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For Kip, who offered me the chance, 
and for our senior seminar students, 
who convinced me it was worth doing





We have only one story. All novels, all poetry, are built on the never-ending contest in ourselves of good and evil. . . . Virtue and vice were warp and woof of our first consciousness, and they will be the fabric of our last. . . . There is no other story.

—John Steinbeck, East of Eden
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Foreword

During the last fifteen years or so, there has been an explosion of interest in questions about the ethical effects of reading literature. Previous to that explosion there was a grotesque avoidance of such questions. As A. B. Yehoshua puts it in his essay here, until fairly recently “It has been difficult . . . to find in written critiques of novels, stories, plays, or even films a direct reference to the moral issues raised by the work or to the writer’s good or bad moral judgment.” Even today there are still far too many critics who believe that literature should be treated as purely aesthetic, having nothing to do with ethical effect. Following a misreading of W. H. Auden’s “poetry makes nothing happen” (“In Memory of W. B. Yeats”), perhaps a majority of critics go on assuming that literature has no effect on a reader’s ethics. Walt McDonald, writing in 2002, attacking that rejection, said that “By now, it’s a truism that ‘Poetry makes nothing happen.’” John Tranter, writing on the other side before the explosion of interests in ethics, said that “Every poet comes to the unhappy realization that ‘poetry makes nothing happen.’” Meanwhile most of the anti-ethicists have simply ignored Shelley’s claim that “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.”1 Which they are.

So far as I can discover, this anthology is one of the first ever to collect the most crucial essays on the subject.2 And to me it is by far the best.3 It exhibits fairness in the selections, by including Richard Posner’s “Against Ethical Criticism,” with his claim that ethics has nothing to do with literature, and John Wallace’s excessive attack on Huckleberry Finn. The book thus demonstrates that the editor, Stephen George, has really thought hard about all of the ethical issues. Though most of the essays defend ethical relevance, they almost all exhibit a deep attention to the complexities of the issues that are raised whenever ethics intrudes on our inquiries.

I could now intrude my judgments of which essays are of most value. But I leave it to you to decide—hoping, of course, that you will place mine at the top of your list.

 


WAYNE C. BOOTH 
University of Chicago
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Introduction

The idea for this anthology began at Brigham Young University—Idaho in the fall of 2002. We had just received word that our institution was transitioning to a university, and we wanted, as a department, to focus our senior seminar course on a theme relevant to English majors within education, literary studies, and creative and professional writing. One topic that seemed to underlie all these emphases was the “ethics” of what we do as teachers, readers, critics, and creators of literature. Given David Parker’s recent prediction “that ethical criticism . . . is set to become a force in literary studies,”1 we were optimistic that a suitable collection could be found for undergraduate and graduate students. In this we were mistaken—almost all anthologies, such as Davis and Womack’s Mapping the Ethical Turn and Nussbaum’s Love’s Knowledge, were aimed at a much more advanced audience.

What we did find, however, was a lively discussion among scholars, artists, and teachers concerning the “moral” role of literature, a debate that extends back at least to Plato and continues today with Wayne C. Booth, Marshall Gregory, Richard A. Posner, and others. At the heart of this ongoing discussion is the question of how aesthetics (the appreciation of beauty) and ethics (the exploration of moral qualities and theories) are related. Are they, as Paul Elmer More proposes, “inseparable in art,” so much so that “in proportion as the practice or criticism of art becomes superficial, ethics and aesthetics tend to fall apart”?2 Or is Posner correct in asserting that the “proper criteria for evaluating literature are aesthetic rather than ethical,” with the moral qualities of a work largely superfluous?

What follows is a collection of essays designed to approach this discussion from a variety of viewpoints, including those opposed to the ethical criticism of literature. Each of the four sections focuses on a different but related set of questions. The first, “Ethical Criticism and Literary Theory,” examines lines of thought such as: Are art and morality connected, and if so, what are the moral responsibilities of the artist, critic, and reader? What, exactly, is ethical criticism and how does it differ from common notions of censorship? And why, for the past three decades, has literary theory absented itself from the concerns of moral philosophy? The next section, “Philosophy, Religion, and Literature,” adds to this discussion by examining the broader relationships among the three disciplines, including: What does literature offer to the study of moral philosophy? Do the uniquely human activities of telling stories and reflecting on morality have a connection? And what can religious perspectives—from Catholic to Protestant to Mormon—contribute to literary criticism?

Section three, “Writers’ Responsibilities,” includes reprints from Flannery O’Connor, Bernard Malamud, Orson Scott Card, and Joyce Carol Oates and solicited perspectives from John Updike, Jay Parini, Jack Harrell, and Charles Johnson. This diverse group of novelists, poets, and short story writers all agree that a writer’s craft entails taking moral responsibility for what they create. They also address such questions as: What responsibility does the writer have for portraying evil or violence in his/her fictive creations? And is the artist’s work, as Updike claims, a “self-evidently moral” and even “religious” endeavor? In the final section, “Readers and Ethical Criticism,” our journey comes full circle as we experience ethical critics in action, defending cherished classics or denouncing them for their potential ill effects. All the selections have a common theme—the consequences of racism and powerlessness—as experienced in works by Mark Twain, Richard Wright, John Steinbeck, Toni Morrison, Charles Johnson, and Alice Walker. In our senior seminar class, we have found that three works in particular—Huckleberry Finn, Native Son, and Beloved—provide a progressively disturbing range of ethical issues for readers, including racist dialogue, graphic violence, and censorship, the topic addressed in the concluding essay by Georgia A. Newman.

As editor I agree with Parker that we are indeed on the cusp of an ethical renaissance within literary-philosophical studies. The thick descriptions and narrative shapings of literature provide an untapped resource for philosophers concerned not only with fictional case studies (jealousy in Othello, utilitarian reasoning in The Wrath of Khan) but also with how the narrative act itself informs ethics. As Booth has described, when we read attentively and even passionately, we in effect “surrender” ourselves to the thoughts and values of the implied author. Narration, although it is also other things, in some very fundamental ways is itself an ethical act, or a process of becoming. Students of philosophy would do well to appreciate the aesthetic/ethical dimensions within storytelling, literature, and literary theory. For that reason this text would be relevant for “Philosophy of Literature,” “Philosophy and Aesthetics,” and other such courses.

In turn, literary theory has for decades now avoided an honest discussion of the relationship between art and ethics. I say “honest” because literary theory has never really given up ethical criticism; as several contributors consistently note, we replace “ethical” and “moral” with terms such as “political” or “rhetorical” and then continue, as students and professors, to teach and write about the things that matter most. However, if we, as an academic discipline, continue to rigidly separate the ethical from the aesthetic, in words if not in practice, we will not only add confusion to this millennia-old discussion—we will also trivialize what we do as readers, teachers, critics, and artists. If literature is not about life and if texts have no point of reference outside themselves, then discussion about the role of art within a civilized society is just so much nonsense. For this reason, because art does matter concerning life’s ultimate questions, I believe we are long overdue in rejoining the debate about ethics, literature, and theory. Indeed, as a serious reader and teacher of both ethics and literature, I have come to conclude, with John Steinbeck, that there really is no other story.

 


STEPHEN K. GEORGE 
Brigham Young University—Idaho




Part I

ETHICAL CRITICISM AND LITERARY THEORY

[T]he value of great fiction . . . is not just that it entertains us or distracts us from our troubles, not just that it broadens our knowledge of people and places, but also that it helps us to know what we believe, reinforces those qualities that are noblest in us, leads us to feel uneasy about our faults and limitations.

—John Gardner, The Art of Fiction

 


As novels are about the ways in which human beings behave, they tend to imply a judgment of behavior, which means that the novel is what the symphony or painting or sculpture is not—namely, a form steeped in morality. . . . [We] cannot prevent a moral attitude from creeping into our purely aesthetic assessment of a book.

—Anthony Burgess

 


A work of literature is not to be considered maimed or even marred by expressing unacceptable moral views; by the same token, a mediocre work of literature is not redeemed by expressing moral views of which we approve. The proper criteria for evaluating literature are aesthetic rather than ethical.

—Richard Posner, “Against Ethical Criticism”

 


While literary critics may not be much bothered by the question of whether imaginative literature can be specifically a form of philosophy, the important thing for them to observe is that for philosophers that question is largely about the degree of seriousness literature should be accorded as a mode of ethical reflection. . . . Literary studies can learn from the fact that a rather diverse group of moral philosophers, none of them conservative as philosophers, is treating literature as the mode par excellence of a certain kind of . . . moral thinking—at a time when literary theory is still largely uninterested in the whole ethical domain or else hostile towards it.

—David Parker, Ethics, Theory, and the Novel

 


Literary criticism should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theological standpoint. . . . The “greatness” of literature cannot be determined solely by literary standards; though we must remember that whether it is literature or not can be determined only by literary standards.

—T. S. Eliot, “Religion and Literature”

 


The hottest fires in hell are reserved for those who, in times of great moral crisis, maintain their neutrality.

—Dante Alighieri





Chapter 1

Premises on Art and Morality

John Gardner

In this selection from On Moral Fiction, Gardner argues that art should have “a clear positive moral effect,” providing models for imitation, offering truths on the human condition, and giving a worldview that is life affirmative. Artists who reject this view, saying that they write only for themselves or that the primary focus of art should be on the freakish or marginalized, are wrong on both counts. If life indeed has universal values, and art is to some degree a representation of life, then art must in some measure deal with universal ideals such as Truth, Goodness, and Beauty. Art—and by implication, criticism—which does not deal with such becomes irrelevant. Gardner concludes that “[m]ost art these days is either trivial or false” and that “[c]ontemporary criticism is not much better.”
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Nothing could be more obvious, it seems to me, than that art should be moral and that the first business of criticism, at least some of the time, should be to judge works of literature (or painting or even music) on grounds of the production’s moral worth. By “moral” I do not mean some such timid evasion as “not too blatantly immoral.” It is not enough to say, with the support of mountains of documentation from sociologists, psychiatrists, and the New York City Police Department, that television is a bad influence when it actively encourages pouring gasoline on people and setting fire to them. On the contrary, television—or any other more or less artistic medium—is good (as opposed to pernicious or vacuous) only when it has a clear positive moral effect, presenting valid models for imitation, eternal verities worth keeping in mind, and a benevolent vision of the possible which can inspire and incite human beings toward virtue, toward life affirmation as opposed to destruction or indifference. This obviously does not mean that art should hold up cheap or cornball models of behavior, though even those do more good in the short run than does, say, an attractive bad model like the quick-witted cynic so endlessly celebrated in light-hearted films about voluptuous women and international intrigue. In the long run, of course, cornball morality leads to rebellion and the loss of faith. I do not mean, either, that what the world needs is didactic art. Didacticism and true art are immiscible; and in any case, nothing guarantees that didacticism will be moral. Think of Mein Kampf. True art is by its nature moral. We recognize true art by its careful, thoroughly honest search for and analysis of values. It is not didactic because, instead of teaching by authority and force, it explores, open-mindedly, to learn what it should teach. It clarifies, like an experiment in a chemistry lab, and confirms. As a chemist’s experiment tests the laws of nature and dramatically reveals the truth or falsity of scientific hypotheses, moral art tests values and rouses trustworthy feelings about the better and the worse in human action.

Given our usual embarrassment in the presence of words like “morality,” this may seem a foolish way to speak about art. I hope to make it seem less so. I hope to explain why moral art and moral criticism are necessary and, in a democracy, essential; how it came about that the idea of moral art and criticism is generally dismissed by people who are in other respects intelligent and civil human beings; and what the right kinds of moral art and criticism are, or should be. Partly this involves explaining why sophisticated modern free society tends to be embarrassed by the whole idea of morality and by all its antique, Platonic- or scholastic-sounding manifestations—Beauty, Goodness, Truth; in other words, it involves explaining how false philosophers, and sometimes misunderstandings of true philosophers, have beclouded educated but sequacious minds, obscuring truths once widely acknowledged; and partly it involves sketching out a way of thinking that might supplant the Laodicean habits into which Americans have in recent times fallen.

I should mention immediately two nuisances with which my argument must deal. The first can be dispensed with quickly. It is a certain kind of artist’s insistence that his art’s morality is irrelevant, since he writes (or paints or composes) only for himself—to do anything else would be to aim at “the lowest common denominator,” that is, ordinary humanity. The artist who feels contempt for most of humanity, and who works not out of love but out of scorn or ego or some other base motive, will be remembered down through time only insofar as his work, despite his theories, is admired and loved by the children of ordinary humanity. The writer may not care about any reader other than himself, but his work has no public existence except insofar as the feeling is not mutual. To say that one writes at least partly for others is not to say that one writes for everyone; one writes for people like oneself.

The second, more troublesome nuisance to be dealt with in an argument for moral art is that of treating justly the larger, to some extent secret morality of our time and culture—the invisible and largely unnoticed phantom morality which seems to be subtly, perhaps inexorably driving us toward the cliff. By this phantom morality I mean the basically decent and praiseworthy idea of the artist as fascinating freak; in other words, the atomist ideal, welcome in God but disastrous in human beings, of loving everything for itself alone. To attend exclusively to the individual or freakish can be to lose sight of what the freak has in common with all other living things: hope and the possibility of tragic failure.

Because this ideal, this celebration of the unique or quirky, has so firmly taken hold in many quarters, the very notion of moral art seems to us, even on the level of feeling, paradoxical and unsettling. On the one hand we say (or used to say) that the artist should hold up ideals for imitation, he should inspire all humanity to certain qualities of action; on the other hand, the artist today is often considered interesting mainly for his oddity, or at the very least for his ability to spot and transmute into permanence the curious detail drawn from life or made up by fancy—the humpback’s peculiar (real or imagined) way of scratching his back. It is moral and praiseworthy that we no longer scorn individuals who in outward form, personality, or character violate our reasonable and average expectations: that we no longer kill twins, that we no longer tie the left hands of naturally left-handed children behind their backs; that we can at last recognize as forgivably genetic the sometimes troubled nature of the XYY, a person who may be inclined by an accident of his conception toward disreputable behavior.

The widespread and growing feeling of sympathy for the freakish, the special, the physically and spiritually quirky, marks a huge advance in the quality of civilized, democratic life, and writers’ passionate, unjudgmental examinations of the quirky have helped us make that advance; but one effect of the advance is that we begin to praise writers themselves for their oddity, not for their wisdom, universality, or even art. We praise the petty criminal Jean Genet at least partly because on certain narrow matters he’s right, but also at least partly because everything he does is slightly shocking. We praise Beckett partly because his extraordinary despair is brilliantly dramatized and therefore “communicates,” even though, at all his darkest jokes, the audience does not in secret cry out with tragic recognition, “Alas, that’s true!” but only laughs with the recollection, “I remember one time when I felt as miserable as that.” In Beckett the worst the universe can do becomes normative, and our worst impulses are made comically standard, while our best are shown to be ambiguous if not absurd. We laugh with decadent delight at the proofs, partly because Beckett is an authentic genius whose compassion and comic sense sharply undercut the nihilism, but we continue about our daily business—feeding our children, counting out honest change—as if they were false.

To worship the unique, the unaccountable and freaky, is—if we’re consistent—to give up the right to say to our children, “Be good.” To admire on the grounds of “unique personal vision” both Ivar the Boneless and England’s King Alfred, one an obscenely savage monster even among Vikings, the other the first and last true Christian king, is at best morally audiculous (timorously audacious). Presumably, no fair-minded reader will argue with that, at least when it’s put in such black and white terms. There is something wrong with “snuff films,” even if all the acting is excellent right up to the murder of the actress. But some questions remain. Just how serious is the need for moral criticism—since we all agree, after all, about snuff films? And what does the moral critic do with the perverse and disgusting but obviously sincere and well-intended work; that is, with the XYY piece of art?

Let me begin with some general remarks on how moral criticism has been justified in the past—justifications which once made such criticism standard.

As I’ve admitted already, morality has become, in many people’s minds, an unattractive word, almost as unattractive as criticism. One could perhaps find a leaner, less obstreperous word; but the only thing wrong with momrlity, it seems to me, is that it’s frequently been used as a means of oppression, a cover, in some quarters, for political tyranny, self-righteous brutality, hypocrisy, and failed imagination. One might as well turn against turnips because Sherman sometimes ate them in his march across the South. Let us say for the moment that morality means nothing more than doing what is unselfish, helpful, kind, and noble-hearted, and doing it with at least a reasonable expectation that in the long run as well as the short we won’t be sorry for what we’ve done, whether or not it was against some petty human law. Moral action is action that affirms life. In this wide sense there is no inherent contradiction between looking with sympathetic curiosity at the unique and looking for general rules that promote human happiness.

It was once a quite common assumption that good books incline the reader to—in this wide and slightly optimistic sense—morality. It seems no longer a common or even defensible assumption, at least in literate circles, no doubt partly because the moral effect of art can so easily be gotten wrong, as Plato got it wrong in the Republic. To Plato it seemed that if a poet showed a good man performing a bad act, the poet’s effect was corruption of the audience’s morals. Aristotle agreed with Plato’s notion that some things are moral and others not; agreed, too, that art should be moral; and went on to correct Plato’s error. It’s the total effect of an action that’s moral or immoral, Aristotle pointed out. In other words, it’s the energeia—the actualization of the potential which exists in character and situation—that gives us the poet’s fix on good and evil; that is, dramatically demonstrates the moral laws, and the possibility of tragic waste, in the universe. It’s a resoundingly clear answer, but it seems to have lost currency.

Various kinds of confusion creep in, for instance the objection that the universe has no moral laws—a false objection because it takes “universe” here to mean planets and stars, and not what we know the word does mean here—humanity grandiosely conceived. Or the objector imputes to us—because he was hurt by fundamentalist religion or else for love of obstruction for its own sake—imputes to us some medieval notion of God and his angels propelling things celestial around their Ptolemaic rings, giving man a harmonious model to imitate (concordant moral laws), and he demands—hissing at us, shaking his finger—that we show him an angel, one single live angel or his footprint. Worst of all, the objector looks into his heart and sees chaos there, and denies, forever after, that one mode of action is better than another for senseless, purposeless humanity. We see that we’re mired in that old bog L’être et le néant. . . .

Either there are real and inherent values, “eternal verities,” as Faulkner said, which are prior to our individual existence, or there are not, and we’re free to make them up, like Bluebeard, who reached, it seems, the existential decision that it’s good to kill wives. If there are real values, and if those real values help sustain human life, then literature ought sometimes to mention them. . . . [Jean-Paul] Sartre asserted, after some stylish but no doubt sincere angst, a universe of whim, confusion, and nausea, a universe where “the Other” is by definition the enemy, a universe he had, as Camus noticed, projected mostly from inside. . . . But though Sartre’s attack on eternal verities has at important points proved to be bad philosophy, . . . serious talk about art’s moral center is as unfashionable today as when he first began to kill the conversation with his knowing smile. . . .

Leo Tolstoy knew about the universe of despair and endured a perhaps similar spiritual crisis, a crisis certainly profound and all-transforming. He came out of it not with a theory that every man should make up his own rules, asserting values for all men for all time, but with a theory of submission, a theory which equally emphasized freedom but argued that what a man ought to do with his freedom is be quiet, look and listen, try to feel out in his heart and bones what God requires of him—as Levin does in Anna Karenina, or Pierre in War and Peace. For God, if you wish, read “sympathy, empathy, scrupulous study of the everyday world and the best men’s books.” Whereas Sartre invoked “the individual transcendent goal,” the future as negation of the repellant present (what Bluebeard, being Bluebeard, decided one dark night he would make of himself, a murderer by rule), Tolstoy conceived a transcendent goal for humanity as a whole: like the earlier English and French Romantics, he envisioned a world ruled not by policemen but by moral choice, a world where every man’s chief ambition was to be Christlike. Only through moral art, Tolstoy argued—or “religious art,” as he preferred to say—can such a world be brought into existence. . . . No one seriously doubts, surely, that Tolstoy’s essential argument is right: ideals expressed in art can affect behavior in the world, at least in some people some of the time. . . .

Truth, Goodness, and Beauty are thus, in varying degrees, the fundamental concerns of art and therefore ought to be the fundamental concerns of criticism. Otherwise criticism must be irrelevant. Where Truth is a major concern of the artist (as in Hellenic sculpture or the historical, psychological, or sociological novel), the critic’s first concern should be the question, Is the artist correct? Wherever Goodness is a relevant criterion (as in all novels), it is one which ought to be applied. As for Beauty, it should not be conceived only as a matter of technique (the harmonious balance of unity and multeity, for instance) but as the effect of emotional honesty as well, balance as an expression of the artist’s personality maturely realized, for the moment, in the work of art. This does not rule out honesty achieved by tortuous indirection. Critical standards built on the premise that art is primarily technique rather than correctness of vision—built on the premise that every artist has his own private notion of reality and all notions are equal—cannot deal with important but clumsy artists (Dostoyevsky, Poe, Lawrence, Dreiser, Faulkner) except by emphasizing what is minor in their work; and they cannot deal with limited men who are masters of technique (Pound, Roethke) except by bloating their reputations and hurrying them down the road to eventual oblivion. A beautiful work of art—Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, for example—is better than its creator but also is its creator, Marcel Proust transmuted from neurotic and spiteful invalid to heroic man. The beauty of the book in turn infects the reader, whose increased value glorifies the book. Wallace Stevens was right; it’s in our lives—or nowhere—that beauty is immortal.

True criticism is, at least some of the time, morally judgmental. I do not mean that to be a proper critic one must bray like an ass or apply the same standards to The Odyssey and Stephen Becker’s The Chinese Bandit. I mean only that when a novel or poem, a film or play, achieves some noble end, the critic should not hesitate to mention the fact and comment, insofar as possible, on how the effect is achieved; and when, as much more commonly happens, a literary work cheats or lies or achieves its right or wrong ends unfairly, or celebrates what ought to be scorned, or mocks what should be praised, the critic should say what has gone wrong and should point out why.

The trouble with the kind of criticism I recommend is that it’s difficult. Anyone can talk about tensions, paradoxes, or unique vision. Anyone can impose magic words like “unmediated vision” (Geoffrey Hartman) or “interpretive choice” (Stanley Fish) and rewrite the poems to fit the magic. Not everyone is capable of judging the moral maturity or emotional honesty of Gunther Grass or Robert Creeley. Nevertheless, to avoid such judgments is to treat art as a plaything. It is not. It may not really legislate for humanity—an idea still worth trying—but whether it is heard or not, it is civilization’s single most significant device for learning what must be affirmed and what must be denied. A writer writes a novel, a poet writes a poem, to find out what he can honestly maintain, not just with his head but with all his nature. He gives it to readers not only to delight them and instruct them but also to support them if they are the right kind of people already and stir doubts if they’re not. We live, necessarily, in a jungle of half-truths and outright lies: if we didn’t we’d be forever at one another’s throats. Some lies we tell out of politeness, some because we feel foolish contradicting opinions widely accepted in our time. But telling familiar lies does not make them true. Art is our way of keeping track of what we know and have known, secretly, from the beginning. It is precisely because art affirms values that it is important. . . .

Most art these days is either trivial or false. There has always been bad art, but only when a culture’s general worldview and aesthetic theory have gone awry is bad art what most artists strive for, mistaking bad for good. In Plato’s Athens or Shakespeare’s London, who would have clapped for the merdistes? For the most part our artists do not struggle—as artists have traditionally struggled—toward a vision of how things ought to be or what has gone wrong; they do not provide us with the flicker of lightning that shows us where we are. Either they pointlessly waste our time, saying and doing nothing, or they celebrate ugliness and futility, scoffing at good. Every new novelist, composer, and painter—or so we’re told—is more “disturbing” than the last. The good of humanity is left in the hands of politicians.

Contemporary criticism is not much better. In all the arts, our criticism is for the most part inhumane. We are rich in schools that speak of how art “works” and avoid the whole subject of what work it ought to do. Armies of musicologists tell us by vector analysis, aided by computers, that a notable feature of Brahms’s style is his tendency to move downward by thirds and that Beethoven is motive-obsessive. Such analysis can be equally insightful on the work of the common blue jay; it has nothing to say on which is better, Brahms or the blue jay. As for poetry and fiction, since the days of the New Critics (not all of them were bad) we’ve been hearing about technique, how part must fit with part, no matter to what purpose. Not only can such an approach tell us nothing about great works of art that are clumsily put together, like Paradise Lost or Piers Plowman, to say nothing of The Brothers Karamazov or War and Peace, it cannot even show us the difference between a well-made vital work like John Fowles’s Daniel Martin, and an empty but well-made husk like John Barth’s Giles Goat-Boy. Structuralists, formalists, linguistic philosophers who tell us that works of art are like trees—simply objects for perception—all avoid on principle the humanistic questions: who will this work of art help? What baby is it squashing? The business of criticism has become definition, morality reduced to the positivist ideal of clarity. The trouble is that clarity on the wrong subject can be dangerously misleading, as when we define Count Fosco’s crocodile as a smiling animal weighing four hundred pounds.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Do you agree with Gardner’s assertion that “moral” art need not be didactic (“instructive” or “teaching a moral”)? What, then, would such art do or encourage?

	Do artists’ claims that they write only for themselves or that we should love “everything for itself alone,” including the freakish or marginalized, have any validity? Explain.

	Compare and contrast Aristotle’s, Plato’s, Sartre’s, and Tolstoy’s views of the moral purpose of art: Plato’s “good man performing a bad act,” Aristotle’s “total effect of an action,” Sartre’s universe of chaos, Tolstoy’s “transcendent goal.” Which view most closely fits your own and why?

	Examine Gardner’s connections of criticism to Truth, Goodness, and Beauty. Are these areas of criticism connected? Should critics judge “the moral maturity or emotional honesty” of literary works?

	Gardner concludes that it is “because art affirms values that it is important” and that “[m]ost art these days is either trivial or false.” Do you agree with either or both of these statements? Explain.






Chapter 2

The Moral Connections of Literary Texts

Abraham B. Yehoshua

Yehoshua argues here that the word “morality,” in the context of both our lives and literary criticism, demands a sense of absoluteness and generality for it to have any meaning. However, the moral stance—as it is expressed in an individual’s attitude and actions—is personal. Literature’s ability to promote empathy and identification in its readers makes it a powerful element in the creation and development of this personal stance. Yet contemporary literary critics have largely been silent in such moral discussions because of the replacement of morality with psychology and legalism, the subsuming of literature’s moral role by media, the emphasis on aesthetics, and the fear of censorship. Yehoshua concludes that “whether we like it or not, every artistic work that deals with human relations has in it a moral aspect because all human relationships may be evaluated according to moral categories.” Moral criticism of literature is inescapable.
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I have been troubled for some time, both as a writer and as a reader and teacher of literature, by questions concerning the relationship between art in general—literature, theater, and cinema, in particular—and what we tend to define as the field of morality, ethics, or moral values (terms for which I shall shortly attempt to supply more accurate definitions). It has been difficult in recent years to find in written critiques of novels, stories, plays, or even films a direct reference to the moral issues raised by the work or to the writer’s good or bad moral judgment or to the behavior of the characters in the work. Very rarely, nowadays, are we able to hear a reader’s cry of protest or wonder at the moral stance taken by a character or author in a work of literature. Even more rarely is it possible to find a reader or a critic bold enough to tie his protest or wonder to an aesthetic evaluation of the work. The most common words in the language of criticism, both professional and private, in evaluating a literary work are credibility, complexity, depth, and—especially—novelty. Only very infrequently is it possible to find words such as moral, value, right, and good.

In the second chapter of his excellent book The Contpany We Keep (1988), Wayne C. Booth bemoans how difficult it is for modern literary critics when they try to discuss the moral aspects of a work of prose. Booth’s claim is that among all the various schools of thought, not one exists that dares to define itself as moral criticism. Although here and there one can find moral references under various headings, the fact remains that these references must be hidden behind or annexed to discussions bearing different titles—such as political, social, cultural, psychological, or psychoanalytical—or to discussions dealing with reader response, feminist commentary, or the text’s discourse of power, which serves to prove the extent to which straightforward and open discussion on the moral aspects of a text has become problematic and unfashionable.

Mr. Booth is right to be surprised. Indeed, until the end of the nineteenth century, all lovers of literature expected a clear-cut regard for the moral values presented in a piece of literature and saw no reason to conceal the moral issue under such neutral terms as significant shape or aesthetic integrity.

And Mr. Booth continues to ponder the various reasons behind the growing trend among modern critics not to deal openly with the moral and ethical values presented by a literary piece and to avoid open moral criticism of the values expressed both by the author and by his or her characters. But before summing up briefly some of Mr. Booth’s observations and trying to add some of my own, I think I should attempt to explain the terms morality or value judgment, which I will use throughout the length of this essay.

When I began writing . . . [my book, The Terrible Power of a Minor Guilt], I did not imagine that I would have to start off by supplying explanations or definitions for the term value/moral judgment, which is part of my own day-to-day language. After showing the manuscript to several of my colleagues, however, it became apparent to me that when people leave the level of day-to-day language—where any layman can understand a sentence such as, “It’s not very moral of you to keep me waiting in the street for half an hour”—and move on to a more theoretical and abstract discussion, there arises a need to define the term morality, which seems to have suffered some bad battering, not to mention confusion and even disintegration, at the hands of the postmodernists, pluralists, and propounders of relativity, who have fondled it freely and generally turned it inside out and upside down. Indeed, it is difficult these days for one to say the words moral and ethical without immediately being attacked with, “And exactly whose morals are you referring to? After all, everyone has his own morals,” or more gently, “You can call it moral or immoral, but I don’t think it’s a question of morals at all.”

What, then, is moral? And what will be the meaning of moral statement or moral relations as they appear in the following . . . [essay]? When are we going to be able to say that a particular sentence is a moral statement, and when are we not? Is it enough to say that any sentence that necessarily refers to questions of good or bad in interpersonal relations is a sentence to which we can relate a moral meaning? I stress the word necessarily on the assumption that many sentences can include the words good or bad, but these words are not necessary to the subject under discussion, and they can be replaced by other words. It may be said, for example, “It’s good to warm up the car’s engine before setting off on a journey.” But the word good in this sentence is not necessarily essential, and it can be replaced by worthwhile, or wise, or important, and so on. Whereas in a moral sentence, such as “murder is a bad act,” there is no possibility of replacing the word bad with another and of saying, “it is worthwhile not to murder” or “it is important not to murder” or “it would be wise not to murder.” But would this differentiation really be sufficient to give us a clear model regarding the question of when we are presenting moral images and when we are not?

A simple suggestion might be useful here: every image or statement that contains a demand for absoluteness and generality—that signals to an individual what he or she must and must not do with regard to human relations—is of moral significance. The basic point in this definition consists of a demand for absoluteness and generality. In other words, the moral statement incorporates a demand whose force lies in the fact that it does not relate to a personal issue (“don’t murder me” or “don’t steal from him”); rather, it is a general demand that is unbound by time or person—“do not murder,” “honor your father and your mother,” or in less dramatic instances, “bury the dead” or “do not endanger your peers.” “Do not murder” is a sentence that consists of a demand that is all-encompassing, and anyone who accepts it says murder is and always has been a bad and immoral act, even when it took place among the cave-dwelling hunters thousands of years ago and even when it happened within human societies in which murder was accepted and tolerated. The same applies to cases in which murder will take place among the inhabitants of Mars and Jupiter in another thousand years, even if the laws there are different. Nonetheless, it is possible for every all-inclusive moral or ethical perception to have its own reservations in keeping with this or that situation—such as, “it is permitted and even desirable for one to kill someone who intends to kill us” or “it is permissible to kill the murderer who has already committed murder” or “it is permissible and perhaps even ethical to confiscate the bag of heroin from a drug dealer.” However, even these reservations, which present other moral issues, have to conform to general criteria. The killing of a man who came to kill you is moral even if it was carried out a thousand years ago or will happen in another thousand years, everywhere and in any human society. . . .

[But although morality insists on absoluteness and generality, moral] visualization is first and foremost a personal visualization. It is not an anthropological or historical description, nor is it philosophical or religious; it is a personal stance. One can sum up what one considers to be the basic moral values of the Israelis or explain moral concepts as they appear in the New Testament. One can make sarcastic comments on the double standards of the French or the British and, of course, lecture on Kant and his moral theory, and one would still be merely dealing with matters concerning morality but not determining a moral attitude to the world and certainly not carrying out moral or ethical acts. It is only when one is required to air one’s personal opinion (which can, if one so chooses, be based on this or that theory of morality and even be taken from it) and present it as a universal and binding principal, that it is possible to say that one is expressing a moral stance.

Let us return to the reasons for the difficulty suffered by modern-day literary criticism in dealing openly with moral judgment of literary works and in more detailed and profound discussions of the moral relations between characters appearing in works of prose, cinema, and theater at a time when there is prolific general academic activity in this field. As Wayne Booth says,


Ethical inquiry of certain kinds is now quite fashionable. Though our culture is often described as having lost all faith in values, it nevertheless produces theories of ethics and morality at a great pace. It is true that many of our major novelists and poets have portrayed a world in which all honest thinkers admit that we are a forlorn race, lost in a cosmos indifferent to our ends, rootless, groundless, unaided by any rationally defensible code, expressing at best our irrational values in existential protest. (38)


And here, notwithstanding the fact that this picture often arises from literature and the literary criticism that deals with it, there is at the same time widespread activity on the part of philosophers who recoil from this worldview and publish additional proof that it is indeed possible to give rational explanations to moral allegations. A respectable number of books are being published under titles such as The Theory of Ethics, The Logic of Ethics, Basic Premises of Moral Allegations, and so on. In the meantime, new and special schools of thought are formed that deal, for example, with medical ethics, judiciary ethics, or the ethics of using nuclear power. Detailed moral discussions are held on ecological issues, social and psychological services, and more.

Thus, the issue returns to first base: Why does literary criticism, both professional and lay, withdraw from moral discussions or at least hesitate to speak out? And why has literature itself been recently blurring the natural moral conflicts that appear in the tissue of the text and pushing them backstage? I shall try to sum up several explanations that arise from Booth’s book and some of my own thoughts.

The first explanation springs from the strengthening and deepening knowledge of psychology, which makes it possible to understand better the sources of failings and discrepancies in human behavior, an understanding that causes us to reduce greatly the strength of our moral and overall judgment. To understand, ergo to forgive, so said the poet. Indeed, the more sophisticated our psychological understanding, the more difficult it is for us to connect to the simple and obvious moral judgment required of us with regard to a character such as Shakespeare’s Iago or Molière’s Tartuffe or Dickens’s Fagin or Pecksniff. Until the end of the nineteenth century, it was possible to present, whether through psychological naïveté or psychological principal, an evil and corrupt person or a pure and good person as a firm factor within the human situation described in a piece of literature. Today, it seems as though it is less easy for the serious modern novelist to present a major character whose good or bad traits are a “given” element that is thrown into the story without any extra explanations. In our current awareness, there is no such thing as a person who is simply bad or good. Such a person is disturbed, deprived of love, paranoid, frustrated, filled with all sorts of complexes inherited by his or her parents or surroundings. On the other hand, a pleasant and good character in a novel cannot be accepted at face value without causing us to suspect that the goodness and charity that character reflects are no more than responses to hidden and crooked impulses, whose mantle of righteousness can be pulled aside to allow them to cause damage to their environment.

Marceaux, hero of Camus’s The Stranger (a novella of such importance that I believe it opened the era of modern literature following the Second World War), who, for no reason, shoots an Arab on the beach in Algeria, cannot be seen as a bad person according to the new concept. He is “alienated” or “shallow”; he does not understand the ways of the world. It is modernism that is guilty of his crime. In other cases, novelists will rake up childhood hardships in order to understand the moral misformations of the soul. Society, economic conditions, parent-child relations are placed on trial as powerful partners to the character’s evil deeds.

In his novel Crime and Punishment, Dostoyevsky omitted many details about Raskolnikov’s childhood, made little of his having lost his father as a child, and did not develop a real elaboration on his relationship with his mother and sister. He made these choices, I believe, so that psychology (Dostoyevsky had a deep knowledge and sensitive attitude to psychology) would not attract our attention away from the moral dilemma that stands at the novel’s center: Does an individual have the right for self-fulfillment via the murder of a “human flea”? A murder of this kind is no longer possible in a modern-day novel because psychology would not let him remain within the simplicity of his own moral dilemma. Other murderers in Dostoyevsky’s later novels, such as Rogozhin in The Idiot and Smardiakov in The Brothers Karamazov, are wrapped in a psychological blanket that is stronger than Raskolnikov’s.

Of course, I do not think that in the end the psychological explanations dispel all the moral dilemmas awakened by the text, but they do dull the immediate sharpness of these dilemmas and force us to hone and vary our definitions of moral judgment to those areas “covered” by psychology. Perhaps they even make us do the opposite—introduce the chisel of moral judgment into the character’s subconscious. . . .

The second reason for the withdrawal of moral judgment from literary criticism springs from the growth of legal influence in our lives, which is gradually overshadowing moral debate. More and more we tend to see the world through legal rather than ethical spectacles. Because we live in a democratic society, in which we are supposed to have faith in our system of lawmaking, we are used to the fact that the place in which to settle disputes regarding good or bad is the courthouse, where sharp-tongued lawyers are able sometimes to prove that a murderer is not exactly a murderer, but something else. We identify what is good in accordance with what the law allows us and what is bad in accordance with what the law forbids us. If we are allowed to drive one hundred miles per hour, it must be good, even if it creates a clear danger to human life. Sexual harassment is what the law defines as sexual harassment, which frees us from the need to take a personal stance that defines the act as good or bad and leaves the decision to the law. And because we feel that the legal system is constantly increasing its boundaries and becoming more liberal and advanced, we are quite content to let it do our “moral work” for us.

The third reason, I believe, is tied to the amazing development over recent years of the media in all its aspects, which also deals—admittedly on a superficial level—with moral issues, but also with speed, with efficiency, and with perseverance, both on social and personal levels. Literature often seems to be preceded by the media in penetrating certain new moral issues—for example, those concerning medicine or the status of women or homosexuality—because the media has a way of connecting quickly and immediately to the demands of political correctness, which is basically led by moral sensitivities that demand more equality between various sectors of society and atonement for old injustices. The widespread exposure enjoyed by the media makes its “moral work” both popular and immediate, and it seems to literature that nothing is left but to save its honor and hide away in its own little neurotic corner and try to pluck out yet another undiscovered psychological nuance or two—or to bemoan the superficiality of modern life. Indeed, there is something ironic about the fact that in keeping with the demands of political correctness, current literary editors (especially American ones) diligently weed out the “moral ineptitude” and the literary slips of the tongue that spring from a shortage of sensitivity and that are sprinkled liberally in modern short stories and novels. In other words, not only is it of no use to expect the writers to lead and invent the new sensitivities, but it is necessary to check them and to make sure they do not stumble over the “mistakes” of the past.

The fourth reason relates to the concept that art is judged mainly according to its shape and the rules it determines for itself with regard to what is aesthetic. Any discussion on the issue of morals, therefore, not only misses the real debate that can and must be held about literature, but also lays down unnecessary and misleading assumptions with regard to human characters whose personalities and actions can be studied according to former literary moral criteria.

The fifth reason is based on the fear that any moral discussion, especially during our own century, with its clear and definite ideological character, might sneak in a kind of ideological censorship—whether religious or otherwise—that would take the side either of the writer or of the reader. Such censorship would occur not necessarily in countries under totalitarian communist or fascist government, but in countries that enjoy democratic freedom of the kind that is constantly subjected to stormy ideological debates such as the one surrounding socialism.

Just a few months ago, I told one of my colleagues about writing this book [The Terrible Power of a Minor Guilt], and I immediately sensed that he suspected me of trying to weave morality into literature. For a reader to use moral judgment with regard to the behavior of characters in a book seemed to my colleague to be at best irrelevant and at worst dangerous. He suspected me of trying to evaluate works of literature according to a scale of moral values that are outside of literature. My colleague is more or less my age, but he maintains a youthful spirit and is faithful to the literary awareness of our generation, formed during the 1950s. When we started to write, we felt a need to separate ourselves from the generation of writers and poets that preceded us, the [Israeli] War of Independence generation, whose writing was, to our taste, too strictly stamped with ideology and morality. Those writers and poets intensely experienced the War of Independence and with a blend of fresh nationalism and leftist socialism used their work to try to come to terms with different moral values. One of the outstanding works written by that generation is S. Yizhar’s The Prisoner, which served as a model in many a stormy debate in schools and youth movements. The book’s hero, the anonymous soldier, was subject time after time to a public tribunal, with young advocates or prosecutors standing up to accuse or defend him.

Our feeling was that moral debates prevented literature from taking wing and flying, and created in the reader inhibitions that stopped him or her from opening up to the deeper experiences that cannot and should not be judged merely according to their moral value. This concept—which leaned on the literary atmosphere in the world at that time, especially the existentialism wafting in from Europe and reaching even the Middle East—encouraged us all to write stories whose ideological and moral aspect made way for the psychological or form-aesthetic aspect. But I believe that now, when this particular “revolt” is long over and everyone is talking about the “death of ideologies,” it is possible to take a new and more relaxed look at the moral debates of the past.

Anyway—and this allegation might be the harshest against moral discussions in literature—can there be objective criteria according to which a serious debate can be conducted on this issue at this of all times, when literary criticism is doing its best to adopt clear and accurate tools for research? After all, what a writer sees as moral or immoral—or even amoral—in this or that behavior of the characters he created is not necessarily obvious to his or her readers. It is especially difficult to reach a consensus among readers on one or another moral judgment when we tend more and more to assume (and respect) the multiplicity of cultural—and moral—codes in human society.

When literary criticism involves itself with the analysis of philology or the form and structure of a text or even the psychological motives of the characters, it appeals first and foremost to the reader’s comprehension and relies on an understanding resulting from a mutual reading of the text. But the moment it begins dealing with moral evaluation, it finds itself entering the scope of extremely relative issues that must take into consideration all the various moral shades in each individual reader’s stance because a moral stance is, in the final analysis, a personal stance. And because these various fine shades are what interest us in a literary text, an agreed upon, accepted debate and certainly any moral judgment and evaluation become difficult and complex.

I have only one reply to all these assertions, which is, to me at least, also quite convincing: whether we like it or not, every artistic work that deals with human relations has in it a moral aspect because all human relationships may be evaluated according to moral categories. Even . . . [this essay] includes a moral situation between me and my reader, who examines my words not only according to the criteria of originality, knowledge, and intelligence, but also in accordance with moral criteria. For example, do I make a point of quoting accurately ideas borrowed from others? Or am I concealing my sources? Am I “bending” the meaning of a text to make it conform to my conclusions, or am I being fair in my interpretation? On what moral values do I base my moral preferences in making my interpretations? And so on.

The existence of a moral aspect in every piece of prose is what caused Jean-Paul Sartre to define the essential difference between prose (and in this case, theater also) and the other arts (including poetry) in his well-known book What Is Literature? In all the other arts, no significant regard is given to issues of morality in the form and artistic content of a work, whereas in prose, theater, and cinema there exists a moral regard in the mere fact of presenting the relationships between characters.

Morality is not some far-off shining star suspended in the sky of our lives. It is omnipresent; it can be found everywhere that human beings are conducting interpersonal relationships, from the small cell that constitutes a marriage or family, to an individual’s society, to his nation, and even to the international community. It may be that the commentator on a certain work of literature will find that its author or one of his or her heroes makes no reference whatsoever to questions of ethics that are demanded by certain situations. The reader, however, is entitled to relate to this lack and to try to learn from it about the quality and intentions of the novel’s heroes. Even the black holes left behind by the novel, those things that remain unsaid and undone, are an integral part of it, and their effect on the reading is part of the creative activity.

The withdrawal of literature from the scope of large-scale moral debate is not good either for literature or for morality because no matter how professionally successful the work of the media and the importance of the courts of law, they are not as capable of bringing a person to so deep a level of empathy as is literature. Supposing, for example, that instead of the wonderful book by Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin—which was published in 1852 and aroused such deep and active empathy among people in the northern United States, turning into a powerful myth throughout the country and prompting so many to join the struggle for the abolition of slavery—a TV crew had been sent to Uncle Tom’s cabin to interview the slave and, to maintain a balance, his owners as well. I doubt if, under such circumstances, the spiritual and perhaps political results would have been the same.

