industrial south:

They tend, therefore, to give an unbalanced picture of Wales, creating the impression that Wales is the land of coal mines. But for me, the true Wales is still to be found in the country. The heavy industries came from outside, and they are something new; but the rural tradition stretches back through the centuries, as something essentially Welsh.30
Even greater was the antipathy he expressed in the Welsh-language article “Two Chapels” from 1948, where he asserts that the soul of the true Welshman is formed in the country: “But towns are not characteristic of Wales; they are evidence of an alien influence and the sooner they are destroyed the better”31—a strong echo of Saunders Lewis’s desire to “de-industrialise the south of Wales”, or his assertion that industrialism killed culture and dehumanized man,32 and that the way to deal with the big industries of the south and their problems was, simply, “to destroy them”.33
Thomas was heavily under the influence of Saunders Lewis when he wrote “Two Chapels”. Indeed, he had been so stirred by an article of Saunders Lewis’s in June 1945 that he paid an unannounced visit to the older man and offered his services to the cause of Wales.34 Lewis’s article had painted a grim picture of a post-war Europe descending into barbarism and totalitarianism of both the left and right; he had proposed the promoting of local community cohesiveness in Wales as a means of surviving the coming darkness. It was a classic anti-modern vision and, although the specific spectres of totalitarianism were later to be replaced in Thomas’s work by the composite technological and scientific enemy he called the “Machine”, the scenario was to remain essentially the same in Thomas’s world view thereafter—the resistance of the civilized local community against the destructive deracinating forces unleashed by modern society. Thomas’s work is full of examples of this threat in one form or another. The Machine was a common aspect in which this danger appears: this is from the volume H’m, from 1972:

The machine appeared, 
In the distance, singing to itself 
Of money. Its song was the web 
They were caught in, men and women 
Together. The villages were as flies 
To be sucked empty.

(“Other”)35
This is from Between Here and Now, from 198 1:

They come in from the fields 
with the dew and the buttercup dust 
on their boots. It was not they 
nor their ancestors crucified 
Christ. They look up at what 
the town has done to him. . . .

. . . The town 
is malignant. It grows, and what 
it feeds on is what these men call 
their home.

(“Fair Day”)36
Approaching the end of the century, scarcely could one get a clearer declaration of his viewpoint than this from a newspaper interview in 1994: “Cities are terrible places. Evil. I smell evil the moment I get off the train”.37 In 1995, in “Anybody’s Alphabet” from No Truce with the Furies, he mentions: “usury’s / urge towards urbanisation”,38 thereby connecting the town with cupidity and materialism. In his final book, ABC Neb, there are many examples of his anti-modern stance; speaking of war, he says: “And with the growth of the power and influence of the mass media it has become easier to appeal to old primitive instincts”.39 The last words of the book express a longing for the old vanished way of life which came to an end “under the influence of the new technology”.40 
His attitude to the country is not entirely positive, of course. After all, it is Thomas, in his poems about “Iago Prytherch” and his kind, who has deconstructed most mercilessly the ideal of the value of the natural world to the human spirit; his poems often depict nature as something destructive, cruel and fickle. But all the same, it is still in the country that Thomas can best commune with God, and his deepest visions always have a natural setting. The country may not be a paradise for him, but at least he can see the possibility of paradise in it. It is potentially paradisal. In comparison, the town is pure hell. Much of Thomas’s ruralism has a distinctly “green” feeling about it. For example, in introducing A Choice of Wordsworth’s Verse, he said:

As Wordsworth reclined in a grove sometime in 1798, it grieved his heart to think “what man has made of man”. To many of us in these islands nearly two hundred years later, it may be grievous to think what man has made of nature . . . the price we pay for our so-called progress.41
He once said he would like to undo the Industrial Revolution.42 In BIwyddyn yn Ll(n, a late book of prose based on a year’s experience of living on the Ll(n peninsula, he blames the greedy and the powerful and the cupiditous for “polluting the earth and the environment”, seeing these destructive forces as part of a corrupt capitalist system.43 He was prepared also to act on his “green” principles, as a member of several environmental groups such as the Committee for the Protection of the Red Kite, the Friends of Ll(n, and, of course, taking conservation in its widest sense, the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. He worried about the future of humankind in the face of its aggressive greed.44 John Barnie has noted that Thomas’s battle to save the earth and to save the Welsh language are one and the same,45 and he notes how revolutionary is the poet’s viewpoint:

. . . here a strain of thought, anti-democratic in many of its assumptions, which in the 1920’s and 1930’s ran parallel with and could be confused with that of the right-wing ideologues, spirals off into a revolutionary course. . . . So while there are those who would agree with R. S. Thomas in objecting to nuclear arms and would support his stand against the destruction of nature, few would accept his identification of democracy in industrial mass society as one of the major causes of both.46
Throughout Thomas’s poetry, the threat of technological ability, science devoid of conscience, and logic devoid of the logos, has been incarnated in the terrifying and threatening image of the “Machine”. “The word ‘machine’ has a force in his poetry as though it represented the devil multiplied to the power of the H-bomb,” was Stephen Spender’s remark on this in 1993.47 The “Machine” is a kind of cousin to those perfect but soulless robots which are essential members of the dramatis personae of science fiction, and which are, very often, symbols of the same mistrust about the tendencies of the modern world as displayed by Thomas. I do not know if R. S. Thomas read much in the field of science fiction—I doubt it, somehow—but his later poetry, especially Experimenting With An Amen, often uses the kind of nightmarish imagery that would not be unfamiliar to that genre:

Our scientists 
had white coats, vestments 
these of a clandestine ritual.

(“Bequest”)48
with a screech of steel 
I jumped into the world 
smiling my cogged smile, 
breaking with iron hand 
the hands they extended.

(“The Other”)49
R. S. Thomas often creates a dichotomy between religion and art on the one hand and industry and science on the other: “You made war, campaigning upon the piano that would surrender to the television” (“Biography”).50
My masters, 
the machine whined, putting the yawning 
consciences to sleep.

It is intolerable, 

I cried.

(“Similarities”)51
They have exchanged 
their vestments for white coats, 
working away in their bookless 
laboratories,

(“Ritual”)52
It is true that his most recent poetry showed a tendency to reconcile the vocabularies of religion and science in a vision of love and providence working with even the most unpromising material, namely science. But this is not a rapprochement with modernity, but rather a religious experience of the unlimited extent of divine love.53 To assert that the transcendent can be discerned in poor material does not mean that this material is no longer poor. Indeed, in articles, poems and interviews throughout that later period, there is very clear evidence that Thomas’s quarrel with the modern world was as alive and as bitter as ever.54
The love of money is seen by him as a major element in the corruption of the modern world. In his poem “Afallon” from No Truce with the Furies, in 1995, he sees the Welsh withstanding international financial materialism through returning to the spiritual roots of their existence as a nation:

In a world 
oscillating between dollar 
and yen our liquidities 
are immaterial. We 
continue our relationship 
with the young David, flooring 
the cheque-book giant 
with one word taken, 
smooth as a pebble, out 
of the brook of our language.55
Realizing that Thomas’s antipathy towards the modern world is a completely fundamental element of his mindset, and that it is something which remained unchanging over the years, we can better define the role of his nationalism within the framework of his values, which is that it is a weapon in the battle with the machine: “. . . a counteraction to the impersonal forces of uniformity that he found everywhere at work”.56
R. S. Thomas certainly joined the Welsh side in the battle with England, and fought hard. But it was all only part of a larger war. He took the side of Wales in the same way that Welsh socialists joined the Republican army in the Spanish Civil War. Love for Spain and her society was not their main motive, nor was loyalty to the Republic; but they saw an opportunity to fight for socialism against fascism, and that is what motivated them. They might have come to love the country and the people and the language through their experience, but, essentially, they were fighting for something higher than the destiny of a single nation. The battle was against Franco, but the war was against fascism and capitalism.

For example, in his 1978 review of Dee Brown’s sympathetic study of the conquest of the Native Americans, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, Thomas recalls his early hopes for Welsh nationalism, and in the process displays its purpose in his anti-modern strategy:

Would it not be possible, by means of Welsh, to avoid the over industrialisation that had taken place in England, the bottomless pit into which so many western countries were rushing?57
This attitude can be seen most clearly in Thomas’s 1976 Welsh lecture to the National Eisteddfod, Abercuawg, where he argues for the importance of the ideal of a traditional, rural nation as an incentive for nationalistic endeavour, saying he has no interest in a modern Wales that could not embody such an ideal, even if that modern Wales achieved political and linguistic success.

For wherever Abercuawg may be, there are trees and fields and flowers and limpid unpolluted streams, with the cuckoos still singing there. For such a place I would perhaps be prepared to make a sacrifice unto death. But what of a place that is too full of people, where there is street after street of modern characterless houses, each with its garage and television aerial; from where the trees and birds and flowers have fled before the yearly advance of the concrete and macadam, where the people do the same kind of monotonous soulless work in order to support more and more of their kind? And even if Welsh was the language of these people; even if they have coined a Welsh word for every device and invention that belongs to this technological, plastic age in which they live, will this be a place worth bringing into being, worth sacrificing for?58
This is a classic nightmare of the anti-modern—mass, soulless urban uniformity, with the human population increasing so as to destroy the natural world. Thomas defines his ideal national community in terms of its anti-modern credentials. Welshness, to him, is secondary.

