
Individuality, Tradition, and Continuity 
“[The individual] is not likely to know what is to be done unless he lives in what is 
not merely the present, but the present moment of the past, unless he is conscious, 

not of what is dead, but of what is already living.”   T.S. Elliot 

 

The perception of time creates an order in temporality which, combined with 

concepts, guides action. These actions, when combined with a specific world view 

and experience, generate “forms,” which in turn lead to “styles.” Styles go beyond 

the superficial, for as Oscar Wilde states “only fools ignore appearances.” 

Nevertheless, to truly appreciate the fruits of any human accomplishment, whether 

in the form of a “style” or a “concept,” one must not simply examine what a concept 

is and what a style is. An analysis of how tradition and individuality impact 

concepts and styles follows the course of the roots of continuity, the uninterrupted 

link that has connected tradition and achievement since the dawn of time.  

            Before considering tradition and the individual talent’s effects on continuity, 

their byproducts of form, concept and style, must be evaluated and defined. Deleuze, 

in his work “What is Philosophy?” explores the meaning of the term “concept.” 

Every concept contains parts of other concepts, and therefore has a history. What 

makes a concept distinctive is that its parts are rendered inseparable. Additionally, 

Deleuze states that “even in philosophy concepts are only created as a function of 

problems.” Therefore the condition of multiple concepts appears as the expression of 

the possible. A concept speaks to the event, not to the essence or the thing. Because 

a concept is not discursive it is temporal and can be activated at any point. A 



concept is not simply a trace of the history of many ideas and traditions. It reflects 

what happens when these ideas converge and combine to form new concepts, each 

representing the time of its creation.   

            A style consists of objects and forms, but it is the thought behind the 

creation of these forms that must shine through. The individual creators’ trueness 

and concept can lead the observer to the arrived upon styles’ origins, thereby a true 

understanding of its core elements. This enables each observer to have a unique 

point of view and an inimitable feeling, when coming into contact with said style. 

“Der ding an sich,”  “the thing in of itself,” Immanuel Kant proposes, signifies that 

we cannot know things-in-themselves. The world in-of-itself is unknowable, and 

what becomes known arrives through intellectual postulation. An object is as it is, 

and will always stand independently of our awareness of it.  

Hagel, however, takes the idea of the “knowable” through his classic 

transition of thought, from contradiction to reconciliation, to achieve a conception 

that transcends both. By using a thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, Being and Non-

being are Becoming, the Subjective and the Objective can become the Absolute. 

Hagel identified reality with thought, and believed that the same triadic movement 

is found in nature, cultural progress, and history. Therefore Hagle’s view of “form” 

signifies that an object is not merely made out of shapes; it’s make up is a 

composition of forms, because forms must always be traced back to their origins. 

Through these conclusions a supposition can be reached: both concepts and styles 

are catalysts to channel derivation; an object or idea’s sources and origins. 



While the above deduction does certainly clarify many notions, what does the 

term “origin” in fact mean? Origin comes from the Latin word oriri, which means to 

rise. Although many solely associate the meaning to reflect ancestry or parentage, 

an origin also signifies a rise, a beginning, or simply a derivation from a source. An 

origin is the precise point at which something begins [rises], or from where it 

derives. Therefore any work of creation “rises” out of zachishciat, something 

existent. What is that “something?”  

That “something” is tradition; a formal, religious or purely directive practice 

passed on through speech, writing, and experience. T.S. Eliot, in his work The 

Sacred Wood, describes and dissects the relationships and ideas that exist between 

tradition and creation in his essay Tradition and the Individual Talent. “..If the only 

form of tradition, of handing down, consisted in following the ways of the immediate 

generation before us in a blind or timid adherence to its successes, "tradition" 

should positively be discouraged.”  Tradition is not simply a stream of what has 

been accomplished, or an instructional element in our lives for how to achieve 

structure. It is a guiding light for us to achieve conception, invention, and 

innovation. Tradition also contains many absolute failures that are worthless if we 

do not learn about them and apply new insight gained from past circumstantial 

situations.  

Tradition can also come through action and observation. A prime example of 

this is the act of making a dry stone wall. The skill and infinite patience that 

hillmen employed, laying stone upon stone, using no mortar, each piece of rock 



deliberately chosen and positioned in place, could only be passed on through 

observation. There are also many simple currents of fashions, methods and empty 

opulence, part of tradition as examples of what to avoid. Tradition enables us to be 

wise beyond our years due to its essentiality as a log of people and situations which 

we can learn about before being in the very same positions and conditions. Our lives 

are finite, so delving into the seemingly infinite past opens us up to a timeless 

wealth of knowledge.  

However as Eliot states “tradition is a matter of much wider significance. It 

cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour. It 

involves, in the first place, the historical sense… and the historical sense involves a 

perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence… This historical 

sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timeless 

and of the temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is at the 

same time what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his place in time, of his 

contemporaneity.” A creative individual must go to great heights to achieve 

inspirational tradition. This ensures that before diving into deeper sensibilities and 

creating things representing of a sense of self, that the consciousness of the 

collective form-making, writing and creation is felt and comprehended. Through 

pausing and erudition comes awareness, and thus this sensation, or level of 

consciousness, is achieved. Intuition is only as strong as the foundation upon which 

it springs.  



The creative individual’s place within this grand tradition does not achieve 

its complete meaning alone. The individual’s significance and his admiration is the 

appreciation of his relation to all of the dead “originals.” Eliot states that “What 

happens when a new work of art is created is something that happens 

simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it.” However, “Every nation, 

every race, has not only its own creative, but its own critical turn of mind; and is 

even more oblivious of the shortcomings and limitations of its critical habits than of 

those of its creative genius.” Being that “criticism is as inevitable as breathing” we 

must take advantage of the links we create through our sensibilities, using them 

not only for our own benefits but for the benefits of others. Many now-famous artists 

and thinkers, such as Albert Einstein and more recently Damien Hirst, were not 

vindicated, both by the public and within themselves until someone else with 

similar sensibilities came along and complimented their work.  

While a creative individual, must realize his place within tradition, and the 

value of tradition, he must also know when to break or deviate from it. How we 

deviate from tradition is what makes the oriri possible and the result different; 

origional. One may choose to mix things from various traditions to create novel 

combinations, or ignore certain traditional notions and replace them with 

contemporary ones. The creative individual is able to guide and form the knowledge 

of the known modes of action, construction, performance, pleasure, pain , ritual and 

perceprtion and use them as tools to move beyond the construction of his own 

persona and into aiding in the construction of the collective structure of accessible 



and relatable knowledge. Only when one realizes that they do not need to be 

smarter than the times, can one reflect both time, and his time's essence. There 

mustn’t be apprehension on the part of the individual to explore existing erudition, 

cleverness, skill and dexterity. When the individual considers the factors of and 

forms of tradition, their infinite nature and the wealth of what exists and what will 

exist, can they use their talent and openness to create. And, as we all know, 

creation is half of the battle. Reinvention and discovery are the true treasures of the 

meeting of the individual and the tradition.     

 