There is a significant difference between the way in which literature creates the moral catharsis and the activity of the media. Literature does not expect its devotees to understand, but to identify. The power of this identification lies in the fact that the moral issue does not remain on the cognitive level, but becomes part of the reader’s personality and independence, his or her own personal problem. Thus, the moral touch, if it succeeds, shocks the deeper strata of the individual’s soul.

Plato feared the effect of the negative morality of poets and believed that they and their poetry had to be checked very carefully before being given a place in his ideal state. In his old age, Tolstoy spoke out against a certain kind of literature, including his own great novels, because he was concerned about their amoral effect on society. The two shared a common belief that art, especially literature, has a powerful spiritual influence and a clear moral affinity. Nowadays such theories would be received with a smile of derision. Nowadays, the attitude to art and literature is not so Serious and concerned, and no such heavy responsibility is heaped upon them.

About seventy years ago in a Paris concert hall, an angry audience threw rotten eggs at the performers of Stravinsky’s ballet The Rite of Spring because they saw in this music a coarse provocation against all their values, not only musical but also moral. Who would take the trouble today of protesting in the name of values of any kind—even uttering a polite cry—against a modernistic piece of music or a new book? At most, there would be lack of interest, a shrug of the shoulder, or weak applause, a fear that this composition might in time turn out to be a new version of The Rite of Spring. In the world of entertainment, everything goes, and the only question is whether it was a success or not. That is why no one expects literature to deliver any “new tidings,” rather merely an “experience. . . .”

Many people believe that because truth and goodness are intertwined, we are doing a good thing by exposing truth; and literature that is trying to expose more truth about humanity, society, and the world—be it psychological, sociological, political, or even linguistic truth—is in any case fulfilling a moral objective. This belief, of course, has a certain truth, but it is not sufficient, not only because truth is an evasive, personal, partial, and often controversial entity in the regions in which literature is active, but also because although truth alone might help to distinguish between good and bad, it does not have in it the ability to reveal the difference and the moral determination. For this, special effort and attention are needed. Indeed, literature can touch and focus not only on reality, but also on the region of moral determination. This region is a true and natural grazing ground for literature and one that should not be relinquished.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Do you agree with Yehoshua’s assertion that the concepts of “moral statement” and “moral relations” implicitly contain a demand for absoluteness and generality (“This is wrong for all people” and “This applies to you as well as to me”)? Explain.

	How is psychology different from morality in its conception of individual motivation and wrongdoing? Does a psychological reading necessarily reduce “the strength of our moral and overall judgment” of literary characters? Why or why not?

	Yehoshua asks if there can be “objective criteria,” in our age of conflicting values, for conducting a serious debate on the morality of a literary work, a character’s behavior, or the judgment of a writer. What do you think? And if so, what might be some of these criteria?

	What does Yehoshua mean when he concludes that “although truth alone might help to distinguish between good and bad, it does not have in it the ability to reveal the difference and the moral determination”? What role does he suggest here for literature?






Chapter 3

Why Ethical Criticism Can Never Be Simple

Wayne C. Booth

In this essay Booth directly challenges those who (1) say ethics have nothing to do with literaty criticism and (2) claim that such judgments are mere personal opinion. He insists that, while ethical criticism will never be simple, it is unavoidable because all stories contain the implied author’s perspective as to how we should live and what values we should accept. Yet much of today’s literary criticism avoids the ethical due to its potential for controversy and censorship and its difficulty of practice given the range of literary intentions and genres. A perceptive ethical critic will attend to both the implied author’s intentions and the widely divergent kinds of literary effect, including satire, apologue, action, and lyric. Booth concludes that “only a fully developed critical pluralism” can do justice to our ethical judgments of literature.
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Auden’s assertion that poetry doesn’t make things happen is a tidy conceit for a melancholy afternoon’s tea break, but as the prayers smoke from the mosque and the young thousands chant rap, my era will reexamine what is happening. Nor in that circum-audient air can one deny—terrifying, some of it—the power of prose.

—Hortense Calisher

I

This essay is one of many recent efforts, by myself and others, to challenge two critical schools popular through much of this century: those who think ethical judgments have nothing to do with genuine “literary” or “aesthetic” criticism, and those who think that ethical judgments about stories can never be anything more than subjective opinion. My thesis is thus double: ethical criticism is relevant to all literature, no matter how broadly or narrowly we define that controversial term; and such criticism, when done responsibly, can be a genuine form of rational inquiry. It is true that it will never produce results nearly as uncontroversial as deciding whether it rained in New York yesterday, or even whether President Clinton lied. What’s more, many of its judgments, such as Plato’s exaggerated attacks on Homer, will be rejected by most serious ethical critics. Yet when responsible readers of powerful stories engage in genuine inquiry about their ethical value, they can produce results that deserve the tricky label “knowledge.”

The very phrase “ethical inquiry” is for some thinkers an oxymoron. Ethical indictment of a story? Of course you can have that, as a personal expression. Ethical celebration? All right, if it will please a collection of fellow believers. But inquiry? The word implies the chance of arriving at established, decisive conclusions: knowledge. About ethics, many still claim, there can be no such conclusions—and thus no genuine inquiry about them. For some these days, the claim has been strengthened by a flood of aggressive and often carelessly performed denigrations of first-class works on grounds of sexism, racism, anti-Semitism, or “classism.” Though seldom traveling under moral or ethical terminology, these intrusions of “ideological” interests have seemed to some a total corruption of the formal or structural standards that dominated criticism in midcentury.1

Meanwhile, overconfident ethical or moral indictments and calls for censorship seem increasingly fashionable, many of them pursued so irrationally as to provide evidence that genuine inquiry may flee whenever questions about ethics enter the room. The responses to those would-be censors are often equally subjective and opinionated, too often divorced from any serious digging into the potential dangers for readers who really listen to what the storyteller tells. (From here on I use the term “listen” to cover all serious engagement with stories, whether by readers or viewers or listeners.) Many of the defenders against censorship, resting strictly on first amendment grounds, talk as if to engage in ethical or moral criticism is itself an act of censorship: once we step onto the slippery slope—“this story is ethically faulty”—the censors will buy our words and hurtle us on to the bottom.

More challenging efforts to rule out ethical criticism come from those who fear that it will destroy our most precious narrative possession: the “aesthetic” domain, the world of true art, a world that is not just different from the quotidian world of moral conflict but in effect far superior to it. As Wendy Steiner says in the conclusion to The Scandal of Pleasure, genuine art “occupies a different moral space” from the world of practical affairs. For her, since art is obviously “virtual,” not primarily concerned about “reality,” it should not be subject to the kind of moral criticism we offer when everyday behavior in the so-called real world offends us.2

What is striking, however, is that whether or not critics defend or attack ethical criticism, and whether or not “ideological” critics use ethical terms, nearly everyone concedes that no matter what we do or say about the ethical powers of art, those powers are real. Not even the most ardent opponents of censorship or ethical criticism deny that many stories can actually harm at least some of those who “take them in.” And even the most ardent attackers on immoral art works imply by their every gesture that certain other works, in contrast, are not just morally defensible, not just beneficial, but essential to any full human life.

Claims about the transformative ethical power of all art are perhaps least questionable when we turn from “all art” to literary art, art that, because its very nature entails language loaded with ethical judgments, implants views about how to live or not to live. When the word “literature” is expanded to include all stories that we may listen to—not just novels, plays, and poems, but also operas, memoirs, gossip, soap operas, TV and movie dramas, fictional and “real,” stories heard in childhood—the power of narrative to change our lives, for good or ill, becomes undeniable.

That power is, however, tacitly denied by many a critic simply by writing as if the ethical effects of stories are irrelevant to quality. In a recent lengthy, favorable account of the thirty novels by Stephen King, Mark Singer has not a word about what King’s three hundred million sold copies have taught the world’s mostly unsophisticated readers: about what actions are really contemptible or admirable, about what views concerning aliens and phantoms are naive or sophisticated or mentally destructive, about what narrative devices are in effect ethical corruptions. The only ethical judgments Singer intrudes are against critics like me, what he calls “arbiters”: those who, “without bothering to read King, feel comfortable dismissing him as a hack.”3

As my ambiguous use so far of the words “ethical” and “moral” suggests, one reason no progress is made in our battles is that too many reduce both terms to the narrowest possible moral codes. The essential issue for critics—perhaps in contrast with politicians—is not whether some part of a given story violates this or that moral code; rather, it is the overall effect on the ethos, the character, of the listener. And that effect is not to be measured by some simple study of overt behavior after listening: it must include the very quality of the life lived while listening.

Actual effects on behavior are extremely elusive and will, I suspect, never be conclusively demonstrated. It’s true that whenever I ask adult readers if they can think of works that changed their lives in a significant way, whether recently or in childhood, almost all of them offer at least one powerful example. Sometimes they stress their regret (“How I wish I had not stumbled upon Jack Kerouac’s On the Road when I was sixteen; I went ‘on the road’ for a full year, self-destructively”).4 More often they express deep gratitude (“Reading Tolstoy’s Resurrection in my forties transformed my attitude toward religion; I had been an atheist for twenty years, and after reading that work—thank God!—I was not”). When the question is generalized—“Do you think that a large share of your ethical education, your construction as a person, was performed by stories, from infancy on?”—most answer decisively “Yes.” They agree that when we really engage with the characters we meet and the moral choices those characters face, ethical changes occur in us, for good or ill—especially when we are young.

To underline my point once again: no one who has thought about it for long can deny that we are at least partly constructed, in our most fundamental moral character, by the stories we have heard, or read, or viewed, or acted out in amateur theatricals: the stories we have really listened to. Their authors built successful stories by creating characters, characters exhibiting an ethos that could be thought of as a collection of virtues and vices, presented as admirable or contemptible.5 Though many modern authors try to disguise this fact by dealing overtly with character qualities not ordinarily thought of in moral terms—such virtues as uncompromising pursuit of existential truth or honest probing of postmodernist mysteries—I can think of no published story that does not exhibit its author’s implied judgments about how to live and what to believe about how to live.

The point is underlined when we think about how the world’s most successful moral teachers have taken it for granted: they have chosen to tell stories. Rather than resorting to blunt, nonnarrative preaching, they have implanted their messages into engaging narrative worlds. While it’s true that some moralizers have turned their tales into prosaic sermons, with simple summarizing moral tags, the most effective teachers—those who recognize moral complexities—have chosen narrative, with its inevitable ambiguities, as the chief vehicle.

Why did the authors of the Bible choose mainly to be storytellers rather than blunt exhorters with a moral tag at the end of each story? They did not rest with the laying down of bare codes, like a list of flat commandments. Though they sometimes tried the brief commandment line,6 they more often told stories, like the one about a troubled abandoned-child-hero who, as leader of his liberated people, almost botches the job of obtaining some divine rules printed on a tablet, and about a people who largely botch the job of receiving and abiding by them. The pious preachers did not just print out the sermons of a savior; they placed the sermons into a story, and they surrounded them with other stories, especially the one about how the hero himself grappled with questions about his status as savior, and about how he told scores of radically ambiguous parables that forced his listeners into moral thought. They did not openly preach that for God to be incarnated as a man entails irresolvable paradoxes; they told a story about how the God/man at the moment of supreme moral testing is ridden with doubt and cries out, as any of us would have done, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”

All those biblical authors must have known, perhaps without knowing what they knew, that serious stories educate morally—and they do so more powerfully than do story-free sermons. Just imagine how little effect on the world John Bunyan would have had if he had put into nonnarrative prose the various messages embodied in Pilgrim’s Progress!7

In short, the great tellers and most of us listeners have known in our bones that stories, whether fictional or historical, in prose or in verse, whether told by mothers to infants or by rabbis and priests to the elderly and dying, whether labeled as sacred or profane or as teaching good morality or bad-stories are our major moral teachers. Some stories teach only a particular moral perspective, one that can be captured with a moral tag, as in some of Aesop’s fables and the simpler biblical tales. Many of them teach a morality that you and I would reject. But all of them teach, and thus in a sense they are open to moral inquiry, even when they do not seem to invite or tolerate it.

In the face of this general acknowledgment of the power of stories, how could it happen that entire critical schools have rejected criticism that deals with such power? One obvious answer is that critics have wanted to escape the threatening flood of controversial judgments we land in as soon as ethical judgments are invited into aesthetic territory. Ethical judgments are by their nature controversial: the very point of uttering them is to awaken or challenge those who have missed the point. Consequently, whenever a feminist critic, say, judges a novel or poem to be sexist, she can be sure to be attacked by someone who sees her values as skewed. To praise or condemn for political correctness is widely scoffed at as absurd: political judgments are merely subjective. To judge all or part of a poem according to religious values is seen as even more absurd, since religious views are widely seen as even less subject to rational argument.

A second powerful reason for suppression is the fear already mentioned: that ethical criticism of any kind, even when critics agree with the proclaimed values, is an invasion of “aesthetic” territory. As Charles Altieri reports in “Lyrical Ethics and Literary Experience,” . . . to be seen as an ethical critic can trigger thoughtless responses from purists who fear that the “lyrical” or the “beautiful” will be sacrificed to preaching.

The third reason, my main interest in this essay, is too often overlooked in today’s controversies. “Literature” itself is not just a controversial term: the works it covers are ethically and aesthetically so diverse, both in their intent and in their realization in multiple acts of listening, that any one critical method can at best “cover” no more than a fraction of actual works. The consequence is that a large share of attempted ethical criticism deserves to be attacked as unfair or irrelevant; methods and stances appropriate to one kind of story can be useless or destructive when applied to other kinds.

In what follows, I explore, for the five hundredth time in the history of criticism, some of the varieties of literary intention, as they inevitably reinforce the conflicts about ethical criticism. My basic argument is that only a fully developed critical pluralism—of principles, of methods, of purposes, and of definitions of subject matter—can ever reduce the quantity of pointless quarreling over ethical matters. Different genres, different intentions, invite or reject different ethical judgments.8


II

Even the word “intention” already lands us in deep controversy. The anti-intentionalists have dominated many fields in recent decades, as they have for the most part ignored the powerful arguments and distinctions made by William Empson, Ronald Crane, E. D. Hirsch, and others throughout the “New Critical” wars.9 The most important of these distinctions, obscured by all of those who have declared the author and his or her intentions dead, is between the flesh-and-blood author, whose intentions, whether or not recorded outside the work, are only loosely relevant to one’s reading of the work, and the actualized text’s intentions: what one can infer from the collection of choices that every work worth bothering about reveals. The author implied by those choices made them, consciously or unconsciously, and our judgments of the worth of any work depend on our decision, again conscious or unconscious, about whether the choices were good ones. Whether we use the word “intentions” or not, we are all dependent, in everything we say about a work, on an implied relation between our intentions and the intentions embedded in the author’s choices.10

Now as everyone who ever consults her own soul knows, our intentions in real life, as in any construction of a novel or poem, are manifold in kind and often confused or ambivalent in product. We are social selves, multiple selves, most of us moving always, or almost always, in many directions at once. Though sometimes we manage some degree of focus in daily choices, our genuine focusing usually comes when we move in the direction of artistic or technological production: the effort to pull the parts of life into some coherent interrelation. It is when we aim for a goal, especially when we try to make something coherent, that our multiplicity sometimes becomes reduced to a single, however complex, target. Like the badge-winning infantry rifleman I aimed to become in my World War II basic training, we concentrate so intently on the target that everything else is, for the time being, simply forgotten.

Artists—painters, musicians, novelists, poets—generally achieve something like that concentration, sloughing off many, though usually not all, of their rival selves. Many have testified to the way in which, as they pursue draft after draft, the manifold possibilities get reduced to a range of centered choices. Even those who have pretended to have no center, to celebrate their own uncontrollable richness, have in fact been forced, by the very nature of producing anything whatever, into a reduction of multiple or divided selves toward what critics used to call a “unity.”

My favorite illustration of this point, one that I’ve printed several times before, was my encounter with Saul Bellow back in 1962 or 1963. Memory reports it like this:





	WB:
	What are you up to, Saul?


	SB:
	Well, I’m spending about four hours a day revising a novel that’s still much too long.


	WB:
	What’ll it be called?


	SB:
	Herzog.


	WB:
	What are you actually doing, as you spend four hours a day revising?


	SB:
	Oh, just cutting out those parts of myself that I don’t like.



It is important to remember that he was not only cutting out parts of his “self” that he did not like (actually his manifold manuscripts reveal several selves that he was wise to remove); he was cutting out parts of the book that did not harmonize with other parts of that particular making. He was changing the text’s intentions, which slowly became a different thing from the flesh-and-blood author’s original muddied intentions as he wrote many earlier drafts: a new and presumably superior self was being created.

It is the ignoring of that process by the “author-is-dead” crowd that has so often torn their criticism away from the ethical relation between the work, as published, and the reader. If there is no author, how can you talk about an ethical relation with anything? But if there is an author inflicting choices upon me, I have not only a right but a responsibility to think about whether those choices are ethically good or bad.


III

Once we revive the notion that texts do have intentions, we are still faced with a far more overwhelming multiplicity than most criticism acknowledges. Even the more sophisticated postmodernist works tend to lump all literature into a single pile, to be explored for this or that preconceived kind of data, as if all literary works were of the same kind. Such lumping is disastrous for every critical effort, but especially for ethical criticism. To judge a work as ethically praiseworthy or contemptible without determining what its implied author’s intent was is like judging a dish of food not by tasting it but by how the waiter’s description fits your preconceptions.

Of all the mistakes made by the enemies of ethical criticism, the most absurd is failing to recognize that a great proportion of what we call literary works are not only implicitly ethical, in the ways I have just described, but explicitly designed to elicit ethical responses. Unlike the authors of some lyrical poems and some playful or farcical stories, the authors of many works we consider worth our attention would feel offended if we ruled aside all consideration of ethical message (often in political form). Indeed, for some of our greatest authors—Milton, Dante, Swift—overt message is the center, and for many others—Dickens, George Eliot, Tolstoy, Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot—to leave the work untouched by the message would be to miss the full experience.

Yet these works cannot be lumped as inviting the same ethical attention. The potential chaos requires us to turn to the distinctions that, as I said at the beginning, are disastrously ignored by those who would divorce the aesthetic from the ethical or moral.11

How many kinds of literary effect are there? It will be useful first to trace Sheldon Sacks’s three, though to me they fall far short of exhausting the pile.

First, think of the absurdity of ruling out ethical criticism when we deal with works that are overtly polemical: stories that reveal themselves to every experienced reader as satires.12 Such stories, if they earn any lasting interest, do exhibit a great many literary or aesthetic qualities: original style, gripping plots, amusing characters. But in reading them (or viewing dramatic productions), our attention is not primarily on the action they present as action but on the targets they are attacking. To read 1984 as a “novel,” as if it were designed primarily to yield pleasure or excitement about its plot, is to be an ignorant reader. To engage in criticism of such a work without appraising the validity of Orwell’s attack on various political and moral outrages would offend not only the implied author, “George Orwell.” The flesh-and-blood author, Eric Blair, would call us just plain stupid. To discuss the movie Dr. Strangelove without addressing its satirical message might pass in some cinematographic quarters, but the makers of the film would feel simply bypassed.

The difference between such satires and other stories can be determined—when controversy arises—by whether or not all of the text’s choices can be defended as in the service of the satirical point. In every satire, one finds elements that would not be justified if the point of it all were only to engage us in a powerful story. On the other hand, if the satirical force is in any detail sacrificed for the sake of heightening a beautiful, coherent plot, then the work is not fully a satire: it’s either a bungled mixture or it has become—something else. Whatever that something else is will be subjectable to ethical inquiry, but since it does not demand it openly, as the center of an appropriate response, the inquiry will itself be transformed into—something else, something radically different from what is invited by satire.

Turning from satire to a second kind, think how absurd it would be to rule out ethical considerations from any discussion of Dante’s Divine Comedy, or Milton’s Paradise Lost, or Toni Morrison’s Beloved or Paradise. In all of those works, as in thousands of contemporary so-called novels, the central organizational point is not the effective action or plot, and also not a specific satirical target, but the probing or inculcation of an idea or collection of ideas that the author is dramatizing. While such works will never succeed without employing innumerable literary devices, including interesting story lines, the ultimate drive is toward patterning the world of ideas in a persuasive form. They are what Sheldon Sacks called apologues.

Just imagine how Toni Morrison must feel when critics misread and dismiss Paradise for having a muddied plot line, when what she wrote is an immensely complex, difficult work that enforces, line by line, thought about race relations, about temptations to violence, and about how forms of “white” violence have infiltrated the “black” world. To discuss her Beloved according to its novelistic structure, appraising it as either a gripping or moving or bungled story, without discussing one’s agreement or disagreement with its ever-present penetrating thought, would be, I feel sure, offensive to the author—at least to the implied author.13

Moving beyond satire and apologue, we come to works that are designed to grip us as what Sacks called “actions”: novels like those of Jane Austen or Cormac McCarthy or, moving down the line in quality, Agatha Christie or Louis L’Amour. Though they often contain satirical and apologic elements, those elements are subordinated to the center, which is the action—the engagement with characters who are themselves caught in an action that the proper reader comes to care about. Every detail, when examined closely, reveals itself as having been chosen to heighten the effect of the action, and thus of the reader’s engagement with the story line. It is not surprising that many an author who has tried to write an effective action has been furious when postmodernists and ethicists have imposed ethical criticism on this or that value implicit in the action or made explicit by heroes or narrators. Nor is it surprising that anti-ethical critics object strongly when we ethicists criticize first-class action-creators for anti-Semitism, racism, or sexism. For them, the beautifully formed action, conveyed in beautiful or witty or original style, is what counts. Consign the ethicists to hell, where they belong.

Unlike satires and apologues, action-stories thus do not openly demand ethical criticism. They in effect imply a battle between the implied author and any ethical critic who comes ploughing into the scene asking, “Is reading this story good or bad for you?” That battle must be conducted in ways entirely different from the encounters invited by satires and apologues.

So much for Sheldon Sacks’s account of three major kinds of authorial invitation. Though Sacks himself never made this point, it is to me obvious that he was classifying fictions precisely as philosophers—from Plato through Kant to the present—have classified human goals in general: authors pursue either the good (through satire, attempting to make the world better), or the true (through apologue, teaching a truth) or the beautiful (through creating perfected actions or plots). Much controversy could be avoided if critics made clear just which of these three goals they pursue as they praise or condemn this or that story.

But these three piles are much too general to deal with the many different varieties of goods and truths and beauties that authors have pursued. For example, as Charles Altieri argues, the trouble with too many defenses of ethical criticism, even those that honor one kind of beautiful structure, is that they have ignored the ethical import of one aspect, or kind, of the beautiful: what he calls the lyrical.14 Toward the end of his life, Sacks himself was exploring the need to add a fourth kind to his three, using Altieri’s word for it. Reading and rereading Virginia Woolf’s novels, he could not get them to fit under the labels of satire, apologue, or action. What they pursued was an evocation of the full aesthetic feeling of life when dramatized beautifully, but not as a coherent plot or action but rather almost like a series of beautiful illustrations. They did not really work as actions: readers were offered nothing remotely resembling a powerful plot. Even more obviously they did not work either as apologues, teachers of coherent thought, or as satires, attackers on sins or follies in the world. To judge this lyrical kind by the same standards one would apply to the other three would be, he was beginning to suspect, a radical distortion.

But the expansion to this fourth kind still oversimplifies the landscape of story. It can never be reduced to a final list of kinds.15 Though the kinds cannot be infinite, it seems clear that literary devices and qualities can be used to achieve every conceivable (or defensible) effect: sheer farce, for the romping fun of it (a special form of “lyricism”?); sheer warning about impending disaster (a sub-version of the pursuit of “goodness,” but quite different from satires or apologues); stimulation of intense but disorganized thought and linguistic probing, as in Finnegans Wake (in the sense a pursuit of “truth” but a truth so diverse and unpin-downable that no truth emerges; it would be absurd to condemn this novel because one or another line or character was considered morally offensive). With a little effort we can twist any literary experience into the service of improving thought, improving the world, or creating a new piece of beauty.


IV

The literary kind that I think is most important in all considerations of ethical criticism (and the one I care for most) has no label and is most resistant to simple ethical categories. When stories manage not only to engage us in serious thought about ethical matters, based on the reinforcement of certain ethical positions as admirable and others as questionable or indefensible, but also hook us into plots-of-conflict that are inseparable from that thinking, we meet what I consider the most admirable invitation to ethical criticism. The plot, in such stories, does not just present virtue and vice in conflict; the story itself consists of the conflict of defensible moral or ethical stances. The action takes place both within the characters in the story and inside the mind of the reader, as she grapples with conflicting choices that irresistibly demand the reader’s judgment.

Take as a prime example the novels of Henry James, which are sometimes described as above morality or immune to ethical criticism. His tales are never moralistic, in the sense of being reducible to a simple code, obedience to which will produce ultimate blessing. On the other hand, they always reveal, to any careful reader, an extensive list of judgments about what constitutes defensible and indefensible human behavior. Nothing is more naive than criticism of his works as if they were ethically neutral. Any reader of The Portrait of a Lady who fails to judge Gilbert Osmond as a monstrously immoral villain would shock me and perhaps infuriate James. How can we think that any author who would revise, for a second edition, Osmond’s view of Isabel from “as bright and soft as an April cloud” to “as smooth to his general need of her as handled ivory to the palm,” was not wanting to guarantee a negative judgment of the manipulator.16 At the same time, no reader can reduce the action to any easily resolved conflict between such a villain and our heroine. James thus doubles the plot: it is enacted both within the story as written and within the mind of the reader who engages fully with the dilemma faced by Isabel.

An even more striking example of this unnamed subclass of apologue, the thought-inducing action that resists reduction to summary or thesis, is James’s The Wings of the Dove. The plot cannot be summarized adequately because it takes place in four different minds: within the mind of Kate Croy, as she experiences the conflicts James lands her in throughout; within the mind of Merton Densher, as he experiences a different set of conflicts forcefully dramatized by the author; and within the minds of the reader and author as they experience the double conflicts of Kate and Merton and the intricacies of point-of-view that the complex story demands.

Some of the moral values of this novel are indeed as unequivocal as in any Sunday school tract or open apologue: for example, James implies but never states that it is always, in all circumstances, wrong to plot for the estate of a helpless dying woman by pretending to court her when you are really engaged to another woman. Merton knows it; James knows it; the readers James hopes for know it, though of course some will not catch it or will reject it when they do, perhaps deciding that it doesn’t matter one way or another.17 But what would James think of any critic who attempted to appraise the literary merit of Wings without mentioning the brilliance with which he places Kate’s essential admirable qualities into moral decline? Criticism that ignores the ethical center of this aesthetic achievement is simply naive. And criticism that merely describes the conflicts, without permitting any statement of agreement or disagreement, is cowardly. Any reader who thinks Densher should have gone all the way with Kate’s despicable plan should say so, up front, earning James’s and my disapproval—the full aesthetic effect of the work as intended has been denied to any such reader, who may well reply: the novel is not as great as people say, because it touts that mistaken Puritan (or middle-class, or Victorian) virtue.

It is from such disagreements that the most productive literary criticism can emerge: when undertaken seriously neither side is likely to feel fully victorious. Both sides will have learned something overlooked, either about the work itself or about the world of ethical values in which we all live. And both sides, whether in reading the work or in discussing it, are undergoing the ethical growth that serious encounters with such conflict can produce.

Nothing I have written here can be said to prove either of my two theses, if by prove we mean “move toward the impossibility of reasonable disagreement.” Our cultural moment will ensure the production of many more claims, by the purists, that ethical and political views are irrelevant to literary judgment, and by the remaining defenders of the fact/value split that whenever values intrude, genuine knowledge and true rationality fly out the window. Intellectual fashions fade much more slowly than clothing styles. But while we wait patiently for the fading, we can continue to remind the purists and value-dodgers that whenever they engage with a story, privately or publicly, they encounter evidence that refutes their dogmas.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	What “two critical schools” does Booth take issue with and why?

	What evidence does Booth give to support his claim that almost all narrative has the power “to change our lives, for good or ill,” that all published stories offer the implied author’s “judgments about how to live”?

	What are three reasons for many critical theorists’ rejection of ethical criticism? Do you agree that these reasons can be problematic? Why?

	Why does Booth separate the “flesh-and-blood” author from the text’s “implied” author? Do you agree with this distinction?

	What are Sheldon Sacks’s three kinds of literary effects by which we can categorize various literary works? What fourth one does Booth add? What hybrid of these does Booth prefer and why?

	Can ethical and aesthetic criticism coexist? If so, how?






Chapter 4

Ethical Criticism: What It Is and Why It Matters

Marshall Gregory

According to Gregory the ethical critic’s job is to analyze the potential moral effects of “stories” on a reader and to assess how such effects occur. Ethical criticism—an unacknowledged practice that “goes on constantly in the academy”—is implicit because “most fictions represent real life” and real life inevitably requires moral judgments and standards. Moreover, current postmodern theory cannot avoid the “ethical” merely by renaming it the “political” or “rhetorical.” Attempts to use “postmodern perspectivism” (all perspectives are logically legitimate), ”epistemological relativism” (all ways of knowing are equally valid), or “emotivism” (all moral judgments are mere preferences) belie the fact that postmoderns themselves live as if certain values—being kind to children, not cheating on tests—are more than just relative to one’s particular circumstance. For Gregory “nothing is more suggestive of the inadequacy of anyone’s theories than the fact that the propounders of them cannot live by them.” As an alternative he proposes an ethical criticism with a sound theoretical grounding, including the three aims of understanding potential effects on readers, defining the relevant criteria for making moral judgments, and offering critical recommendations. The content of ethical criticism presupposes a definition of “self” that goes beyond a pure “constructionist” view by insisting that selves are not entirely a product of their environment, that there are better and worse selves, and that moral character, while in a state of constant change, is affected by both the content and shaping experience of narratives. In short, ethical criticism helps readers “see, understand, and appreciate the powerful ways in which fictions invite them into specific ways of feeling, thinking, and judging,” a process that ultimately exerts a powerful “influence on readers’ hearts and minds.”
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INTRODUCTION

“Change the name and it’s about you, that story.” Thus in his Satires (1.1 69-70) Horace elegantly and succinctly defines the imaginative transposing by which readers identify with fictions. Telling and consuming stories is a fundamental and universal human activity. From the time we are born the sound of story accompanies us like the collective heartbeat of humanity, and none of us rejects the opportunity to enlarge ourselves by “trying on” the lives and feelings of fictional characters. We may not all consume a steady diet of what college catalogues sometimes call “great books,” but our interactions with stories in one form or another—in commercials, TV programs, movies, song lyrics, sermons, legends, fairy tales, novels, dramas, and so on—is constant and ongoing. The famous command in the opening line of Moby Dick, “Call me Ishmael,” is an invitation to the reader not only to identify a character, but to identify with a character: “Imagine your name to be Ishmael and it will be about you, this story. You will learn to see the world through my eyes, to feel the world through my nerve endings. During the time we spend together you will learn to live as if my heartbeat in your chest, as if your ears answered to my name.”

Transpositions between readers and fictional characters carry obvious ethical significance. Despite current theories in philosophy and criticism about the inescapability of relativism, most of us cannot evade the deep intuition that identifying with characters in stories can exert a powerful influence on the quality and content of our own lives. It is this perspective-stories as an influence on ethos, or who we become—that makes ethical criticism necessary. To analyze how fictions exert this influence and to assess its effects is ethical criticism’s job. What the humanities in general need is an ethical criticism that is intellectually defensible, not to replace or displace other critical approaches but to complement them. What literary criticism needs in particular is a theoretical basis for inquiries into and judgments about the potential ethical effects of literature and narrative art in general.1 We need this theoretical grounding because practical ethical criticism goes on all the time, often conducted in a most helter-skelter, contradictory, and intellectually incoherent way. A firmer theoretical grounding could help us do practical ethical criticism more thoughtfully and responsibly.

Both within the academy and within society as a whole, someone is always claiming that a given novel, movie, or TV program is either uplifting or degrading, inspiring or demeaning, should be read and seen by everyone or shouldn’t disgrace either video airwaves or the shelves of the public library. Every time a feminist exposes Hemingway’s complicity with the patriarchy, or every time an African-American critic recommends the retrieval of slave narratives because such narratives shame our past and help us shape the future, and every time a Judith Fetterley, a Terry Eagleton, or a Michel Foucault decries the dehumanizing effects of master narratives on subject-readers, such critics are deeply engaged in important versions of ethical criticism that are not at all diminished in robustness for being disguised as any kind of discourse but ethical criticism.

The truth of my claim that ethical criticism goes on constantly in the academy is not obvious. What is obvious is that for the last one hundred years—from the time of the “art for art’s sake” movement to the present—most literary critics have strongly objected to “ethical” as an adjective for either “literature” or “criticism.” Inside the academy, ethical criticism seems immediately to conjure images of Plato packing the poets out of his republic, or the memory of Matthew Arnold talking about “the best that has been thought and said,” or the mental image of F. R. Leavis intoning on and on about “the great tradition.” Tzvetan Todorov summarizes contemporary criticism’s rejection of ethical criticism, but in doing so he also opposes that rejection on the simple grounds that literature and morality cannot be separated even if we desire to do so:


Literature and morality: “how disgusting!” my contemporary will exclaim. I myself, discovering around me a literature subordinated to politics, [once] thought it was essential to break every link and preserve literature from any contact with what is not literature. But the relation to values is inherent in literature, not only because it is impossible to speak of existence without referring to that relation, but also because the act of writing is an act of communication, which implies the possibility of understanding, in the name of common values.2


While Todorov is right—“the relation to values is inherent in literature”—it is unfortunately true that every accusation against ethical criticism and ethical critics3 can be historically and concretely substantiated by the injudiciousness, extremism, shrillness, or dogmatism of some ethical critic or other.4 Historically, and unfortunately, many of the conspicuous examples of ethical criticism in action present images of dogmatic moralists, zealous religionists, or belligerent burghers trampling art, tolerance, and free speech in the dust with a nasty kind of self-satisfaction.


THE INESCAPABILITY OF ETHICAL CRITICISM

But even after the most discrediting facts about the history and practice of ethical criticism have been duly marked, recorded, and apologized for, it remains untrue that ethical criticism has to be or that it has always been dogmatic and pious. Some contemporary critics may want to insist, however, that even when ethical criticism is judicious it is certainly irrelevant. Indeed, their insistence would be irrefutable if, in fact, no one in our society was ever interested in making moral or ethical judgments about literature and other forms of art. But our century-long rejection of ethical criticism is matched in its scope only by the ceaseless talk about ethical issues that goes on inside and outside of the academy. There exists a large and diverse range of issues about fictions that both citizens in general and literary professionals in particular argue about in a manner that is not only deeply passionate, but that is also explicitly ethical and moral. These issues and arguments, which go on all the time, include but are not limited to the following:



	character formation: how poems, TV programs, movies, novels, song lyrics, and so on influence readers’ beliefs, imagination, and feelings;

	learning about life: how fictions teach “lessons” about everyday life;

	imitation of values: how readers and viewers imitate the attitudes and values of characters from literature, TV, movies, and other narratives;

	social attitudes: how fictions influence people’s understanding or misunderstanding of, sympathy with, or detachment from, such social constituencies as ethnic groups, racial minorities, non-Europeans, non-Americans, women, and handicapped persons;

	civics and civility: how television and rap lyrics influence young people’s views about public civility, honesty, violence, authority, social and political institutions, women, race relations, the environment, and the law;

	history and class: how fictions influence readers’ views about history, class, democracy, commercialism, and so on.


As foci of constant and passionate controversy, these issues give the lie to ethical criticism’s alleged irrelevance. We may not always know how to live with it, but we certainly cannot live without it. We don’t even try to live without it. Why is it that we cannot escape questions of morality and ethics? Because human actions are imagined and chosen rather than prescribed or programmed. Because there is a dimension of choice to almost all forms of human conduct, conduct is always subject to moral and ethical evaluation. Since Homo sapiens is the only species that creates moral categories and since all cultures and individuals employ moral categories as guides for directing and evaluating life with others, the very capacity for making and enforcing moral categories—tike the capacities of reasoning, language, aesthetics, and imagination as well—lies close to the center of whatever it means to be human in the first place.

James Q. Wilson argues that a moral sense is the inevitable product of an innate human disposition to be social: “The innate sociability of the child is the vital embryo in which a capacity for sympathy and an inclination to generosity can be found.”5 This claim hardly constitutes a complete argument but it does offer a deep insight. Because human beings are as fundamentally social in nature as ants and bees, but because the forms of our sociability are chosen and cultural rather than programmed and genetic, ethical and moral considerations inevitably arise within the social nexus. Our need to be approved of by our family members, our need to be protected and served “justly” by both our family and by others, and the group’s need to create social mechanisms of stability and justice without which the group cannot endure—these needs all contribute to the creation of moral categories as not merely contingent but as integral to human existence. This is not to say what the content of those categories is or should be, but it is to say that moral categories themselves are both persistent and necessary elements of social existence—the only kind of existence available to human beings. In the words of Mary Midgley, our proclivity for integrating morality into the very fabric of human life is a tendency


that we take so deeply for granted . . . that we scarcely notice it—namely a sense of continuity with the past, a rootedness in earlier social contracts which can make it deeply shocking to murder others or to desert a friend in difficulties. We should not, of course, forget that human beings sometimes do these deeply shocking things too. But that is something very different from never finding them shocking at all. This sense of continuity through time—this need to have some coherent image of oneself and one’s policy—is surely what accounts for the fact that humans have been driven to develop morality, and have given it so much prominence in their various cultures. If we ask what is the source of the authority of morals, we are not looking outward for a sanction from the rulers, or for a contract. We are looking inward for a need, for some psychological fact about us that makes it deeply distressing to us to live shapelessly, incoherently, discontinuously, meaninglessly—to live without standards.6


If we cannot endure living without standards in real life, it follows—since most fictions represent real life—that we cannot endure to read fictions without bringing standards into play there as well. The formalistic view that novels are about language, not about life, fails to explain why people get so caught up liking and disliking different fictional characters or why they deeply desire specific resolutions to certain fictional plots and situations. If ethical questions arise as a natural consequence of first-hand interactions and sociability, then they will also arise as we meet and interact with fictional characters. When we meet new people, we form our impressions of them by asking ourselves questions about them rooted in moral and ethical perspectives, such as “is this person good?” “is this person trustworthy?” “is this person kind, likable, generous, compassionate?” and so on. These ethical categories comprise the most important part of our “reading” of new acquaintances. Not using these categories would make other people appear to us mostly as blanks, mere utilitarian counters like chess pieces or tools, devoid of affective or ethical significance. None of us can imagine living this way. I don’t mean only that none of us can imagine living happily this way; I mean that none of us can imagine living this way at all. Such an existence would not be human because it would be a kind of existence that Midgley is surely right to say that we could not bear: a life lived “shapelessly, incoherently, discontinuously, meaninglessly . . . [a life] without standards.” But if this is so, then it follows that we will bring our standards into play in all of our social relations, including those we conduct with fictional characters. Whether talking about the characters and events of literature or life, all of us turn to such criteria as better/worst, good/bad, honest/dishonest, fair/ unfair, liberated/oppressed, just/unjust, inclusive/exclusive, kind/cruel, humane/ inhuman, generous/selfish, self-controlled/self-indulgent, and many others because all such criteria are rooted in assumptions (either explicit or implicit.) about such fundamentally ethical categories as moral agency, the “oughtness” or “rightness” of certain social and political practices, or such “should-be’s” of the existential condition as “individuals should be allowed freedom of speech and free choice of sexual partners.”

If our existence as social creatures explains where ethical criticism comes from, it follows that this same social nature also explains why moral considerations never go away or lose their relevance. Because we never stop being social creatures, the moral dimensions of life are both inevitable and permanent. Human life is saturated with moral considerations, moral judgments, moral categories, and practical moral reasoning. Hardly any of our thoughts about relations with others are morally neutral. Our thoughts about relations with other people are deeply colored by speculations about the impression we are making, about the approval we seek, and about the impression on us that other people make, beginning primarily with the impressions that we all give and receive as moral agents: impressions about such moral features, for example, as honesty, trustworthiness, compassion, kindness, generosity, self-control, and fairness. We may admire people for being strong, clever, brilliant, or talented, but we trust them and love them only when we think they are, at most, truly good or, at least, not malicious. The portraits we draw of other people in our minds’ eye—the picture that tells us whether and how much we can afford to trust and love them—are portraits drawn almost entirely in ethical and moral colors.

Deciding who is the trustworthy recipient of a secret or an honor, deciding who is worthy of the offer (or the acceptance) of a marriage proposal, deciding how to rear children and when or if they should be punished for wrongdoing (not to mention deciding what constitutes wrongdoing), or merely deciding whether to agree with the movie Pretty Woman that the Julia Roberts character has attained the highest pinnacle of female happiness by being lifted from her life as a public prostitute in order to become the private prostitute of a wealthy man—all are ethical decisions. Whenever we propose a theory of “oughtness” about how to live and a line of reasoning about how to achieve life’s different “goods,” we are engaging in ethical criticism. But since the various arguments about the various goods and their status are not self-ranking, we are forced to rank them ourselves. We must always challenge one set of goods against another set of goods. Moral positions must always be argued; there is no way they can simply be invested with the power to work on their own. We must make the case, both in terms of the coherence of the theory and the moral reasoning themselves. Such argumentation is nothing short of a compressed way of respecting others as rational beings. One way we demonstrate that respect is by assisting others, at the same time we rely on their assistance, to become more fully possessed of the fundamental human powers of sociability, language, imagination, and ethical reasoning that we all share. In the words of moral philosopher Robert Louden,


Moral considerations have ultimate importance not (as many philosophers have argued) because they form a tightly packaged set of interests that can be shown to logically “override” all other competing sets of interests but rather because they concern values to which the pursuit of any and all interests, including scientific and technical ones, must answer. Morality is not just one narrow point of view competing against others. . . . [Its] ultimate importance is [a function of its] pervasiveness. Moral considerations literally appear able to pervade or permeate . . . more areas and aspects of human life and action (and once they gain entry, to have, somehow, the final word) than do any other kinds of considerations. All aspects of human life over which we exercise at least some degree of voluntary control have indirect moral relevance. Morality’s fundamental importance stems not from its “standing above” everything else but rather from the fact that it literally surrounds everything else, lies underneath everything else, and is continually embedded in everything else.7


The popular contemporary view that employing ethical and moral categories is merely a historical, contingent, or discretionary choice—a choice mostly coopted by society’s ruling powers for keeping potential challengers in line—is a shallow view that ignores the deeply compelling necessity for ethics and morality embedded in both the nature of social relations and in our own existential drive to make sense out of our world, in part, by holding standards.


ETHICAL CRITICISM AND POSTMODERN PERSPECTIVISM

If life and literature are indeed saturated with moral considerations, then how does the academy, which is saturated with epistemological relativism, avoid dealing with them? It doesn’t, of course, but it does try to disguise its dealing with them, mostly by pretending that its moral discourse is political discourse. By a linguistic and conceptual sleight-of-hand, the academy makes the language of power, colonization, or marginalization replace the language of good, ought, and bad. Such sleight-of-hand doesn’t really replace moral considerations, of course, for political arguments against the oppression of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie or against the Western colonization of people of color are not only linked to ethical views, but express views that are fundamentally ethical to their core. Such views constitute ethical arguments because their main burden is ethical judgments about better and worse ways of living and acting. What these arguments deliver are not just analyses of power but moral judgments about power: judgments that power ought to be reconfigured and that rest on the authority of the frequently unspoken but always present moral assumption that the desired reconfigurations of power would make the world a better place for someone or some group.