Abercuawg is R. S. Thomas’s Four Quartets: his most extended and finest expression of the spiritual vision that motivated him. Many Welsh people accept the lecture as if it were a classic Welsh nationalistic text, but, in reality, it has been misread in a way similar to that in which nationalists have selectively misinterpreted Saunders Lewis’s drama Buchedd Garmon. In that work, set in the Dark Ages of pagan Saxon encroachment on Christian Wales, Lewis depicts Garmon, visiting Bishop of Auxerre, being invited to “stand in the gap” with the Welsh against the barbarians. The moving speech with which this invitation is made is almost a sacred text for nationalists, and can be seen in poster form on many a patriot’s wall. But, if considered in the context of Lewis’s consistent priorities, in which patriotism had a subordinate role as a tactic in a war against materialism, then it is more likely that the passage in the drama is in reality a fine statement which happens to be patriotic, rather than a patriotic statement which happens to be fine. The same is true of Abercuawg. Preserving Welshness is the tactic, but resisting materialistic modernity is the strategy and the goal. Abercuawg is an anti-modern manifesto which attacks, not Englishness, but rather:

. . . the people who, in the name of work or progress, or for the sake of great profit, are prepared to surround Abercuawg with wires and pylons, telling all kinds of untruths in order to get their own way; the people who, if they are defeated in an argument, will fall back on the old cliché that: You cannot turn back the hands of the clock .59
The lecture ends with a vision of the ideal Abercuawg:

And there will not be a forest of poles and pylons there, but leafy trees. And the poles will be set tastefully out of sight, in recognition of the fact that man’s spirit comes first and that the cuckoos will never sing on the ugly pylons of our shaky civilisation.60
Thomas, therefore, is no ordinary nationalist, and I believe we should as a result not confine our interpretations of him to merely a Welsh—or for that matter merely an English—perspective. Rather, we should include in our understanding of him the fact that he is a Welsh representative of an international anti-modern tendency; a tendency that has been outlined in this essay through the sketching of the lives of three of its most important representatives. Here are four writers whose condition as resident aliens strengthens their feeling of the importance of national communities, four who joined in with national battles in order to influence a larger supra-national war against the anti-spiritual materialism of the age.

It is unlikely that there has ever been a time when some people did not feel that the materialism of the age was threatening spiritual values, or that the present was a deterioration of the past. It is one of humankind’s most basic instincts to be suspicious of change, to criticize the present, to idealize the past and to fear the future. It happens in every period, and one could trace the ideal of some “golden age” back through every historical period to the original myth of the Garden of Eden. However, as was said at the beginning of this essay, there are certain periods when the pace of change in society is so quick and its effects so far-reaching as to create in a substantial portion of the population a feeling that civilization is in a state of crisis. In such a period, this anxiety can create in many cultures a much more intense response than the general disquiet which every age feels in the face of change. That is what happened in the ferment of the fourteenth century, when the mystical works mentioned earlier were written, and that is also what happened in the modern age, when the works of the four writers under discussion here were created.

These writers considered that their civilization was in a state of crisis, so there is an extraordinary depth and passion to their responses as the threat of the material world makes them turn aside from the ugliness and uncertainty of the present to seek utopian social ideals and transcendental religious visions. As a result of the seriousness of the external threat, they produced extraordinarily clear expositions of the value of the spiritual and of the value of the societies in which they had located that spirituality. This is what makes them worth studying synoptically in the light of one another’s careers. Through them, we find four aspects of the campaign of the spirit against materialism and four aspects of the spiritual value of society as part of that campaign. In a world where cultures are often perceived to be in competition with one another, it is good to see, in the similarity of the responses of four defenders of threatened cultures, a common argument in favour of the essential value of every culture.

These writers were distressed by the apparent collapse of civilized human society before the forces of modern uniformity. And because they were people of displaced cultural allegiance, their perception of the value and uniqueness of individual cultures as environments for the life of the spirit was sharpened. They therefore chose to earth their general opposition to materialism in idealized adopted national communities, communities whose worth was underlined to them because of the political threat they faced. England for Eliot and France for Weil were under the threat of Nazi Germany, while Wales for Lewis and Thomas was under the continuing threat of England. These cultures became symbols of what could be lost by yielding to materialism, and they became battlegrounds in the war these religious intellectuals waged against forces they saw as inimical to the spirit.