Poststructuralists who bury ethical criticism beneath an epistemology of perspectivism inadvertently pull the rug from under their own reformist social agenda. Theorists who take perspectivism seriously, for example, are logically entailed to concede to in theory what they will never concede to in fact—that political brutality, ethnic cleansing, racial genocide, and so on must all be taken as equally serious positions along with democratic reform simply because they are “perspectives.” That is, from the standpoint of epistemological perspectivism, they are legitimate logically. That no one, including postmodern perspectivists, thinks they are legitimate morally means that underneath epistemological perspectivism lie at least a few deeply lodged commitments that play the role of absolutes even if they cannot be proven to be absolutes. Acts of genocide, for example, are usually described as “crimes against humanity,” not just crimes against ethnicity. To say that the Holocaust was a crime because it destroyed only Jews implies that a holocaust that destroyed some other ethnic or racial group might be less objectionable or even laudatory. Our deep impulse to define what the Nazis did to the Jews in Germany or what the Bosnian Serbs recently did to the Muslims in former Yugoslavia as a crime against human beings as such clearly implies that we view some moral standards as genuinely substantive and authoritative, not just as rhetorical ploys or cultural contingencies.

If all discourse really is only “mere rhetoric,” then the reformers’ opposition to the rhetoric of the ascendant power groups can only be more of just the same thing—that is, more mere rhetoric—for it has no way of sorting out the right or wrong of specific issues and no way of demonstrating the superiority of the poststructuralists’ proposed changes. To try to produce a world with less oppression and brutality in it on the grounds that such a world would be a better world than the one we now have is to appeal to a “better” beyond the pale of mere rhetoric or partial perspectives. Ethnic oppression, the marginalization of women, and racial discrimination are not wrong because they are political positions but because they are morally offensive, and it is their moral offensiveness that makes them politically objectionable, not the other way round. Making political arguments about the reconfiguration of power cannot be made without the arguer assuming that at least some moral judgments and moral arguments are intrinsically and not just contingently compelling. Otherwise the moral authority of arguments becomes moot and arguers are left with only the authority of whatever is or the authority of whatever has enough muscle to displace whatever is. Thus we see that all arguments about politics and power are subsets of moral arguments, for all political judgments are of necessity derived from moral and ethical assumptions about such issues as better, best, and just, terms that literally make no sense outside of an ethical framework of discussion. As Geoffrey Harpham makes clear, this claim is true even for those points of view that most emphatically insist on the primacy of culture and contingency:


Strikingly, . . . it is when culture is analyzed from a Marxist perspective as a self-transforming, self-discovering, self-defining body politic, that the purely social necessity of morality emerges most powerfully. For when cultural values are unworthy, uncertain, or disputed, only an appeal to some imperative that convincingly transcends culture and privatized conceptions of interest can legitimate action. In a society that holds slaves and disempowers women, exploitation and misogyny express shared values, and those who hold these values hold them with confidence. Any effort to question these practices, or indeed the autistic tendencies of any localism, must base itself on some value or standard that lies—again, convincingly—outside the cultural horizon.8


While Stanley Fish attempts to get at a postmodern politics of reform through the door of rhetorical analysis, Fish’s claim that “everything is rhetorical” winds up being, in practice, far too close to “might makes right” to be considered truly reformist. Fish wants to claim (and does) “that the radically rhetorical insight of Nietzschean/Derridean thought can do radical political work,”9 but he seems unaware that his everything is rhetorical view is politically reactionary: it undercuts “radical political work,” since everything is rhetorical robs “radical political work” of any ability to explain why radical reform will produce a better society than it proposes to replace. Fish cannot escape from this problem by saying that the “betterness” of freedom over oppression is simply self-evident, because to do so would take him out of the everything is rhetorical world and into the world of self-evident first principles, the last place a rhetorical relativist wants to find himself. Neither Fish, Rorty, Derrida, nor any of the other proponents of the “radically rhetorical insight” can escape the paradox that this insight not only undercuts the authority of their social agenda but nullifies it. If poststructuralists claim that there are no transcendent or universal principles against which to discredit anyone else’s rhetorical messages, then they must concede all domains of power to whoever has the most might, not to those who are right. But since the might of what is is precisely what poststructuralist reformers don’t want, they must further concede one of two things. Either they must concede that their discontent with things as they are is intellectually incoherent (because it presumes a better than their own epistemology of “mere rhetoric” denies) or they must concede that they are indeed invested in an authority that lies beyond mere rhetoric. The poststructuralist attempt to disconnect politics and morality cripples their ability to explain why literary and other fictional representations of power, politics, race, class, and gender are so important. If we disconnect the passion that informs these issues from the moral and ethical considerations that generate that passion, then it becomes hard to say what all the fuss is about.

Moving in the opposite direction from postmodernism’s rejection of ethical criticism, Wayne Booth is the leading contemporary critic who has done most to rehabilitate the language and practice of ethical criticism. In The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction, Booth’s leading question is “[W]hat kind of company are we keeping as we read or listen [or watch]? What kind of company have we kept?” Booth’s operating assumption is that the company we keep as we read, watch, or listen to fiction can be assessed for its potential influence on our hearts and minds just as legitimately as we can assess real life potential influence of the friends and acquaintances who influence our hearts and minds. All of our friends have a potential influence on our “virtues,” says Booth, who uses “friends” as a metaphor for fiction’s appeal to our desire for the intimate companionship of others, and “virtues” in its older sense of referring not just to our praiseworthy tendencies but to something more general, such as, he says, “the whole range of human ‘powers,’ ‘strengths,’ ‘capacities,’ or ‘habits of behavior.’ Thus an ‘ethical’ effect here, as in premodern discourse, can refer to any strengthening or weakening of a ‘virtue,’ including those that you or I would consider immoral; a given virtue can be employed viciously.” This crucial positioning of the terms “friend,” “ethical,” and “virtue,” then, allows Booth to formulate the following definition of ethical criticism: “If ‘virtue’ covers every kind of genuine strength or power, and if a person’s ethos is the total range of his or her virtues [to behave badly or well], then ethical criticism will be any effort to show how the virtues of narratives relate to the virtues of selves and societies, or how the ethos of any story affects or is affected by the ethos—the collection of virtues—of any given reader.”10

Booth’s incisive clarification gives us a chance to gain some real traction on the relationship between politics and morals, as well as helping us avoid the murkiness and self-contradictions foisted on us by postmodernism’s butterfingered grip of these same issues.


EMOTIVISM, ENTERTAINMENT, AND ETHICAL DISCOURSE

Perspectivism, however, is not the only obstacle facing ethical criticism in today’s society. Even though various social, political, and religious groups in our society engage in almost nonstop moralistic mud-slinging, and even though there is hardly any kind of criticism our society engages in more often than ethical criticism, there is also hardly any kind of criticism more discredited and more resisted. This inconsistency points to deep confusions. A friend of mine well-known in the field of educational theory used to say to me in conversation that “when you see smart people doing dumb things you know you’re in the presence of powerful forces.”11

What powerful forces? Alasdair MacIntyre offers a keen insight into this situation when he identifies emotivism as “the doctrine that all evaluative judgments and more specifically all moral judgments are nothing but expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or feeling, insofar as they are moral or evaluative in character” and then avows that “emotivism has become embodied in our culture.”12 What viewer of television programs or teacher of undergraduates could deny the accuracy of these observations? What MacIntyre calls “emotivism” is what soap-opera characters and many students simply call “everyone deciding what’s right or wrong for themselves,” a view of morality reiterated with billboard simplicity everywhere in contemporary culture. If, at one end of the intellectual spectrum, doctrinaire dogmatism kills moral discussion, what kills it at the other end of the intellectual spectrum is emotivism’s conflation of subjective preference and moral claims, as if moral claims had no more general authority than Jane’s preference for vanilla ice cream or Bill’s taste in clothes. Whether people are talking about social issues or about the ethical significance of literature and the other arts,13 emotivism empties moral discussion of any real content.

Since emotivism cannot give us traction on moral issues, it attempts to pretend that such issues are really nonissues by relegating them to the domain of entertainment rather than morality, as if entertainment comprises a category of experience that somehow lies beyond moral examination. A colleague of mine who spends a lot of class time pointing out to her students how many representations of women in literature show the evils of the patriarchy is the same person who watches Pretty Woman over and over “just for entertainment.” An ethical critic, however, will want to interrogate closely the potential effects of entertainment, when it is clear that when highly-educated and highly-intelligent people think they don’t need to employ their critical powers because they are “merely being entertained,” then it follows that those are the very moments when their sympathies, feelings, and moral judgments are most vulnerable to influence. Ethical criticism will attempt to help readers understand that there is no such thing as being “merely” entertained, that even at the lowest possible level of engagement, the intellectual and affective exertions that are required just to understand the content, shape, and direction of a story in fact involve a complicitous agreement to let the story have its own way with their beliefs and feelings—at least for the time being. As Wayne Booth says, “[T]he energy I expend in reconstructing the figure [of a fiction] is somehow transferred to retaining the figure itself and bonding with its maker. . . . A figure used not only calls for the recognition that a figure has been used but for a special kind of recreative engagement with the figurer.”14 When readers begin to see, then, that the figures of fiction figure the mind, they can be brought to take seriously, indeed to welcome, the insights of ethical criticism. The way entertainment provides ethical models for direct imitation is discussed below.


ETHICAL CRITICISM AND DIRECT IMITATION OF LITERARY MODELS

If, then, neither emotivism nor epistemological relativism gets us off the hook for taking moral and ethical considerations into account and if such considerations do indeed saturate life, then it follows that ethical criticism can claim a natural and important function in the study and evaluation of literature. But saying this does not answer in concrete terms the question of what important work ethical criticism does. I recently had a colleague say to me, “So, as an ethical critic you would object to a novel that gives a vivid and sympathetic portrayal of an ax murderer on the grounds that reading it might turn me into an ax murderer, right?” Well . . . no. I’m not worried in her case that any fiction she reads could ever turn her into a murderer. But, in principle, she has a point. Direct imitations of fiction do occur and clearly have moral and ethical consequences. I venture to assert, moreover, that we all imitate fictional models much more frequently than we think. The reason we think that we’re the ones “above” such influence is that we largely think of direct imitation only as it occurs in its most sensationalistic and gross forms. We think of the hoodlums in New York who, immediately after the release of Money Train, killed a man by imitating the movie’s horrific scene in which a subway ticket seller is squirted with gasoline and burned to death in his toll booth. Or we remember the two boys who accidentally killed themselves in New Jersey in 1995 when, right after the release of The Program, they tried lying down in the middle of the freeway, intending like the movie heroes to let the cars straddle them harmlessly. Or we remember the large number of young people who, after reading On the Road in the 1960s, bought Volkswagen buses and struck out for the highways and byways of America in direct imitation of Jack Kerouac. In all of these cases we undoubtedly think, “How gullible, how immature, how uncritical, how unlike me. I could never be like that.”

But it all depends on what “like that” means. Our confidence in the immovability of our character may be complacent and premature. We all do the same thing as the people in these previous examples, not, to be sure, by committing such immoral or directly imitative actions, but we do imitate less obviously tangible features of fictions such as values and attitudes. In the end, of course, values and attitudes influence action but at such a remove of distance and time as may leave us unaware of how deeply our actions are rooted in fictional models. One of the most incisive, vivid, thoughtful, and developed illustrations of the ethical criticism of narrative role models is conducted by Gustave Flaubert in Madame Bovary.15 Throughout the novel Emma Bovary is shown to be a delighted and obsessive consumer of sickly romantic novels that provide her with models—fictional friends and companions—who accompany her thoughts all through her life and who, in their shimmering and shallow allure, do much to prevent Emma from ever growing into a mature and ethically sensitive person. Flaubert does not ask us to believe, nor does he himself seem to believe, that Emma’s life is ruined by novel reading alone, but at the same time he not only takes narrative modeling as crucially important in Emma Bovary’s development, he also takes seriously the ethical criticism of those models. Flaubert’s description of the contents of the contraband novels that Emma receives from an old mending woman provides a detailed account of how specific images carry affective and ethical freight. The novels given to Emma by the old maid


were all about love, lovers, sweethearts, persecuted ladies fainting in lonely pavilions, postilions killed at every relay, horses ridden to death on every page, somber forests, heart-aches, vows, sobs, tears and kisses, little boat rides by moonlight, nightingales in shady groves, gentlemen brave as lions, gentle as lambs, virtuous as no one ever was, always well dressed, and weeping like fountains. . . . [Illustrations in keepsake books showed such scenes as] a young man in a short cloak, holding in his arms a young girl in a white dress who was wearing an alms-bag at her belt; or there were nameless portraits of English ladies with fair curls, who looked at you from under their round straw hats with their large clear eyes. . . . Others, dreaming on sofas with an open letter, gazed at the moon through a slightly open window half draped by a black curtain. The innocent ones, a tear on their cheeks, were kissing doves through the bars of a Gothic cage.16


I have omitted a good portion of this passage, but there still remains a great wealth of concrete detail to feed the imagination of a fifteen-year-old Emma looking for role models to show her the behaviors—the facial expressions, the attitudes, the gestures, the postures, the dresses and hats and how to wear them—that promise her a life of whirlwind excitement, exquisite sensibility, and thunderous passion. What makes Flaubert’s criticism of these images—and their ethical influence—so incisive is that Flaubert only shows Emma doing what we all do. In order to come into our humanity, in order to take a place in society and to be recognized as persons, we know that we must assume roles, and we therefore look for models to show us the “look” that expresses our beauty, the posture that communicates our sensibility, or the walk that conveys our power and self-confidence. If no one in real life shows us models of thoughtfulness or reasonableness or self-control or generosity, we will, like Emma, settle for whatever fictional models we can find and never know what we are missing—or what we are becoming.

None of us remains unaffected as moral agents by the models we choose, whether they come from real life or from fictions. As children we tie towels around our necks so we can be as powerful as Superman. As adults we disguise our Superman capes as carefully selected conference wear. Silk ties reveal our sophisticated taste; thick-soled work boots express our populist sympathies; “power suits” assert our aggressive professionalism. We do all of this with deft nonchalance, with more or less conscious awareness. In our classrooms such teaching models as Mr. Chips, Mr. Gradgrind, Jean Brodie, the Clerk of Oxenford, or our favorite college or grad-school teacher hover over our pedagogy like ghosts. We cannot help but be influenced, for good or ill, by those we have taken into our hearts, and the “people” we imitate come just as often from second-hand fictions as from first-hand experience. It follows, then, that the ethical analysis of fictional models, those whom we accept as “friends” (see chapters 6 and 7 of Booth’s Company), is not only as permissible as the ethical analysis of real-life models and friends, but, for all those who really care about the quality of their life, just as necessary. Our friends, both real and fictional, play important roles in our formative development. To say this returns us to the necessity of ethical criticism and to the question of how ethical criticism conceives of its work.


AIMS OF ETHICAL CRITICISM

Readerly Understanding of Potential Literary Effects

The aims of ethical criticism do not include thought control, censorship of literature, or the management of others’ conduct. Ethical criticism addresses readers of literature (or, more accurately, consumers of fictions both literary and nonliterary) with the aim of helping them see, understand, and appreciate the powerful ways in which fictions invite them into specific ways of feeling, thinking, and judging. In addition, ethical criticism tries to help readers see that if these invitations are accepted, especially on a repeated basis, one very likely consequence is a permanent influence on readers’ hearts and minds. Until readers understand that their responses to stories occur on a continuum with their responses to real life—until they understand that their responses to fiction are in some important sense a kind of practice at forming responses to real life—they are likely to dismiss the ethical significance of their relationship to fiction.

While ethical criticism helps readers gain (or perhaps regain) a sense of the ethically formative power of story and thus bring them back in touch with the reasons why reading and literature are not only entertaining but important, it also offers the insight that the formative effects of story are always potential rather than determined. Literature invites responses but cannot coerce them. Once we “agree” to let a story have its way with us—an agreement that is generally granted without much critical thought, because it is the foundation for any pleasure the story yields—then we can indeed be, if not coerced, at least led, but this is neither coercion nor hostile takeover. We can always refuse to become engaged, or we can be too tired or too distracted or too ignorant of the contents or setting of a work, in which case the consideration of possible effects becomes moot (see Rabinowitz on how the beliefs and previous experiences of our lives influence our degree of engagement with literary texts, especially what he has to say about genres as “packages of [reading] rules”).17 On the other hand, ethical criticism wants readers to understand that more often than not they do agree to accept the fiction’s invitations—else there is no payoff—and that, once accepted, the means by which the fiction gets delivered from the author and comprehended by the reader constitute powerful shapings of the mind.


Readerly Understanding of Moral Criteria

Another aim of ethical criticism is to guide readers toward an understanding of the moral criteria that are relevant to making ethical judgments about fictional representations. Like the first aim, this one is also addressed primarily to the intellect: to help readers see that moral and aesthetic responses to texts unfold inside of each other rather than live in separate domains. Any reader who thinks that the ending of Hamlet is genuinely funny or that the wolf really should get to eat the three little pigs is a reader who has not only misapprehended the aesthetic shape of both stories but their different ethical presuppositions as well. Ethical criticism wants to help readers see that they are making ethical judgments every time they decide who the “good and bad guys” are in any story, to help them see that they are not only affirming ethical values within the story every time they identify with fictional characters but that they are affirming ethical values within themselves that their reading of the story has just reinforced.


Critical Recommendations

The third aim of ethical criticism is not so much intellectual as exhortative: it is to proffer readings of texts based on the critic’s evaluation of a story’s ethical presuppositions and the potential ethical impact of the story on the reader. It is this aim, of course, that gets everyone’s back up. Approving or not approving books for moral reasons is considered by many critics to be thoroughly reprehensible. I contend, however, that ethical critics tend to make explicit what nearly everyone else does either implicitly or in nonethical terms, and that it is only reprehensible when it is done badly, that is, when it is done unintelligently or dishonestly or manipulatively. The truth is, even critics who work with theories far removed from ethical criticism find it very hard not to employ some ethical presuppositions. For example, traditionalists who prefer to teach canonical literature recommend those works because they “bring their readers to an understanding of the timeless circumstances of the human condition.”18 Multiculturalists recommend certain works because they “bring their readers to a greater appreciation and respect for cultural and ethnic diversity.” Deconstructionists recommend literary texts because they “bring readers to an ecstatic appreciation of the infinite free play of signification into which readers can throw themselves with joyous abandonment.” Translation for all: “reading either the books that I recommend or reading books in the way I recommend will be good for you: good for your social sense, good for your mind, good for your responsibility as a moral agent. Good for you.” Ethical critics want to bring the discussion of ethical presuppositions and potential ethical effects out into the open where the claims about them can be criticized, contested, and improved.



THE CONTENT OF ETHICAL CRITICISM

The central content of ethical criticism can be summarized by two propositions. The first proposition is about the formation of selves and the second proposition is about the ethical status of selves. These propositions are not necessarily new or original ideas in themselves, but the use to which ethical criticism puts them is, if not original, strikingly unfamiliar today. I am well aware that by confidently talking about “selves” instead of employing one of postmodernism’s preferred terms of displacement for it, such as “subject” or “subject position,” I have violated a commonplace dictum to which most postmodern theorists automatically subscribe. Two authors in recent issues of flagship journals in the discipline of English suggest the extent to which postmodern notions of “the subject” rather than “the self” are not only taken for granted but just how much of what is taken for granted is explicitly opposed to notions of the self generally advanced by the traditional humanities. As Pamela Caughie says in a recent issue of PMLA, “[P]oststructuralist theories . . . have revealed the humanist subject to be a sham insofar as it is the effect, not the origin, of representation.”19 Likewise, Jeffrey Nealon, in a recent issue of College English, reinforces the unassailability of the postmodern view of “self” as not a stable center of knowledge about itself or the world, but as an unstable product created at the site where language, culture, history, and politics intersect. In Nealon’s words, “[A] certain critique of the humanist or Enlightenment subject remains firmly in place. While there is a great deal of sympathy for rethinking notions of subjectivity in the current theoretical field, no one wants anything to do with the appropriating instrumental rationality of the bourgeois subject. In fact, virtually all critical camps . . . remain aligned in their attempts to critique a subjectivity that . . . understands the other as simply ‘like the self.’”20

With all due respect to Nealon’s sweeping—and, dare I add, smug?—confidence that “no one wants anything to do with” the old notions of a humanist self, I must disagree. The self whose existence I assume in this essay is exactly the self that Nealon says I cannot assume. (Because Nealon’s complacent certitude curiously essentializes all of those anonymous “no ones,” he expresses an intellectual rigidity that almost always accompanies dogma rather than thoughtfulness.) Though the sweeping claim that human beings are the product of language and culture is certainly right in many respects, it is almost always insisted on not only in its most extreme version—as if human beings are entirely created by culture rather than influenced by it—but is also insisted on as a dogma rather than advanced as a hypothesis. If you’re not a “constructionist,” the dogma goes, then you’re an “essentialist,” and if you’re an essentialist then may the Transcendental Signified be with you, you poor slob, because no one else in the humanities will speak to you.

Better and Worse Selves

The first proposition about selfhood that ethical criticism rests on is the assumption that there are ethically better and worse versions of our selves always pending and always being realized. Even though we are all surrounded by a lot of very loud and frequently repeated talk about the inevitability of moral relativism, we all expend a great deal of energy and time trying to decide “the right thing to do” in a whole variety of circumstances. Moreover, we make this expenditure as if “the right thing,” such as being honest rather than lying or being responsible rather than irresponsible, were matters of objective reality rather than mere subjective preferences. I have not noticed that poststructuralists who adhere strongly to epistemological perspectivism and moral relativism are any less likely than the rest of us to take seriously their ethical commitments to students, colleagues, and family. When they see people not taking those commitments seriously, they don’t say, “Well, everyone has to make up his or her own mind about ethical issues.” We all say, instead, humanists and poststructuralists alike, that “sexual harassment is wrong,” “cheating on tests is wrong,” “habitually showing up to teach classes unprepared is wrong,” “humiliating students the teacher doesn’t like is wrong,” “not carrying one’s fair load of departmental duties is wrong,” “cheating on spouses is wrong,” “beating children is wrong,” and on and on. I have been amazed over the years to see that in general there seems to be such little interest in this curious but telling discrepancy between poststructuralists’ theories and poststructuralists’ conduct. To my mind nothing is more suggestive of the inadequacy of anyone’s theories than the fact that the propounders of them cannot live by them. If poststructuralist theories of epistemological relativism are good enough only for our written papers and books but not good enough to guide the way we deal with our students, our colleagues, and our families, then what in fact are they really good enough for at all? In academe many of us may be relativists in our theories but we are quite moral and, indeed, quite moralistic, in our conduct. The strictures of morality and ethics that we observe so scrupulously in our conduct—and no matter how frequently they are violated we never give them up—clearly imply that we all have some notion, perhaps mostly implicit but there nonetheless, of better and worse ethical selves that we may be and that we may become. We don’t pay ourselves the disrespect of assuming that what we do in our personal and professional relations does not matter. We think it matters a great deal, and if we fail ourselves or others we feel shame, we apologize, or we resolve to—to what?—we resolve to do “better.” Yes: we resolve to become ethically improved versions of ourselves.


Moral Character Always in Motion

To the ethical critic, moral character is always in formation, never fixed. Every choice we make in life is both a reflection of the self we are and a creation of the self we are becoming. This means that as long as we retain command of our intellectual faculties we remain permanently and potentially open to ethical influences from a variety of sources. It also means that becoming a self is something we do, not just something we are. As Aristotle says, “[L]ife consists in action, and its end is a mode of action, not a quality.” 21 It also means that becoming a self is not just a consequence of the actions that are done to us by culture, history, language, master narratives, gender, class, race, or bourgeois masters, but is a consequence of the actions that we choose. This is not to say that actions exerted on us from the outside are not formative, but it is to say that the self does not react to these forces with no intervention from inside, i.e., from the individual’s will or consciousness. I am not necessarily assuming the existence of some completely stable, completely atomistic self. I am merely assuming that poststructuralist views of an entirely constructed self “built up” at the site of cultural intersections is either an implausible hypothesis or, at best, an exaggerated truth. To make such assertions as are common in contemporary criticism—language speaks for us, culture creates us, history shapes us, gender determines us, or to make Marx’s claim that the material and political forms of social existence determine consciousness—asserts what is only half true. We are never so situated that we are fully formed and forever fixed. We are not selves just passively molded or shaped by cookie-cutter forces of language or history. We actually negotiate our selves through time by forms of individual resistance, acceptance, and suspension of judgment.

The evidence for this last claim lies in our conduct. Every time we check an impulse, apologize to someone for having yielded to an impulse, bite our tongue to preserve social harmony, choose to vote our conscience rather than our interest, or deliberately choose an act or expression of charity toward another even when we feel unjustly used, we affirm our freedom to choose who we will become as moral agents. Achilles yielding the body of Hector to Priam, Socrates declining his friends’ offer to rig a life-saving escape from prison, Atticus Finch being spat on but not spitting back, Sidney Carton going to the guillotine in Charles Damay’s place, civil rights workers in the 1960s practicing passive resistance rather than terrorism, a tired teacher who is eager to go home taking off her coat and spending extra time to counsel a frightened freshman about his low grades on hard-worked essays: such acts of patience, forbearance, forgiveness, generosity, compassion, and kindness may be influenced by but they are certainly not acts of language, history, culture, or gender. They are the acts of individuals choosing. Because in each case the moral agent could have behaved otherwise, in that “could have” lies freedom, the moment of moral choice, the moment we choose this ethos rather than that ethos and thus decide not only who we are but who we are to become. Ethical criticism takes the experience of these moment-by-moment choices as moral character in formation. It insists on our status as persons who are becoming rather than finished. Into the space created by the distance between what we now are and what we may yet become, fiction (along with a great many other forces) finds room to exert its influence. The ethical critic is the taxonomist who eagerly categorizes the forms and kinds of that influence as well as analyzes the mechanisms by which it does its work.


Ethos and the Vicarious Imagination

Another idea about the formation of selves that ethical criticism brings to the table is the importance of the vicarious imagination in determining character. The vicarious imagination gives us the power to identify, to experience others’ feelings and ideas and experience—their entire mode of being—as if they were our own. Without reference to the vicarious imagination, we cannot explain how fictional representations get out of the text and into our heads. We know by both description and experience that identification not only “works,” but that it determines for us much of the quality of our existence. How identification works seems tied, once we take the craft of the artist for granted, to the way our imagination, acting as a bridge, allows us to leave the boundaries that make up our own sense of self, like passing through some marvelously permeable membrane between souls, in order to take on other senses of selves. Significantly, this temporary and imaginative merging of selves produces clarity rather than confusion. In literary experience we are given the gift of identification without the pathology of delusion.

When we read or see a story, we apply for temporary foreign citizenship in other times, places, and modes of being. We become citizens of the world that the literary characters inhabit. It is such a common thing that we think too seldom about what a profoundly moving and potentially formative thing it is. Sven Birkerts describes “the slow and meditative possession of a book” as “deep reading”: “we don’t just read the words,” says Birkerts, “we dream our lives in their vicinity.”22 Stories take us not just to other places the way a freeway takes us to other places: zipping us through the space of otherness without our feeling or absorbing any of it. On the contrary, stories take us to other places that get vividly realized in our heads, places about which we “know” the details, their aromatic essence, the tactile and emotional feel of the total environment. The mechanism for this is the vicarious imagination. In the words of Eva Brann: “[T]hat seems to be, in sum, the nature of the feeling peculiar to the imaginative state: It is the feeling of that image, be it figure or scene, and of no other; it is its soul or genius loci—at once unarticulable in its particularity and archetypal in its significance, fascinating in its familiarity and elusive in its candor.”23

Vicarious imagining is a powerful and important form of learning, and, obviously, learning is a powerful and important constituent of character, for what we know is a large part of who we are. In very basic terms, the first and foremost thing we all need to learn is how to be a human being, whatever the social context in which we find ourselves born and reared. Since we are not born with this knowledge programmed into our genes, we have to learn it from others, but life is so limited in its pedagogical resources that no one can or does rely on first-hand experience alone. The most obviously limiting feature of first-hand life is the way it requires us to live at one point in space and time at a time when our education would be vastly larger if we could live in different times and other spaces simultaneously. This constraint is made even more stringent by life’s brevity, by the fact that we simply don’t live long enough to move across the whole range of life’s categories.

Enter stories. Stories are surely humankind’s most imaginative answer to the constraints of brevity and linearity. Every human culture has developed an important, universal, and deep way of reflecting on the human condition that cleverly and profoundly transcends the limitations of first-hand life: the way of stories. In fiction we can learn about the quality of lives and the manner of living in times, places, and conditions not our own. This activity gives us those in-depth views of the human condition that existential richness requires, but that the short-armed grasp of first-hand experience is never capacious enough to provide on its own.

The ethical implications of literary experience should now be more clear. We become the ethical and moral agents that we are through the experience of “taking in” from the world around us data, models, ideas, feelings, motives, judgments, and so on. The strands of such knowledge we take in are like threads of the world running one way and threads of life running the other way. We take these crossing threads and weave them into the ever-changing fabric of that thing we call our self, a fabric and a pattern that are always in formation, never complete, never “done.” Life and literature both lead us to form reactions that I like to call, after Bellah,24 habits of the heart: the typical patterns of our intellectual, emotional, and ethical responses.


The Nutritional Analogy

The third idea that ethical criticism brings to the table of discussion is an analogy to the claim of nutritionists that “we are what we eat.” For nutritionists, “we are what we eat” is a thumbnail way of saying that our regular diet is an important factor in our overall health. For ethical critics, a similar assumption is that readers’ regular imaginative diet—the consistent consumption of fictional images—is an important constituent of moral and ethical health (or ill health). According to the operations of the vicarious imagination and the terms of the analogy, our literary diet helps develop within us such ethical features as emotions, attitudes, values, beliefs, aspirations, and possible actions. This analogy leads to two extensions, one dealing with further implications for the consumer/reader, the other dealing with the role of the nutritional specialist, the ethical critic.

Nutritionists deal with exercise in addition to diet. They know that our bodies become what they are not only because of what we take in, but also because of how we exercise them. Never exercising will certainly offset the benefits of a good diet. In like manner, our minds and hearts become what they are not only because of the moral, intellectual, and emotional content of what we take in, but because of the way that content exercises our minds and hearts. The formal strategies of stories exercise our ethical responses and, over time, shape them into patterns that become distinctive habits of the heart. Every narrative—every narrative commercial, song lyric, novel, TV program, movie, and so on—not only pulls out of us a specific set of responses but also structures those responses. Working our way through a narrative results in an orchestrated, patterned set of responses. As long as we are attentively engaged, as long as we think we understand what is happening, and, most importantly, as long as we desire to receive any profit of pleasure in return for the investment of our time and energy, we are at least potentially open to the kinds of emotional, intellectual, and ethical interactions with literary texts that influence our typical ways of responding to life, not just to fictions.

Kenneth Burke throws light on this issue of ethical exercise. In a chapter that he calls “Literature as Equipment for Living,” Burke lays down an argument—sketchy but pregnant—asserting that literature, specifically fiction, “names” the situations of life to which we must form responses and, moreover, helps us adopt the attitudes toward these situations that define and create our own moral agency. By representing these situations in all of their concrete embeddedness and by helping us “adopt an attitude,” Burke argues that fictions provide us with models for how to face and deal with life’s situations:


[T]he main point is this: A work like Madame Bovary (or its homely American translation, Babbitt) is the strategic naming of a situation. It singles out a pattern of experience that is sufficiently representative of our social structure . . . for people to “need a word for it” and to adopt an attitude toward it. . . . Art forms like “tragedy” or “comedy” or “satire” would be treated as equipments for living that size up situations in various ways and in keeping with correspondingly various attitudes.25


In adopting attitudes we create character, yet the assumption behind Burke’s comment—and behind the nutritional analogy as well—is not that a literary diet is all-determinative of character. Many forces other than story, after all, influence character. However, the influence of our fictional diet is generally underrated as far as effects go and is generally misunderstood as far as the mechanisms that convey the effects.26

For the critic, the main implication of the nutritional analogy touches on one of the most sensitive—that is, controversial—rotes of the ethical critic: the attempt to evaluate both the contents and effects of literature in ethical terms. The ethical critic ventures into this field of controversy because the nutritional analogy suggests to him a proper function. As the person who has tried to think long and deeply about the relationship between literature and ethics, the ethical critic has an obligation to assist others to think better about that relationship as well. Nutritionists worth their professional degrees would never let a client who needed to lose weight get by with the flabby argument that, after all, chocolate cake is “merely entertainment,” or is subject to a variety of interpretations, or is composed of rhetorically unstable perspectives, or is semantically indeterminate, or must be viewed in its historical context, or is the favorite dessert in the English Department at Duke University. Without being diverted even momentarily by such self-serving and diversionary rationalizations, but also without arrogating or desiring the authority to force the client to forgo chocolate cake, responsible nutritionists would nevertheless be aggressive in presenting the most reasonable and carefully thought-out arguments they can muster for healthy food and against rich desserts.

It is precisely at this point that horrified exclamations of “Oh, my God, we’re talking censorship!” begin to appear. But “we” aren’t talking censorship. Censorship is a red-herring and has no more to do with ethical criticism in any necessary way than the precious Unities had to do with good drama. Once Samuel Johnson grabbed the Unities by the throat in his “Preface to Shakespeare” and demanded that they leave drama alone, they gave up the ghost at once and have never been heard from again. The connection between ethical criticism and censorship should die the same kind of death. No ethical critic supposes that censorship will even or ever work, much less that it will make people virtuous. In Areopagitica, John Milton put this issue to rest as comprehensively and decisively in his day as Johnson put the issue of the Unities to rest in his day: “They are not skillful considerers of human things,” says Milton, “who imagine to remove sin by removing the matter of sin.”27 And no ethical critic who has really thought about the complexity of the relationship between ethics and literature has such faith in the infallibility of his or her judgment that he would even want, much less attempt to exercise, the power to coerce other people to do her literary bidding. Those who do wish to censor writers or libraries or readers are not ethical critics but dogmatists. The two should not be confused.

But the ethical critic who warns his or her “friends” (even if they are unknown readers) of a danger that the friends have perhaps not thought about, or warns them of a relationship that may not be as innocent as they suppose, or who makes arguments about the possible negative effects of yielding to certain invitations of feeling, thinking, and judging is not performing a censor’s function. To warn is not the same thing as forcibly stopping. Nor is warning the same thing as forcibly ridding the world of the dangers you are warning about. To an ethical critic, censorship simply is not the important issue in ethical criticism. In ethical criticism, the important issue is what we make of ourselves by the choices we make and the actions we perform. None of us chooses our actions or makes our choices in a social and moral vacuum. We seek help from friends, from models, from ideas, from value systems, and from different fields of discourse. Ethical critics attempt to create a kind of discourse about literature’s potential effects on feeling, thinking, and judging that will be helpful, sometimes by warning, sometimes by praising, but always by foregrounding for readers the importance of being self-critical about the kinds of literary and other fictional invitations they accept.

Ethical critics can help readers not only by questioning the potentially negative effects of certain fictions, but also by finding grounds for showing the potentially positive effects of other fictions. The attack on literary meaning conducted by many contemporary critics has made it difficult for teachers and other lovers of literature to find grounds on which to defend their literary commitments and has especially made it difficult for teachers to find grounds for recommending the books they love to their students. Ethical criticism finds ways of arguing the positive value of many different kinds of literary encounters. William Kennedy recalls his initial confusion when, as an undergraduate at the University of Virginia, he first heard William Faulkner talk in class about literature’s ability to “uplift” the human heart:


This uplift business baffled me. I was reading and rereading The Sound und the Fury, Sanctuary, Light in August, The Wild Palms and Absalom, Absalom!—tales of incest and whoring and rape and dying love and madness and murder and racial hate and miscegenational tragedy and idiocy—and saying to myself, “This is uplift?”

But I kept reading and found I couldn’t get enough; I had to reread to satisfy the craving, and came to answer the question in a word: yes. I felt exalted by the man’s work, not by reveling in all the disasters, but by learning from his language and his insights and his storytelling genius how certain other people lived and thought. I was privileged to enter into the most private domains of their lives and they became my friends or people I’d keep at least at arm’s length or people I pitied, feared or loved. This was truly an uplifting experience, something akin to real friendship, and I began to understand the process by which writing reaches into another person’s heart.28


Here the friendship and the nutritional analogy both apply: the friends Kennedy took in acted as forms of intellectual, emotional, and ethical nourishment. Thus story works its way into the very nerve endings of our ethical lives.



CONCLUSION

So ethical criticism does matter. It matters because who we become matters and because literature, or, rather, story in general, as an important midwife to our becoming, helps usher us into the world. Insofar as ethical criticism helps us understand how this influence gets exerted, how our responses get elicited, and how these responses get both shaped up and filled in by literary experience, it contributes to the ongoing human enterprise of getting to know ourselves better in order that, in our improved understanding, we can come closer to creating the kind of world we want rather than settling for the world we have. Ethical criticism can make a contribution to literary study, to the humanities, and to civilized living by helping readers recognize the Janus face of literary experience. While one countenance looks outward at society, the other countenance looks inward at our own souls. Finally, ethical criticism can help us understand how the perspectives of these two countenances eventually merge into the public and private entity we call an ethos. The old adage, “It is never too late to become what you might have been” is pertinent here, for all of us are trying to become what we might have been, and in our efforts we use experience both from first-hand life and from second-hand fictions. These fictions are frequently so powerful, so beautiful, so jolting, so vivid, so intimate, so challenging, so repeated, and so long-lasting in their effects that they sometimes exert a gradually transformative effect: they enter into and partly form the habits of our heart and thus help us see not only who we are but what we might become.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	How does Marshall Gregory define the ethical critic’s job? Why, according to Gregory, is ethical criticism inescapable?

	How do the theories of epistemological relativism, postmodern perspectivism, and emotivism (see glossary) undermine the validity of ethical criticism? According to Gregory, what are their weaknesses? Do you agree with this assessment?

	What are the proper aims of ethical criticism?

	What is the content of ethical criticism? In contrast to many literary critics’ views, how does ethical criticism view the concept of the “self” and its moral development? Do you agree with the ideas of moral character in motion, vicarious imagination, and literature as both diet and exercise (the nutritional analogy)?

	What, according to Gregory, is the true relationship of ethical criticism to censorship?






Chapter 5

Against Ethical Criticism

Richard A. Posner

In the one essay in this collection taking ethical criticism head on, Posner argues that (1) reading literature does not necessarily make us better people, (2) we should not reject a work outright for expressing morally objectionable views, and (3) an author’s personal ethics should be kept separate from any evaluation of his or her work. While admitting that some literature has had profound moral and/or political consequences, Posner maintains that the “proper criteria for evaluating literature are aesthetic rather than ethical.” Citing examples of the high culture of the Nazis and the atrocities within various literary classics, he points out that there seems to be no relation between culture and morality and that the “world of literature is a moral anarchy.” And while agreeing with Gregory concerning literature’s intensity of vicarious experience, he notes that expanding such emotional and intellectual horizons need not lead to ethical behavior, for “empathy is amoral.” Rather than ennobling us, literature “enriches,” “helps us make sense of our lives,” and encourages us “to become what we [already] are”—benefits that are “psychological rather than moral.” For Posner, the moral elements of such aesthetically rich works “are almost sheer distraction.”
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Oscar Wilde famously remarked that “there is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all.” He was echoed by Auden, who said in his poem in memory of William Butler Yeats that poetry makes nothing happen (though the poem as a whole qualifies this overstatement), by Croce, and by formalist critics such as Cleanth Brooks, a doyen of the New Critics, who insisted that edification was the function of religion but not of poetry.1 George Orwell, though himself a didactic novelist, was of this view as well,2 and it is one that most critics adopt when the issue is censorship. I accept Wilde’s thesis—the creed of aestheticism, of art for art’s sake—if understood to mean that the moral content and consequences of a work of literature are irrelevant to its value as literature; or as the critic Helen Vendler has put it, that “treating fictions as moral pep-pills or moral emetics is repugnant to anyone who realizes the complex psychological and moral motives of a work of art.”3 This is not to deny that reading can have consequences, including moral and political ones. Information affects people’s outlook and behavior, and reading is a source of information. Imaginative literature conveys ideas, opinions, and information, often with great power. Think of the role that novels by Turgenev (Fathers and Sons), Dostoyevsky (The Possessed), Conrad (The Secret Agent, Under Western Eyes), Koestler (Darkness at Noon), Orwell (Animal Farm, Nineteen Eighty-Four), and, of course, Solzhenitsyn played in exposing the horrors of anarchism and communism. Of A Passage to India it has been said that “as an account of the social conditions of British India it was powerful enough to have influenced events.”4 Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle is thought to have incited federal regulation of food processing; and few doubt the effect of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) on the abolitionist cause.

At the core of the aesthetic tradition, which I shall be defending in this essay particularly against its opponents in the “law and literature” movement, are three theses. First, immersion in literature does not make us better citizens or better people. One might be able to pick out some works of literature that would have such an effect because of the information they convey or the emotional state they induce, but they would constitute a skewed sample of literary works. Second, we should not be put off by morally offensive views encountered in literature even when the author appears to share them. A work of literature is not to be considered maimed or even marred by expressing unacceptable moral views; by the same token, a mediocre work of literature is not redeemed by expressing moral views of which we approve. The proper criteria for evaluating literature are aesthetic rather than ethical. Third, authors’ moral qualities or opinions should not affect our valuations of their works.

The insistence, in short, is on the separation of the moral from the aesthetic—but with two qualifications. Some literature has little interest or value apart from the didactic and for it the proper criticism is didactic. And the separation of moral from aesthetic values is not a rejection of the former. The aesthetic outlook is a moral outlook, one that stresses the values of openness, detachment, hedonism, curiosity, tolerance, the cultivation of the self, and the preservation of a private sphere—in short, the values of liberal individualism.

The countertradition in literary criticism to the aesthetic originates with Plato and insists upon the importance, in some versions to the near or even total exclusion of anything else, of the ethical or political content and effects of works of literature, and less commonly of the author’s own morality. Martha Nussbaum, for example, deems Greek tragedies and Anglo-American realistic novels a part of moral philosophy.5 Reading novels, she argues, “develops moral capacities without which citizens will not succeed in making reality out of the normative conclusions of any moral or political theory, however excellent.”6 Wayne Booth, disagreeing with his illustrious predecessor in the edifying school, Tolstoy, asks: doesn’t King Lear “depend upon and reinforce, among other fixed norms, the enormous value of simple kindness and the awfulness of gratuitous cruelty?”7 Booth explains that he does not enjoy Rabelais as much as he used to, having been awakened by feminism to Rabelais’s misogyny.8

The countertradition that I am describing harbors a considerable diversity of views, and not merely about specific works. Plato, Tolstoy, Bentham, and the Puritans, among others, were deeply suspicious of literature and the arts, and unwilling to grant any value to literature that contains immoral ideas. Devotees of the “naked truth,” whether religious, philosophical, or scientific, these eminences despised surface and figuration.9 At the opposite extreme, Nussbaum thinks moral philosophy incomplete without literature. She does not deny the importance of aesthetic values, but she is prepared to trade them off against the moral, so that the morality of the work affects its final evaluation of a work as literature. Booth, the professional literary critic, being more systematic and wide-ranging in his ethical criticism, is also more censorious. He discusses works that do not meet his high standards for ethical literature as well as ones that do. Nussbaum confines herself to the latter.

Some ethical critics want a work of literature to have a tidy moral, as in Aesop’s fables, while others think the moral value of literature lies in a more diffuse influence on thinking and action. Booth and Nussbaum liken the reading of imaginative literature to friendship and emphasize that the effect of a friendship on one’s character and outlook is complex and uncertain, yet surely not unimportant. But they do not want to stop with this observation. They want to extract, albeit by consideration of the form as well as the para-phrasable content of the work, a moral lesson.

One can easily imagine critics in the moralistic or didactic tradition preparing lists of edifying works of literature for judges to read. If poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world, should not judges, above all others, pay attention to the moral lessons in poetry? Should they not look to them for guidance in deciding cases in the open area where precedent and other conventional sources of legal authority run out? Might not Buck v. Bell—Holmes’s notorious opinion upholding compulsory sterilization on the ground that “three generations of imbeciles are enough”—have been decided differently had Holmes been steeped in William Blake and Jane Austen instead of Charles Darwin? In short, and quite apart from issues of craft, shouldn’t lawyers have a literary education before, or in, or, if need be, after they attend law school? Was not the great legal scholar Wigmore on the right track, therefore, when in 1913 he compiled a list of great books for lawyers to read?10

That the edifying school has struck a responsive chord with legal scholars of literary bent is no surprise. The ratio of normative to positive scholarship is higher in law than in most other fields. Law is not a contemplative discipline and the aesthetic outlook does not come easily to its disciples. If they bring literature into law it is to contribute to what they conceive to be the normative mission of legal scholarship. Thus Robin West:


The human capacities to which study of the humanities gives rise might constitute a set of moral capacities, and hence a sphere of consciousness, sufficiently removed from the influence of law to serve as a vehicle for moral criticism of it. A tremendous amount of canonical literature is highly critical of law, and of the arguments typically put forward to support its moral authority. . . . Literature helps us understand others. Literature helps us sympathize with their pain, it helps us share their sorrow, and it helps us celebrate their joy. It makes us more moral. It makes us better people.11


And on a less exalted plane, “Lawyers can learn how to represent lesbian clients better by studying books with lesbian characters,” specifically novels “argumentatively engaged in portraying, explaining, justifying, and apologizing for the lesbian.”12 Richard Weisberg interprets the novels that he discusses as bulwarks against another Holocaust. Most of James Boyd White’s essays are concerned with works of literature that have no legal theme, his goal being to impart a certain kind of literary education to lawyers and judges so that they will be better lawyers and judges. Morally better, as well as professionally abler. His aspiration for the law and literature movement is “the perpetual affirmation of the individual mind as it seeks community with others.”13

When Wilde penned the aphorism with which I began, in the preface to his shocking (though, ironically, highly moralistic) novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, he was challenging the conventional wisdom of his time. Almost every right-thinking person would have said then that immersion in the monuments of Western civilization makes one a better person. This now strikes many people as just another exploded Victorian piety. One reason is the twentieth-century behavior of Germany, often described as the world’s most cultured nation, and certainly a nation in contrast to which the United States is, or at least was at the relevant times, philistine. Germany’s vaunted culture did not inoculate it against Kaiser or Führer. Cultured Germans willingly and often enthusiastically served these regimes along with hoi polloi. Thomas Mann, Germany’s greatest novelist, was an outspoken supporter of Imperial Germany during World War I. Culture was actually a tool of these regimes. As Geoffrey Hartman explains, “National Socialism used aesthetic pleasure to gild aggressive and transgressive ambitions,” and he concludes that “there is no hard evidence that the altruistic personality is enhanced by exposure to higher education or ‘culture.”’14

One doesn’t have to raise the ghosts of Wagner, Celine, Pound, Heidegger, and de Man to be skeptical about the edifying effect of high culture in general and of literature in particular. “Despite their familiarity with the classics, professors of literature do not appear to lead better lives than other people, and frequently display unbecoming virulence on the subject of one another’s shortcomings.”15 Cultured people are not on the whole morally superior to philistines. Immersion in literature and art can breed rancorous and destructive feelings of personal superiority, alienation, and resentment. Holmes, come to think of it, was probably the best read—and I mean best read in the literary and philosophical monuments of Western civilization—judge in the history of the Supreme Court;16 and yet his numerous critics think Buck v. Bell typical of his outlook on life.

What holds for professors of literature holds also for the classics that they teach and write about. I do not mean by “classics” the authors, for no one can believe any more that great authors are more likely than nonliterary people to be fine human beings. I mean their books. The classics are full of moral atrocities—as they appear to us today, and sometimes as they appeared to the more enlightened members of the author’s own society—that the author apparently approved of—rape, pillage, murder, human and animal sacrifice, concubinage, and slavery in the Iliad; misogyny in the Oresteia and countless other works; blood-curdling vengeance; anti-Semitism in more works of literature than one can count, including works by Shakespeare and Dickens; racism and sexism likewise; homophobia (think only of Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida and Mann’s “Death in Venice”); monarchism, aristocracy, caste systems, and other illegitimate (as they seem to us) forms of hierarchy; colonialism, imperialism, religious obscurantism, militarism, gratuitous violence, torture (as of Iago in Othello), and criminality; alcoholism and drug addiction; relentless stereotyping; sadism; pornography; machismo; cruelty to animals (bullfighting, for example); snobbism; praise for fascism and communism, and for idleness; contempt for the poor, the frail, the elderly, the deformed, and the unsophisticated, for people who work for a living, for the law-abiding, and for democratic processes. The world of literature is a moral anarchy.

Nussbaum argues that “inegalitarianism is in a degree of tension with the structure of the genre [the novel], which invites concern and respect for any story to which it directs the reader’s attention.”17 Yet probably a majority of the best English, French, Russian, German, and American novels fall into one of several nonegalitarian classes: novels preoccupied with private themes (as they now strike us) often archaically conceived, such as adultery and manliness (for example, Lawrence, Hemingway, Ford Madox Ford, and Joyce); adventure novels (a class that overlaps the first); novels that despite surface appearances are disengaged from any serious interest in the social or political arrangements of society (which I believe, though cannot take the time here to argue, is true even of Kafka and Camus); novels that disparage the modern project of liberty and equality (for example, Dumas, Scott, Dostoyevsky, Waugh, at times Conrad); novels that presuppose an organization of society in which a leisured, titled, or educated upper crust lives off the sweat of the brow of a mass of toilers at whose existence the novelist barely hints (for example, Austen, James, Wharton, Proust, Fitzgerald); novels preoccupied with issues more metaphysical than social (Beckett, Hesse, and much of Melville, Tolstoy, and Mann); novels that defend bourgeois values (Defoe, Galsworthy, Trollope); novels that deal with public themes yet whose “take” on those themes is equivocal or inscrutable (Twain and Faulkner); novels that deal with both social and private themes, yet in which the latter predominate (Stendhal, Flaubert, Bulgakov). Some of the works of these novelists do not fit my classifications—for example, Wharton’s best novel, The House of Mirth, has pointed criticisms of snobbery and wealth. And many novelists of distinction have had just the kind of social conscience that Nussbaum admires. But the possession of such a conscience does not define the genre.

The novel is certainly a more bourgeois medium than Greek, Elizabethan, or French tragedy, genres preoccupied with the activities and sensibilities of kings and aristocrats. The rise of the novel coincided with the rise of the bourgeoisie, the expansion of literacy, and the growth of science and philosophical realism—developments that stimulated demand for a form of literature that would depict realistically the activities and experiences of ordinary life.18 But bourgeois and egalitarian are not synonyms.

The prestige of a work of literature generally is little damaged by the discovery that the work condones a morality that later readers find monstrous, though radicals are trying to change this. Edifying works seem not even to have much advantage in the struggle for canonical status. Yet only the most disciplined, self-denying reader deliberately ignores the moral dimensions of what he reads. Great literature must somehow cause the reader to suspend moral judgments. How can that be? I think the answer is that the moral content of a work of literature is merely the writer’s raw material. It is something he works up into a form to which morality is no more relevant than the value of the sculptor’s clay as a building material is relevant to the artistic value of the completed sculpture. Do we stalk out of Hamlet at the end of the first scene, when we discover that there is a ghost in an ostensibly adult play? Why then should we stalk out of Othello when we discover that it depicts racially mixed marriage as possibly unnatural? Or out of The Merchant of Venice when we discover that it traffics in ugly stereotypes of Jewish greed and blood lust? Or slam Oliver Twist shut when we encounter Fagin? Or Huckleberry Finn or Sartoris when we encounter the word “nigger” used without any sense of its vileness? Most readers accept the presence of obsolete ethics in literature with the same equanimity that they accept the presence of obsolete military technology or antiquated diction or customs in literature, as things both inevitable, given the antiquity of so much literature, and incidental to the purpose for which we read literature.

The moral content of a work of literature is likely to be obsolete whether or not it conforms to our current moral views. No reader of The Red and the Black is apt to take up cudgels on behalf of the monarchists and clerics whom Stendhal attacks; the sociological issues that preoccupied him in what has been called the first great novel of social and political criticism19 are outmoded. The Red and the Black survives because, over and above its social and political themes, it is a great novel about love, ambition, and living an authentic life. It is a great realist novel still, but the realism that we now value it for is realism about human character rather than about conditions in Restoration France. Uncle Tom’s Cabin has not survived as literature—the only interest that it holds for us is historical—even though its author’s opposition to slavery now commands universal assent.

Yet by the Left we are told that “the ideology which saturates [Shakespeare’s] texts, and their location in history, are the most interesting things about them,”20 and by the Right “that Jane Austen is a greater novelist than Proust or Joyce” and “T. S. Eliot’s later, Christian poetry is much superior to his earlier.”21 The first statement is bizarre in its subordination of aesthetic to political values in evaluating the greatest poet and playwright in history. But the second is unacceptable too. And not only because the effort to rank Austen against such different writers as Proust and Joyce—a true example of incommensurability—is misguided, or because “The Waste Land” is the summit of Eliot’s art. To devalue a work of literature because of its implicit or explicit politics, morality, or religion is to cut off one’s nose to spite one’s face. It is intolerant, philistine, puritanical, illiberal (most didactic or moralistic literary critics have been antiliberals), and, when it expresses itself in an assumption of moral superiority to our predecessors, complacently ethnocentric. It is the form of obnoxious political correctness that Stephen Holmes has felicitously named “temporal parochialism.” People obsessed by politics, religion, or morality may be incapable of an aesthetic response to literature. But I do not think that such obsessions are healthy.

Believers in a minimal state should be especially wary about subjecting literature to tests of political orthodoxy. The separation of culture and the state, of what is properly private and what is properly public, is menaced by the didactic school. By assigning to literature the function of promoting sound moral (including political) values, it associates literature with public functions, such as the inculcation of civic virtue. By doing this it makes literature an inviting candidate for public regulation and thus contracts the private sphere. It goes far toward accepting the radicals’ claim that everything is politics.

The question whether immersion in literature is likely to make a person more ethical is distinct—except for those who, following Socrates, believe that immoral behavior is the product of ignorance of the good—from whether it is likely to make a person wiser. Here is the philosopher Hilary Putnam commenting on Bentham’s statement that there is no difference in value between poetry and the child’s game of pushpin:


We find it virtually impossible to imagine that someone who really appreciates poetry, someone who is capable of distinguishing real poetry from mere verse, capable of responding to great poetry, should prefer a childish game to arts which enrich our lives as poetry and music do. We have a reason for preferring poetry to pushpin, and that reason lies in the felt experience of great poetry, and of the after effects of great poetry—the enlargement of our repertoire of images and metaphors, and the integration of poetic images with mundane perceptions and attitudes that takes place when a poem has lived in us for a number of years. These experiences too are prima facie good—and not just good, but enobling [sic], to use an old-fashioned word.22


Two separate ideas are merged in this passage. The first, which is unexceptionable, is that people steeped in literature tend to compare their day-today experiences with the literary counterparts of those experiences and to derive some of their expectations concerning other people’s behavior from the behavior of characters in literature. They use literature as a template for life. This is consistent with Aristotle’s contrast between literature and history, the former being concerned with probabilities rather than actualities—with, as one might say, building models of human behavior rather than with merely describing behavior. Imaginative literature contains wisdom and psychological insights, which can’t be said for pushpin. A lawyer open to the appeal of literature might characterize a career spent working for a legal-aid or public defender’s office in these lines from Yeats’s poem “Easter 1916”: “Too long a sacrifice / Can make a stone of the heart.” A lawyer slaving away as an associate at a large law firm might ponder instead Yeats’s claim in “The Choice” that “The intellect of man is forced to choose / Perfection of the life, or of the work, / And if it choose the second must refuse / A heavenly mansion, raging in the dark.” You might worry about committing Lear’s mistake of trying to separate power from perquisites, or be sensitized to the kind of no-win situations that Agamemnon kept stumbling into. You might ponder in light of Doctor Faustus and Macbeth the maxim that the worst thing that can happen to one is to have all one’s wishes granted. Jon Elster’s well-known book of social theory, Ulysses and the Sirens, finds in the story of Ulysses’ instructing his crew to tie him to the mast when he came within earshot of the Sirens the prototypical case of self-commitment. Sometimes, when my judicial colleagues and I become restive as a long-winded lawyer talks into our lunch hour, I think of the following lines from The Rape of the Lock (111.19-22):


Mean while declining from the Noon of Day, 
The Sun obliquely shoots his burning Ray; 
The hungry Judges soon the Sentence sign, 
And Wretches hang that Jury-men may Dine.


The implications for law are obscure. It does not follow that because some people use literature as a source of insight into human nature and social interactions, other people, for example judges who are not already lovers of literature, should be encouraged to do so. There is neither evidence nor a theoretical reason for a belief that literature provides a straighter path to knowledge about man and society than other sources of such knowledge, including writings in other fields, such as history and science, and interactions with real people. Some people prefer to get their knowledge of human nature from novels, but it doesn’t follow that novels are a superior source of such knowledge to life and to the various genres of nonfiction. I am not persuaded by White’s claim that “the information [conveyed by findings in the natural or social sciences] may shift the sufficiency of the information I already have, but I do not expect it to change me.23 More people have been changed by natural science (think only of Darwin) and social science—a body of research and writing that includes the works of Adam Smith, Marx, Freud, Keynes, Kinsey, and Hayek, among many others—than by literature. White may be inoculated against this entire body of writings, but if so it is an idiosyncrasy rather than a characteristic of educated people in general.

And we should be skeptical about any claim that readers can extract from works of imaginative literature practical lessons for living. Do you think King Lear teaches that you shouldn’t put yourself in your children’s power? Think again. People who try to retain personal control of their property in their dotage are the natural prey of con men, of dishonest personal attendants and financial advisors, of grasping physicians, and of gigolos and gold diggers. Better to be dependent on your family and hope that it doesn’t harbor a Regan or a Goneril.

Putnam’s second claim, that making the sorts of connections that come naturally to persons of literary sensitivity is ennobling, is neither explained (what exactly does he mean by “ennobling”?) nor defended. Nussbaum makes the claim more concrete by arguing that literature can enlarge our empathetic awareness of injustice, and of moral issues generally. I agree that literature is one path, though not the only path, to a better understanding of the needs, problems, and point of view of human types that we are unlikely to encounter at firsthand. But I do not think that a better understanding of people makes a person better or more just. Great demagogues understand people all too well. Nussbaum is echoing Socrates’ unsubstantiated claim that people do wrong only out of ignorance of what is right. . . .

If we do not read literature in order to form better or truer opinions on matters of religion or politics, economics or morality, what do we read it for? One answer is to learn to read better by reading texts that are difficult because of cultural distance or the density or complexity of the writing. Another is to learn to express ourselves better by sitting at the feet of masters of expression. Most distinguished writers of nonliterary prose, who in law include Holmes, Cardozo, and Hand, have been well read in the literary classics (though in part this just reflects the character of elite education when they were growing up).

In reading literature we are also learning about the values and experiences of cultures, epochs, and sensibilities remote from our own, yet not so remote as to be unintelligible. We are acquiring experience vicariously by dwelling in the imaginary worlds that literature creates.24 We are expanding our emotional as well as our intellectual horizons. An idea can usually be encoded straightforwardly enough and transferred more or less intact to another person. It is different with emotions. I do not feel your pain, your losses. You can describe a pain, its origins, and its consequences in as comprehensive detail as you like and I still will not experience them. And likewise with describing your feelings about growing old, falling in love, losing a friend, failing in business, succeeding in politics. Imaginative literature can engender in its readers emotional responses to experiences that they have not had. We read King Lear and feel how—or some approximation to how—a failing king feels, the wicked bastard feels, the evil daughters, the good daughter, the blinded earl, the faithful retainer, the corrupt retainer, the fool, all feel. We experience simulacra of the agony of madness and the pang of early death in Hamlet, the depths of mutual misunderstanding in The Secret Agent, the loneliness of command in Billy Budd, the triumph of the will in Yeats’s late poetry. This is the empathy-inducing role of literature of which Putnam and Nussbaum speak. But empathy is amoral. The mind that you work your way into, learning to see the world from its perspective, may be the mind of a Meursault, an Edmund, a Lafcadio, a Macbeth, a Tamerlane, a torturer, a sadist, even a Hitler (Richard Hughes’s The Fox in the Attic).

Because most literature, even comedic, is about disruption, about screw-ups, it might be thought to be full of implicit lessons on how to keep out of trouble and be happy. On this view, as on the moralistic, literature can change us, though to make us more successful at the game of life rather than morally better. I think this is unlikely, that as I said earlier you don’t get reliable practical tips from literature. Instead literature helps us, as Nietzsche would have put it, to become what we are. The characters and situations that interest us in literature are for the most part characters and situations that capture aspects of ourselves and our situation. Literature helps us make sense of our lives, helps us to fashion an identity for ourselves. If you don’t already sense that love is the most important thing in the world, you’re not likely to be persuaded that it is by reading Donne’s love poems, or Stendhal, or Galsworthy. But reading them may make you realize that this is what you think, and so may serve to clarify yourself to yourself.

The “real you” that you discover by reading literature may not, however, be a Romantic, let alone a tame modern liberal, a supersensitive hyperegali-tarian—the people whom Nietzsche ridiculed for thinking they are good because they have no claws. Yeats and Hemingway, Haggard and Buchan, Waugh and Pound may express your innermost self more faithfully than Austen, Joyce, and Forster do. You may prefer the macho Conrad of Nostromo and Lord Jim to the feminist Conrad (as it seems to me) of The Secret Agent and Victory. You may revel in the war-glorifying stanza of Yeats’s poem “Under Ben Bulben,” written a year before the outbreak of World War II: “You that Mitchel’s prayer have heard, / ‘Send war in our time, O Lord!’ / Know that when all words are said / And a man is fighting mad, / Something drops from eyes long blind, / He completes his partial mind, / For an instant stands at ease, / Laughs aloud, his heart at ease.” The possession of knowledge, whether of oneself or of others, does not dictate its use for moral ends. Not only may we identify as readers with the egomaniacs, scamps, seducers, conquerors, psychopaths, tricksters, and immoralists who people fiction in such number; we may improve our skills in manipulating people to our own selfish ends by developing through the reading of fiction a better understanding of the naive and vulnerable, the good, the generous human types that we encounter in fiction side by side with the charming, sometimes dazzling, scoundrels.

I have no quarrel with the analogy that Booth and Nussbaum draw between reading and friendship. Bookish people do make friends with an author and even more commonly with his characters. Just as shy, imaginative children befriend imaginary beings or anthropomorphize animals, so shy, imaginative adults befriend literary characters. But does friendship make for goodness? Are bad people characteristically friendless? Literature offers a vast choice of friendships. Many of them are with evil, dangerous, or irresponsible people—awful role models. To befriend them is to risk being led astray, just as by other evil companions. It is not a big risk; but neither is the opposite—the likelihood that we will become better people by imaginatively befriending the “good” implied author and his “good” characters.

To emphasize the role of literature in imparting self-knowledge is better than assigning it the role of making the reader a more moral individual. But it still gives literature too solemn and even puritanical an air. Literature is one of the arts, and like the other arts yields pleasure as well as knowledge. Pleasure comes in many forms, and it is difficult to know which ones literature yields. Brian Vickers observes that “we understand works of literature far better than we understand our own lives, and they form satisfying wholes, aesthetic and ethical intellectual unities, in a way that life seldom does.”25 As his observation suggests, the pleasure that literature offers need not be of the jolly, frivolous, escapist, or sensuous sort. Indeed, “sweet though in sadness” (to borrow a phrase from Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind”) well describes much of it. Philosophers since Aristotle have puzzled over the paradox that the depiction of disaster and undeserved suffering in tragic dramas yields pleasure to the audience.26 The pleasure that literature confers thus seems peculiar, and perhaps peculiarly “intellectual.” “Pleasure” may not even be the best word,27 especially when the work of literature is grimly realistic. Reading such a work is a different experience from drinking a glass of champagne or eating poulet de Bresse.

A distinctive “pleasure” (or, better perhaps, satisfaction) that literature and other arts impart and that is especially foreign to a moralistic outlook is an echo chamber effect to everyday life. (It is hinted at in the passage I just quoted from Brian Vickers.) The life depicted in works of literature is recognizably human and therefore like our own, but it is more intense, more charged with significance. When we are reading literature, whether it is a brilliant “light” work like Forster’s A Room with a View or a brilliant depressive work like Crime and Punishment, whether it celebrates romantic values or sees through them, we live, for the moment anyway, more intensely. We have a vision of a life more “real” (concrete, meaningful, intelligible, coherent, conscious) than our everyday existence. We have a sense of immense human possibility (a marked response of art lovers to a first-rate art museum). We feel bigger; we are transported, exhilarated. This is not a simple hedonism; but it is something that a Nietzsche or a Heidegger can understand better than the most sensitive moralist can, for it has to do with a sense of power and selfhood rather than with the moral sense. Culture does not ennoble; it enriches.

Literature may function as therapy,28 and more commonly as consolation. The atheist may find a substitute for religion in the stoic values in Shakespeare’s plays or Yeats’s poetry, or simply in the sense that literature inhabits a timeless realm, is death-defying. The emotional effects of literature thus are various. It moves as well as pleases, shocks as well as delights, intoxicates as well as soothes, braces as well as relaxes. But all these effects are psychological rather than moral. Taking to heart Edgar’s admonition to his father (King Lear V.2.8-10),


What, in ill thoughts again? Men must endure 
Their going hence, even as their coming hither; 
Ripeness is all


may make us stronger, or prouder (or even humbler); it is unlikely to make us better.

It is no answer that while Shakespeare was not an egalitarian, he had insights into other moral issues, such as the problem of evil or the issue of steadfastness in the face of adversity, and it is for those insights that we value him. The Stoics were moralists, and Stoic values are conspicuous in many of Shakespeare’s plays. You might read Shakespeare and decide that you were, or should strive to become, a Stoic. But this is just another example of how literature can help the readers become what they really are—which may not be a moral improvement over the reader’s present, inauthentic self.

Particularly remote from morality is the disinterested, “art for art’s sake” pleasure that much literature affords. This is closest to the pleasure that we derive from the visual arts, especially abstract art, and from music, especially instrumental music. It is the pleasure that comes from being in the presence of beauty. Consider the middle stanza of Keats’s “Ode to Melancholy”:


But when the melancholy fit shall fall 
Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud, 
That fosters the droop-headed flowers all, 
And hides the green hill in an April shroud; 
Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose, 
Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave, 
Or on the wealth of globed peonies; 
Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows, 
Emprison her soft hand, and let her rave, 
And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.


Or this stanza from Part V of “The Waste Land”:


A woman drew her long black hair out tight 
And fiddled whisper music on those strings 
And bats with baby faces in the violet light 
Whistled, and beat their wings 
And crawled head downward down a blackened wall 
And upside down in air were towers 
Tolling reminiscent bells, that kept the hours 
And voices singing out of empty cisterns and exhausted wells.


These two stanzas are good candidates for touchstones of literary greatness. Yet they have no moral or informational content to speak of. (The stanza from Keats’s ode will not help anyone suffering from depression, and it is patronizing toward women.) They have only beauty. It is true that although musicality is an important part of their appeal, it cannot be divorced from the sense of the words, as is often possible with songs. Even nonsense verse, “The Owl and the Pussycat” for example, depends for its effect on our being able to understand the words and sentences.29 Still, it is very difficult to extract a moral of any sort from the stanzas that I have quoted, or anything that could be described as information; and even the echo chamber effect that I described earlier seems muted.

It is not only in poetry that we derive an enjoyment fairly described as aesthetic from reading works of imaginative literature. The appeal of prose works as different from each other (and from snatches of poetry) as The Stranger, “The Dead,” The House of Mirth, The Sound and the Fury, For Whom the Bell Tolls, The Golden Bowl, and Moby-Dick has largely to do with the formal properties of these works—changes of pace, shifts of voice and point of view, the echoing and doubling of themes, the arousing of expectations and the deferral of their satisfaction, the creation and release of tensions, and the harmonizing of disparate elements—properties similar to those of instrumental music.30 The more attuned we are to these properties, the less concerned we will be with the moral beliefs of the implied or the actual author. The formal properties do not exhaust the worth and appeal of literature, but the moral properties, I suggest, are almost sheer distraction.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	What are the three theses of Posner’s essay? What two qualifications does he offer?

	How do you respond to these statements (quoted and paraphrased) by Posner in support or clarification of his overall argument “that the moral content and consequences of a work of literature are irrelevant to its [aesthetic] value as literature”?:

	There is no relation of “culture” to “morality” within a society; indeed, culture is often a tool of the most horrible regimes (Hilter’s Third Reich, for example).

	Literary people do not evidence any more morality or sense of happiness than the illiterate.

	“The classics are full of moral atrocities. . . . The world of literature is a moral anarchy” and sophisticated readers “accept the presence of obsolete ethics in literature.”

	For writers, morality and moral conflict are just the raw material for getting started.

	“People obsessed by politics, religion, or morality may be incapable of an aesthetic response to literature.”

	There is no proof that literature is a more superior means to understanding life or the human condition than, say, historical or sociological texts. Further, there is no proof that gaining such an understanding will make us “better” people—“[E]mpathy is amoral.”

	Knowledge, even self-knowledge, does not necessarily lead to moral behavior or ends.

	The fundamental gift of literature is its ability to enrich our lives and give us a vicarious intensity of experience otherwise impossible—it is psychological/cultural rather than moral.








Chapter 6

Who Is Responsible in Ethical Criticism?

Wayne C. Booth

In this excerpt from The Company We Keep, Booth lists three authorial voices that all readers/listeners respond to: the narrator, the implied author, and the flesh-and-blood author (i.e., the differences among Huck Finn, Mark Twain, and Samuel Clemens). Readers likewise play similar roles: the “immediate believer,” the implied reader who knows on some level that this is an “artificial” experience, and the flesh-and-blood reader. According to Booth, only by making such distinctions can we understand the responsibilities entailed by each role. He then details nine “author” responsibilities aruf five “reader” responsibilities. In particular he emphasizes the reader’s responsibility to the implied author, noting the paradox that we must “embrace” a work, to some degree, “in order to decide whether to embrace.” This giving of oneself to the work of art is literally a surrendering of our thoughts, feelings, and selves to the implied author—for that period of time we are “thinking the thoughts of another” but as if those very thoughts were our own. The payback for this surrender is found in the “gifts ” these experiences offer, which include disinterested friendship, utility, and pleasure. Booth concludes that in order to judge the worthiness of such friendships. readers should examine the “kinds of activity” offered. His “seven scales of activity” include “the degree of responsibility” the implied author grants to us, “the degree of intimacy in the friendship,” and “the distance between their world and ours.”
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[D]econstruction . . . should seek a new investigation of responsibility, an investigation which questions the codes inherited from ethics and politics.

—Jacques Derrida

 


I have no more made my Book than my Book has made me.

—Montaigne

 


[A]ll literary work is an appeal. . . . You are perfectly free to leave that book on the table. But if you open it, you assume responsibility for it.

—Jean-Paul Sartre

 


[W]hen I reflect that so much beauty has been entrusted to me—to me—I am so terrified that I am seized with cramps and long to rush off and hide. I have been working like a mule [on Madame Bovary] for 15 long years. Oh, if I ever produce a good book I’ll have earned it.

—Gustave Flaubert

 


Whenever we read or listen to any story, whether it claims to be historical or fictional, we do not meet and respond to the single, simple voice that is often implied by current theories of “communication”: a “sender” or “source” who transfers bits of information to a receiver. Even the most naive listener attending with total concentration to the simplest tale can be seen, on analysis, to be re-creating and responding to at least three different voices: that of the immediate teiler, or narrator, who takes the whole tale straight and who expects the listener to do the same (the “time” in “once upon a time” is real time); that of the implied author, who knows that the telling is in one sense an artificial construct but who takes responsibility for it, for whatever values or norms it implies, and for the suggestion that “in responding to me you respond to a real person”; and the inferable voice of the flesh-and-blood person for whom this telling is only one concentrated moment selected from the infinite complexities of “real” life.

Similarly, every listener, no matter how unsophisticated or opposed to analysis, maintains at least three roles while listening: that of the immediate believer, who pretends that this story is happening and that it is all that is happening; that of one who “knows,” even if only unconsciously, that he or she is dwelling in a selected, concentrated, and hence in some sense “unreal” or “artificial” world; and that of the flesh-and-blood person whose extra-narrative life, though perhaps forgotten for the duration of the listening, impinges on it in myriad untraceable ways. Indeed, for some purposes we can trace even more than these three.1

Though most listeners most of the time are not conscious of these complexities, they will come as no surprise to anyone who has followed criticism of fiction during the past quarter-century.2 They cannot be ignored in ethical criticism, because each of these authors and readers, tellers and listeners, has a different character from all the others and each will respond to, and thus be responsible to,3 a richer set of characters than is suggested by most ethical criticism.

If we are to avoid not only undue confusion but positive injustice in our appraisals, we must know who is being held responsible—and for what. Ethical critics have too often dealt with only two of the many questions that emerge from the complexities we are beginning to discern: “Will this narrative that I have experienced without noticeable harm be good or bad for you?” Or, turning to address the author, “Why have you failed in your inherent responsibility to give us, your readers, the ethical support we need?” Such critics have thus, fortunately for their peace of mind and the simplicity of their expositions, escaped many of the difficulties that confront us here. Though tracing out the responsibilities may not in itself provide a thrilling experience for any of us, it will prove essential to us later on.

THE AUTHOR

1. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities to the Flesh-and-Blood Reader?

Much ethical criticism of the past was about this question. “You, the writer, the flesh-and-blood author, have written something that is harmful, or potentially harmful, to me as reader, or to other readers who are weaker-minded than I.” “Why do modern authors refuse to be as elevating as Victorian authors?” Similarly, most who have rejected ethical criticism have addressed their negatives only to this question, claiming that authors must not be burdened with worries about the reader’s ultimate welfare if they are to serve their art properly.

 


2. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities to the Work of Art?

The usual modern answer, good enough up to a point, is “to make it as good as it can be.” For obvious reasons, people who give this answer do not ordinarily consider the question as bearing on ethics at all. The “duty” here is indistinguishable from the pursuit of artistic success: skill, craft, technique, formal excellence, emotional power, self-expression. An ethical critic can simply reverse these terms . . . and think of the pursuit of excellence as itself a matter of duty or character: the true artist shows us that whatever is made ought to be made well. For some authors, service to or love of the work can replace all other values. As Tennessee Williams put it, “For love I make characters in plays. To the world I give suspicion and resentment, mostly. I am not cold. I am never deliberately cruel. But after my morning’s work, I have little to give but indifference to people. I try to excuse myself with the pretense that my work justifies this lack of caring much for almost everything else.”4

 


3. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities to the Implied Reader?

At first sight this question might seem identical to the previous one, since the “best work” will in theory be the one that the implied reader finds most rewarding. But our emphasis shifts when we think of formal excellence not in itself but as grasped, enjoyed, shared. Considered rhetorically, the standard of perfecting the work enables us to say, with Jean-Paul Sartre, that I as reader have a right to make demands on the author—particularly the right to demand “that he demand more of me.”5 That question always leads to ethical (or if one prefers, ideological or political) appraisals, as in Sartre it leads to judgments about how well the fiction serves the reader’s freedom.

 


4. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities
 to Himself or Herself, as a Person Who Must Live
 in a World in Which Art Plays Only One of Many Roles?

 


Duty to self is seen by some artists as identical to duty to the work of art: the writer is served best by making the best work possible. But again the emphasis can shift when we think of the fiction as in the service of its maker rather than as a pure end in itself. Real writers, in contrast to the relatively coherent authors their works imply, face conflicts of ends that often drive them to drink or suicide: competing demands of family, country, religion, friendship, justice, pleasure. Writers often report a sense that “the world” does not want the work to be done at all, or to be done well. They talk less often about an experience that must be almost as common: the discovery that the work requires a sacrifice of a part of the self that is held dear. The sheer effort to create an implied author suitable to this work often means giving up a beloved fault or taking on an alien virtue. As Yeats puts it in “The Choice”:


The intellect of man is forced to choose 
Perfection of the life, or of the work, 
And if it take the second must refuse 
A heavenly mansion, raging in the dark.6


“The writer’s responsibility to the work” can thus be translated as “the writer’s responsibility to the implied author”: he or she should attempt to write fictions that require the creation of the cleverest, wisest, most generously committed ethos imaginable. We have a great deal of evidence, from Laurence Sterne to Norman Mailer, that artists often imitate the roles they create. The writer is moved, in reality, toward the virtues or vices imagined for the sake of the work itself.

To dwell with a creative task for as long as is required to perform it well means that one tends to become the work—at least to some degree. Writers clearly differ greatly in their ability or willingness to emulate their own creations, and some seem astonishingly gifted in resisting even the most inviting nobilities or generosities implied by their tellings. Some have even claimed to be able to assume artistic roles with no effect whatever on life outside the event. Others, like Montaigne, have happily confessed, “I have no more made my book than my book has made me.”

When authors perform in their public appearances exactly as we would expect them to on the basis of what we find in their fictions, how are we to know whether the writing helped build the character or was simply its product? Still, when we see the famous poet exaggerating his persona on the public platform, we can be fairly sure that he has become more that way in trying to live up—or down—to the poems.

But to put the responsibility that way places too much emphasis, for now, on consequences. . . . Surely the main responsibility of writers to themselves must be to choose to write works of a kind that will in the writing yield splendid hours of life lived. . . . My chief responsibility to myself as storyteller is fulfilled when I choose to create an implied author who qualifies as my friend.

 


5. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities
 to Himself or Herself as “Career Author”?

 


It is not fashionable to talk about the artist’s duty to build a career. Most of my students see something arrogant and constrained in the deliberate career planning of a John Milton, with his self-conscious accumulation of masteries through minor work after minor work, and his then shopping around for the right epic subject to cap it all off. Authors these days do not seem to talk about themselves in the terms that Goethe, for another example, took for granted in thinking of his career as the creation of a self.7 But if the notion of responsibility to anything at all makes sense, surely there is some sense in an author’s asking whether the writing of this work will make more or less likely the writing of that perhaps better one, and finally conduce to the ripening of a career. I shall have little to say, however, about this question here—not because it is unimportant but because it would explode the book into domains where I feel unusually incompetent: unlike many a critic I admire, I seem never to trace whole careers.

 


6. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities
 to Those Whose Lives Are Used as “Material”?

 


Are there limits to the author’s freedom to expose, in the service of art or self, the most delicate secrets of those whose lives provide material? The question is generally ignored in current criticism, and I can only touch on it here. (It is exploited for comedy in Woody Allen’s movie Manhattan.) But surely it provides one of the most interesting of all conflicts of values: When my narrative will profit from a character based on my true love, warts and all, am I justified in sacrificing her to “art,” against her own expressed feelings? Just how much exploitation of family intimacies can be defended? The question, which is pursued with great dexterity in Philip Roth’s Zuckerman novels (1979-1987), is generally answered by novelists as Roth implicitly answers it: art justifies all—indeed, the novelist who engages wholeheartedly in the act of creating an ethical world is “leading the ethical life,”8 and besides, you are a bad reader if you assume that any event or detail in my novels comes from real life; what’s more, Dickens and Tolstoy did it too. The author who thinks at all deeply about responsibility will surely want a better answer than these.

But it is not our business here to worry much about this question. Biting as it may be for a given author, it does not arise for readers except when they have more or less accidental knowledge about the author’s life. We have no way of knowing whether Sophocles’ portrait of Ismene, Antigone’s sister, was based on some woman whose cowardly ways Sophocles once learned about in the heat of passion; or whether Fluellen (in Henry V) was patterned on an actual Welshman who had once befriended Shakespeare, who then betrayed him and other Welshmen to all the world and history.

 


7. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities to Others
 Whose Labor Is Exploited to Make the Art Work Possible?

 


William Faulkner once settled this question in the simplest possible way: “The writer’s only responsibility is to his art. He will be completely ruthless if he is a good one. He has a dream. . . . Everything [else] goes by the board: honor, pride, decency, security, happiness, all, to get the book written. If a writer has to rob his mother, he will not hesitate; the ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ is worth any number of old ladies.”9 Can that be so? Are storytellers really justified when they decide to exploit and even corrupt some parts of life in order to grace life with their own creations?

The question is an acute version of the more general question that all societies face when they allocate scarce resources to the artistic enterprise. If a nation’s children are starving, should all artistic expenditures be curtailed until they are fed? On the other hand, should a substantial portion of a people’s budget go to preserving art works from deterioration, even if, as in many a tradition-rich modern nation, masses are starving? Just how much of the life of some of us may legitimately be sacrificed in order to enhance the life of others?

Such questions will be dismissed by some as impertinent; they seem as impossible to answer as the undergraduate’s poser, “If you saw someone about to ignite a bomb under Michelangelo’s Moses and you had a gun, wouldn’t you use it?” But similar questions cannot always be dodged, especially in wartime: Shall we sacrifice lives in order to protect this cathedral or museum? What’s more, these issues always lurk within any effort at individual creation. Just how much neglect of spouse and children does this novel (or for that matter, this critical work, The Company We Keep) justify? Though I avoid any more direct encounter with such concerns here, they obviously represent a general question that underlies all ethical inquiry into art: Just where, on the scale of important human interests, should art be placed? Can the modern effort to make art do the job of religion ever hope to succeed?10

 


8. What Are the Author’s Responsibilities to
 Society in General, to “the World,” to “the Fvture”?

 


To some this question is the most important of all: Has an author a duty to try to improve the political order? When Sartre wrote What Is Literature? he was addressing a controversy then raging about whether the artist should be engagé, committed as artist to furthering this or that cause. He insisted that authors of prose fictions must commit themselves to furthering freedom in the world, while poets and musicians can (perhaps) serve purer “aesthetic” ideals. Today many critics either ignore the debate he was addressing or argue that it is essentially meaningless, since all art will be politically committed regardless of the artist’s intention.11 It should be evident that this question, though not the subject of any one chapter here, is implicit in all of them.

 


9. What Are the Responsibilities of the Author to “Truth”?

 


Many an author discovers, in the pursuit of a polished form, that some seeming fact or truth in “the world” must be violated. Sometimes the violation is performed in the service of a social or commercial convention, as when novelists in the nineteenth century and movie-makers in the early twentieth felt constrained to make every work end happily, regardless of the probabilities in life or art.12 Sometimes it is performed in the service of some implacable requirement of a given work or genre; Browning shows all the characters in his dramatic monologues speaking in iambic pentameter, grandly violating everyone’s knowledge that people just don’t talk like that. Writers of ethnic novels tone down the dialect to make the narrative intelligible to outsiders and inoffensive to members of the ethnic group.13 Historical novelists always deliberately or unconsciously violate known facts about the past, to make the fiction go, and narrative historians (too often?) do the same, to make the history go.14

Theories of how fully “truth” should override “art” range from those that see artistic form as determined by the “material” constraints of ideology to those that see ideas as completely malleable “content,” in effect as neutral as a given unadorned musical note for a composer or a block of marble for a sculptor. An absurdly determinist position is expressed by Ezra Pound when he says that “finer and future critics of art will be able to tell from the quality of a painting the degree of tolerance or intolerance of usury extant in the age and milieu that produced it.”15 An equally absurd and opposite extreme is reported by Cynthia Ozick, who was told by an artist that for him, “the Holocaust and a corncob are [as subjects] the same.”16

I think that some conception of “nature” or “reality”—and hence of truth—underlies all the other eight responsibilities. To argue that case would be to meet the fashionable claim—itself a claim about the nature of reality, paradoxically, enough—that all language is essentially, inherently opaque, never opening onto any substance or reality more solid than language itself. Fortunately, to do our work here we need not grapple with that subtle truth about the inaccessibility of truth. It is sufficient to acknowledges one form of ethical criticism that aggressively asserts the primary duty of both authors and their critics to respect the way “things really are.”17


THE READER

1. What Are the Reader’s Responsibilities to the
 Writer—the Flesh-and-Blood Author or Career Author?

 


Writers live precarious lives, lives threatened by despair, frustrated hopes, lonely anxiety. They feel neglected, misunderstood, useless. Though I obviously cannot make the care and feeding of artists my direct business in this book, it surely should be one part of every ethical critic’s concern—yet it is almost entirely ignored in current discussions. Both reviewers and critics claim to serve a higher value than the cosseting of helpless writers: strict justice to the work itself, regardless of consequences for the author. It is assumed that to intrude concern for the author’s personal fate would itself be unethical. Although in practice very few critics can claim never to have pulled punches (or punched harder) for “personal” reasons, I know of no serious discussion of how to think about such matters.

Is it enough to say that a reader should simply tell the cold truth about a work, in total disregard for the author’s career? Quite aside from reviewing and formal criticism, might there not be, especially in a society in which writers feel misunderstood and neglected, an obligation to write the occasional carefully wrought fan letter? To buy, read, and teach books by neglected living authors along with the classics? To buy the books of authors we admire, rather than borrowing copies or xeroxing? To respect famous authors’ privacy rather than hounding them with demands for publicity and conference appearances? All of this is reduced, in our usual talk about responsibility to the author, to one simple demand: thou shalt not plagiarize. Thus the whole rich range of possibilities for fruitful exchange between writers and authors is turned to the service of an unthinking individualism: what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is yours, and I fill my responsibility to you if I resist the impulse to steal from you. It is as if intellectual and artistic property were so much capital goods. Surely to borrow an author’s work is not the worst imaginable mistreatment.

 


2. What Are the Reader’s Responsibilities to the
 Work of Art—Which Is to Say, to the Implied Author?

 


At last we come, in our sorting, to a topic that will be central to us here: Do I as reader have any obligation to that elusive creature, the creating character whom I myself re-create as I read the work? If so, how am I to express it? What is the relation between taking my pleasure with a work18 and attempting to discover the pleasures that the author intends to share? Is Sartre in any sense right when he says that the writer requires of the reader “the gift of his whole person, with his passions, his prepossessions, his sympathies, his sexual temperament, and his scale of values”?19 What can it mean to say, with him, that the reader must “give himself generously”?

If I am to give myself generously, must I not also accept the responsibility to enter into serious dialogue with the author about how his or her values join or conflict with mine? To decline the gambit, to remain passive in the face of the author’s strongest passions and deepest convictions, is surely condescending, insulting, and finally irresponsible.

 


3. What Are the Reader’s Responsibilities to
 His or Her Own Self or Soul-as Flesh-and-Blood Reader?

 


Another primary topic, . . . this question is equally elusive and wide-ranging. In a sense it is identical to the previous question, with its two parts: I serve myself best, as reader, when I both honor an author’s offering for what it is, in its full “otherness” from me, and take an active critical stance against what seem to me its errors or excesses. We are pursuing here an ethics of self-culture in narrative, an ethics that entails both surrender and refusal. . . .20

 


4. What Are the Reader’s Responsibilities to Other Individual Readers?

 


Am I in any way obliged to make public my appraisals of the narratives I experience, particularly my ethical appraisals? Do I owe to others (not just to the author) the effort to conduct ethical inquiry about the works I admire or detest? Obviously this book is in large part an effort to show why our answer must be yes. To me the most important of all critical tasks is to participate in—and thus to reinforce—a critical culture, a vigorous conversation, that will nourish in return those who feed us with their narratives.

 


5. What Are the Reader’s Responsibilities to Society,
 beyond the Honest Expression of Critical Judgment?

 


What should I do, or urge my society to do, about works that seem to me questionable or even indefensible? Should the threat of censorship or the spectacle of foolish excesses by some fanatics lead me to avoid an ethical criticism that by nature will not always follow the current “politically correct” line? Or can we hope—as this book presupposes—that learning to talk well about such matters is both the best defense against censorship programs and the best encouragement to artists to meet us at the highest possible ethical level?

Note that the same question is raised by all efforts to give public support to any art or artist. What should be my stand about programs that in effect censor in reverse—government programs like the National Endowment for the Arts that subsidize this work of art and in doing so penalize that one? Implicit throughout this book will be a plea for engagement with the political questions that naturally spring from any serious thinking about the ethical powers of fictions.

The remaining responsibilities of the reader—to those whose lives are used or abused by the author, or to truth—can both be put in the form of a responsibility to point out authors’ successes and failures in meeting their responsibilities.