It is with such wider considerations in mind, therefore, that we should approach the work of R. S. Thomas, T. S. Eliot, Saunders Lewis and Simone Weil. If they are regarded solely from the viewpoint of the individual cultures within which they operated, then their motives and behaviour can appear to be paradoxical, and one only obtains a partial picture of them. In terms of critical approaches to their work, there has so far been greater variety in this respect in the cases of Eliot and Weil than in the cases of the two Welshmen. In cultures such as those of France and England, as the threats of conquest and the extinction of identity have receded, it has become easier for critics to see Eliot and Weil in their true colours as part of an international tendency of anti-modern writers. As the external threat faded, identity was no longer so contentious, and competing factions were therefore not driven to co-opt these writers into their ranks. The cultures of France and England now have little to lose by analysing and deconstructing the motives of some of their most prominent writers.

It is different in Wales. Here the threat to the continuation and the identity of the culture still exists. In such circumstances, powerful instincts move the supporters of the culture to deploy all that culture’s resources in its own defence. In such a battle, a threatened minority like the Welsh-speaking Welsh found writers of the status of R. S. Thomas and Saunders Lewis to be powerful and useful allies. Small wonder that their motives were not questioned too closely as they came to the barricades. There has been a reluctance among many Welsh speakers to see Thomas and Lewis as anything other than volunteers to be welcomed to the defending army; volunteers whose priorities and motives are assumed to be the same as the rest of the defenders. There has been a reluctance to grasp the true nature of their motives even when they had made those motives abundantly clear. The fact is, of course, that despite the courage and commitment of Lewis and Thomas in the cause of Welsh identity, they are the International Brigade of that campaign; fighters who joined the battle for reasons far different from those of the natives.

In terms of hostile criticism, the fact that the struggle between Wales and England is continuing accounts for the fact that, very often, neither English critics, nor the Welsh opponents of Thomas, set his nationalism in its proper context. As nationalism in Wales is still a highly controversial issue, a force which challenges opposing interests and viewpoints, it is common to find criticism which engages with Thomas in order to defend the positions he threatens. So one finds, mainly from English critics, attempts to neutralize his nationalism by ignoring, patronizing or belittling it. From his Welsh opponents, who have more to lose, can be found accusations of extremism, exclusivity or reaction. The fact that the struggle in which Thomas joined is still continuing means that criticism, both supportive and hostile, has often been constrained by partisanship and by the current expediencies of the two sides of that struggle.

I hope I have been able to suggest that one can obtain a better understanding of the viewpoint, the motives and the status of Thomas and Lewis through seeing them in a wider context as the Welsh representatives of an important and influential current of thought in the twentieth century. It is not the prevailing current of thought, certainly—materialism holds that position—but, all the same, it is an important one; one which is in consistent opposition to the hegemony of the material. I have described it as the anti-modern tendency, and I believe that is an appropriate term. I also stressed that it was an instinctively conservative phenomenon in many aspects, and that it sometimes contained elements of narrowness and prejudice.

However, in conclusion, I would like to stress the positive aspects of the spirituality of these writers. It is true that external threats—to Western society and to individual cultures in particular—gave the spark to their visions. It is true also that the four were resident aliens, of retiring personalities, individuals for whom their withdrawal from the world, and from human society in general, was an essential element in their lives and in the formation of their world view. But despite those apparently negative stimuli, the visions these four religious writers achieved as they faced the existential challenge of the modern material world were largely positive and creative. As they stood in the gap for their adopted national communities, they stood also for the value of the individual, the value of each culture and society, and the value of the spiritual, and they united those elements in an intense creative vision that transcended the confines of materialism.

How relevant is that vision? For all their resistance, the materialism these writers opposed seems to be advancing relentlessly, and its hegemony in the industrial and post-industrial world is virtually unchallenged. In the developing world, meanwhile, billions of people are experiencing the forces of urbanization and industrialization which are transforming entire traditional societies at an even faster rate than they transformed the West at the start of the twentieth century. In that context, whatever may be the outcome of the histories of the nations which provided the ground for the work of these writers, the wider relevance of their anti-material worldview appears to be increasing as the new millennium unfolds. The value of their determined struggle for meaning, their resistance to despair, has never been greater.

It was always a quixotic struggle, and the last of these writers, R. S. Thomas, has now come to the end of his long campaign. How successful was it? Was it worth the lifelong dedication? One might as well seek to put a price on the experience of Maes-yr-Onnen. One might as well ask the way to Abercuawg.
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