Though to be clear about the differences among these obligations and invitations may help avoid some pointless controversies, it will no doubt uncover other and perhaps sharper disagreements: no easy harmonies lie ahead. One critic’s tentatively embraced norms will strike another critic as dangerous ideology; my self-evident standards may seem to you mere dogma. . . . As our list of responsibilities grows, we see ever more clearly why modern critics, even those who have not rejected the language of responsibilities entirely, have been tempted to reduce them to two: for the author, to make the work itself as good as it can be; and for the reader, to judge whether the work is in fact well-made. To open the other questions forces us to consider complex conflicts and disharmonies in the pursuit of art comparable to those we try to resolve, never with full success, in the conduct of other domains of life. When art and criticism are viewed as forms of conduct, they lead us into the very battles that we may have hoped to escape by turning to art in the first place.

But no mode of criticism can escape controversy for long, and all modes are vulnerable to insensitive, unintelligent, or dogmatic practice. We should no more give up ethical criticism because it can be practiced badly than we should give up going to doctors when we learn—as a recent announcement has it—that 15 percent of all doctors are “incompetent.” If we applied this comic perspective to any critical school, even the most rigorously scientific, what a great clearing-out of our library shelves would then ensue!


THE READER’S RESPONSIBILITIES TO THE AUTHOR

If we agree that one serves one’s “self” in part by taking in the new selves offered in stories, we can begin to see how the process of taking in or surrendering actually works. It will be best to begin with the simplest possible rhetorical situation. Here is a great tale from Aesop, one that has been translated into almost every language:


A man and his Wife had the good fortune to possess a Goose that laid a Golden Egg every day. Lucky though they were, they soon began to think they were not getting rich fast enough, and, imagining that the bird must be made of gold inside, they decided to kill it in order to secure the whole store of precious metal at once. But when they cut it open they found it was just like any other goose. Thus, they neither got rich all at once, as they had hoped, nor enjoyed any longer the daily addition to their wealth.

Moral: Much wants more and loses all.21


What actually happens to us as we follow such a simple story? Whatever it is, it happens so frequently and with such seeming simplicity that we find it difficult even to recognize what a strange and wonderful process we undergo as we use a sequence of words like this to create, not so much in our heads as in our souls,22 a narrative laden with the kind of significance that stories about our own life might have. When a story “works,” when we like it well enough to listen to it again and to tell it over and over to ourselves and friends, as we have all done with this story, it occupies us in a curiously intense way. The pun in “occupy” is useful here. We are occupied in the sense of filling our time with the story—its time takes over our time. And we are occupied in the sense of being taken over, colonized: occupied by a foreign imaginary world.

The occupation can be so intense that some phenomenologists have misleadingly called it identifying. Here is Georges Poulet describing in a fine un-deconstructed way the mystery that occurs when I take into my mind the mind implied by the imagined totality of any story. As I read, he says, “I am aware of a rational being, of a consciousness; the consciousness of another, no different from the one I automatically assume in every human being I encounter, except that in this case the consciousness is open to me, welcomes me, lets me look deep inside itself, and even allows me, with unheard-of license, to think what it thinks and feel what it feels.” Poulet then moves from the language of permission to the language of command: “As soon as I replace my direct perception of reality by the words of a book, I deliver myself, bound hand and foot, to the omnipotence of fiction. . . . I am thinking the thoughts of another. Of course, there would be no cause for astonishment if I were thinking it as the thought of another. But I think it as my very own. . . . I am the subject of thoughts other than my own. My consciousness behaves as though it were the consciousness of another.”23

Such talk may seem excessive, especially when applied to a slight tale like “The Goose That Laid the Golden Egg.” For more than a century now we have been exhorted to resist identifying with art works; we are advised instead to maintain some sort of “aesthetic distance.” What is forgotten in such warnings—though they are useful in combating certain kinds of sentimentatity—is that even when we resist a story, even when we view it dispassionately, it immerses us in “the thoughts of another,” unless we simply stop listening. Even if we withhold our tears when we listen, say, to an ill-wrought version of that tear-jerker about the little match-girl dying in the cold, we still have succumbed, to some degree, to the “thoughts” of another: we have had to “see” the picture in order to reject it. We escape “occupation” completely only if we refuse to conjure up any sort of picture of that dying child—only if we see nothing but blank, meaningless words on the page. And if we blank out the image in this way, we can have no basis on which to accuse it of sentimentality.

This paradoxical need to embrace in order to decide whether to embrace is amusingly illustrated in the plight of antipornographers.24 How do you decide that a story is obscenely pornographic or potentially harmful to readers or viewers? Unless you are willing to be irresponsible, you can do so only by “listening” to it, discovering what your mind and body do in response, and confessing to the world that you have found something obscene in it—that is, made something obscene out of it. Only in intimacy with obscenity can one know what is obscene.

It is not, then, that in identifying we stop thinking our own thoughts but rather that “our own” thoughts now become different from what they were. The author’s thoughts have at least in part become ours. (I am of course following Poulet in using “thoughts” as the most general term for “all that enters our heads,” including images, concepts, and emotions.) Although we usually manage, when we are not totally carried away to a pathological identification,25 to return to thinking a thought something like what was “ours” before we began listening—full conversions are always rare—a large part of our thought stream is taken over, for at least the duration of the telling, by the story we are taking in. Whenever that does not happen, we can hardly say that we have responded to—that is, behaved responsibly toward—the implied author.

What is it that we in fact “take” from what is offered by the ancient Aesop, as mediated by his translator? . . . I see three different kinds of offering, each with a great range of possible responses by different flesh-and-blood readers. First, there are the specific givens of the tale, the essential data that must be grasped if there is to be a story at all. All of us who respond to what is offered “think” about a man and his wife and a goose, not about a princess and her lover on a noble stallion, or a woman named Pandora who was warned not to look into a certain box. We “think” about egg-laying and not log-chopping or hay-mowing. We “think” about mistakes and not triumphs or celebrations. What’s more, we take these images and concepts in Aesop’s ordering (not quite such an obvious point as might at first appear, once we consider the scores of ways this story might be ordered: the remorse first, say, then the cutting up, then the reason for it; the moral first, then the moment just before the killing, then a long flashback as we wonder will he, won’t he). Aesop’s resolution of the tale, Aesop’s moral tag (as it appears in whatever version we hear), Aesop’s explicit judgments along the line (“lucky though they were,” “had the good fortune”)—all these become our “thoughts,” even if we decide to repudiate them almost as soon as they possess us. Although such elementary givens in some tales may be forgotten almost at once, those of many another can remain in memory for a lifetime.

No authority or rule can force us to take these données in the offered way; we can always refuse to grasp the story as a story and turn it instead to other predetermined purposes. Those who hail the indeterminacy of all “texts” are thus quite right, up to a point: readers must always in a sense decide whether to accept a given responsibility. We can if we choose, as Rabelais and Swift remind us, employ the pages of the greatest classics as bumwipes. Nor is the intimacy of our engagement with these implacable données, when we do surrender, the sort of thing that can be demonstrated by argument: it is known only in experience. But it is hard to imagine any human being who has not known on many occasions the kind of submersion in other minds that we are considering. Though academic study of literature too often seems designed to make such fusions of spirit impossible, turning every “text” into a thoroughly distanced puzzle or enigma,26 the fact remains that even the impassive puzzle solver or symbol hunter or signifier chaser is to some degree caught up in patterns determined by the puzzle—the tale as told. The only way to avoid “thinking the thought of another”—that mysterious quite-probably-dead “other” who chose to tell this tale in this way—is to stop listening. . . .


STORIES AS FRIENDSHIP OFFERINGS

Considered under the friendship metaphor, the implied authors of all stories, fictional or historical, elevated or vulgar, welcoming or hostile on the surface, purport to offer one or another of these friendships. The only exceptions I can think of would be stories overheard. As soon as someone takes the trouble to get my attention, by publishing or by talking to me, the offer of some benefit or pleasure or companionship is undeniable. Even satiric fictions that present a snarling surface address us with what amounts to a friendly offer: “I would like to give you something for your own good—a nasty medicine that may cure you.”

More obviously, all narratives offer with their titles and opening sentences a cry of invitation: “Join me, join me, because if you do, you will receive something that no other story can give you in quite the same way, something that will. . . .” But here the offers diverge. Many stories announce themselves as offering simply one or another kind of pleasure—whether minimal, as in the latest joke, or manifold, as in the wonderful series of Jeeves novels by P. G. Wodehouse or the best farce of the season (what better friend could I find—for an evening’s pteasure—than the Michael Frayn who creates a Noises Off, or the Feydeau who offers me, from an earlier time, an evening of laughter at his Champignol malgré lni?). Others claim to offer me something that the implied author considers useful: aggressive practical advice, as in “docu-dramas” that tell us how to deal with “the enemy” or stories about business triumphs (“How I Made a Million Dollars in Real Estate”); moral instruction, as in Sunday school versions of Bible stories, or in the case studies of psychological guidebooks, or in the more complex but still openly didactic lessons of the great apologues (Johnson’s Rasselas); visions of a higher reality, as in many religious parables and myths (The Divine Comedy, The Pilgrim’s Progress); distressing, even shattering warnings, as in great satire of the kind offered in the portrait of the Yahoos in Gulliver’s Travels. Finally, some seem to offer a chance to live together for a while with a new friend, a way that will be, while pleasant and perhaps even useful, somehow too valuable to be reduced to either the utile or the dulcet.27

For our purposes, all stories, even those modern novels that use elaborate distancing tricks to subvert realism and prevent identification, can be viewed not as puzzles or even as games but as companions, friends—or if that seems to push the personal metaphor too far, as gifts from would-be friends.28 Consider the range in these five beginning “offers”:


In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was with God. And the Word was God. (John 1:1)

 


This is the saddest story I have ever heard. We had known the Ashburnhams for nine seasons of the town of Nauheim with an extreme intimacy—or, rather, with an acquaintanceship as loose and easy and yet as close as a good glove’s with your hand. My wife and I. . . . (Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier)

 


Ours is essentially a tragic age, so we refuse to take it tragically. The cataclysm has happened, we are among the ruins, we start to build up new little habits, to have new little hopes. It is rather hard work: there is now no smooth road into the future: but we go round, or scramble over the obstacles. We’ve got to live, no matter how many skies have fallen. (D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover)

 


Driving to the Goodwood races the Duke of Wydeminster thought with satisfaction that his team of horses was the most outstanding that he had ever owned.

Once again, he told himself, he had been proved right, having bought them as foals at a sale held by one of his friends, when the majority of buyers had not considered them worth a second glance.

The Duke however with his expert eye. . . . (Barbara Cartland, The Storms of Love)

 


This is an unusual story about the way that I lost my virginity. When I was nineteen. . . . (“Nerd without Nerve,” Penthouse “Forum,” signed “Name and Address Withheld”)


Even in the anonymous offer of the last of these we can read a claim to offer us some moments together that will add to our lives; even the writer’s refusal to sign her name (his? “She” is quite probably a male editor who knows what gifts his mainly male readers seek)—even that anonymity cannot be an entirely reliable clue that the author fears our revenge for a dirty trick (think of all the earlier fine literature that was anonymous or pseudonymous). All of these fictions are like the would-be friends we meet in what we call real life—that part of life that we perhaps ought to call less real, since its friendships are often less concentrated, less intense, and less enduring than those offered by storytellers.29 We cannot avoid choosing among them, consciously or unconsciously; even those of us who do not read or watch TV or go to movies or plays—are there any such?—are offered innumerable stories each day, unless we have no human converse whatever, and just by living we choose some and reject others.

We always make our choices on the basis of evidence that is to some degree inadequate. No doubt we are fortunate that most of the people in the world do not make the same exclusive claims on our attention that stories make; few of those I meet today will suggest, as do all stories, that their sole point in life is to offer me the best possible gift imaginable: spiritual salvation (the gospel); a tragic experience (Ford); wisdom about life in our time (Lawrence); true love and horses (Cartland); sexual thrills (Penthouse).

We reject these offers, of course, whether made by people or by fictions, unless we think we will get something worth having. Except when we are off-guard, we accept the companionship only of those who persuade us that their offerings are the genuine “goods.” We thus practice, willy-nilly, an ethical criticism regardless of our theories: we choose our friends and their gifts, and thus who we will be, for the duration.

The nature of the friendly offer will never in itself determine the quality of the friend. Though the offer of disinterested friendship is by its nature a claim to the highest kind, and the offer of utility a claim to superiority over “mere pleasure,” we never know until after long acquaintance whether or not an implied author can really distinguish true friendship from false. He or she may prove to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing or—as in that ever-puzzling beginning of our human journey—a snake in the grass. No doubt Eve enjoyed her first visit with Satan, listening to his fascinating story about how things really were, enjoyed it more than any other moment she had known. Her pleasure was the pleasure of learning, that’s clear. He promised her, indeed, a kind of profit, and she must have felt that she had found a true friend. Only disastrous consequences could show that Satan was not one who “has the same relations with me as he has with himself.” But such consequences will never be as clear-cut for those who, in reading, accept the story of Satan’s story: the “friendly warnings” offered by the Genesis author(s) and their thousands of redactors, the greatest among them being Milton. We male readers seem to have required a reminder from feminists of how the “accepted” version of the story of that radically secondary character, poor Eve, might be dangerous for quite different reasons unless subjected to some intensive ethical criticism.30

Similarly, to decide that a book offers me “a mere pleasure” or “a mere utility” cannot mean that it is necessarily ethically inferior to every work that offers something more. Many an offer of sustained, intense, ordered pleasure will prove more profitable to the soul than many a claim of disinterested companionship. This should not surprise us: Why should we expect choices between true friends and flatterers, lovers and sadomasochists, wise companions and pretentious frauds to be easier in literature than they are in our daily encounters?

All the art, then, in this kind of metaphorical criticism, will lie in our power to discriminate among the values of moments of friendship that we ourselves have in a sense created. We judge ourselves as we judge the offer. Here is circularity with a vengeance. But we need not fear it as a vicious circle, so long as we do not pursue hard final judgments of “wicked” or “blessed” but rather ways of testing and improving our re-creations. And when we do so, we will often find, despite the complexities, that simple questions about which of the three kinds of friendship is being offered, and why, can yield unequivocal and shareable results. The simple and obvious question, for example, “Do you, my would-be friend, wish me well, or will you be the only one to profit if I join you?” can make the implied creators of the Cartland romance and the Penthouse garbage writhe with embarrassment.

Still, questions about the kind of friendship offered give us at best a crude test. Can we hope to find more deliberate ways of conversing with our would-be friends, without violating the inherent fluidity of our subject?


SOME MEASURES OF LITERARY FRIENDSHIP

Suppose we begin with a rough survey of the minimal rewards that authors promise and—sometimes—deliver. To every book that knocks on my door, I tacitly reply (unless I refuse to answer at all, like some modern city dwellers who are sure that every caller threatens a mugging): “All right, yes. Do come in, but only for a moment. Understand that unless you immediately please me in some way, I will show you to the door and never admit you again.” It would be futile to try to list the infinite range of openings that might respond to that demand—the offer of gossip, of pornography, of political inside dope, of escape to a world of pure beauty or to an adventure-packed or horror-filled spectacle. It will thus be more helpful to think of the kinds of activity that will keep us visiting with a sense of reward—regardless of the subject. What will keep us conversing with any narrative, whether it is ostensibly reportorial or fictional, didactic or aesthetic? Our answers will simultaneously answer related questions about the value of these meetings.

Note that by putting our question in this form we are postponing most questions about good and bad morality, in every ordinary sense. We cannot, of course, abandon traditional moral distinctions permanently: courage/cowardice; justice/injustice; temperance/rashness; wisdom/folly—these cardinal distinctions and others like them will finally be pertinent to our appraisals of friendship. But it is important, in our current climate—moralizing? immoral? schizophrenic? “closed”?—to emphasize again that ethical distinctions do not depend on choices among the traditional moral virtues. If that were not so, how could I explain that some good friends, in life as in literature, are wonderfully beneficial to my soul, even though they are clearly immoral on many a scale?

Our reading friends can vary:



	in the sheer quantity of invitations they offer us;

	in the degree of responsibility they grant to us—what we might call the level of reciprocity or domination between author and reader;

	in the degree of intimacy in the friendship;

	in the intensity of engagement that they expect or require—from total concentration to slack, comfortable, slowly-ripening acquaintance;

	in the coherence, or consistency, of the proffered world;

	in the distance between their worlds and ours, that is, in the familiarity or strangeness of the world we enter—the amount of rude challenge, or “otherness,” that they fling at our current norms;

	in the kind, or range of kinds, of activities suggested, invited, or demanded—from a reassuring concentration on single-minded issues or formal patterns (“The Goose”) to a reconstruction and embrace of whole “worlds” that seem to include every topic that our “real” worlds include (Crime and Punishment, Ulysses, William Gaddis’s The Recognitions).


In our living friends, we find these same variables. Some of them offer a lot of whatever they are good at; others offer precious gems though few. Some dominate the conversation, or try to, while others offer to play an equal role, and yet others ask us to dominate. Some open themselves to a bold and potentially healing intimacy, revealing our own depths or depths we never dreamed of, while others politely preserve our illusions, applying the “cosmetics” that all “as it” philosophies say life by its very nature requires.31 Some wake us up or scare us off by the intensity and pace of their offering, while others are satisfied with a steady or slack pace that may console or bore us. Some are sufficiently coherent to make us feel that we are dealing with a whole person, a solid character, while others feel shallow or devious, flabby or unreliable. Some companions fit our old ways like old comfortable shoes and others are so “other” as to shock, shatter, and either destroy or remold us. And finally, some offer us only one kind of pleasure or profit while others range over many of life’s values.

Almost every conceivable variation on these seven scales of activity has been offered at one time or another as the test of “good literature” or “true poetry.” Critical programs and schools rise and fall as particular extremes are first warmly embraced and then rejected for their fatal and obvious narrowness. Consider, as a brief example on the scale of quantity, the passion for concision—particularly for the precisely right word or image—that marked much theory from Flaubert through the early decades of the twentieth century. Ezra Pound wrote, presumably without irony, that “it is better to present one Image in a lifetime than to produce voluminous works.” At the opposite extreme, Anthony Trollope claimed credit for the sheer quantity of his novels; he might have produced fewer works, he said, had he revised more, but they would have been no better.32 It is easy to think of similar oppositions on each scale—for example, the characteristically modern quarrel, on the scale of distance, between those . . . who see extreme otherness as the mark of all good literature and innumerable “bourgeois” readers who have, throughout the modern period, damned new works because they were unlike previous works or unassimilable to traditional norms.

We need not choose between such extremes; each of them may express a genuine value in a given work. How could we know without looking? If Pound had said something like, “One great gift a poet can give us is the creation of a single radiantly just image,” he would have left us room to say, in reply, that “another great gift is a copious flow of interesting stories like Trollope’s, with nary a radiant image through novel after novel.”33

Those who seem to argue for one extreme or another never in fact exhibit unlimited tolerance of genuine extremes. Too much always turns out to be too much. We can always discern, on any scale, kinds of excess that for most readers will destroy a proffered gift. In short, as we now take a closer look at each of the seven invitations to active experience, we can see them as “spectrums of quality” on which every reader will discover some preferred mean. The mean itself may be broad in range: different readers will locate it at different points on the scale. But every reader will reject a narrative friend who goes “too far” in any one direction. And every reader will by implication embrace a mean that as a literary effect cannot be “too much.” Just as Aristotle insists that we cannot have too much tragic effect, though success in tragedy depends on striking a mean in all the elements that go into tragedy, so we can say that every reader will want unlimited success of one type or another, success depending on the presence of just enough but not too much of a given kind of activity.

If I am right in this ctaim—and it is important to see that it is a radical claim, one that again challenges directly all those who pretend to be infinitely accommodating, ideally “open”—we will have discovered one further way . . . in which ethical critics can indeed talk not just about their preferences but about “the narrative itself.” In sharing descriptions of narrative experience we can always clarify and sometimes simultaneously refine our coductions of value. Thus we come to explain what we halfway discover in experience: we do have grounds for pursuing our natural temptation to debate about ethical qualities.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Explain the difference among the three voices Booth says we all respond to when reading or listening to a story—the immediate narrator, the implied author, and the flesh-and-blood author. Is the separating of these voices/tellers helpful? Why or why not?

	Booth lists nine author responsibilities in this essay. What are some that you had never thought of before? Which, in your opinion, are the most important?

	Booth lists five responsibilities of the reader. Which of these is the most important?

	What does it mean to “give yourself generously” to a work of art? Do you agree with Booth that much of the power of a story is found in its shaping/directing of our thoughts and desires when we surrender ourselves to it?

	List the essay’s seven measures or spectrums of “literary friendship” and give a literary example from your own life for some of these: a novel, story, or poem that proffered the right amount of responsibility, intensity, intimacy, otherness, etc., for you.






Chapter 7

The Absence of the Ethical: Literary Theory and Ethical Theory

Martha C. Nussbaum

In this selection Nussbaum points out the paradox that various subdisciplines of philosophy—such as epistemology and metaphysics—all inform contemporary literary theory with the exception of moral philosophy. While admitting that much ethical writing about literature has neglected aesthetic form and indulged in trite moralizing, Nussbaum offers a different vision: a dynamic interaction between literary and ethical theory that benefits both disciplines. Ethical theory, she argues, provides intellectual contrast and rigor of thinking while also raising the right kinds of questions. In turn, literature and literary theory offer an artistic conception of “human ethical life” that does justice to life’s complexities in a particularly appropriate aesthetic form. Nussbaum concludes that literary theory faces “an impoverished future” if it does not turn “to the ethical and social questions that give literature its high importance in our lives.”
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Recent literary theory has taken a keen interest in philosophy. In fact, it is hard to distinguish it from philosophy, either by the nature of its questions or by the names to which it turns for illumination. Questions about realism, relativism, and subjectivism; about skepticism and justification; about the nature of language—these are now common ground between the two professions. And in pursuit of these questions literary theory discusses and teaches not only the work of philosophers who write directly about literary matters (e.g., Nietzsche, Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Stanley Cavell, Nelson Goodman, Hilary Putnam), but also the ideas of many (e.g., W. V. O. Quine, Paul Feyerabend, S. A. Kripke, Thomas Kuhn, Jürgen Habermas) who do not. (These lists, intentionally eclectic, show, too, the diversity of the philosophical styles and methods that have influenced the current literary scene.) Indeed, with several prominent contemporary figures—above all Jacques Derrida and Richard Rorty—there is no clear answer to the question, to which profession do they belong? The question, indeed, loses its interest, since the professions share so many issues, and since differences about method are internal to each group, rather than divided simply along disciplinary lines.

But when we turn from epistemology to ethics, the situation is very different. This is a rich and wonderful time in moral philosophy.1 One cannot find for generations—since the time of John Stuart Mill, if not earlier—an era in which there has been so much excellent, adventurous, and varied work on the central ethical and political questions of human life. Questions about justice, about well-being and social distribution, about moral realism and relativism, about the nature of rationality, about the concept of the person, about the emotions and desires, about the role of luck in human life—all these and others are debated from many sides with considerable excitement and even urgency. These philosophical debates have frequently become interdisciplinary, touching as they do on human issues that are central to more than one field of study. On the emotions, for example, moral philosophers have a lively dialogue with psychologists; on moral relativism, with cultural anthropologists; on rationality and well-being, with economists. One would certainly expect that literature and theory about literature would play a role in these debates. For literature offers us insight on all of these questions, and in a way that is inextricable from literary forms. So one would expect that the people whose profession it is to think in general about literature and its forms would speak to these issues and join in these public debates.

This, we know, has not happened. Literary criticism dealing with particular texts and authors continues, of course, to speak about the ethical and social concerns that are central to those authors. But even this sort of concern has been constrained by pressure of the current thought that to discuss a text’s ethical or social content is somehow to neglect “textuality,” the complex relationships of that text with other texts; and of the related, though more extreme, thought that texts do not refer to human life at all, but only to other texts and to themselves.2 And if one turns from criticism to more general and theoretical writing about literature, the ethical vanishes more or less altogether. One way we perceive this is by considering the philosophical references. Philosophers’ names constantly appear. But the names of the leading moral and political philosophers of our day—of John Rawls, Bernard Williams, Thomas Nagel, Derek Parfit, Judith Jarvis Thomson, and many others—and also the names of the great moral philosophers of the past—of Mill, Bentham, Henry Sidgwick, Rousseau, of the ethical sides of Plato, Aristotle, Hume, and Kant—do not appear, more or less, at all. (This is strikingly true even of those recent moral philosophers, such as Bernard Williams, Hilary Putnam, and Iris Murdoch, who have criticized systematic ethical theory in ways that lead them to ally themselves with literature.) These writers about ethics are not studied in literary theory programs, as their epistemological and metaphysical companions are; those among them (past and present) who write on both ethics and epistemology are studied one-sidedly. In short, these diverse and excellent analyses of human social experience are usually not taken to have any interesting bearing on the activity of the theorist.

Literary theory could neglect moral philosophy and still show a keen interest in the ethical—though I shall later offer, tentatively, some reasons why a turn to philosophy can offer valuable illumination here. But in the midst of all this busy concern with other types of philosophy, the absence of moral philosophy seems a significant sign. And in fact it signals a further striking absence: the absence, from literary theory, of the organizing questions of moral philosophy, and of moral philosophy’s sense of urgency about these questions. The sense that we are social beings puzzling out, in times of great moral difficulty, what might be, for us, the best way to live—this sense of practical importance, which animates contemporary ethical theory and has always animated much of great literature, is absent from the writings of many of our leading literary theorists. One can have no clearer single measure of this absence than to have the experience of reading Jacques Derrida’s Éperons3 after reading Nietzsche. Once one has worked through and been suitably (I think) impressed by Derrida’s perceptive and witty analysis of Nietzsche’s style, one feels, at the end of all the urbanity, an empty longing amounting to a hunger, a longing for the sense of difficulty and risk and practical urgency that are inseparable from Zarathustra’s dance. A longing for some acknowledgment of the fact that Nietzsche saw a crisis at hand for Europe, for all of human life; that he thought it mattered deeply whether one lived as a Christian or in some other as yet unspecified way; and that he dedicated his career to imagining that way. Nietzsche’s work is profoundly critical of existing ethical theory, clearly; but it is, inter alia, a response to the original Socratic question, “How should one live?” Derrida does not touch on that question. “Of all that is written,” says Zarathustra, “I love only what a man has written with his blood.”4 After reading Derrida, and not Derrida alone, I feel a certain hunger for blood; for, that is, writing about literature that talks of human lives and choices as if they matter to us all.5

This is, after all, the spirit in which much of great literature has been and is written and read. We do approach literature for play and for delight, for the exhilaration of following the dance of form and unraveling webs of textual connection. (Though even here I would not be quick to grant that there is any coherence to an account of aesthetic pleasure that abstracts altogether from our practical human interests and desires.) But one of the things that makes literature something deeper and more central for us than a complex game, deeper even than those games, for example chess and tennis, that move us to wonder by their complex beauty, is that it speaks . . . about us, about our lives and choices and emotions, about our social existence and the totality of our connections.6 As Aristotle observed, it is deep, and conducive to our inquiry about how to live, because it does not simply (as history does) record that this or that event happened; it searches for patterns of possibility—of choice, and circumstance, and the interaction between choice and circumstance—that turn up in human lives with such a persistence that they must be regarded as our possibilities. And so our interest in literature becomes . . . cognitive: an interest in finding out (by seeing and feeling the otherwise perceiving) what possibilities (and tragic impossibilities) life offers to us, what hopes and fears for ourselves it underwrites or subverts.7

To explain how literary theory lost this practical dimension would be a long story. This story would include the influence of Kant’s aesthetics; of early twentieth-century formalism; of the New Criticism. It would include the influence of several prevailing trends in ethical theory as well—above all that of Kantianism and of Utilitarianism, ethical views that in their different ways were so inhospitable to any possible relation with imaginative literature that dialogue was cut off from the side of ethics as well.8 It would include, too, a critical look at some writing about literature that did, during this long period, keep ethical concerns in view. For much of this writing has understandably given ethical writing about literature a bad name, by its neglect of literary form and its reductive moralizing manner. It has been easy enough to feel that ethical writing must do violence to the literary work. Of course it should have been obvious that to concentrate on form to the neglect of the work’s sense of life and choice is not a solution, only violence of a different sort. It should have been recognized that neither sort of violence is required: that we grasp the practical content of a literary text adequately only when we attentively study the forms in which it is embodied and expressed; and that, in turn, we have not correctly described the literary form of, say, a James novel if we have not asked what sense of life it expresses. But, with certain striking exceptions, 9 this was on the whole not acknowledged; and we can see the historical reasons why. One important task for a future literary theory, as I see it, will be to write out this history in detail. . . .

I have imagined a literary theory that works in conversation with ethical theory. I have imagined this partnership as a practical one, in which we search for images of life by which we might possibly live together, and ask what conceptions and images best match the full range of our perceptions and convictions, as we work toward “perceptive equilibrium.” (And now we have, too, the thought that the goal might not be equilibrium at all, but a dynamic tension between two possible irreconcilable visions.) I have imagined that literary theory will make a creative and rather radical contribution to this enterprise. . . .

Why, however, should literary theory engage itself with ethical theory here? For we might acknowledge the practical dimension of literature and insist on restoring that dimension to theoretical writing, without taking the further step proposed here. Why can’t the literary theorist simply say about Henry James what it is lucid and helpful to say, without studying and teaching Kant and Aristotle, Bentham and Rawls, and drawing these figures into the account he or she gives of James’s novels? This question arises all the more since major figures of past theory with whom I implicitly link my proposal—F. R. Leavis, say, and Lionel Trilling—seem to have been perfectly able to speak of the ethical content of literature and the ethical expressiveness of literary forms without bringing moral philosophy into the picture.

The explicit and deep study of ethical theory will, first of all, clarify to us just what it is that works of literature offer to our sense of life. We grasp by contrasting; we sense what something is by bounding it off against something different. If it should prove true that novels share certain ethical commitments (to particularity, to the moral relevance of surprise) just in virtue of their form, we will grasp these shared commitments better by seeing on what grounds some philosophers have denied or refused them. We grasp the force of James’s account of perception more clearly when we see how it goes against norms of considered judgment that prevail in almost all of the Western ethical tradition. And we have to do this by reading the philosophers in a serious way, not, as I say, by using them polemically, as straw men. Our understanding is enhanced in a different way when we encounter inside philosophy several friends of perception and of literary insight, whose explicit arguments against much of the prevailing tradition clarify for us the elements of . . . [ethical] accomplishment. (I think here, in different ways, of Aristotle, of Iris Murdoch, of Bernard Williams—and, also, of William James.)10 And if we look more closely now at the examples of Leavis and Trilling, I think we will discover that they do not go against these claims. For Leavis’s denigration of the late novels of [Henry] James11 is, I believe, superficial in a way that most of his work is not, precisely because he does not make these reflective philosophical contrasts and so demarcate for himself what it is that James is opposing and putting forward. Trilling’s wide and deep knowledge of political and ethical and psychological thought, though displayed with understated grace and elegance, does, I think, consistently inform his most memorable and characteristic writings—not least his writing on James in The Liberal Tradition.12

Then, too, ethical theory, just because of its systematic and inclusive disciplinary character, can contribute to our understanding of a literary work by raising questions that this work may or may not explicitly ask itself concerning the relationship of its ethical views to other issues on which we have to make up our mind—issues about social structure, about economic distribution, about the self and personal identity. My imagined theoretical dialogue will, for example, lead us to ask what political structures are compatible with . . . [a certain] moral norm [in James’s fiction], whether in opting for that norm we would have to forgo some or all of our democratic traditions. We will have understood James more deeply if we can answer this question. And the answer will emerge not only out of a deeper reflection about novels such as The Ambassadors and The Princess Casamassima, but also out of a more general reflection about the connections between a conception of personal rationality and a political conception.

These are some reasons why literary theory needs ethical theory. (And this close connection with theory would be one way of distinguishing literary theory, should we want to, from good criticism—to which it should always remain almost inseparably close.) On the other side a similar and equally strong argument can be made. It is reasonably clear by now what that argument is: that literary theory can improve the self-understanding of ethical theory by confronting it with a distinctive conception or conceptions of various aspects of human ethical life, realized in a form that is the most appropriate one for their expression. Insofar as great literature has moved and engaged the hearts and minds of its readers, it has established already its claim to be taken seriously when we work through the alternative conceptions.

These alternatives could be described and investigated by the ethical theorist; sometimes they are. But this too often results in a criticism that simply mines the work for a set of propositional claims—rather than what I am calling for, an investigation of that which is expressed and “claimed” by the shape of the sentences themselves, by images and cadences and pauses themselves, by the forms of the traditional genres, by narrativity, themselves. It seems unlikely that this richer ethical task can be carried out by someone who is not in the habit of attending to these things.

But why should we care about describing literary alternatives to ethical theory? Suppose there is a task in (or side by side of) ethical theory that literary people are best equipped to perform: why should anyone want to take on that task, rather than some other one of the many interesting tasks that literary theory might and does perform? If moral philosophers (or political theorists or economists) have gotten themselves into difficulty, why should we bail them out? Here I come back to my idea of the practical goal of ethical inquiry—which involves self-understanding and communal attunement. These goals matter. Each of us is not only a professional, but a human being who is trying to live well; and not simply a human being, but also a citizen of some town, some country, above all a world of human beings, in which attunement and understanding are extremely urgent matters. Now certainly we can promote these goals in indefinitely many ways, apart from our professional lives: by raising children, by engaging in some form of political action, by using our money generously, by seeing and conversing and feeling. And yet, when a person happens to have a professional activity that is or becomes relevant to major ends of human life—how exhilarating that activity then is, and how deep, I think, the obligations it then imposes.

All around us other intellectual disciplines are shaping the private and public life of our culture, telling us how to imagine or think about ourselves. Economic theory forges conceptions of human rationality that govern public policy decisions, decisions about the distribution of food, about social well-being. Legal theorists and jurists search for understanding of basic rights (for example, the right to privacy) and the role that they play in our lives with one another. Psychology and anthropology describe our emotional lives, our experience of gender, our forms of communal interaction. Moral philosophy attempts to arbitrate disputes concerning medical care, abortion, basic freedoms. Literary theory has been too silent too long in these debates. And yet it has a distinctive speaking role to play—a first part of which might be to confront reigning models of political and economic rationality with the consciousness of . . . [literature]. Silence, in these matters, is a kind of capitulation. If these alternatives are not brought forward and described, we will go on being governed from day to day by conceptions of rationality that seem impoverished next to the ones we know well and care about in novels that we love. Worse, most people will not perceive, and therefore not really have, the choice among conceptions. The hungry will be fed (or not fed) according to some idea of the person; patients will be treated; laws and policies will be made—all according to some conception or conceptions of human personhood and human rationality. If we do not take a hand in these choices, they will be made by default without us. . . .

The speech of literary theory, especially in recent years, has not often shared [ethical theory’s] . . . concerns and connections. I believe that it has an impoverished future without them. I imagine, instead, a future in which our talk about literature will return, increasingly, to a concern with the practical—to the ethical and social questions that give literature its high importance in our lives. . . . In which a literary-philosophical inquiry . . . will ask what literary works express about these matters—express in virtue of their “content,” but also, and inseparably, in virtue of their forms and structures. . . . In short, a future in which literary theory (while not forgetting its many other pursuits) will also join with ethical theory in pursuit of the question, “How should one live?”
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Do you agree with Nussbaum’s assertion that philosophy informs all areas of literary theory—epistemological (ways of knowing), metaphysical (the nature of reaiity)—except the ethical? If so, why would contemporary theory distance itself from ethical theory?

	What, according to Nussbaum, do the disciplines of literary theory and ethical theory have to offer each other?

	Respond to the charge that literary theory has been silent for too long in the practical debates of our age. Will literary theory become increasingly irrelevant (as Nussbaum believes) if it does not turn to the important “ethical and social questions . . . in our lives”?






Chapter 8

Evaluative Discourse: A New Turn toward the Ethical

David Parker

Bringing together many of the ideas of Gregory, Nussbaum, and other ethical critics, Parker makes the twofold argument that ethics in life and literature are inescapable and that ethical criticism and the literary canon share a common trajectory. Concerning the former, he lists postmodern theory’s strongest objections to ethics: that it is repressively and coercively categorical, that it inevitably leads to binary oppositions, and that ethics cannot reform ethics because its underlying motive “is to confirm hegemonic power.” While admitting that such abuses in the name of “ethics” have and continue to occur, Parker nonetheless sees such claims as reductive and “inherently mistaken” given that our very “identity, our sense of who we are, is a kind of ‘orientation in moral space’” without which we would lead shapeless, incoherent lives. He also addresses the ties between ethical criticism and the literary canon, citing evaluative skeptics’ rejection of both because of their misrepresentation of “culturally relative values as timeless and universal.” This rejection of the literary canon and simultaneous privileging of theory has serious conseguences, including an “impoverished evaluative” discourse and a closing ourselves off from “a ‘conversation’ with a text within a tradition” in which literary texts “read us” as much as we read them. Citing George Eliot’s Middlemarch as a touchstone, Parker concludes that although it may “want the limelight all to itself,” literary theory “needs imaginative literature . . . at the very least as much as literature needs theory.”
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On many fronts the realization is beginning to resurface that, as Charles Taylor has expressed it, “we all as human agents define ourselves against a background of distinctions of worth.” The force of that “all” should not be overlooked. Some, whom Taylor calls “naturalists,” or who might otherwise be described as positivists or evaluative skeptics, do not acknowledge the point and may even explicitly deny it, but they cannot be exceptions “just because they do not recognize that they are constituted by strongly evaluative self-interpretations.” In his major recent book, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity, Taylor does more than make the essential point that naturalist denials are everywhere contradicted by their practices. He also shows why the naturalist picture is inherently mistaken by showing that identity, our sense of who we are, is a kind of “orientation in moral space.” To be without any evaluative framework at all would involve a profound psychic disorientation; such a person would not simply be morally shallow or unpredictable, he or she would be frighteningly disturbed, perhaps pathological. For a person of relative normality, the naturalist picture cannot obtain, simply on the grounds that such a person must be oriented in terms of the multiple evaluative distinctions needed to answer coherently for herself in everyday life.

Taylor is not the only contemporary philosopher to argue for the inescapability of the ethical dimension, but his formulations are especially helpful in that they indicate the links between ethics and other dimensions of value. The strongly evaluative self-interpretations by which we constitute ourselves include everything in which our selfhood is expressed, including what we feel, think, and say (or do not say) about books. At this level, there is an inevitable continuity between the distinctions of worth by which we define ourselves and those by which we make judgments of value about literature.

Analogously, at the level of intellectual discourse, the arguments used to justify either ethics or skepticism toward the whole enterprise overlap with the arguments for and against the enterprise of literary evaluation. Although these are in principle distinct, and (as the example of Kant shows) there is no reason for any given individual to conflate them, there is a marked parallelism between the two, such that ethical criticism and the literary canon (with which it is in any case interdependent) tend to share a common rise and fall of for tune. . . .

In the literary field, the widespread move to theory is much more recent, and, although there are few obvious surface affinities between Kantianism or utilitarianism and poststructuralism, . . . there are some less obvious parallels that are instructive to notice. The relationship between the rise of literary theory and the fall of ethical criticism has already been well documented by Wayne C. Booth in The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction. Particularly striking are the continuities between the “suppression” Taylor talks of and Booth’s account of ethical criticism as a partly “Banned Discipline,” yet one in which those who would ban it nonetheless necessarily participate. The metaphor of banning is what many might expect of Booth, given a well-known view of him as defensive lineman for ethical criticism. But it is a different matter when Barbara Herrnstein Smith, who is herself quite skeptical about evaluation, recently reminds us that not merely has the study of literary evaluation been neglected by literary theory, “the entire problematic of value and evaluation has been evaded and explicitly exiled by the literary academy.” The terms “ban” and “exile” reveal quite a lot about the regal authority exercised by the collective enterprise of theory, though this is not especially new. More interesting is Smith’s word “evaded,” which suggests an uncomfortable reaction to something theory would rather not know about.

The idea that evaluative discourse is something that literary theory has systematically evaded is supported by the strange “absence of the ethical” in literary theory pointed out by Martha Nussbaum in Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature. Nussbaum notes that amidst literary theory’s indebtedness to such areas of philosophy as ontology, semantics, and epistemology, and despite its multitudinous references to such figures as Nietzsche and Heidegger, the work of contemporary leading moral philosophers such as John Rawls, Bernard Williams, and Thomas Nagel is hardly noticed at all. This is especially hard to understand, she says, as it is a time of great ferment in moral philosophy: “One cannot find for generations—since the time of John Stuart Mill, if not earlier—an era in which there has been so much excellent, adventurous, and varied work on the central ethical and political questions of human life.” Nussbaum goes on to suggest that, in view of the importance of this work, literary theory’s apparent uninterest in it is itself significant:


But in the midst of all this busy concern with other types of philosophy, the absence of moral philosophy seems a significant sign. And in fact it signals a further striking absence: the absence, from literary theory, of the organizing questions of moral philosophy, and of moral philosophy’s sense of urgency about these questions. The sense that we are social beings puzzling out, in times of great moral difficulty, what might be, for us, the best way to live—this sense of practical importance, which animates contemporary ethical theory and has always animated much of great literature, is absent from the writings of many of our leading literary theorists.


The value that Nussbaum places on “practical” immediacy and relevance is itself an important feature of the new developments in ethics she mentions—of which her own new work is a further notable example. Beside this, the contrastingly disengaged nature of much literary theorizing, its very lack of practical “urgency,” its lack of any sense that moral practice much matters, seems to Nussbaum to be a significant sign. It is a sign, in fact, that the naturalist “suppression” of value reaches well beyond post-Enlightenment philosophy into contemporary poststructuralist theory. . . .

At a certain point contemporary arguments against the canon and those against ethical criticism meet and become one: both ethics and the traditional canon, it is claimed, depend on the misrepresentation of historically contingent and culturally relative values as timeless and universal ones. The various different forms of this argument are too familiar to require extensive examples. Its essence is that the canon is politically loaded in favor of dead, white, bourgeois, heterosexual males, and much the same is said against the ethical criticism that finds its assumptions supposedly affirmed by the same body of work.

In the past fifteen years, the poststructuralists, Marxists, feminists, and race-theorists who have made these criticisms have changed the consciousness of most of us, irreversibly, on a whole range of matters, including our views of which authors and works matter most and which ethical questions are most worthy of our attention. In other words, whatever account of canonicity or of ethical criticism we now might give will be affected by this recent work. Largely because of it essentialist justifications of value no longer seem to stand up to serious scrutiny.

At the same time, one of the limitations of a certain recent strand of politically oriented poststructuralism is its reductive view of ethics, its tendency to believe that, rather than reformulate ethics, we need to jettison it altogether. As we have seen, this is impossible, but the anti-ethical impulse has deep roots in modern experience and represents one of those major aspects of the modern identity we have inherited from the Enlightenment. The impulse is reflected, for example, in common speech in the range of negative associations that have gathered particularly around the word “morality.” Very often when this word is used, it tends to imply a code of merely repressive, coercive, power-seeking, life-denying, and conventional values—a view which is only too easy to substantiate in the contemporary world. If this is all morality can be, preferences for freedom from it, opposition to it, or political demystification of it are not hard to understand.

At a more theoretical level, this same wish to be clear of ethics altogether comes out in Fredric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious. For Jameson, ethics occupies the position that metaphysics holds in the Derridean demonology: it is not, he says, “metaphysics but ethics [which] is the informing ideology of the binary opposition; and we have forgotten the thrust of Nietzsche’s thought . . . if we cannot understand how it is ethics itself which is the ideological vehicle and the legitimation of concrete structures of power and domination.” This is the essential thrust of Jameson’s case against ethics: it legitimates by universalizing into a system of binary moral oppositions the characteristics of one group or class versus another, so that “evil” inevitably denotes imagined characteristics of those who are Other to the hegemonic group. Thus ethics is an ideological mask of the will-to-power of the dominant class (or race or gender):


Briefly, we can suggest that, as Nietzsche taught us, the judgmental habit of ethical thinking, of ranging everything in the antagonistic categories of good and evil (or their binary equivalents), is not merely an error but is objectively rooted in the inevitable and inescapable centeredness of every individual consciousness or individual subject: what is good is what belongs to me, what is bad is what belongs to the Other (or any dialectical variation on this nondialectical opposition: for example, Nietzsche showed that Christian charity—what is good is what is associated with the Other—is a simple structural variant of the first opposition).


This passage illustrates several points that are crucial to my later argument. The first is that moral thinking is categorical: it consists in “ranging everything” into preexisting “categories.” This is a widely pervasive way of conceiving of ethics. Julia Kristeva, for instance, begins her essay “The Ethics of Linguistics” by saying that ethics before Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud “used to be a coercive, customary manner of ensuring the cohesiveness of a particular group through the repetition of a code.” In this account, the traditional categories are systematized into a preexisting “code,” on the analogy, presumably, with the Code Napoleon. On this view, ethics is modeled on law, especially French law.

A second point is that these categories are organized in patterns of binary difference, even when they are inverted, as in the Nietzschean account of Christian charity. A third is that moral thinking is essentially “judgmental,” always—apart from the Christian inversion—on the pattern of I am good and the Other is bad. When this becomes a code, it is the means by which my class suppresses difference and heterogeneity—groups that do not fit my self-centered and self-interested conception of good are judged as evil. A fourth is that, because the point of ethics is to confirm hegemonic power, no transcendence of this rigid pattern is conceivable within it. Only political change can achieve that. Ethics so conceived is nothing else but a means of resisting change; it is essentially reactionary.

Jameson’s is unquestionably a formidable case, largely resting as it does on Nietzsche’s critique of Judeo-Christian morality, a critique which has become part of who we moderns are. But only part. As we see from the strong return to ethics in Anglo-American philosophy, the ethical is an ineradicable part of European identity. The program of expunging it is as doomed to failure as the search for a route back from Nietzschean reflectiveness.

Once it is granted that the sphere of ethics is inescapable, a quite new picture of poststructuralism begins to open up. According to Siebers, the ethos of Foucault, de Man, and Hillis Miller is ultimately Romantic. The aspiration to be purely formal, semiotic, and linguistic amounts to a wish to be innocent of the entanglements of everyday reality. At the same time, Siebers notes in Foucault, Derrida, and de Man an attempt to secure a specious innocence by identifying with victims and outcasts, which depends on a Rousseauistic belief that the marginal—as opposed to those of us who are duped by belonging—have privileged insight. Siebers finds something similar in the notorious linguistic difficulty of this criticism, which shrouds itself in an esoteric vocabulary to evade the difficulties of actual choices in the real world. The burden of Siebers’s argument (like Krieger’s) is that, by reading this criticism against the grain of its own assumptions, we reveal its suppressed ethical implications, in short its ethical unconscious.

In another recent book, Canons and Consequences: Reflections on the Ethical Force of Imaginative Ideals, Charles Altieri takes this project further by examining the ethical implications of pedagogies based on deconstruction and New Historicism. He points out not only the impoverished evaluative vocabularies that these offer, but suggests that a pedagogy centered on the demystification of the canon (such as that defended by Robert Scholes in Textual Power: Literary Theory and the Teaching of English) encourages an unearned sense of superiority in those who arraign the literature of the past for its ideological blindnesses. These, I believe, are extremely important points. Altieri then proceeds pragmatically to accept the inevitable circularity of canon-formation and, wasting no time chasing after mythical noncircular arguments, moves to the all-important issue of practical consequences. When any sense of the ethical arguments for the canon are lost, Altieri says, one important payoff is that we lose what he calls the “contrastive grammar” these works present to our own ethos and sense of human flourishing. The lack of such a grammar leaves the door open to an attenuated sense of what is humanly possible, and so to a narrow, narcissistic circle of values. Against the neo-Marxist claim that the canon tends to reflect the self-interest of a certain class, Altieri points out aptly that such a notion of interest is characteristically narrow, and that what is in our self-interest in the widest sense is precisely that ethos provided by the canonical works. There are things in Canons and Consequences to disagree with, such as Altieri’s idea that we need to revere texts as opposed to demystifying them. As I shall argue, we need constantly to be doing both. Despite this, his pragmatist reading of the consequences of literary theories centered on demystification throws up significant insights.

For my purposes, the crucial point is that the erosion of the canon, or its retention simply as grist for the mill of demystification, has serious ethical consequences. One is that we close off any sense of being in what Hans-Georg Gadamer calls a “conversation” with a text within our tradition, such that the (tradition-constituted) preconceptions with which we address it are answered by its assertion of “its own truth” against those preconceptions. Understanding of literary works is necessarily dialogic: they have the power to rend us as we perform our various moves in reading them. Losing any sense of that is tantamount to encouraging self-unseeingness (to bend a phrase of Thomas Hardy’s), or certain forms of what I am here calling “the ethical unconscious.” What needs to be added to Altieri’s argument is the notion that these works have got there before us by anticipating, so to speak, the consequences of being unconscious of precisely the ethical reflectiveness they themselves offer us. These consequences are, among other things, represented in the canonical works, as well as being contrastively present in their own ethos as works.

As an example, we could do worse than return to Mr. Casaubon of Middlemarch, whose great unwritten work, the “Key to All Mythologies,” makes all the myths of all the past civilizations grist for its demythologising mill. He is a study of the ethical implications of what I have earlier called “the will-to-master-narrative.” For George Eliot, one important question is, what sort of human flourishing (or lack of it) is implied in Casaubon’s aspiration for theoretical mastery of all the narratives of the past? What sort of character theorizes as he does? [As the narrator explains:]


But Mr. Casaubon’s theory of the elements which made the seed of all tradition was not likely to bruise itself unawares against discoveries: it floated among flexible conjectures no more solid than those etymologies which seemed strong because of likeness in sound, until it was shown that likeness in sound made them impossible: it was a method of interpretation which was not tested by the necessity of forming anything which had sharper collisions than an elaborate notion of Gog and Magog: it was as free from interruption as a plan for threading the stars together. (520)


Clearly George Eliot knew a thing or two about the possible excesses of theory. “[F]loated among flexible conjectures,” “not tested by the necessity of anything which had sharper collisions,” “free from interruption as a plan for threading the stars together”—these are not formulations that will be lost on anyone who has read widely in the literary theory of the last twenty years. The novel is also very much alert to not merely these inclinations of a certain sort of theorizing mind, but what such a mind signifies ethically. Specifically in this case, Edward Casaubon’s decidedly monological hermeneutics comes from an at once proud and fearful state of mind: his narcissism is of the infantile sort that is terrified of “collisions” with actuality because it might discover that he does not possess the Key to All Mythologies, that he is not the center of the universe. In short, Casaubon’s way of theorizing, his will-to-master-narrative, is part of what the novel analyses (not wholly satisfactorily) as his “egoism.” I am not suggesting that this sort of theorizing is only or always (or even often) a product of “egoism.” I am suggesting firstly that imaginative literature has meditated much and extraordinarily shrewdly on that activity of reading and thinking about it we call literary theory; and secondly that any tendency to play down the importance of its meditations will rob us of important insights about the often obscured ethical significance of theory (and a great deal else). Theory, in short, needs imaginative literature, at the very least as much as literature needs theory, and any tendency for one to bury the other should be viewed with great suspicion. As the case of Casaubon shows, theory sometimes has good reason not to want to know about its moral clay feet.

On the other hand, to be fair to literary theory, one has to say that the best of it has long been aware of the point I am making. Barbara Johnson, for example, in introducing a book ten years ago, said that theory “is here often the straight man whose precarious rectitude and hidden risibility, passion and pathos are precisely what literature has somehow already foreseen.” Theory as risible straight man whose “passion and pathos” are “hidden” until literature points them up—all that gets very close to the heart of the matter. The comic and the straight man need each other; they are a double act. But unfortunately other theorists have not been quite so sensible of this point as Barbara Johnson, which is why a defense of the continuing importance of the literary canon as theory’s necessary Other is continually being called for. Plainly, a great deal of theory does not want to be a double act; it seems to want the limelight all to itself.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	What does Parker mean by “naturalists,” “positivists,” or “evaluative skeptics”? Do you agree with his assertion that such a position is psychologically and morally impossible?

	As with Nussbaum, Parker points out that literary theory is interested in areas of philosophy such as ontology (what actually exists?) and epistemology (what is knowledge?) and not ethics (what is the good?). What further reasons does Parker give for this lack of attention and skepticism?

	What is the relationship between ethical evaluations of literature and the traditional idea of a literary canon? What arguments are presented here for a canon? Do you believe the concept and creation of a “literary canon” is needed within English studies today?

	Do you agree with the assertion that “Theory . . . needs imaginative literature, at the very least as much as literature needs theory”? What is the implied relationship from the “comic and the straight man” analogy? How might literature and theory serve as correctives to each other?






Chapter 9

The Moral and the Aesthetical: Literary Study and the Social Order

Stephen L. Tanner

In this section’s concluding essay, Tanner surveys the recent “debate over what literary study can or should do to promote the civic good,” with Thorpe noting that literary study seems to make students, artists, and critics alike less virtuous; Trilling citing bad art’s stimulation of “neurotic tendencies”; Lentricchia complaining that most literary criticism “is no longer literary”; and Fish arguing that today’s literary activity is largely “irrelevant.” The summary ends with the ongoing debate among Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth concerning the proper aim of literature. Tanner observes that the controversy ultimately rests on Posner’s insistence on separation and sharp distinctions and Nussbaum and Booth’s appeal for more inclusive conceptions of ethics and aesthetics. He concludes that although “[e]thics and aesthetics are not the same thing, . . . they are symbiotic,” and agrees with More that “in proportion as the practice or criticism of art becomes superficial, ethics and aesthetics tend to fall apart.” Ultimately, however, this debate may be moot given postmodernism’s rejection of traditional conceptions of the soul, truth, morality, literature, and the relation of life to literature, for such eliminates by fiat “the very ground of responsibility” Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth implicitly accept.
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Determining how literary study relates to the social order has occupied the best minds at least since Plato excluded poets from his ideal republic. The subject has been so thoroughly aired that it seems difficult, in Samuel Johnson’s phrase, to say anything new about it that is true, or true about it that is new. Plausible arguments contend that the study of literature is a civilizing influence that nurtures good citizenship by providing instruction and models in compassion, justice, and the moral law. But forceful arguments also contend that engagement with literature is primarily an aesthetic experience having no direct practical consequences for civil affairs. After centuries of consideration, the matter still defies resolution. But because it is perennially relevant, each age grapples with it in the context of its own views regarding the nature of literature and the ideals of society. My purpose in what follows is to survey some significant recent contributions to this endless debate over what literary study can or should do to promote the civic good and offer some observations concerning the debate and the direction it should take in the future.

The question of the moral and social effects of literary study is so knotty that even people who have made a career of teaching literature sometimes reverse their beliefs concerning the effects of the study of literature upon human conduct. For example, Peter Thorpe explains in Why Literature Is Bad for You why he, as a professor of literature, became disillusioned with his former belief in the edifying consequences of literary study. “For years,” he says, “I believed that if a person lived with great books he would be a better specimen of humanity—more mature, aware, happy, tolerant, kind, and honest. But I’m not a believer anymore.” His approach is to examine the behavior of people who devote large portions of their life to literary study—writers, students, critics, and particularly professors. His conclusions are these:


That literary art, instead of making us more mature, has a subtle way of guiding us into a new immaturity. That the great books, instead of endowing us with more awareness of the cosmos and the human condition, put the blinders on. That instead of showing us the way to happiness, literature moves us toward gloom. That it fogs our minds, instead of enabling us to think more clearly. And finally, that instead of improving our ability to communicate, it keeps us from getting through to each other.1


These are controversial assertions, of course, and his evidence, although extensive, is unlikely to be widely persuasive. But I must admit that having associated closely with literature professors for thirty years, I find that much of Thorpe’s characterization of them rings painfully true. Obviously, studying the best literature does not, in itself, produce the best people.

A more significant example is the case of Lionel Trilling, one of the most distinguished literary intellectuals of his age. He began his career with a published doctoral dissertation on Matthew Arnold in 1939, a book that has never been out of print. Arnold is a giant figure among those convinced of the edifying effects of literary study, and Trilling was strongly influenced by Arnold, who said, “It is important, therefore, to hold fast to this: that poetry is at bottom a criticism of life; that the greatness of a poet lies in his powerful and beautiful application of ideas to life—to the question: How to live?”2 This notion of literature as a criticism of life is apparent in the preface to Trilling’s famous collection of essays The Libenal Imagination (1950), in which he suggests that in the job of criticizing the liberal imagination, “literature has unique relevance, not merely because so much of modern literature has explicitly directed itself upon politics, but more importantly because literature is the human activity that takes the fullest and most precise account of variousness, possibility, complexity, and difficulty.”3 Yet, in teaching a renowned course in modern literature for many years at Columbia University, Trilling gradually became disturbed that modern literature provides so few examples of literature promoting moral good. With its emphasis on the self in an adversary relationship to society, modern literature seems to question civilization itself. This alarmed Trilling because, from his secular perspective, the social relationship is the only source of obligation and authority. Increasingly his Arnoldian faith in literature as a social stabilizer was subject to some very hard tests, and his work during the fifteen years preceding his death in 1975 can be read as a transcript of discomforts occasioned by an actively radical literature in a mind for which the idea of society was of ultimate concern. He faced the dilemma of reconciling two divergent convictions. First, that great literature benefits man individually and socially by stimulating and extending his moral imagination and enlarging his awareness of his necessary connection with his fellows. Second, that modern literature, though possessing genius, has divorced morality from imagination and denied the validity of the social connection, and consequently may be harmful.

As early as the fifties, he had remarked in an aside that “No one has yet paid attention to the anticatharsis, the generally antihygienic effect of bad serious art, the stimulation it gives to all one’s neurotic tendencies, the literal, physically-felt depression it induces.”4 His doubts about the edifying effects of art grew during his final years, and he found himself asking “whether that wonderful Victorian confidence in the educative, moralizing power of art has been justified or if it can be accepted simply and without qualification.”5 “What is the basis of our society’s belief that art is so important?” he asked. “What do we expect of it? Only good, it seems. I am quite open to the idea that art can produce bad effects as well as good ones, even that what might be called good art can produce bad effects. . . . I would like to hear why, apart from its usefulness as entertainment, art should be supported.”6

Frank Lentricchia provides a different kind of example. After earning a reputation as a historian and polemicist of literary theory who spoke passionately about literature as a political instrument, Lentricchia wrote “Last Will and Testament of an Ex-Literary Critic” for Lingua Franca (1996), in which he explains that when his book Criticism and Social Change appeared in 1983, he was convinced that “a literary critic, as a literary critic, could be an agent for social transformation.” He confesses that he has now mostly given up reading literary criticism because much of it is no longer literary, and he has reverted to the pleasures of reading that brought him to literary study in the first place, heeding “the repressed but unshakable conviction that the study of literature serves no socially valued purpose.”7 This was a startling turnabout for the man once labeled “the Dirty Harry of literary theory.”

Stanley Fish is another scholar-critic who, if not reversing himself in the same way as the three men just mentioned, has certainly modulated his opinions in striking ways. In fact, he has made a career of going against the grain of accepted literary opinion, adroitly dancing along the line between brilliance and self-serving notoriety—between being provocative and being dismissed. Occasional missteps—tike claiming that his criticism need not be true, only interesting—have toppled him into heated controversy. In Professional Correctness: Literary Studies and Political Change (1995) his targets are social constructionism, interdisciplinary studies, cultural studies, new historicism—in short, literary studies intended to produce social-political change. His thesis in a nutshell is that academic work is one thing and political work quite another. He acknowledges that in centuries past literature contributed “to civic harmony and public aspiration, guidance to princes and generals, education of children of the ruling class,” and the inculcation of religious sentiments. But in our time, he insists, literary activity is deprived of a role in government and commerce and instead is “increasingly pursued in the academy where proficiency is measured by academic standards and rewarded by the gatekeepers of an academic guild.” His name for this is professionalization, a form of organization requiring special training, its members bound together “because they perform the same ‘moves’ in the same ‘game.’”8

One of his main arguments is that general conditions in American society prevent it from paying attention to what goes on in literary and cultural studies: “Despite occasional appearances to the contrary, the conversation that takes place within the humanistic academy and the conversation that leads to legislative and administrative action remain segregated from one another.” He believes that the prominent exposure of certain literary theorists (probably himself included) in regard to such things as deconstruction and political correctness is not evidence that the public takes them seriously. It is evidence that it does not. He contends, in fact, that “the language of literary theory is not subversive, but irrelevant: it cannot be heard except as the alien murmurings of a galaxy far away,” and thus the relationship between literary study and the production of civic virtue “is thin to the vanishing point.” Under these circumstances no revisionary interpretation of a literary text, regardless of how politically oriented it might be, will make a practical political difference. He frequently reiterates the point that literary study is an autonomous discipline not linked with public action. Literary critics traffic in metrics, narrative structures, imagery, symbolism, and a long list of things. But the list does not include “arms control or city management or bridge-building or judicial expertise or a thousand other things, even though many of those things find their way into the texts critics study as ‘topics’or ‘theme.’”9

Fish points out that a discipline becomes such by performing certain practices, and “disciplinary actions issue from narrowly defined disciplinary intentions and only reasonably (one must leave room for accident and serendipity) aim for disciplinary effects.” This is what he means by his playfully provocative title: Professional Correctness. His point is that “the vocabularies of disciplines are not external to their objects, but constitutive of them. Discard them in favor of the vocabulary of another discipline, and you will lose the object only they call into being.” Thus, from this perspective, new historicism or cultural studies cannot effectively turn literary criticism to partisan agendas because literary criticism by nature—by discipline—will not allow it to be effective outside the academy. Therefore, “the return to literary criticism of political questions does not make literary criticism more political in any active sense.” Changing the mode or object or name of literary analysis, he insists, “will not change the material effectiveness of literary analysis and make it into an instrument of political action.”10 Furthermore, says Fish, new historicists and cultural materialists may claim to show literary study how to do what it does better, but if literary criticism hearkens to them it will not be doing what it does better, but will be doing something different—no better or worse, but different.

The most significant recent exchange concerning the relationship between literary study and ethical-social-political behavior involves Richard A. Posner, Martha C. Nussbaum, and Wayne C. Booth. The first venue for this debate was a meeting of the American Philosophical Association. The papers were subsequently published in expanded form in Philosophy and Literature during 1997 and 1998. Posner, who is chief judge, U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit, and senior lecturer at the University of Chicago Law School, presents the challenge in “Against Ethical Criticism,” an essay drawn from his book Law and Literature. Nussbaum, Professor of Law and Ethics at the University of Chicago and author of such books as Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature and Poetic Justice: The Literary Imagination and Public Life responds with “Exactly and Responsibly: A Defense of Ethical Criticism.” Joining her in defending ethical criticism with an essay titled “Why Banning Ethical Criticism Is a Serious Mistake” is Booth, a prominent scholar-critic, emeritus professor of English at the University of Chicago, whose book The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction is a highly regarded treatment of its subject. Posner provides a rejoinder in “Against Ethical Criticism: Part Two.” Of course no minds are changed in this debate and the perennial issues remain unresolved, but the essays provide stimulating exposition of the subject by three people who have thought and written extensively on the subject. Their essays are like iceberg tips, projections of weighty consideration.

Posner defends “the creed of aestheticism, or art for art’s sake—if understood to mean that the moral content and consequences of a work of literature are irrelevant to its value as literature.” As a motto for this position he cites Oscar Wilde’s remark that “there is no such thing as a moral or immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all.” Posner admits that “reading can have consequences, including moral and political ones,” but his insistence in both essays is on “the separation of the moral from the aesthetic.” He admits that in reading literature we learn about values, experiences, and sensibilities of many kinds and thus expand our emotional and intellectual horizons; but he does not consider this empathy-inducing role to be morally edifying: “empathy is amoral.” He also concedes that literature, in providing a vision of life more “concrete, meaningful, intelligible, coherent, conscious,” enables us to feel enlarged and exhilarated; but he claims that this has to do with “a sense of power and selfhood rather than with the moral sense,” and that the rich and varied emotional effects of literature “are psychological rather than moral.” “The world of literature is a moral anarchy.” Moreover, he counsels us to be skeptical of “any claim that readers can extract from works of imaginative literature practical lessons for living.” Against the opponents of the aesthetic tradition, particularly those in the “law and literature” movement, he defends three theses: “First, immersion in literature does not make us better citizens or better people. Second, we should not be put off by morally offensive views encountered in literature even when the author appears to share them. Third, authors’ moral qualities or opinions should not affect our valuations of their works.”11

Nussbaum is careful in her essay to make no claims about the moral properties of literature in general. Her argument is that some specific novels encourage a certain “wondering and fancying” that “nourishes the ascription of humanity, and the prospect of friendship.” She chooses “to focus rather narrowly on certain questions about how to live, and to leave other equally interesting questions to one side.” Her focus of interest is on the way certain novels can arouse our sympathetic attention to people or groups who are ignored or mistreated because of race, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation. Searching through narrative fiction, she enlists for her purposes works which she believes promote the kind of liberal, pluralistic tolerance she values. Being committed to this perspective, she not surprisingly argues “that Posner’s assault on ethical criticism is, at bottom, an assault on political egalitarianism, and that his defense of aesthetic detachment is best understood as an anti-egalitarian political stance.” Her understanding of the aesthetic differs radically from Posner’s. Her claim is that in general, and as far as novels are concerned, “we find aesthetically pleasing only works that treat human beings as humans and not just animals or objects, that contain what I have called respect before the soul. But this quality is also moral, so we might say that in the novel aesthetic interest and moral interest are not altogether unrelated.”12 In short, she contends that selected novels can be used to complement moral or political philosophy in furthering egalitarianism.

Booth addresses Posner’s challenge primarily by trying to clarify the definitions of “moral,” “ethical,” and “aesthetic.” Booth defines these terms broadly, and from his point of view there are two Posners: one who (using narrow definitions) rules out all ethical questions from aesthetic judgment, and another who practices what is really (according to Booth’s definition) ethical criticism. Booth’s strategy for clarifying the debate and enlarging the area of common ground is to expand “moral” to include all “ethical” virtues—“the virtues, the powers, the habits of mind and heart”—white at the same time expanding “aesthetic” in the direction of those same virtues: “If aesthetic quality is merely a matter of surface beauty or loveliness or attractiveness, and if by ethical we mean easily formulated moral matters like ‘thou shalt not kill or commit adultery,’ then obviously aesthetic quality can be separated from ethics. . . .” His purpose, of course, is to negate both of those “if’s.” He attempts to do so by making clever and amusing alterations in familiar poems by Wordsworth, Yeats, and Keats and in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. The alterations do not change the formal qualities of the works, yet they seriously mar their total artistic effect. As Booth says of his changes in lines from Wordsworth’s “Ode on the Intimations of Immortality,” “By destroying the quality of mind and heart of the original speaker, with his delicate spiritual probing, I’ve ruined the aesthetic quality, in my definition.”13

Booth brings two concepts of his own into the discussion. The first is his notion of “implied” author and reader, which he first introduced many years ago in The Rhetoric of Fiction. The implied author is neither the actual author nor the speaker in the story, although he may share qualities with both of these (just as Mark Twain is neither exactly Samuel Clemens nor Huckleberry Finn), but instead is the choosing consciousness that constitutes the full ethos of any particular work. “The implied author is, in short,” says Booth, “a character who though more complex than the portrayed characters is far less complex than any real person, including the flesh-and-blood person who created that implied author, and less complex than ourselves as flesh-and-blood readers.” In engaging with implied authors, we become implied readers, which is to say that we project part of ourselves into the context and ethos of the narrative. “Thus in our moments of actual reading we are led to become quite different from who we are when we put down the book and go to the toilet or to do some grocery shopping or to quarrel with our beloved.” This process, according to Booth, has a significant bearing on the way reading fiction affects us: “Once we expand the notion of the ethical to include all the characteristics of the implied creator, and all of our relationships to him or her, we find that all of our aesthetic judgments—of the beauty of the work, of the sheer joy that living with it produces—are inescapably tied to ethics.”14

Booth’s second concept is one he introduced in The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction. He calls it “coduction.” He means by this concept that no one is qualified alone to determine the meaning or value of any great story. Reflecting upon a story should involve exchanging ideas with others: “Our full ethical judgment is finally not based on any form of philosophical inductive or deductive proof but on what I’ve elsewhere dubbed coduction: I make my inferences of quality, then modify them as I debate them with others, [with] neither side ever offering decisive logical proof.”15 This concept also has important implications for the way reading literature might influence us, for it suggests that our immediate reading of a story not only can but should be modified in consultation with others.

This completes my brief survey of recent ideas on literary study and the social order. The sampling is small but representative enough to justify a few modest observations. The first is the obvious one that the debate hinges on distinctions and definitions. Nussbaum and Booth, for example, accuse Posner of defining ethics and aesthetics too narrowly, and Posner in return complains that they define the terms too broadly. Fish, for his part, subsumes aesthetics under professionalism, and ethical questions are conspicuously absent from his book. It is obvious, however, that his notion of “professional correctness” excludes ethical evaluation as a significant part of literary analysis.

Perhaps it is helpful in defining the key terms and determining the relation between aesthetic appreciation and ethical evaluation to remember that the great justification of literary study at any time is that it can help clarify and emphasize the function of the humanities themselves. By their very nature, the humanities do not offer analysis without synthesis, description without evaluation, abstractions without feeling, or means without human ends. This, indeed, is the principal distinction between them and the physical and social sciences. As an activity that subserves the humanities, literary study fulfills its purpose best when it is fully aware of the aims and character of what it subserves. Literary study as criticism of the humanities, that is, must itself be humanistic; and to be humanistic is to be aware of basic human values and evaluate literature (its aesthetic and moral properties combined) in light of the ends these values promote. Such evaluation inevitably benefits the social order, though perhaps seldom or never in immediate, programmatic, or quantifiable ways.

Fish’s professionalization of literary study highlights its distinctive nature as a discipline and pragmatically circumscribes its impact on political change, but at the same time ignores literary experience among nonprofessional readers and underestimates the subtle and gradual influence of literature upon society. The project of negotiating definitions of ethics and aesthetics in relation to literary study is not well served by subsuming the terms under professionalism. And Posner’s restrictive definitions and sharp distinctions seem inadequate applied to literary art, which deals so comprehensively with human experience and blends so inextricably beauty, truth, and problems of good and evil. Nussbaum’s definitions are broader, but I am troubled by her inclination to identify ethics so exclusively with the new compassion of multiculturalism and then attribute an aesthetic character to that compassion. Morality involves standards, judgments, and spirit-wrenching discriminations as well as sympathy. And, as with all passions, the passion for compassion should be bridled to some degree. As Hannah Arendt warns, “Pity, taken as the spring of virtue, has proved to possess a greater capacity for cruelty than cruelty itself.”16

Booth’s hearkening back to the classical sense of ethics as the virtues, powers, and habits of mind and heart and his recognition that these are ineluctably implicated in the aesthetic experience seems to me the best avenue for exploring the relationship of literary study to the social order. And in defining terms in this relationship, we should heed Aristotle’s admonition at the beginning of his treatise on ethics that “it is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each class of things just so far as the nature of the subject admits.”17 The nature of literature’s impact on society allows only limited precision. Ethics and aesthetics are not the same thing, but taken in their proper breadth, they are symbiotic. “The fact is,” Paul Elmer More wisely observed, “that ethics and aesthetics are inseparable in art. Or, more precisely, just in proportion as the practice or criticism of art becomes superficial, ethics and aesthetics tend to fall apart, whereas just in proportion as such practice or criticism strikes deeper, ethics and aesthetics are more and more implicated one in the other until they lose their distinction in a common root.”18 This relationship underlies certain paradoxes in the best ethical criticism. For example, the application of literary standards, . . . in order to be effectively literary, must be more than literary. Or, as Peter Shaw observes, “Paradoxically, the only satisfactory procedure for deriving a moral vision from literature lies in starting with fidelity to pleasure, even though pleasure is not in itself moral.”19

Another observation related to the meaning of key words in the debate is that “ethical” has recently replaced “moral” as the preferred adjective modifying literary criticism interested in conduct as well as beauty. Since the terms are largely synonymous, the shift may seem insignificant, but it is not. “Moral” connotes making judgments between right and wrong, good and evil—an uncongenial practice in a relativistic age which celebrates diversity as an end in itself. On the other hand, “ethical” connotes conforming to the standards of conduct of a given profession, group, or subculture. Unlike “moral,” which suggests a universal and unchanging foundation in human nature, “ethical” suggests a constructed code appropriate for certain groups or situations. The shift in terms mirrors the recent shift in literary-intellectual opinion from logocentrism to historicism or social constructionism. Until the last few decades, phrases like moral criticism, moral imagination, and moral nature were common in literary study. Lionel Trilling, for example, used such phrases twenty times in his famous 1948 essay “Huckleberry Finn,” an average of nearly twice per page. Wayne Booth himself used the word “moral” frequently in his 1961 The Rhetoric of Fiction, titling his concluding chapter “The Morality of Impersonal Narration.” More recently, however, he has strategically shifted to “ethical” as more palatable to his audience. The subtitle of The Company We Keep is “An Ethics of Fiction” and certainly not “The Morality of Fiction.” Is the substitution of “ethical” for “moral” in critical discourse significant? It may be that literary study devoted to ethical rather than moral concerns (as I have distinguished the two) has both a cause and effect relationship to the social order: a retreat from judgments of good and evil in society impacts literary discourse and vice versa.

One point of agreement in the debates I summarized is that reading good literature does not in itself make good people. Yet many good people believe they have been improved by reading literature. The implication of this is that something more than what and how much one reads is involved. And that something is perhaps related to the distinction between moral and ethical I just suggested. Literature can be good for you, and can be bad for you. And the difference is not simply a matter of which literature. The same book could be good or bad for different persons, or even for the same person at different stages of mental, emotional, spiritual development. This is because so much depends on the persons and how they read—that is, on the general values, assumptions, attitudes, aspirations, and intuitions that orient their reading. That orientation, I am inclined to believe, is ultimately determined by the strength or weakness of a primordial moral sense (not a socially constructed ethical sense), an intuition that there is purpose behind the phenomena of the world corresponding to the immediate sense of purpose in the individual conscience. It is an intuition of how things really are that is prior to all subsequent thought and rational analysis. This innate sense is the source of our conviction that we are responsible free agents, and our entire moral vocabulary rests upon it. We cannot explain it away because it abides beyond the reach of causal concepts. It is an ineradicable inner certainty that a shining point exists where all lines converge. Saul Bellow describes it as a “channel to the soul” and says that “it is our business to keep it open, to have access to the deepest part of ourselves—to that part of us which is conscious of a higher consciousness, by means of which we make final judgments and put everything together. The independence of this consciousness, which has the strength to be immune to the noise of history and the distractions of our immediate surroundings, is what the life struggle is all about.”20 People are influenced by literature according to how hidden or discovered, how clogged or open, this channel is. The aim of the best literature has always been to reconcile us to life by showing (or at least intimating) that it is not limited to the actual data of existence. Considerations of literary study and the social order must take this channel—this primordial “sense of reality,” as Isaiah Berlin calls it21—into account. Literature is as varied as the persons who produce it. Some of it reveals and some of it conceals the channel to the soul.

My final observation is that talk of a channel to the soul and the exchange of arguments for and against ethical criticism may be beside the point for much current academic literary study. Theory appears to reign in the academy, and the raison d’être of much theory is a denial of essentialist conceptions of self and foundationalist notions of truth and values. The notion of soul used in the preceding paragraph exists only to be negated in both the poststructuralist critique of logocentricism and the cultural studies critique of essentialism. The deconstruction of the “I” or “disappearance of the subject” in postmodernism makes the ethics-aesthetics argument ultimately moot by eliminating the very ground of responsibility.

Similarly, the arguments of Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth remain too much within traditional parameters to engage the postmodern theorist. Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth, for example, speak of literary “works” instead of “texts,” signaling their disregard of the fundamental postmodern premise of “textuality.” Booth alone mentions postmodern theory and does so only in an incidental dismissal of “some dogmatic postmodernists” who have declared the author dead.22 The literary works cited and discussed in the debate are all from the traditional canon, and the principal assumptions, technical terms, and vogue words of postmodernism are absent. While Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth argue the merits of literary study as an ethical influence on social harmony, postmodern theorists conceive literary study as a “problematizing” of the settled surface of received truths—a sanctioned space for the expression of social dissidence. And while Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth examine the impact of literary study on experience, current theory seems, in its self-referential rationalism, to disavow the relevance of experience. This is why critics of postmodernism allege that it puts “reality” in quotation marks in order to finesse its lack of justification in any empirical observation of the real world. James Seaton claims, in this vein, that radical postmodernists (and he singles out Fish) “not only disallow attempts to move from literature to life; they argue that the literary work itself has no stable, independent existence and thus cannot be used as a basis for any judgments at all. One cannot settle arguments about life or law by reference to a literary text, since there is no boundary between the text itself and competing interpretations.”23 So long as literary academics disregard the relation of literature to life and remain isolated from the general culture (as even presumed social activists like academic feminists and cultural studies theorists largely do), they lack the kind of confrontation with reality essential to debates about how society ought to function.

Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth assume for their arguments readers of literature who are “attentive,” “sensitive,” and “fully engaged.” But a significant consequence of literary instruction according to the methods and assumptions of postmodern theory is students unskilled in such reading. They are taught to “do theory” rather than to read literature. Contemporary approaches to literary study tend to appropriate literary works for nonliterary ends. Students are instructed to begin with a theoretical conception, which naturally orients and determines their responses and perceptions while reading. This is why Frank Lentricchia, in renouncing literary theory to read literature with his undergraduates and to write novels, complains that most literary criticism is not literary at all. Booth speaks of inductive, deductive, and coductive approaches. The approach of “doing theory” is most often reductive. And if close, thoughtful, emotionally engaged, unpredisposed reading is not thought about and taught in the schools, it is bound to atrophy in educated citizens. Literary study must, after all, be the study of literature—literature as its own best teacher—in order for the impact of literature in its uniqueness to be properly assessed.

Literary study used to be a repertoire of often compatible approaches (formalistic, biographical, psychological, philological, archetypal, moral, etc.). These approaches shared the fundamental assumption that authors are human beings capable, within broad linguistic possibilities, of describing and interpreting in meaningful ways to others the intellectual, emotional, and spiritual range of human experience. Movements in literary theory now come congealed with exclusionary ideological and anti metaphysical worldviews that call into question human nature, agency, and communication. Before we continue the interminable but ever-necessary debate regarding the relation of literary study—as literary study—to the social order, we need to confront more deliberately the full implications of postmodern literary-intellectual opinion for the social and moral order.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Summarize the quite negative claims concerning literature’s relationship to the “civic good” made by Thorpe, Trilling, Lentricchia, and Fish. Where do you agree or disagree?

	If Posner, Nussbaum, and Booth’s disagreements are indeed ultimately about “distinctions and definitions,” is there any way to resolve the ethical/aesthetical debate? What common ground, if any, do they share?

	What does Shaw mean when he states that “the only satisfactory procedure for deriving a moral vision from literature lies in starting with fidelity to pleasure, even though pleasure is not in itself moral”?

	Explain Tanner’s (and Bellow’s) concept of a “channel to the soul” and how it may answer the argument that “reading good literature does not in itself make good people.” What does Tanner mean when he says this “orientation” or “intuition . . . is prior to all subsequent thought and rational analysis”?

	Tanner’s indictment of postmodernism is unsparing, claiming its method as “reductive” and its product as students “unskilled” in sensitive, un-predetermined readings of literature. What is your own experience with postmodern theory? Do you agree with the excesses cited here?





Part II

PHILOSOPHY, RELIGION, AND LITERATURE

Yet it remains curiously true that the literary artist, to achieve full effectiveness, must assume a religious state of mind—a state that looks beyond worldly standards of success and failure. A mood of exaltation should possess the language, a vatic tension and rapture. . . . The work of literary art springs from the world and adheres to it but is distinctly different in substance. We enter it, as readers, expecting an intensity and shapeliness absent in our lives. . . . Aesthetic pleasure, like religious ecstasy, is a matter of inwardness, elevation, and escape.

—John Updike, “Religion and Literature”

 


[I]f the enterprise of moral philosophy is understood as . . . a pursuit of truth in all its forms, requiring a deep and sympathetic investigation of all major ethical alternatives and the comparison of each with our active sense of life, then moral philosophy requires . . . literary texts, and the experience of loving and attentive novel-reading, for its own completion.

—Martha Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge

 


At some point, every spiritual man and woman must come to grips with the inevitable clash that occurs occasionally between one’s humanities and one’s spiritualities.

—Richard Cracroft

 


The best literature is always explorative. It’s searching for answers and never finding them. It’s almost like Platonic dialogue.

—Tim O’Brien

 


There is something in us as story-tellers, and as listeners to stories, that demands the redemptive act, that demands that what falls at least be offered the chance of restoration. The reader of today looks for this motion, and rightly so, but he has forgotten the cost of it. His sense of evil is deluded or lacking altogether, and so he has forgotten the price of restoration. He has forgotten the cost of truth, even in fiction.

—Flanncry O’Connor, Mystery and Manners





Chapter 10

Reading for Life

Anthony Cunningham

In this excerpt from The Heart of What Matters, Cunningham describes his vision of moral philosophy, at its best, as “a marriage of literature and traditional philosophical reflection.” The benefits of such an approach for ethics are many: literature provides thick descriptions of life and characters that can be accessed in no other way; literature filters and focuses life so that we can see what is morally significant; and literature takes seriously Aristotle’s insistence on “right feeling” by employing style to bring us into the emotional lives and conflicts of characters. In turn, philosophical reflection can add to literature by bringing “care, diligence, and orderlirtess” of thought to the novel’s exploration of the age-old guestion, “How should one live?”
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Good moral philosophy should be about life—life as we best know it and as we might know it at our best. Satisfying these demands is no easy feat. Moral philosophers must flesh out ways of life and forms of character that ring true to actual human experience. Any ethical theory that ignores or deforms what we are really like in favor of a fanciful philosophical image can harm us if we pay any close attention. On the other hand, neither should moral philosophers simply genuflect to tradition and the status quo. Sometimes the correct response to longstanding ways of life and forms of character is that we can do better if we have the will and the imagination. Part of the tricky business of moral philosophy, and indeed life itself, is knowing when to acknowledge, accept, and even honor what we are and when to forge a new vision of how we might be better and what we might be at our very best. . . . [L]iterature can play a role in such a moral philosophy. By providing detailed depictions of the complex interior life of fictional characters embroiled in the messy business of living, fine literature directs our attention to the subtleties and nuances of what should rightly command our attention. By reading the right kinds of novels in the right way, we can literally read for life, thereby honing our capacity to see clearly and choose wisely when it comes to real life. . . .

[S]ome readers . . . [may] conclude that much of . . . [this] discussion scarcely counts as philosophy. Some philosophers may insist that my discussions would be more at home in English and not a philosophy department. The work of the philosophers such as Martha Nussbaum, Bernard Williams, Cora Diamond, and Iris Murdock should make it easier for me to avoid philosophical banishment. My work is firmly rooted philosophy, or at least a conception of philosophy that has long and storied roots. Though Aristotle did not write or use literature as I use it, my enterprise is Aristotelian in spirit. My aim is to treat some fine literary characters as character portraits that can provide us with the right stuff for concrete, particular deliberation in all its ethical complexity. . . . [For example, the] fictional lives of Stevens [The Remains of the Day], Sethe [Beloved], and Janie Crawford [Their Eyes Were Watching God] provide us with thick descriptions of ways of life and forms of character, descriptions thick enough to do justice to creatures like us. Literature can provide not only essential details but also the right kinds presented in the right way. An exhaustive case study might provide lots of clinical details. However, moral philosophy has to do with more than detached facts that can be conceived and appreciated independent of how we articulate them. Ethics is a matter of judgment in a broad sense, one that necessarily involves our attitudes, patterns of reaction, and emotions. Ultimately, knowing how to live and what sort of person to be is integrally connected with feeling. Good character involves seeing the world in particular ways. Novels can help us see by helping us to feel the right things at the right times, to the right degree, toward the right objects, and the depiction can make all the difference. How we put things affects not only the expression but also the very comprehension of what matters. By drawing our attention to morally salient features of life and character, novels can sharpen our ability to perceive moral subtleties and nuances. Again, novels can literally help us to read for life. By taking literature seriously as a philosophical resource, we do not supplant philosophy. Rather, a marriage of literature and traditional philosophical reflection opens the door to a richer conception of moral philosophy that can speak to the heart of what matters in a human life and character. . . .

Here is where literature in particular can shine. . . . [For instance, novels] provide a rich picture of the interior life of the mind, something akin to access to the innermost reaches of someone’s character, even if the character is a fictional one. In this arena, emotions are critical to the portrait and the appreciation. Ultimately, character is more than just a matter of what you choose and what you do. Thoughts, desires, inclinations, attitudes, and emotions are important to the assessment of character, and a rich picture with all these elements is precisely what more traditional philosophical case studies generally leave out. Pick up any good, thorough, applied ethics textbook and you are sure to find case studies complete with many details. But seldom will the details reach into the hearts and minds of the people involved. Such case studies are inevitably conceived and written in such a fashion that one can easily substitute one person for another, provided that the substitute has the same illness or beef. But in real life, people with the same afflictions and concerns may be quite different and may see and respond to their circumstances differently. To do justice to particular people and their circumstances, we must paint the kinds of subtle, detailed pictures that can bring them to life in all their complexity, the kinds of pictures good literature can paint.

Notice that literature can play a special role in painting such a picture by functioning as a kind of ethical filter and powerful diagnostic tool. Literature can filter moral experience by heightening our attention to what should be morally salient and by directing us away from less crucial elements that can distract us from more important things. And literature can help us diagnose by taking us places that are difficult and even impossible for us to visit, much less understand, in actual experience. Literature’s picture of human character can often be clearer than we can reasonably expect from lived experience, and in some cases the vicarious experience may be the only kind available to us. I don’t mean to imply that literature should be seen as a replacement for lived experience or that literature offers some inherently superior experience. But literature can provide us with intimate, detailed depictions of life and character that are difficult to come by in everyday experience. Of course, literature’s bird’s-eye view of human character also boasts a somewhat artificial authority and perspicuity. Nevertheless, in this respect literature does nothing different from what we try to do in lived experience when we confront the world and what matters in a sensitive, responsive manner. The right kind of novel—one with detailed character portraits of particular people embroiled in complex, meaningful situations—can help us refine our moral vision by giving us a studied opportunity to practice seeing and appreciating diverse ethical loves. Armed with the right works of literature, we can literally read for life.

Literature’s moral powers should not be confined to the content of a piece of literature without regard to style. Some may be tempted to separate style and content, contending that the former is at best a flourish on the latter. A particular style might communicate a lesson or insight more effectively because it might command our attention more completely or persuasively, but in this case the necessity or advantage of the messenger has to do with the recipient rather than with the message itself. According to this view, any ethical insight to be had in a piece of literature might just as well be appreciated in a less literary form but for our contingent inclination and preferences toward this form. Perhaps most human beings love and respond attentively to absorbing stories, but this is at best a contingent fact about us and not a condition on ethical insight itself. Style and content are distinct. The latter tells us something about the world and ourselves, and the former is simply decoration, no matter how essential this decoration may be for commanding the attention of creatures like us.

This line of argument may also contend that literary style and philosophical content work on different levels and in different ways. Traditional philosophical discourse prides itself on appealing directly to reason to convince a reader. For the most part, emotional appeals are seen as manipulative attempts to persuade by nonrational means, not as attempts to convince readers with good reasons and sound argument and analysis. If a novel tried to work in the same fashion, it would be atrocious. We do not expect or want a novel to argue or analyze in the same way as traditional philosophical discourse. Part of the joy in reading a novel is encountering a depiction of lives and character that invites a different kind of observation and thought. Any view that insists on a firm distinction between style and content can acknowledge all this and stress that the value of style lies precisely in the fact that it invites a different kind of scrutiny. Philosophy, after all, demands great concentration and attention to often tedious details of argument and analysis. Stories, on the other hand, draw us into lives in a far less tedious way, and perhaps this accounts for the great appeal of stories.

The problem with this depiction is that it ignores the crucial role that style itself plays in appreciating lives and character. When literature succeeds at conveying ethical insights, it does so not simply by telling us something that can be understood in some cognitive sense distinct from our emotional resources. Rather, literature works by helping us to see, which is just as much a matter of feeling our way to clearer apprehension. An insightful novel will not simply depict emotions as important elements of the characters in the story; because of the way it is told, the story itself will elicit emotions in the reader, and such emotions are a constitutive part of ethical judgment. As Aristotle insisted, right feeling is absolutely essential for right judgment and, ultimately, for good character and right living. By helping us to feel along with and for the characters engaged in the often complicated, perplexing, vexing business of living, a novel’s style effectively blurs the conceptual line between style and content. A detailed synopsis of Toni Morrison’s masterful Beloved could tell us all the essentials about Sethe in a paraphrased form: her life at Sweet Home and her arduous flight from slavery; her twenty-eight days of glorious freedom in free Ohio; her silent resolve never to allow her children, her “best thing,” to suffer the defilement of slavery as she had suffered; her attempt to “outhurt the hurter” by putting her babies on the “other side,” where they would be safe from Schoolteacher and his kind; her desperate attempt to deny the horror of her deed and her staunch refusal to explain or seek forgiveness; the loneliness of her life with Denver in a community that has nothing to do with her; the reawakening of old memories and feelings when Paul D appears; the miraculous reappearance of her daughter, Beloved; her futile attempts to explain and put things right with her reincarnated daughter; her resignation to take to Baby Suggs’s bed and give up on life; Paul D’s beautiful gesture of holding out a loving, forgiving hand to Sethe in the hopes of restoring her will to live. Perhaps such a paraphrased account, something like a detailed case study by usual philosophical standards, could be enormously helpful as a subject for ethical analysis. But as we shall see, and as anyone who has read a deeply moving novel realizes, no such paraphrase could ever provide a genuine substitute for the power of Toni Morrison’s text. Style and content are bound up in such a way as to render it futile to try to appreciate Beloved without careful attention to the novel’s own voice.

Of course,. . . [I also] believe that philosophical analysis has much to contribute when brought to literature. . . . My work suggests that the right kind of novel can contribute something important and irreducible to moral philosophy and, ultimately, to life. Nonetheless, I am not suggesting that we simply replace philosophy with literature. Instead, I am appealing for a kind of marriage of literature and philosophy. Given the importance of style to a novel’s effect, any such marriage must take great care to let the novel speak enough to exercise its own special powers. Thus,. . . [I would be] careful not to paraphrase the novels in ways that would render them little better than skeletal illustrations. The extensive quotations used in the critical recounting of the stories and their characters are essential to providing a venue that takes the voice of these novels seriously. Yet, my retelling of these stories should not be seen as simple narration of literary details. Just as a good novel can filter human experience and draw our attention to morally salient features of life and character, my own presentation of these novels likewise functions as a filter. Readers might read these novels without noticing what they need to notice to appreciate the ethical insights in these works. After all, the business of living is complicated even when it comes to novels. My critical retelling focuses attention on the most important details. Thus, philosophical reflection begins with retelling.

In one respect, whether or not literature has anything to gain from a marriage with philosophy is an awkward question. It seems as strange to insist that Morrison’s, Ishiguro’s, and Hurston’s novels absolutely need philosophical analysis as it would to say that everyone absolutely needs philosophical analysis to live. Most of us have little trouble imagining a good life bereft of professional philosophical analysis. Nevertheless, there is nothing so odd about the idea of bringing philosophical reflection to the reading of a novel. This is simply a case of bringing care, diligence, and orderliness to thinking about what a particular novel’s answer would be to Socrates’ “How should one live?” Just as some of us can see more and better concerning everyday matters within our own life, not every reading need be as insightful as another in appreciating ethical subtleties and nuances of lives and character. . . . Where my own reading is concerned, devoted philosophical reflection . . . has helped me to appreciate important things that address Socrates’ question. I see no reason why philosophical analysis might not also have something insightful to contribute to others in their own attempt to address Socrates’ question with the help of literature. . . .

Finally, let me reiterate some brief comments in anticipation of the question, “Why not concentrate on life instead of literature?” In some ways, the novel can be both more and less than actual experience. A novel can sometimes provide more by way of vicarious experience than actual experience because we do not ordinarily greet life with finely crafted articulations and understandings of things as they happen, and there is no telling whether we can necessarily construct the same after the fact. Real life can be traumatic, disorienting, distracting, and confused, and sometimes it is all we can do to live through it and construct any coherent account of what happened, much less one that gets to the heart of what matters. Again, the right kind of novel can function as a moral filter, centering our attention on what is morally salient with words that can do greater justice to experience than the words we can sometimes muster after an actual experience. On the other hand, a novel can be far less than actual experience because even for all one’s attempts to capture life in poignant prose, sometimes words fail us. In such cases, the attempt can still have great value; we must simply be on our guard about expecting too much from stories. Ultimately, the struggle to give voice to what matters is an arduous affair, and the very struggle is at the heart of what matters.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	What does Cunningham mean in saying that literature provides “thick descriptions” of life and characters? That it can serve as “a kind of ethical filter and powerful diagnostic tool”? Can you think of some examples of this from your favorite novel, story, or poem?

	Are the emotions central to ethics? (Posner would say no.) If so, in what way?

	If ethics is indeed “a matter of judgment” involving “our attitudes, patterns of reaction, and emotions,” what special role might literature play in improving one’s ethics?

	Do you agree with Cunningham’s assertion that literature blends style and content in such a way that they are inseparable? Does this mean then that aesthetic and ethical criticism of literature are also inseparable? Explain.

	How might literary studies benefit from the questions, approaches, and ways of thinking of moral philosophy? Does Morrison’s Beloved “need” the ethical perspective?






Chapter 11

The “Ancient Quarrel”: Literature and Moral Philosophy

Martha C. Nussbaum

In this very personal account of her own education, Nussbaum describes her difficulty in combining a natural inclination for the questions of philosophy with her love for literature, particularly novels. For her the “most natural and . . . fruitful way to pursue” questions of the good life was “to turn to works of literature.” Yet in this effort she was opposed by the disciplines of philosophy—which largely ignored literature as a source of inquiry—and of literary studies—which at the time emphasized formalism and aesthetics. Nussbaum notes that this ethical/aesthetic split would have puzzled the ancient Greeks, who saw both poets and philosophers as pursuing “a single and general question: namely, how human beings should live.” In particular she is critical of the “hygienically pallid” style of contemporary philosophers, and citing Greek tragedy, she argues that “one’s beliefs about . . . ethical truth shape one’s view of literary forms.” For Nussbaum form itself is a content—and those who dismiss the “ancient quarrel” between the poets and philosophers on such matters do not engage life’s essential questions with the complexity and attention they deserve.
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My father had left a small collection of books in a little room upstairs, to which I had access (for it adjoined my own), and which nobody else in our house ever troubled. From that blessed little room, Roderick Random, Peregrine Pickle, Humphrey Clinker, Tom Jones, the Vicar of Wakefield, Don Quixote, Gil Blas, and Robinson Crusoe, came out, a glorious host, to keep me company. They kept alive my fancy, and my hope of something beyond that place and time—they, and the Arabian Nights and the Tales of the Genii-and did me no harm. . . . This was my only and my constant comfort. When I think of it, the picture always rises in my mind, of a summer evening, the boys at play in the churchyard, and I sitting on my bed, reading as if for life. . . The reader now understands, as well as I do, what I was when I came to that point of my youthful history to which I am now coming again.

—Charies Dickens, David Coppeyeld

 


To show more clearly the nature of this philosophical/literary project, it will be useful (since it is in some ways so anomalous) to describe its beginnings and motivations, the soil from which it has grown. It grew, then, immediately and recently from my sense of the force and inevitability of certain questions, and from my bewilderment at finding these questions, on the whole, not addressed in the academic contexts I encountered, a bewilderment that only increased my obsession with the questions. More remotely, however, it began, I can only suppose, from the fact that, like David Copperfield, I was a child whose best friends were, on the whole, nove)s—a serious and, for a long time, a solitary child.1 I can recall sitting for hours in the brown and silent attic, or in the tall grass of any field that was left unaltered by the chilly clear opulence that Bryn Mawr in general offered—reading with love, and thinking about many questions. Taking enormous delight at being in an open field, bewildered, reading, with the wind blowing round my shoulders.

In my school there was nothing that Anglo-American conventions would call “philosophy.” And yet the questions of this book (which I shall call, broadly, ethical) were raised and investigated. In the pursuit of truth there was a certain sort of reflection about literature. And the form the ethical questions took, as the roots of some of them grew into me, was usually that of reflecting and feeling about a particular literary character, a particular novel, or, sometimes, an episode from history, but seen as the material for a dramatic plot of my own imagining. All this was, of course, seen in relation to life itself, which was itself seen, increasingly, in ways influenced by the stories and the sense of life they expressed. Aristotle, Plato, Spinoza, Kant—these were still unknown to me. Dickens, Jane Austen, Aristophanes, Ben Jonson, Euripides, Shakespeare, Dostoyevsky—there were my friends, my spheres of reflection.

In several projects of early adolescence I find (rereading them with a sense more of continuity than of rupture) some germs of later preoccupations. I find a paper about Aristophanes, discussing the ways in which ancient comedy presents social and ethical issues and inspires recognition in the audience. I find a paper on Ben Jonson, and the depiction of character and motive in the “comedy of humors.” I find, somewhat later, a long play about the life of Robespierre, focusing on the conflict between his love of general political ideals and his attachments to particular human beings. The plot concerns his decision to send Camille Desmoulins and his wife, both loved friends, to death for the sake of the revolution. For Robespierre’s asceticism and incorruptible idealism there is profound sympathy, and love, even as there is also horror at his ability to lose the vision of the particular and, losing that, to do terrible things. The questions of “Perception and Revolution” are there already—preparing me, no doubt, for a certain ambivalence toward the revolutionary movements that I soon after encountered. Finally, there is a long paper about Dostoyevsky and the whole question of whether the best way to live was one that seeks to transcend one’s finite humanity; here, once again, I see some of the very problems and even distinctions that I still investigate.

As for Proust, my French literature courses meticulously surveyed the centuries, one each year, arriving by twelfth grade at the nineteenth; and he remained unknown to me. And Henry James. I read The Portrait of a Lady too early, with only moderate enthusiasm. The Golden Bowl, lent to me by a teacher, lay on my desk for two years, with its cover of white, black, and gold, the evidently cracked bowl, silent, feared, holding in its curve the apples of the Garden. I returned it, unread, at graduation.

What I find worth emphasizing about this time is, first of all, the obsessive quality of my focus, then as now, on certain questions and problems, which seemed simply to have arrived, and concerning which I seem hardly ever to have been able, from then on, not to think. And, second, the fact that by far the most natural and also fruitful way to pursue them seemed to me to be, then as now, to turn to works of literature. I was pursuing questions usually called philosophical; there is little doubt of that. And each of these early essays contains a fair amount of general analysis and discussion. But it seemed to me best to discuss the issues in connection with a text that displayed concrete lives and told a story; and to discuss them in ways that responded to these literary features. In part, this can be attributed to the absence of alternative texts; in part to the ambitions of the teachers at my exigent and feminist girls’ school, who were powerful intellects somewhat confined and constrained in their high school role, and who sought to break through the boundaries of what was then taken to be a literary education suited for young women.

In college, already loving ancient Greek literature, I learned Greek. And, while beginning the study of the admitted philosophers (especially Plato and Aristotle), I focused above all on Greek epic and Greek drama, where I found problems that profoundly moved me. I learned to look closely at words and images; at metrical structures; at narration and organization; at intertextual reference. And I always wished to ask, What does all this mean for human life? What possibilities does this recognize or deny? Here again, as in my earlier studies, this questioning was encouraged, both as an appropriate way of approaching a literary text and as an appropriate place to pursue one’s philosophical concerns and perplexities.

In graduate school, however, the situation was different. I encountered, in my effort to pursue this complex philosophical/literary interest, a threefold resistance: from the conceptions of philosophy and moral philosophy then dominant in the Anglo-American tradition; from the dominant conception of what ancient Greek philosophy included and what methods its study ought to use; and, finally, from the dominant conception of literary study, both within Classics and outside it. This was at Harvard in 1969; but these problems were in fact typical of their time, and by no means unique to Harvard.

To begin with the literary resistance, which I encountered soonest: ancient literary works were then being studied with an eye on philological and to some extent aesthetic issues, but not with an emphasis on their connections with the ethical thought of the philosophers, or, indeed, as sources of ethical reflection of any kind. Indeed, the ethical works of the philosophers did not figure as an essential part of graduate study in the Classics at all. On the reading list, of Aristotle, was only the Poetics, which was assumed to be a work that one could profitably study without any acquaintance with other Aristotelian works; of Plato, only those works, for example Symposium and Phaedrus, which were seen as having importance for the history of literary style, and which were deemed not to be philosophical works in any case. (Most philosophers agreed with this.) In the broader world of literary study to which Classics was occasionally linked, aesthetic issues were understood (following, on the whole, standards set by New Critical formalism) to be more or less divorced from ethical and practical issues. One rarely found anything but contempt for ethical criticism of literature.2

On the side of philosophy, there was resistance too. Here Harvard was more pluralistic than most major philosophy departments, especially since Stanley Cavell was already teaching there and beginning to publish some of his remarkable work bridging literature and philosophy. But most of Cavell’s work on literature was produced after that time; and at that time his work (largely concerned with Wittgenstein) did not address itself explicitly to questions in moral philosophy, or influence the way in which moral philosophy was taught and written by others.3 For these reasons I remained for some years more or less ignorant of Cavell’s work, and focused on the dominant positions in ethics. By this time, the positivist/metaethical movement in ethics that had for a long time discouraged the philosophical study of substantive ethical theories and practical ethical issues, confining ethics to the analysis of ethical language, was dying. Already, the revival of interest in normative ethics that has by now generated so much excellent work was beginning, led by John Rawls.4 But the leading approaches to ethical theory in that revival were Kantianism and Utilitarianism—both positions that were, for good internal reasons, hostile to literature. These two approaches were taken to divide the field more or less exhaustively.

In the study of ancient philosophy the situation was even less hospitable to a philosophical study of works of literature. My supervisor, the wonderful scholar G. E. L. Owen,5 had no veneration for conventional ways of proceeding in scholarship. To the study of ancient dialectic, logic, science, and metaphysics, he brought precise and deep historical learning and an iconoclastic temperament. Frequently, he overturned cherished distinctions and methods, to the end of constructing an account of the ancient thinkers both historically richer and philosophically deeper than those currently on the scene. But Owen had little interest in ethical problems; or, if any, only in issues about the logic of ethical language. This being the case, he never asked whether the conventional way of writing the history of Greek ethics was in fact fruitful and correct.

That way, familiar by now to many generations of students, was to begin Greek ethics with Democritus—perhaps with a backward glance to Heraclitus and Empedocles—and to proceed onward with Socrates and the sophists; to focus most of one’s attention on Plato and Aristotle; and to end with barely a nod to the Hellenistic philosophers. The ethical contribution of literary works was not taken to be a part of Greek ethical thought as such—but, at most, a part of the background of “popular thought” against which the great thinkers worked. “Popular thought” was taken to be a very different subject from philosophical ethics; and even this subject did not, it was thought, require the close study of literary forms or of whole literary works.6 An interest in whole works of literature was therefore assumed to be a “literary” interest—by which was meant an aesthetic interest and not a philosophical interest. Aristotle, then, was inside philosophical training and Sophocles outside. As for Plato, he was split conveniently into two figures or sets of issues, to be studied in two different departments with different supervisors, whose own intellectual communication was typically slight. Some entire works (e.g., Symposium)7 were, as I say, taken to be literary rather than philosophical; the others were taken to contain both excerptible arguments and literary decoration; it was thought that these two elements could, and should, be studied apart from one another, and by different people.8

But by this time I was already too set in my ways not to find this situation puzzling and disturbing. My interest in certain philosophical questions did not diminish, and I still found that the questions led me as much to works of literature as to works of admitted philosophy. And in a sense more so. For I was finding in the Greek tragic poets a recognition of the ethical importance of contingency, a deep sense of the problem of conflicting obligations, and a recognition of the ethical significance of the passions, that I found more rarely, if at all, in the thought of the admitted philosophers, whether ancient or modern. And I began, as I read more and more often the styles of the philosophers, to have a sense that there were deep connections between the forms and structures characteristic of tragic poetry and its ability to show what it lucidly did show.

Therefore, when I was advised to pursue the project of studying ethical conflict in Aeschylus by finding as my supervisor a literary expert in the Classics Department, I felt both assent and dissent. Dissent, because I was convinced that these were philosophical questions, whatever that meant; at any rate, some of the very same questions the philosophers were discussing, if not the same answers. It therefore seemed to make sense to pursue them right there, in conversation with the philosophers, and not off in some other department—all the more since the prevailing methods and aims in literary study made literary experts not very interested in such questions. Dissent, as well, because I loved philosophy in all of its forms, and sensed that the questions would be more clearly focused, even where literature was concerned, if they were studied in a dialogue with other philosophical thought. Assent, however, because I did perceive that any good study of these questions in tragedy would have to treat the poets not simply as people who might have written a treatise but didn’t, nor yet simply as repositories of “popular thought,” but as thinker-poets whose meanings and whose formal choices were closely linked. To that end, a close study of literary language and form was going to be essential.

But even more important than my own ambivalence about these disciplinary separations was the fact that by now my study of the Greeks was showing me that most of them would have found the separations unnatural and unilluminating. For the Greeks of the fifth and early fourth centuries B.C., there were not two separate sets of questions in the area of human choice and action, aesthetic questions and moral-philosophical questions, to be studied and written about by mutually detached colleagues in different departments.9 Instead, dramatic poetry and what we now call philosophical inquiry in ethics were both typically framed by, seen as ways of pursuing, a single and general question: namely, how human beings should live. To this question both poets such as Sophocles and Euripides and thinkers such as Democritus and Plato were seen as providing answers; frequently the answers of poets and non-poets were incompatible. The “ancient quarrel between the poets and the philosophers,” as Plato’s Republic (using the word “philosopher” in Plato’s own way) calls it, could be called a quarrel only because it was about a single subject. The subject was human life and how to live it. And the quarrel was a quarrel about literary form as well as about ethical content, about literary forms understood as committed to certain ethical priorities, certain choices and evaluations, rather than others. Forms of writing were not seen as vessels into which different contents could be indifferently poured; form was itself a statement, a content.

Before Plato came on the scene the poets (especially the tragic poets) were understood by most Athenians to be the central ethical teachers and thinkers of Greece, the people to whom, above all, the city turned, and rightly turned, with its questions about how to live. To attend a tragic drama was not to go to a distraction or a fantasy, in the course of which one suspended one’s anxious practical questions. It was, instead, to engage in a communal process of inquiry, reflection, and feeling with respect to important civic and personal ends. The very structure of theatrical performance strongly implied this. When we go to the theater, we usually sit in a darkened auditorium, in the illusion of splendid isolation, while the dramatic action—separated from the spectator by the box of the proscenium arch—is bathed in artificial light as if it were a separate world of fantasy and mystery. The ancient Greek spectator, by contrast, sitting in the common daylight, saw across the staged action the faces of fellow citizens on the other side of the orchestra. And the whole event took place during a solemn civic/religious festival, whose trappings made spectators conscious that the values of the community were being examined and communicated.10 To respond to these events was to acknowledge and participate in a way of life—and a way of life, we should add, that prominently included reflection and public debate about ethical and civic matters.11 To respond well to a tragic performance involved both feeling and critical reflection, and these were closely linked with one another. The idea that art existed only for art’s sake, and that literature should be approached with a detached aesthetic attitude, pure of practical interest, was an idea unknown in the Greek world, at least until the Hellenistic age.12 Art was thought to be practical, aesthetic interest a practical interest—an interest in the good life and in communal self-understanding. To respond in a certain way was to move already toward this greater understanding.

As for the study of ethical matters by the people who we now call philosophers, this too was taken to be a practical and not just a theoretical enterprise. It was seen as tragedy was seen: as something that had as its goal the good human life for its audience. From Socrates and Plato straight through to the Hellenistic schools, there was deep agreement that the point of philosophical inquiry and discourse in the area of ethics was to improve, in some manner, the pupil’s soul, to move the pupil closer to the leading of the good life.13 This goal was taken to require a good deal of reflection and understanding; so producing understanding was itself an important part of the practical project. The philosophers were forced, then, to ask, and did ask, how does the pupil’s soul seek and attain ethical understanding? What elements does it have that promote and impede understanding and good ethical development? What state is the soul in when it recognizes a truth? And what is the content of the most important evaluative truths it will learn? Having arrived at some (at least provisional) conclusions about these matters, they would then go on to construct discourses whose form would suit the ethical task, enlivening those elements in the souls of the pupils that seemed to be the best sources of progress, forming the pupils’ desires in accordance with a correct conception of what matters, confronting them with an accurate picture of what has importance.

Both the ethical philosophers and the tragic poets, then, understood themselves to be engaging in forms of educational and communicative activity, in what the Greeks called psychagùgia (leading of the soul),14 in which methodological and formal choices on the part of the teacher or writer were bound to be very important for the eventual result: not just because of their instrumental role in communication, but also because of the values and judgments they themselves expressed and their role in the adequate stating of a view. An ethical discourse addressed to the soul expresses certain ethical preferences and priorities in its very structure; it represents human life as being this way or that; it shows, well done, the shape of a human soul. Are those representations truthful and illuminating? Is that the soul we want our pupils to confront as their teacher? That was the question that generated the ancient quarrel.

In Plato’s attack upon the poets we find a profound insight: that all of the ways of writing that were characteristic of tragic (and much of epic) poetry are committed to a certain, albeit very general, view of human life, a view from which one might dissent.15 Tragedies state this view in the very way they construct their plots, engage the attention of their audience, use rhythm and music and language. The elements of this view include at least the following: that happenings beyond the agent’s control are of real importance not only for his or her feelings of happiness or contentment, but also for whether he or she manages to live a fully good life, a life inclusive of various forms of laudable action. That, therefore, what happens to people by chance can be of enormous importance to the ethical quality of their lives; that, therefore, good people are right to care deeply about such chance events. That, for these same reasons, an audience’s pity and fear at tragic events are valuable responses, responses for which there is an important place in the ethical life, since they embody a recognition of ethical truths. That other emotions as well are appropriate, and based upon correct beliefs about what matters. That, for example, it is right to love certain things and people that lie beyond one’s own control, and to grieve when these people die, when these things are removed. The tragic genre depends on such beliefs for its very structure and literary shape: for its habit is to tell stories of reversals happening to good but not invulnerable people, and to tell these stories as if they matter for all human beings. And the form sets up in its audience responses, particularly those of pity for the characters and fear for oneself, that presuppose a similar set of beliefs. It feeds the tendency of the spectator to identify with a hero who weeps uncontrollably over the body of a loved one, or goes mad with rage, or is terrified by the force of an insoluble dilemma.

But one may or may not accept these beliefs, this view of life. If one believes, with Socrates, that the good person cannot be harmed,16 that the only thing of real importance is one’s own virtue, then one will not think that stories of reversal have deep ethical significance, and one will not want to write as if they did, or to show as worthy heroes people who believe that they do. Like Plato’s Republic, we will omit the tears of Achilles at Patroclus’s death, if we wish to teach that the good person is self-sufficient.17 Nor will we want works around that make their connection with the audience through the emotions—since all of them seem to rest on the belief (a false belief, from this point of view) that such external happenings do have significance. In short, one’s beliefs about the ethical truth shape one’s view of literary forms, seen as ethical statements.

It seemed to me then, as it does now, that this ancient debate approached these issues at the right level of depth, asking the right questions about the relationship between forms of discourse and views of life. By contrast, it seemed to me that the contemporary Anglo-American treatment of the elements in this quarrel—which compartmentalized the forms of discourse in such a way that there seemed to be no debate and no quarrel—prevented these important questions from being properly raised and discussed. It seemed to me important to begin to recover for the study of ancient Greek philosophy an account of these questions about luck, and of their implications for philosophical form. I began to pursue that task. One portion of this project became The Fragility of Goodness; I am currently working on the Hellenistic continuation of that ethical debate.

In this work a central role has been played by Aristotle, the nonliterary philosopher whom I most love, and who creates both illumination and a puzzle at the center of this project.18 For Aristotle defends the claim of tragedy to tell the truth; and his own ethical view, as I have argued, is close to views that can be found in the tragedies. And yet Aristotle does not write tragedies. He writes philosophical and explanatory commentaries that are concrete, close to ordinary language, intuitive, but, still, not literary in their style. This led me to wonder whether there was not a form of philosophical writing that was both different from the expressive literary forms and also, at the same time, their natural any—explanatory rather than itself expressive, and yet at the same time committed to the concrete, directing us to attend to the particulars rather than itself showing them in their bewildering multiplicity. I have tried to exemplify such a form here. . . .

But my interest in the ancient debate was motivated by an interest in philosophical problems whose force I felt, and feel, in life. I therefore began, while pursuing these historical issues, to look for ways of continuing the ancient debate in the contemporary philosophical context. The ancient debate had helped me to articulate much that I had sensed long before about the novels of Dickens and Dostoyevsky, what I was at that very time discovering in Henry James and in Proust. And through the pursuit of these connections a continuation of the debate began to take shape, one that would bring the lucid bewilderment and the emotional precision of these writers into conversation with the very different styles and forms that were and are most common in the philosophical pursuit of the very questions with which the novels are also occupied. I finished reading The Golden Bowl in a small flat in London’s Lincoln’s Inn on Christmas Day of 1975, alone. And the pity and dread of the indelible final lines became, from then on, interwoven with, and expressive of, my reflection about tragedy and its effect, about chance, conflict, and loss in the personal life.

At this time I began to teach philosophy. And turning to the contemporary philosophical scene with these concerns about form and style, I still discovered little there that addressed them. The ethical debate was becoming more complex; interesting criticisms of both Kantianism and Utilitarianism were beginning to be heard—sometimes with appeal to ancient Greek questions and debates. But so far as the form of ethical writing was concerned, there had been little further work. One could still observe, in the literary choices made, an odd mixture of antitragic depth with unreflective conventionality. That is, on the one hand, one saw in certain then-influential moral philosophers of the past—in Kant, Bentham, and Spinoza, for example, and also in the most perceptive of their contemporary followers—a concern with the suitability of form to content, combined with an ethical view that could never find its fitting expression in novels or tragic dramas: the acceptance, that is, of my first claim, combined with a rejection of the second. One can see in the stylistic choices of such figures issues closely related to the ancient issues.19

On the other hand, however, most disciples and descendants of these philosophers on the contemporary scene did not (and still do not) give the impression of having chosen their styles with these philosophical questions about style in view. Nor did the opponents of these ethical positions, who might seem to have a special reason for reflecting on these matters. Whether Kant’s views about inclination were being defended or attacked, whether the emotions were being praised or blamed, the conventional style of Anglo-American philosophical prose usually prevailed: a style correct, scientific, abstract, hygienically pallid, a style that seemed to be regarded as a kind of all-purpose solvent in which philosophical issues of any kind at all could be efficiently disentangled, any and all conclusions neatly disengaged. That there might be other ways of being precise, other conceptions of lucidity and completeness that might be held to be more appropriate for ethical thought—this was, on the whole, neither asserted nor even denied.

This situation resulted in part from the long predominance of ethical views that really did underwrite the conventional style—so that it had by then become second nature, as though it was the style for ethics. It owed much, as well—and one can hardly overestimate this—to the long-standing fascination of Western philosophers with the methods and the style of natural science, which have at many times in history seemed to embody the only sort of rigor and precision worth cultivating, the only norm of rationality worth emulating, even in the ethical sphere. That issue is as old as the debate between Plato and Aristotle over the nature of ethical knowledge. And it is certainly possible to make a substantial argument that the true nature of the ethical domain is such that it can best be conveyed in the style we usually associate with mathematics or natural science. This has been done, for example, by Spinoza, with great philosophical power; in a different way it has been done by the best of Utilitarian thought.

But there is a mistake made, or at least a carelessness, when one takes a method and style that have proven fruitful for the investigation and description of certain truths—say those of natural science—and applies them without further reflection or argument to a very different sphere of human life that may have a different geography and demand a different sort of precision, a different norm of rationality. Most of the moral philosophy I encountered lacked these further reflections and arguments. And frequently stylistic choices appeared to be dictated not by any substantial conception at all, not even by the model of science, but by habit and the pressure of convention: by Anglo-American fastidiousness and emotional reticence, and above all by the academicization and professionalization of philosophy, which leads everyone to write like everyone else, in order to be respectable and to be published in the usual journals. Most professional philosophers did not, I found, share the ancient conception of philosophy as discourse addressed to nonexpert readers of many kinds who would bring to the text their urgent concerns, questions, needs, and whose souls might in that interaction be changed. Having lost that conception they had lost, too, the sense of the philosophical text as an expressive creation whose form should be part and parcel of its conception, revealing in the shape of the sentences the lineaments of a human personality with a particular sense of life. As Cora Diamond writes, with wonderful clarity: “the pleasure of reading what has been written under the pressure of content shaping form, form illuminating content, has to do with one’s sense of the soul of the author in the text, and . . . such pleasure, and such a sense of the soul of the author, is precisely what is irrelevant or out of place in the writing of professionals for professionals.”20

So thoroughly were these issues lost from view that one found—and found increasingly as criticism of Kantianism and Utilitarianism mounted—writings in which there appeared to be the peculiar sort of self-contradiction between form and thesis that I have already mentioned. An article, for example, argues that the emotions are essential and central in our efforts to gain understanding on any important ethical matter; and yet it is written in a style that expresses only intellectual activity and strongly suggests that only this activity matters for the reader in his or her attempts to understand. There might have been some interesting reason for writing this way, but usually, in cases of this kind, the whole issue had just not arisen. Such articles were written as they were because that was the way philosophy was being written, and sometimes because an emotive or literary style would have evoked criticism, or even ridicule. Sometimes, too, because philosophers are not trained to write that way, and did not wish to admit that they might lack a relevant piece of equipment. In fact, it was clear that one could not regain for our community the ancient questions concerning style without both training oneself in professionally irrelevant ways and risking ridicule—atthough there were already courageous pioneers, especially Stanley Cavell, who took the risk.

The side of literature was not, even at this later time, any more hospitable. For, once again, there was change; but again, the views that were then reigning—as the New Criticism waned and Deconstruction took over—continued to be largely hostile to the idea of bringing a broad range of human concerns into connection with literary analysis. The ancient quarrel was rejected as old-fashioned and uninteresting, along with the work of some modern writers, such as F. R. Leavis and Lionel Trilling,21 who had tried to continue it. It was assumed that any work that attempts to ask of a literary text questions about how we might live, treating the work as addressed to the reader’s practical interests and needs, and as being in some sense about our lives, must be hopelessly naive, reactionary, and insensitive to the complexities of literary form and intertextual referentiality.22

To be sure, the “ancient quarrel” was sometimes defective in its exclusive focus on the practical. It sometimes ignored the fact that literature has tasks and possibilities other than that of illumination about our lives. (We should, however, remember that the ancient concept of the ethical was extremely broad and inclusive, taking in all ways in which texts shape mind and desire, and alter life by their pleasure.) And in many cases, too, the literary discourse of ancient writers could be insufficiently sensitive to the ways in which a literary text as a whole hangs together, both with itself and with other texts, to the play of metaphor and allusion, the self-conscious patterning of language. These same criticisms can sometimes be accurately made against more recent practitioners of ethical criticism. Sometimes they did force the text into a narrow moral straitjacket, neglecting other ways in which it speaks to its reader, neglecting, too, its formal complexities. Too often there were excessively simple theories about “the” moral role of literature, views that concealed many complexities. Nor can there be any doubt that literary work of recent years has done an enormous amount to make readers more precisely and firmly aware of subtleties of literary structure and inteuextual reference.

But the failure of what was oversimple in the ancient project, and in some—though certainly not all—of its recent continuations, should not have been taken as the failure of the entire ancient approach, and as an excuse for dismissing its motivating questions.23 For clearly the ancient approach was not, at its best, insensitive to literary form. Form was, indeed, what it was all about. And it argued plausibly, moreover, that some of the most interesting and urgent questions about literary form itself could not be well pursued unless one asked about the intimate connections between formal structures and the content they express. Ethical criticism of this sort actually demands an exacting formal inquiry.

Nor is the charge that such criticism must inevitably be wooden and moralistic any more plausible, even in light of the ancient situation.24 For frequently the view of human life expressed in the literary works, dealing, as they so frequently did, with the passionate love of particulars, with grief, pain, and bewilderment, seemed to its critics to be subversive of morality narrowly construed. That was what its defenders legitimately saw as one of its most essential ethical functions. Recent examples of fine ethical interpretation—for example, F. R. Leavis’s essay on Dickens’s Hard Times or Trilling’s on The Princess Casamassima25—show the same point, turning to literature and its forms in order to subvert oversimple moralisms.

Again, far from insisting that all literature must play some single, simple role in human life, the best ethical criticism, ancient and modern, has insisted on the complexity and variety revealed to us in literature, appealing to that complexity to cast doubt on reductive theories.26 It is, in fact, criticism that focuses exclusively on textual form to the exclusion of human content that appears to be unduly narrow. For it appears to take no account of the urgency of our engagements with works of literature, the intimacy of the relationships we form, the way in which we do, like David Copperfield, read “as if for life,” bringing to the text our hopes, fears, and confusions, and allowing the text to impart a certain structure to our hearts. The project I undertook was, then, to begin to recover, in the domain of the ethical, very broadly and inclusively construed, the sense of the deep connection between content and form that animated the ancient quarrel and that has usually been present in the greatest ethical thinkers, whether they were friends of literature or not and whether or not they wrote in a “literary” way. . . .
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Martha Nussbaum points out that anciently poets and philosophers pursued the same question, “How should one live?” What reasons does she give for the split today between literary studies and moral philosophy?

	Do you agree with Nussbaum that the literary form a work takes is, in itself, a content? That our beliefs about ethical truth shape our views of literary forms?

	Nussbaum criticizes both philosophers (whose “scientific, abstract, hygienically pallid” style of writing seems a matter of convention) and literary theorists (for focusing “exclusively on textual form to the exclusion of human content”) in her article. Do you agree with her criticism? Why or why not?






Chapter 12

Stories and Morals

Nina Rosenstand

Rosenstand’s basic argument is twofold: that “moral theory is enriched by fiction” and that the experience of stories—in all forms—is more rewarding “if we know the basic theories of ethics.” She then clarifies the basic reasons humans seem to tell stories: to make sense of the world and themselves, to appeal for understanding, to unite and critigue our culture. Further, Rosenstand claims that stories are often “moral arguments, with premises and conclusions, trying to persuade us to look at things in a different way,” as well as powerful vehicles for illustrating and analyzing such ethical theories as utilitarianism, deontology, ethical relativism, and egoism. In particular, stories are “thought experiments” encouraging us to see the moral choices and challenges within our future and allowing us to explore “the moral qualities of the actions we are contemplating.”
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We are all, or hope to be, citizens of the future. Some of us will live a long time, and see marvelous things—and probably also many things we’ll wish we’d never seen. Some of us will have to make do with imagining the future. In many ways the future is knocking at the door of our present life, not just in a personal sense, but morally, socially, and politically: the twenty-first century is already teaching us that there will be issues of genetic engineering to deal with, including stem cell research, the creation of transgenic species, cloning, and so forth. There will be privacy issues due to national security concerns and the speedy development of technology; there will be cultural clashes between traditionalists, religious groups, democratically oriented groups, hard Left, hard Right, moderates, you name it. There may well be crewed explorations of the planets in our solar system and terraforming of Mars. There will be life and death issues involving the value of the individual versus the safety and flourishing of the group. It will be a world of great promise and great turmoil. Is there a way to prepare for life as a moral agent of the future—someone who has a set of moral values and is capable of evaluating and acting on them?

Ethicists say yes, we can apply the moral and social theories of today and revise them as we need to—or make the future adjust to our theories. The narrative ethicist says yes, we will imagine a variety of futures through stories and see where our moral theories take us before the future actually happens and while we can still do something about it. George Orwell made his readers go on a journey of the mind in his novel 1984, written in 1948. Almost twenty years earlier Aldous Huxley had jolted twentieth-century readers by envisioning a Brave New World. In the same honorable watchdog tradition, the film Gattaca showed us, in the late 1990s, what might happen if we lose our moral vision while embarking on genetic engineering. Other science fiction stories have addressed disturbing moral issues, such as the film Minority Report, which explores free will and accountability in a society where crime is predictable, and Orson Scott Card’s novel Ender’s Game, which tackles the themes of the individual within the group, xenophobia, and the moral lesson of fighting monsters: beware you don’t become one yourself. But of course we aren’t restricted to science fiction when it comes to understanding the future. Inasmuch as the human condition remains the same—we are creatures with a limited life span, with strong attachments to family and friends, fearing illness and death while thriving on accomplishments and reciprocated affection—additiona) story genres are at our fingertips, with tales of love and deceit, power hunger and sacrifice, well-spent and misspent lives. Such stories are not just for our entertainment; they serve as moral guideposts and give meaning to our lives.

THE STORY AS A TOOL OF ETHICS

In this way stories can be meaningful tools in ethical debate—meaning that most (and perhaps all) stories have moral issues imbedded in them. Hence, one would think that a fruitful exchange of ideas would exist between ethicists and literature professors across the board, but until recently that has been a rare occurrence. American philosophers have tended to steer clear of fiction, while students of literature with a solid training in philosophy, and in particular ethics, are few and far between. What I will present here is a general argument about why moral theory is enriched by fiction, but also why we who enjoy fiction will enjoy it so much more if we know the basic theories of ethics. In other words, you can’t have ethical theory without testing it through applied ethics, but applied ethics—the actual situations of moral conflict as well as discussions of the conflicts—have no direction or hope of being resolved without recourse to ethical theory.

Martha Nussbaum was one of the first American philosophers in the late twentieth century to advocate using stories to better understand the human emotional spectrum as well as to explore moral issues. Contrary to most other philosophers, ethicists have actually never shied away from using stories to illustrate moral issues, but they have traditionally been either real-life events or concocted hypothetical scenarios. Nussbaum argues persuasively that such scenarios are not sufficient: they are too schematic and too obviously invented for the purpose; they don’t have the richness that a good author can give them.1 So why not turn to the immense richness of real-life stories? Because a real-life scenario is usually so filled with additional elements that we have to do our own weeding to “find” or “invent” its moral significance. Nussbaum argues that the moral issues imbedded in stories are easier to share than personal experiences, which are always too limited. Nussbaum focuses on literature, as do most scholars interested in narrative theory, but if we look at the phenomenon of storytelling itself and its capacity for illustrating moral issues, there is nothing saying we have to limit ourselves to the written or even spoken word. In most storyteller traditions, the visual component is present, whether it is ritual annual reenactments of sacred stories or Dad telling his favorite whoppers after Sunday dinner, acting out the parts. The narrative tradition is theatrical and consists of words, gestures, and other visual means as well as available sound effects, so stories can be told, read, performed, and watched on the screen.

Some critics point out—sometimes very vocally—that if stories have any influence these days, it is mostly negative, with people emulating what they see characters do on TV or in movies without any recourse to common sense. We’ve heard about a young boy setting fire to his mother’s trailer because he had been watching the television cartoon Beavis and Butthead. We’ve heard about drunken teens sitting on the yellow stripe in heavy traffic emulating characters in the movie The Program. Other films famous for having inspired foolish or criminal acts are The Burning Bed (an abused wife killing her husband), Taxi Driver (said to have inspired John Hinckley’s attempted assassination of President Reagan in order to impress actress Jodie Foster), Natural Born Killers (a bank robbery in Connecticut), Basketball Diaries (which may have inspired the Littleton, Colorado shootings), and Set It Off (inspiring a gang of two women and three teen girls to rob banks). In the late eighteenth century young people killed themselves in considerable numbers after reading Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther, and you may remember that Madame Bovary, herself a fictional character, became a criminal from reading too many romance novels. Even in antiquity the Greek philosopher Plato warned against going to the annual plays for fear that otherwise reasonable people might lose their cool after experiencing the highly emotional tragedies or be influenced by the buffoonery of the comedies. Such criticism of the influence of fiction often ends up advocating censorship. But already Plato’s student Aristotle was of a different opinion: fiction can be a wonderful learning tool if used in moderation and with a constant eye to what is reasonable. And story-loving philosophers such as Nussbaum have taken his cue.


TELLING STORIES, LISTENING TO STORIES

Is there a human condition? If we’re looking for one single feature that unifies us as human beings, we can no longer point to tool use or even tool making. From birds to apes, other species have stolen our thunder. Even in the language department we’re not so sure anymore that humans are the only ones who communicate with structured sounds and gestures. Nonhuman animals turn out to have some form of emotional lives and even a rudimentary sense of rationality and self-awareness. But so far we have not been able to establish that any other being on the planet tells stories—whereas all human cultures do. Perhaps not every single human being is a storyteller, and some are definitely better at it than others, but no other species seems capable of capturing the complexity of memories of the past, explanations of hows and whys, hopes and failures, education and sheer entertainment, in story form.

Why do we tell stories? I think it is to create order out of chaos, to provide predictability in an unpredictable life. Neuroscientists tell us that it is the human ability to understand the concept of causality that brings us to the storytelling level. The “because” is all-important for an understanding of the world, for transmitting that understanding, and for superimposing an approval or disapproval on the situation. In other words, we tell stories because we want to understand the world and our role in it, and we tell stories so we can judge the reactions to events—our own as well as others—and predict the future. This is what brings the moral element into the human narrative urge. The philosopher Alasdair Mclntyre calls us “storytelling animals.”2 While, theoretically, this may be another definition of human nature that is destined to fall by the wayside with an expansion of our knowledge of other species, it will still work as a common denominator for something we can call not just typically human, but even humanizing: in telling a story, we reach out to other human beings and request their attention and understanding. We may try to tell stories to ourselves, with ourselves as the only audience—children often do, and it’s called daydreaming—but in order for it to feel right, and earn the title of story, the narrative must be shared and retold.

But why do we listen to stories? Humans are not just story-producing animals, but also story consumers. For one thing, listening to a good story gives you an understanding of existential meaning: things make sense, chaos has been vanquished or at least held at bay for a while. But in a narrower sense, stories are a kind of cultural glue: they confirm our belonging to a group and our commitment to the values of our society. We renew our commitment to our world when we feel sad at the end of a tragic story (Romeo and Juliet), when we laugh because embarrassing things happen to an irritating but loveable character (Napoleon Dynamite), and when we’re awed because the hero of the story did the right thing, even at the cost of his or her own comfort, money, or life (A Man for All Seasons). But stories are not only a confirmation of our culture and its traditions; they are also great tools for challenging one’s culture. Disagree with the powers that be? Then write your own coun-terstory about social abuses and uprisings—satires ridiculing those in power and serious stories about good women and men living and dying to make things better. This is the function of epic poems and myths in ancient societies, and humans haven’t changed that much—we still tell stories when we want to express something we care about deeply. Director Michael Moore assembles stories in a documentary, Fahrenheit 9/11, critical of the Bush administration, and Senator John McCain tells stories of bravery in his book Why Courage Matters. Tom Hanks and Steven Spielberg produce ten hours of television storytelling, Band of Brothers, to tell the real-life stories of World War II soldiers, and Toni Morrison writes about ultimate choices and the dehumanizing experience of slavery in Beloved.

Such stories are often true-to-life but also exaggerated or completely fictional. The point is that they express what the storyteller wants us to consider; they are not just slices of life but also moral arguments, with premises and conclusions, trying to persuade us to look at things in a different way. They can be good, and they can be fallacious—and sometimes they’re flat out bad. Director John Ford disliked movies with a message, and used to say, “If you want to send a message, use Western Union.” But even so, most stories, whether they are novels, short stories, plays, or films, have a moral message: Don’t do what this woman did; it will come back to haunt you! Don’t do what that man did; look where it got him! Trust no one! The truth is out there! Seize the day! And so forth.


TIMSHEL-THE POWER OF CHOICE

So stories, from tribal myths to novels to autobiographical narratives to movies, tend to have a moral, but that doesn’t mean they are necessarily moralizing—that would be a special category of stories we call didactic, told specifically for the purpose of teaching lessons. But if a story opens our eyes to another perspective, to future possibilities, and, above all, to choices that are not only those of the characters but, in a greater perspective, also our own, then the story becomes a means for testing the impact of our moral decisions before we have to choose. Stories of making choices can be on a grand political scale or they can be about the personal choices we all have to make. And here we come very close to the epigraph quote of this book, “There is no other story.” As you may have noticed, it is taken from John Steinbeck’s novel East of Eden. The story Steinbeck refers to is one with which we are all familiar: the choice between good and evil. East of Eden spans three generations of the Trask family: Adam’s father, Adam and his brother, and Adam’s two sons. Here we focus on the story of Adam and his sons. A brief summary: Adam is raising his twin sons, Cal and Aron, as a single father, with the help of his Chinese housekeeper and friend, Lee. Their mother Cathy left them under very dramatic circumstances when the boys were newborn babies. Utterly uninterested in motherhood and domestic life, Cathy packs her bags; Adam tries to prevent her from leaving, so she shoots him in the shoulder—not to kill him, just to remove him, like an obstacle. Steinbeck lets us know in no uncertain terms that Cathy is an evil person: she is charming but manipulative, and completely without a conscience. She has murdered her mother and father and has only one wish in life: to be able to do what she wants with impunity, unfettered by family and friendship ties. After leaving Adam and the boys she sets herself up as a “madam” in a nearby town, running a “house of ill repute” that caters to all imaginable vices. The boys grow up believing their mother is dead, an angel in Heaven. But Cal finds out the truth, that their mother is alive and running a whorehouse. And now Cal begins to see similarities between himself and his mother; he sees evil in himself and is afraid that being evil is his fate. Aron is almost too good to be true, a sweet boy with a sunny disposition, loved by their father. Cal, on the other hand, tries to win his father’s love, and when that doesn’t work, he tries to buy it, which backfires terribly. A murderous jealousy rises in Cal reminiscent of the story of that other famous set of brothers, Cain and Abel, and like Cain, Cal becomes the downfall of his brother.

Cal is presented as the “evil” twin, but he is no more evil than the rest of us. Seeing himself in contrast to his angelic brother, Cal feels that he has no choice, that (in modern terminology) he has evil genes. But already early on in the novel we, the readers, know better: Lee, who is not only a wonderful cook, surrogate parent, and friend, but also a philosopher, has done some research. The old story of Cain and Abel has always bothered him because Cain is told by God that he shall rule over sin. Does this apparent command mean Cain has no choice? The secret, says Lee, lies in the Hebrew word timshel, “thou mayest.” This word captures this power of choice, not “you must,” or “you shall” but “you cau” choose good over evil—which means that it is each person’s freedom which asserts itself and each person’s moral responsibility to choose wisely.3 In the end, this is Adam’s advice and legacy to Cal: he has a choice.

While the film East of Eden (1955) with James Dean as Cal was a wonderful adaptation, it didn’t quite convey this important part of the story. Yet many other stories do just this, from The Lord of the Rings trilogy to Minority Report to Beloved. In fact, it is hard to come up with a good story that doesn’t somehow emphasize choice between good and evil, altruism and selfishness, the hard path versus the easy. The moral lesson is that we are not merely victims of circumstances, determined by our environment and our heredity, or selfish creatures doomed to do wrong—to the contrary, we have the potential and capacity to rise above our situation and choose something other than ourselves and the easy answers. This also means that we must take responsibility for our choices because, as philosophers are fond of saying, even if you think you have no choice, you are still choosing not to choose.


SOME MORAL THEORIES AND THEIR STORIES

So how might an ethicist use a story as a way to discuss moral issues? The philosophical discipline of ethics doesn’t just suggest possible responses to moral conundrums or preach about virtuous behavior. More often an ethicist will apply a moral theory to a certain moral problem, or even several theories, and select one theoretical approach for its successful solution to the problem, discarding the others as being insufficient or illogical. Such an approach could be the theory of utilitarianism: the morally correct action is one that maximizes happiness for as many as possible and minimizes misery. Another influential theory is deontology or duty theory, which emphasizes that the morally relevant consideration is not whether an action has an overall positive or a negative outcome, but whether it can be considered morally right based on an absolute principle. One of the most popular twentieth-century theories is ethical relativism, the theory that one ought to follow the moral rules of one’s culture, and that each culture is right in its own way because there is no such as thing as a universal moral code. A theory with roots in antiquity, but with considerable following today, is virtue ethics, the notion that a good character counts for more than good moral conduct. And a continual challenge to all the theories mentioned is the philosophy of egoism—that you should only be concerned about yourself because nobody else is going to look out for you. Even more provocative is the theory of psychological egoism, which claims that genuine concern for others is an illusion because we, in the end, are only capable of looking out for ourselves.

So how might stories illustrate such moral theories? Interestingly, utilitarianism is rarely defended in film and literature except for war stories where the theme of the sacrifice of the few for the sake of the many is almost unavoidable, such as in the classic films 300 Spartans, The Alamo, They Were Expendable, and Star Trek: The Wrath of Khan (with Spock’s “the good of the many” outweighing “the good of the few, or the one”). Most authors and screenwriters generally present the sacrifices of the few for the greater good as a moral abomination; despite the fact that in real life we often end up deciding a course of action based on the idea that “the end justifies the means,” in art the idea is very rarely promoted, and when it is, it is with a certain amount of shame, as in the film Abandon Ship with shipwrecked people in a lifeboat surviving by tossing the weak and injured passengers overboard. A classic work of literature with a critical view of utilitarianism is Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov; a twentieth-century American short story that has acquired a fame of its own, Ursula le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” does a variation on the same theme. Such stories critical of utilitarianism often have a deontological (duty-oriented) conclusion: some things are simply right or wrong in themselves, because of a principle. By implication, these same stories generally advocate that individuals are not to be used as stepping stones (“merely a means to an end”) for some greater good.

A short story illustrating virtue ethics is Isaac Bashevis Singer’s “A Piece of Advice,” which tells of a cantankerous father-in-law who becomes a kind man by pretending to be kind. A literary work of much acclaim that praises ethical relativism is Barbara Kingsolver’s novel The Poisonwood Bible, about an American family of missionaries in Africa who learn that different cultures have a right to be different, while another novel, Alice Walker’s Possessing the Secret of Joy, implicitly criticizes ethical relativism for going against the whole idea of human rights and human dignity. And the theory of egoism? Very few great stories sing the praises of selfishness—some float the theory that, regrettably, we are all selfish, but most often selfishness is counteracted by stories of altruism and self-sacrifice, such as the film Return to Paradise, about two friends having to decide whether they want to step in and save another friend’s life by going to prison for him for three years. Exceptions would be television dramas such as Dallas, where selfishness equals success, and the novels of Ayn Rand, such as Atlas Shrugged, which are intended as persuasive moral arguments in favor of the right of human beings to look after themselves, with selfishness even promoted as a virtue in and of itself.


THE FUTURE OF PERSONHOOD?

In conclusion, let us return to the notion of being moral agents in the future. We will have to make personal choices, but we may also be called upon to weigh in on one of the great issues arising from the scientific expansions in medicine and biology, the issue of personhood. What, exactly, does it take to qualify as a person? What privileges are granted to a person, and what privileges are denied those who don’t qualify as persons? The previously cited film Gattaca focuses on the “Brave New World” of genetic engineering, where only babies designed in the lab have civil rights and social standing.4 Gattaca is what we call a thought-experiment, a “what if’ game that is close to being acted out today. Currently the genetic engineering debate centers around questions such as, What will happen if an employer or an insurance company knows that an employee or an applicant is genetically at risk for developing cancer, Alzheimer’s, or a mental illness? Will legislation protecting a person’s privacy also protect against future discrimination? This is the world of Gattaca, a near future where the upside is the ability to eradicate genetic predispositions for disease. The downside is that those children whose parents have not opted for genetic engineering will for their entire lives be “in-valids,” pariahs who don’t rate in society. The only future available to them is unskilled labor, regardless of their skills and intelligence. Society can’t and won’t afford to educate, insure, or hire high-risk individuals. Vincent Freeman, our young hero, is himself a natural-born individual. He has a near-certain expiration date at the age of thirty from heart disease; his family can obtain no insurance for him; and he is not accepted into any schools because no one will invest in a short life. But Vincent has ambitions, and through underground fraud he rents the identity of another man, a “valid” Jerome Eugene Morrow, and embarks on a career that will bring him into space as an astronaut, working for the corporation Gattaca.

So here is the moral issue we face with Vincent: will we want a world where human diseases and imperfections can be eradicated? And if we agree (and who wouldn’t, if it is guaranteed that your child will have a long, healthy life), then we have to decide what counts as imperfections. Must we have predictable genes in order to be considered persons, like the man whose identity Vincent rents, Eugene?5 Or are genetic flaws part of what make people vibrant and interesting? As Vincent points out, genetics isn’t fate; in the end, he is the living proof that individuality matters, and furthermore that, existentially, having a choice matters. So the moral of this story is that we should have choices in life and not be treated as if we are predetermined by our DNA (or our race, or gender, or class). But this also means that we must make choices about the future for all of humanity: we must realize that science is not value-neutral but has moral implications for humans in the future. And of course the difficulty is that, unlike East of Eden, the differences in Gattaca between good and evil choices aren’t as clear. For example, questioning the ethics of the research that may follow from mapping the human DNA shouldn’t entail that we shut off all the marvelous possibilities for fear of abuse; it just requires that we approach the issue with an eye to the ethical implications.

So why not just discuss scientific papers and political op-ed pieces and bypass Gattaca? Of course we should discuss those, too. Whichever brings the moral dilemma across with the most clarity serves our purpose best. But, keeping Nussbaum’s argument in mind, a well-written story can put “meat on the bones” of dry, abstract research and make us understand instantly that we are not talking about statistical probabilities alone but future human destinies, that we ourselves and our children may be affected by such new research. The purpose of Gattaca, and other dystopia6 stories, is hardly to scare us away from all scientific progress; they couldn’t, even if they tried. But they can serve as a caveat, a warning: this is the future we are headed toward. How far do we want to take it and what protective measures need to be in place in order to preserve human rights and human individuality? Huxley’s Brave New World served this purpose so effectively that when human cloning became a possibility recently, a moratorium was put in effect immediately, largely because Huxley had provided us with moral insight into the negative possibilities of cloning sixty years before it became reality. The future will surprise us no matter how well we try to be prepared, but with stories that explore who we are and where we want to go, we are at least not totally unprepared for what is ahead.

Finally, morally relevant stories don’t need to express a specific moral—they prove their usefulness simply by pitching a thought to us and letting us see how it plays. So in addition to stories being moral lessons, they are also moral laboratories where we can experiment with actions and rules and their consequences. Stories are entertainment as well as occasions for discussing moral issues, but they are also works in progress, exploring the moral qualities of the actions we are contemplating.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	According to Rosenstand, what are some of the various roles stories play within moral philosophy?

	Do you agree with her claim that two uniquely human activities are storytelling and (by implication) moral reflection? If so, how are these activities connected? Is storytelling or narration itself an inherently moral (or immoral) undertaking?

	Do all “good” stories depend on some degree of choice or freedom for the protagonist? If so, how can you reconcile this idea with literary naturalism, the philosophy that internal and/or external forces determine our fate?

	Have you ever read a story that helped you explore “the moral qualities” of an action or future you were contemplating? Explain.






Chapter 13

The Absence of Stories: Filling the Void in Ethics

Marianne Jennings

In this essay Jennings makes a clear distinction between understanding ethical principles and being virtuous. Most college courses in ethics assume that the teaching of moral theory will give young people the tools necessary to make good choices. Yet in dismissing the “poetic quality” of stories for “sterile” case studies, instructors also dismiss the power of the “conflicted literary protagonist ” whose struggle haunts, inspires, and reminds. Citing exnmples from Morgan Stanley and Enron executives, Jennings argues that only stories can bridge the gap in ethical instruction from knowledge to conscience, thereby breathing much needed “life into ethics.”
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INTRODUCTION

A picture is worth a thousand words, but a thousand-word story can be a life-defining moment, perhaps teaching more about virtue ethics than Aristotle offered in Nicomachean Ethics and Virtue and Vice combined. Ethics instruction in college generally consists of a hearty review of utilitarianism, deontology, relativism, egoism, and all manner of “stakeholderism,” mixed with a mere sprinkling of virtue.1 Most philosophers reason that being grounded in ethical theory is the best way to ensure that students will embrace and employ good logical thought as they develop personal value systems and resolve ethical dilemmas.

However, knowing Kant’s Categorical Imperative is not the same as applying it. Understanding virtue is not the same as living it. Understanding conscience it not the same as having one in residence. The disconnect, particularly as it relates to ethics instruction in college (in my case, with business students), lies in the application of theory. Oddly, while business education is a field dominated by the case method of instruction in which students study a company at a crossroads and determine which path it should take, business professors often ignore the value of a conflicted literary protagonist: a Willie Loman (Death of a Salesman), Silas Lapham (The Rise of Silas Lapham), or Ethan Hawley (The Winter of Our Discontent) struggling to make the ethical business decision. They dismiss or gloss over the stories, tragedies, irony, and even comedy in literature and in the real business world. Students study stakeholder theorist R. Edward Freeman’s work and Aristotle’s virtue, but the lives in novels and on Wall Street remain unexamined.

Few dare broach the tragedies that befall those who lack a moral compass, averting their eyes from the greed and the hubris that precede individual and organizational falls. Yet the massive corporate collapses of Enron, World-Com, Adelphia, and Martha Stewart’s Omnimedia offer stories of diabolical deception and Machiavellian self-preservation rivaling anything found in the Bible or Shakespeare. All of these companies employed college graduates steeped in a curriculum that offered them the details of ethical theory and the flexible morality of stakeholder analysis. All were punished at Enron, or at least their criminal trials are pending, with the leaders of the other companies sharing a similar fate. Bright, capable, and experienced MBA graduates embraced illogical conduct and choices. Their ethical theory became a means of rationalization for their creative accounting—they were, after all, saving the company stakeholders. Any ethical theories beyond that had faded as quickly as their memories of the material on the final exam. I would suspect that they had few stories upon which they could draw motivation, strength, and inspiration. Stories haunt. Stories remind. Stories are examples that move us and inspire fortitude. Without stories of ethical choices, good and bad, we learn ethics in a sterile void. Those trained in a sterile void behave with all the compassion, foresight, and conscience of automatons. Stories—both fictional and nonfictional—breathe life into ethics. They also breathe ethics into the lives of students who have learned these stories well.


THE POWER OF STORIES

To show what a simple story can offer, we can turn to the phenomenal economic growth cycle of the late 1990s and the brief tale of Marisa Baridis.2 Ms. Baridis was the twenty-nine-year-old compliance officer for Morgan Stanley who had access to inside information about stocks. She knew before their announcement when company mergers would occur because she was the control point for information in the company. Her job was to keep advance information about pending mergers that came from the investment banking side of Morgan Stanley away from the brokerage side of Morgan Stanley so that brokers did not use that information to make advance stock buys in the market. Buying shares in advance of a merger guarantees a windfall profit on those shares because once the merger announcement is made, share prices can double.

By all accounts, Marisa did a great job for her company. Morgan Stanley kept its merger information close to the vest. But that powerful and secret information did take one slight detour from Marisa’s desk when she consistently sold information on pending mergers to her college friends for about $2,500 per tip. Her friends then bought shares in advance of the merger announcements. In less than a year, she made $40,000 from her friends by supplying advance information to them.

But the Securities Exchange Commission and the FBI track stock trades that occur just before major announcements. The agencies spotted one of Marisa’s friends as a consistent advance trader and confronted him with his illegal activity. He sang like a canary and agreed to cooperate to help catch Marisa in exchange for a lesser charge and no prison time. He wore a wire to a restaurant where he would meet Marisa for their usual exchange: a stock tip for $2,500. FBI cameras rolled from across the street as the two sat in the window of the restaurant.

Trying not to lose his plea deal and mindful of their friendship, he asked Marisa if she understood the implications of her tips and their schemes. Marisa responded, “It’s the most illegalest thing you can do.” He then asked her if she understood what would happen if they got caught: “We’d be interviewed in every magazine. We’d be like . . . we’d be, who were the people of the ’80s? Boesky? Michael Milken. We’d be bigger than that. It’s fun. If you don’t get too greedy.”3 Marisa entered a plea, lost all the money she had earned, and, in a fate most students find chilling, had to live with her father after surrendering her $4,800 per month luxury Manhattan apartment in the interest of paying fines and lawyers’ fees. She was also banished from the financial industry.

This one nonfiction story can teach students the positive law on securities, insider trading, and market disclosures. It can be used to illustrate Kantian principles of universality and reciprocity. We would all enjoy making a killing in the stock market, but we would prefer not to be the parties who sold their shares at a bargain price to Marisa’s friends, only to learn what they knew already: a coming merger makes our shares much more valuable. The only universal rule that we could all live by would be one that did not allow Marisa and her friends to profit at our expense. This short story also offers a classic literary theme: there is no honor among thieves, or never trust the people you cheat with! Marisa’s friends, not particularly beholden to her and their gains now garnished by the federal government, turned quickly against her in a relatively easily embraced moment of self-preservation. Et tu, college pal? When it comes to cheating, it is every man, woman, and college friend for himself or herself.

Perhaps most important for discussion purposes here is the protagonist’s failure to recall the real lessons and morals of the stories she cites in her declarations to her friend. She can barely recall the names of the 1980s Wall Street financiers who had also been prosecuted for advance trading in stock prior to merger announcements. What she missed was the ending of their stories or their fates. She had no doubt studied the financial theories of Ivan Boesky and Michael Milken and knew of their once iconic stature on Wall Street for financial innovation and capitalizing, literally and figuratively, on legal loopholes to become multimillionaires. What escaped her were their stories, the final consequences of their behavior and poor ethical choices. Both went to prison. Both were banished from financial firms and transactions. Both have spent a lifetime trying to earn some small pittance of respect for their work. Those literary themes of hubris and tragedy emerge again. The stories of Boesky and Milken are of pitiful and pitiable characters, paralleling the story of Enron’s diabolical chief financial officer, Andrew Fastow. One Houston resident who worked side-by-side with Mr. Fastow in his extensive community service and fundraising efforts offered the following tragic insight: “The person I know bears absolutely no relation to the person who has been characterized, in some reports, within the walls of Enron.”4

Ah, there is a Brutus, an Iago, a Judas here, all the dual existence characters of literature. However, in current ethical education the poetic quality of such stories is exorcised to produce a sterile case study while literary resources are dismissed as irrelevant. As a result, students have no emotion, depth, or characters to draw upon in their study of ethics in life and in business. Imagine literature chiseled into a business school case study. We would study Ulysses merely to understand MapQuest, lago for military science, Madame Defarge for her knitting, and Daisy Buchanan for grace under pressure. Devoid of the moral lessons we glean from the literary richness of narratives, these characters’ lives seem drab and forgettable.


WHAT TO TEACH: THE USE OF STORIES AND LITERATURE

A recent study reveals the pervasiveness of moral relativist attitudes among college and business graduates and suggests a lack of grounding in the great morality tales. Seventy-five percent of MBAs said the primary role of a company is maximizing shareholder value, 71 percent said satisfying customers was the goal of a business, and only 33 percent said producing a quality product was the goal of a company.5 A 2003 joint survey by Deloitte Touche and Junior Achievement revealed that 45 percent of teens believe business leaders are unethical. Another 38 percent are not sure if business leaders are ethical, leaving only about 18 percent with a belief that those who are in business are ethical.6 Apparently none of the good stories are making their way into the curriculum either. The data show misconceptions and misunderstandings about the role of ethics in business and business people. Those misconceptions are perhaps best corrected with a curriculum that offers insight into the human condition and human nature. Human tales are missing from ethical instruction today.

It cannot be accidental that one of the most popular Harvard Business Review reprints is “The Parable of the Sadhu,” by Bowen H. McCoy.7 This introspective piece regarding ethical choices is also a fable. Bowen McCoy was a successful Wall Street investment banker when he took a sabbatical to climb to the summit of one of Nepal’s highest ranges. McCoy’s attempts to climb the summit in the past had yielded only altitude sickness and a retreat to the villages at base camp as others went on to reach the summit. On the climb in the story McCoy is not experiencing altitude sickness and the weather is cooperating. He and his companion, along with their sherpas and parties from other countries, are proceeding well during that small window of opportunity that they have before the sun melts the steps they have carved in the ice in their narrow pathway to the summit. The anticipation of success is palpable.

But before they reach the summit, they encounter a religious pilgrim, a sadhu, who is not dressed appropriately, collapsed in the snow and suffering from altitude sickness. To be certain that the pilgrim survives would require them to carry him back down to the village below their base camp. To do so would mean that they could not make the climb because of the loss of daylight and proper conditions for the ascent. So, each person and climbing party offers some help. One group offers additional clothing. Another group offers food. Still another waits to be sure that the sadhu is revived enough that hand-eye coordination is restored. A final group points down the mountainside to the base camp and village below as if offering directions to the sadhu on how to proceed. They all then continue their climb and all reach their goal of the summit.

Only after the climb does McCoy’s companion confront him with the reality of what they have done. Stephen, McCoy’s climbing companion, feels that all of them may have contributed to the death of another human being. Although they can never know whether the sadhu lived or died, McCoy and Stephen are left with a hollow feeling of “Our goal was accomplished, but at what cost?” There story provides several key literary points that are also teaching moments in ethics:



	Ethical choices can mean that a goal is not achieved or is achieved in delayed fashion.

	When groups are responsible for making ethical decisions, each person defers to the next with the deceptive comfort that ultimate accountability does not lie with individuals contained within the group.

	Changing one’s values, in this case, respect for life, in a different setting (in this case a grueling mountain climb) may seem justified, but ultimately the achievement of the goal produces a gnawing feeling of, “At what cost?”

	The parallels to business found in McCoy’s story illustrate its parable qualities: the climb is rugged with challenges, there are often limited windows of opportunity for success, ethical choices can mean temporary setbacks in achievement of goals, and others are always willing to go on despite ethical dilemmas confronting them in their quest for the goal.

	Defining dilemmas in the either/or conundrum (either I let the sadhu go and make the climb or help him and again miss my goal) produces choices that disregard ethics and values. McCoy adds that his most memorable experience is not achieving the summit, but, rather, those moments he spent in the village at base camp when he had altitude sickness. The immersion in culture, the weddings experienced, and the kindness of the villagers were the true rich experiences of his climbs, not the conquest of the summit.

	McCoy cautions about the need for values in place up front so that when we are confronted with ethical dilemmas, our values are not compromised for the goal.

	McCoy provides students with the notion of regret for ethically shallow choices such as the one that he made on the mountainside that day.


Like all good stories, McCoy’s tale stays with us. His experience haunts us. We learn from his guilt and embarrassment about the poor choices we can make and how hollow the feeling is that follows.

In my twenty-eight years of teaching undergraduate and graduate students and business executives, I have learned that the only things those who have heard me speak or had me in class remember when we meet years later will be the stories. They cannot define normative ethics for me. Egoism is something they believe is endemic to Hollywood. But they can all recite at least one story I told them about my experiences, business executive’s tragedies, or Marisa Baridis. When I ventured from the textbook market into popular press, I ventured in with A Business Tale: A Story of Ethics, Choices, Success (and a Very Large Rabbit). I offered a fable based on the premise of Harvey, the Pulitzer Prize-winning play about a man who has a 6-foot-tall invisible white rabbit as a companion who teaches him much about life. My fable has the same mythical beast, at the same height, but with the name of Aristotle (Ari) for short. It is indeed a story of ethics. It is written to motivate, to capture—in literary form—the ethical id in all of us. I could have written a four hundred-page tome reflecting my knowledge in the field. Perhaps many would read it. Some would cite it. But few would remember anything from it. But the story of Edgar and Ari haunts its readers with its reminder to do what is honest and right. Hardly a day goes by that someone does not write to me asking, “What do you think Ari would do?” The story has become a part of its readers.

Stories teach us of principle, of heart, of moral courage. They buoy our spirits. They inspire. But, mostly, they dwell within us, as all good consciences do.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Do you agree with Jennings’s assertion that knowing the good does not necessarily lead to doing or becoming good? If so, what further change or step is needed to make this transition, and what role might literature play in this process?

	What is the ethical and/or aesthetic difference between a “sterile” case study and a richly wrought narrative? Why would the latter be preferable in most ethics instruction?

	Jennings seems to suggest that moral relativism (a belief that right and wrong are culturally determined, not absolutes) underlies much of the “stakeholder” and other unethical practices within business today. Must we have absolutes to make sense of morality? If so, what role might literature play here?






Chapter 14

Literature and the Catholic Perspective

Mary R. Reichardt

Reichardt summarizes here the benefits of a Catholic-based literary criticism, including its ability to appreciate such religious mysteries as sacramentality, the meaning of human suffering, and the complementary relationship of faith and reason. Citing poststructuralist theories’ general hostility to Christian thought, she argues that “Catholic literature . . . must be examined from a Catholic perspective in order to comprehend it in its totality”—otlierwise, the stories of a deeply religious writer such as Flannery O’Connor “become merely senseless, grotesque studies in the pathology of victimization and violence.” Defining “Catholic literature” as “good literature that employs the history, traditions, culture, theology, and/or spirit of Catholicism in a substantial, informed, and meaningful way,” Reichardt affirms the importance of aesthetics while also rejecting “naive” and “feel good” works. The Catholic perspective, she concludes, “can embrace without reservation any work of art that represents life truthfully—its goodness, beauty, and joy along with its evil, sin, and misery.”
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In these first few years of the new millennium, interest in all things Catholic is on the rise. Statistics indicate that Catholicism, unlike other mainstream religions, continues to grow steadily in the United States: a third of all Americans now call themselves Catholic. New waves of the Spirit are spreading throughout parts of traditionally Catholic Europe, both east and west, reinvigorating dormant faith in that continent. And elsewhere in the world, in parts of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, for example, the increase in the Catholic population over the last few decades has been nothing short of staggering. A new generation of young people in particular is eager to learn more about the faith’s teachings, culture, and traditions. As testimony to this fact, one need only witness the astonishing crowds Pope John Paul II has drawn to recent World Youth Day events as well as the proliferation of interdisciplinary Catholic studies programs in colleges and universities across the nation.

With the rise of interest in Catholicism comes the demand for updated educational materials. In the area of literature, the need is particularly acute. For more than a generation now, literary studies in both secular and private institutions have been dominated by postmodern critical theories that, with their emphasis on deconstructing literature and thoroughly politicizing its content, are largely antithetical, if not downright hostile, to Christian thought. In depleting texts of meaning or reducing them to the mere sociological study of power differentials, such theories, in their purest form, negate even the possibility of the supernatural and thus have no use for the transformation of reality by grace. From a Christian point of view, such deterministic thought saps literature of its ability to do what great literature does so well: evoke the spiritual and thereby expand the spirit. Even in English departments at Catholic institutions, it has for years now been rare if not impossible to find courses that examine texts from a religious, much less Christian or Catholic, perspective. Catholic literature, a long and rich tradition indeed, has been ignored precisely because it must be examined from a Catholic perspective in order to comprehend it in its totality. Trained in critical methods that deny or discount the existence of God, lacking a scholarly understanding of Catholic teaching, or simply embarrassed to talk about faith in the classroom, many faculty simply choose to ignore Catholic literature. And if included in a course at all, a literary work has often been so distorted as to render it virtually incomprehensible. A case in point is the contemporary American author Flannery O’Connor. Never more popular, her fiction has generated an enormous amount of criticism over the last two decades, most of which gives but a cursory nod to or dismisses altogether her deeply Catholic themes. When studied in a literature classroom where discussion is ruled by the “race/class/gender” mantra, her stories become merely senseless, grotesque studies in the pathology of victimization and violence.

By no means am I suggesting here that poststructuralist theories have no value as literary tools. All critical methods are simply different angles, or lenses, that can help illuminate parts of a literary work. In emphasizing how deeply literature is embedded in and springs from culture—its essential “contingency” —modern theories have contributed an understanding of the many subtle yet insidious factors that serve to marginalize or oppress certain segments of society. At best, such theories can have a laudable ethical dimension. But any approach to education that does not consider the whole person, and any approach to literature that is closed off from even the possibility of the spiritual, is woefully deficient. If literary works have no foundation in truth or ability to address ultimate concerns, the study of literature and the endless production of literary criticism become only a rarified, elitist game, yet another interesting rearrangement of deck chairs on the Titanic.

By contrast, a Catholic/Christian-based literary criticism proceeds from the point of view that the best literature not only invites us to explore the intersection of the natural and supernatural realms, but also that a certain subset of that literature—Catholic literature—allows us to roam imaginatively through the greatest and most profound mysteries of Catholic truth: incarnationalism, sacramentality, God-with-us in the Real Presence of the Eucharist, the profound meaning and worth of suffering, the ties of charity that unite the living and dead in the Body of Christ. It takes as its starting point the belief that reason and faith are not oppositional paths to truth—the one legitimate, the other suspect—but complementary. A Christian understands that while we gain tremendous amounts of knowledge by reading, study, and analysis, that which comes through faith and prayer unfailingly supersedes that achieved by intellectual endeavor. Approaching literature from a Catholic/Christian point of view, one that proceeds from both faith and reason, is as valid a type of criticism as any other. In his influential article “Religion and Literature,” T. S. Eliot correctly stated, “literary criticism should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theological standpoint.”1 A religiously based criticism, therefore, does not cancel out the use of other forms of criticism but rather builds on their foundation.

But what exactly is “Catholic literature”? A broad category, no precise definition exists. Written by persons of all backgrounds and cultures over its two-thousand-year history, Catholic literature conforms to no single pattern. It has been produced in all possible genres: fiction, poetry, autobiography, children’s works, plays, essays, and more. Some Catholic writing is distinctly sentimental and pious. Some is didactic, written with the express intent of converting the reader. Some use Catholicism in ways that purposely distort or disparage the faith. Catholic literature has been written by baptized, believing Catholics, by lapsed Catholics, and by non-Catholics. For the purpose of this essay, we can propose the following definition: Catholic literature is good literature that employs the history, traditions, culture, theology, and/or spirituality of Catholicism in a substantial, informed, and meaningful way. By “good” literature I mean those works of art that present the human situation in complex ways and on various levels that can be pondered, analyzed, and discussed. Such literature never lends itself to black-and-white thinking but rather concentrates on exploring the gray areas of paradox, ambiguity, and moral dilemma. Good literature is serious literature: it may entertain but more often disturbs, raising more questions than it provides answers. Moreover, while the best Catholic literary works use Catholicism in a substantial, informed, and meaningful way—that is, they are grounded in a deep and accurate understanding of the faith—as good literature they do not aim merely to soothe or pacify the hyperpious or religiously complacent. These works never attempt to dismiss the struggles and doubts inherent in the human situation for a naive, sentimental, or “feel-good” religion. Rather, each work here examines profound Catholic issues through the expansive freedom of the imagination, pushing borders, crossing boundaries, penetrating mysteries, and exploring the many astonishing paradoxes inherent in the Christian faith.

As a humanity, literature makes us more humane, widening our contacts with lives, experiences, and events unlike our own. It allows us to observe actions and their results over a short period of time and to empathize with characters whose inner lives and motivations are revealed. Any person who maintains a steady diet of good literature knows its power to broaden experience and expand the mind and heart. Writing in Literature and the Christian Life, critic Sallie TeSelle goes one step further, suggesting that literature can play a significant role in the Christian life precisely because it aids vicariously in the widening of the kind of empathy necessary to growth in charity, the goal and summit of Christianity. As she states,


Literature with its concrete, varied, and creative depictions of the basic structure of human experience, in both its cosmological and anthropological aspects, offers to the Christian invaluable acquaintance. It gives to the Christian, who is called upon to adhere totally to God in spite of the negative powers that appear to rule the world, an understanding of the depth and breadth of powers that his response must embrace if it is to be realistic. He must take into account those diseased and dying infants who troubled Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov (and feel for them as Ivan does) and that white whale which embodied all evil for Ahab in Moby Dick (and know in his heart the extent of that whale’s rule as Ahab did). Literature also offers to the Christian, who is called upon to love his fellows with a profound and appropriate love, an entree into the crannics of the human heart that a realistic love cannot do without. What one can learn of the human heart from James or Faulkner or Tolstoy cannot be gained from history, psychology, or sociology books, or even, unfortunately, for most of us, from our own experience with our fellows, which is so stereotyped and patterned that we seldom see beneath the clichés of surface relationships.2


TeSelle’s point is that the vicarious empathy we gain by reading literature can help us to understand and sympathize more fully with our fellow humans in real life.

One hallmark of the Catholic faith that has strongly affected its literature is its insistent incarnationalism. Because Jesus chose to save humankind by becoming a person and going through life in this world, from birth to death, he sanctified all aspects of our existence on earth. Salvation is not to be found or holiness achieved, therefore, by scorning reality or attempting to close one’s eyes, Buddha-like, to all that is human. In Catholic thinking, there is thus no glossing over of the difficulties, evils, and sufferings of life: as St. Paul puts it, all creation “groans” as it awaits the fullness of redemption. The notion that material success or other visible signs of personal well-being are marks of God’s special favor is alien to Catholic thought because it has nothing to do with imitating the Christ who lived in poverty, was despised by many, and suffered. The most important symbol of the faith is, therefore, not an empty cross but one with a suffering corpus on it, a constant reminder of God’s mysterious connection of suffering and love in his plan for our salvation. By embracing all that is human, the good with the bad, with the intention of loving God and imitating Christ, all things are transformed by grace and become a means to our redemption. As William Lynch puts it, “there are no shortcuts to beauty or to insight. We must go through the finite, the limited, the definite. . . . The way up is the way down.”3 This Catholic emphasis on incarnationalism resonates powerfully with writers in the Catholic tradition who find in it great impetus for their art. It encourages them to describe life just as they see and experience it, warts and all, without any artificial need to, as Flannery O’Connor once stated, “tidy up” reality for the sake of a positive or uplifting story. It is this life, just as it is here and now, that God loves, transforms, and redeems.

A second and related characteristic of Catholic thought that has deeply influenced its literature is its stress on sacramentality. If all things that exist do so because God has created them, loves them, and sustains them, all things are not only good to at least some degree in and of themselves but also have the ability to communicate the power and goodness of God. Catholics formally profess seven sacraments, each “a sign instituted by Christ to give grace”: baptism, confirmation, penance, Eucharist, matrimony, Holy Orders (the conferring of the priesthood), and anointing of the sick. Among these, the Eucharist, a sacrament that may be received every day, is especially significant. Hidden behind the humble, natural elements of bread and wine is Jesus himself, the complete God-Man in his Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity, not only physically present but taken into the communicant in an act of total unity and intimacy. Like nothing else, the Eucharist powerfully conveys the essential Catholic belief that God is with us in all circumstances and at all times. By contrast, by reducing the communion service to a mere symbolic gesture or ritual, Protestantism has not only significantly emptied it of its meaning but also puts more stress on God’s absence from us than presence among us. This vital Catholic sense of Jesus dwelling with us on earth, animating and transforming everything that exists, and the consequent sacramentality of all creation, permeates Catholic literature. All things, events, and experiences “tell” of God and can lead us to God if we have the eyes to see and the ears to hear. By grounding their work in the concrete, material world, literary artists in the Catholic tradition can reveal the supernatural and convey spiritual truths. Thus literature, too, can serve as a sacramental, a vehicle of grace for those disposed to receive it.

It is precisely because of its emphasis on incarnationalism and sacramentality that the Catholic Church prizes artists. The vast collection of art and literature produced by persons of every era and culture contained in the Vatican museums and libraries more than testify to this fact. The Catholic liturgy, too, is permeated with art: music, color, incense, church decor, and pageantry are employed to stimulate the senses, engage the emotions, and lift the spirit to the beauty and wonder of God. In a remarkable letter to artists written for the 2000 Jubilee Year, Pope John Paul II stated that the Church needs art: not just acknowledges it or tolerates it but needs it. “Every genuine art form in its own way is a path to the inmost reality of man and of the world,” the letter states. “It is therefore a wholly valid approach to the realm of faith, which gives human experience its ultimate meaning.”4 As all art is the creation of something new, a unique entity in the world bodied forth from the mind, heart, and imagination of the artist, so art in a small way imitates the work of the Creator and thus participates in the constant unfolding of the creation. Art is often prophetic, pointing the way toward what is to come. It makes us pause in our daily routine, become meditative, and refresh our spirits in the contemplation of beauty and truth.

An understanding of imaginative literature as an art form has been slow to develop in the Church, however. The case of Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory can serve to illustrate this point. Greene’s novel portrays a fallen priest, a man who, persecuted, lonely, and weak, has slipped from his vows. Yet the story clearly suggests that the priest’s very sins and failings paradoxically allow him to achieve a high degree of sanctity. When the book was published in 1940, it was censored by Vatican officials precisely because it fails to depict the Catholic faith in an unambiguous or positive manner. But twenty-five years later in the atmosphere of Vatican II, the novel was exonerated by Pope Paul VI, himself a scholarly man, with the result that today it is considered a central text in the development of modern Catholic literature. Fully comprehending a Catholic view of incarnationalism and sacramentality means that one can embrace without reservation any work of art that represents life truthfully—its goodness, beauty, and joy along with its evil, sin, and misery.

While solid literary scholarship always draws on a variety of critical methods, exploring literature from a Catholic perspective contributes the “last layer” of interpretation called for by T. S. Eliot. The rich and diverse Catholic literary tradition, a tradition that has strongly influenced—and been influenced by—western culture, lends itself in a particular way to a religiously based criticism that takes seriously a Catholic/Christian perspective on incarnationalism, sacramentality, and the universality of human experience.5
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Although affirming the value of poststructuralism, Reichardt is critical of its hostility to religion and reduction of texts “to the mere sociological study of power differentials,” void of any transcendent meaning. How does this compare with your experience of contemporary literary theory? What underlying assumptions might be the source of this conflict?

	How does Reichardt defend Catholic writers, such as O’Connor or Greene, whose works may include the grotesque or reveal the weaknesses and hypocrisies of believers?

	Respond to the following statements (quoted and paraphrased) in support of religious criticism:

	“Catholic literature . . . must be examined from a Catholic perspective in order to comprehend it in its totality.”

	If literature has “no foundation in truth or ability to address ultimate concerns,” criticism and study of literature “become only a rarified, elitist game, yet another interesting rearrangement of deck chairs on the Titanic.”

	“A religiously based criticism . . . does not cancel out the use of other forms of criticism but rather builds on their foundation.”

	Art can be “a vehicle of grace for those disposed to receive it” and “in a small way imitates the work of the Creator,” thus participating “in the constant unfolding of the creation.”








Chapter 15

Literature and Protestantism

John J. Han

According to Han, Protestant views of the arts have always been conflicted, from Cromwell’s banning of English theatrical performances to conservative evangelicals’ attempts to embrace contemporary culture “without succumbing to it.” He asserts that today’s humanistic Christianity recognizes “the power of artistic creation as a divine gift” and thus “encourages evangelicals to engage culture” from “a distinctly Christian stance.” For such believers literature has a threefold purpose “as an instrument for defending Christian faith, for evangelization , and for spiritual growth.” This rich literary tradition includes apologetic , sermonic, nonfiction, and fictional writings, from John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress to C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.
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INTRODUCTION

Any discussion of the relation between literature and Protestantism is made difficult by the impossibility of generalizing the Protestant movement. There are literally hundreds of denominations, groups, and sects which fall under the category Protestant. Since early reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin launched the revolt against Roman Catholic doctrines and practices in the early sixteenth century, the Protestant movement has branched into widely divergent traditions, including the Lutheran, the Reformed/Presbyterian, the Anabaptist, the Anglican/Episcopalian, the Quaker, the Separatist, the Shaker, the Congregational, the Baptist, the Methodist, the Unitarian-Universalist, the Campbellite, the Seventh-Day Adventist, the Pentecostal/charismatic, and the ecumenical. These groups differ as much in their theology as in their worship style and church polity. Overall, however, Protestantism can be distinguished from Catholicism by its emphasis on individual faith and the ability to approach God directly without priestly mediation. Protestants commonly reject the universal authority of the Pope, church hierarchy, the worship of saints, and liturgies steeped in religious custom. Instead, they affirm the Reformation principles of salvation by faith alone (sola frdes), salvation by God’s grace alone (sola gratia), the Bible as the ultimate authority for doctrine and practice (sola Scriptura), the priesthood of the believer, biblical preaching, and moral living.

This essay is written mainly from a conservative evangelical tradition, which stretches from Luther and Calvin down to contemporary evangelicals. Evangelicals are born-again Christians who embrace “the absolute truthfulness of the Bible” and consider the words of Scripture as “God’s very words.”1 Mission-oriented, they also emphasize the conversion of nonbelievers and nominal believers into regenerate Christians who have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. According to a recent survey, 40 percent of Americans identify themselves as evangelicals. They constitute perhaps the most dominant religious force in American politics, foreign policy, and culture. Prominent evangelical denominations include the Southern Baptist Convention, Assemblies of God, Presbyterian Churches in America, and the Church of Christ.


THE PROTESTANT VIEW OF LITERATURE

Since the time of the Reformation, evangelicals have held a mixed view of culture in general and literature in particular. Pietistic evangelicals, who lean toward fundamentalism, tend to be dualistic in their attitude toward human creativity. Based on such Bible passages as 1 Corinthians 3:19, 2 Corinthians 10:3, and James 4:4, they equate culture with the worldly, the realm of Satan. In contrast, humanistic evangelicals, including such theologians as John Calvin, John Knox, Jonathan Edwards, Abraham Kuyper, Dorothy Sayers, Leland Ryken, and R. C. Sproul, are appreciative of creative activities as a God-given blessing.

Pietistic evangelicals have frequently suppressed or ridiculed the arts. In The Christian Waifare (1634), the Puritan John Downame encouraged people to take moderate indulgence in “walking in pleasant places, conferences which are delightful without offence, Poetry, Musique, Shooting, and such other allowable Sports as best fit with mens severall dispositions for their comfort and refreshing.”2 An excessive amount of such diversions would lead believers to Satan’s temptations. In his concern for devout personal and family life, Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658)-another Puritan—outiawed all English theaters for brewing impure thoughts and emotions in the audience. These theaters included the Globe Theatre, the most famous London theater during the Elizabethan and Jacobean times, in which William Shakespeare’s plays were performed. Similar views of the arts were carried by the early Puritan settlers of New England. They accepted artistic creation insofar as it glorified God and helped Christians grow spiritually. Poetry writing was common, but it was acknowledged only as a form of religious devotion.

Even today, some evangelicals scorn secular writings, considering them as dangerous to the Christian soul. They wonder if there is any use in reading allegedly irreverent and immoral literary works. In a 2000 article published in a magazine for Missouri Baptist University alumni and friends, I defended reading secular literature as follows:


Secular literature illustrates the sinfulness of humanity, the corruption of society, and the sorrowful state of a nation without God. For instance, in his novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover, D. H. Lawrence condemns the institution of marriage and glorifies passionate love based on natural instincts. In her feminist novel The Awakening, Kate Chopin sympathizes with a married woman who has an affair with an unmarried man and then kills herself. These works demonstrate how the divine institution of marriage is crumbling in modern times.3


Several months later, I was on a panel for an in-house debate on censorship of textbooks on the Christian campus. After the panel discussion, a student raised his hand and remarked that my recommendation of Lawrence’s fiction made his mother “angry.” Mary C. Bagley, one of my colleagues at the university, also encountered an undergraduate student in English who refused to read the ancient Greek comedy Lysistrata by Aristophanes because the play offended her. The student was shocked at the subject matter and the sexual references in the play. According to Bagley, some evangelical students’ idea of literature is John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. They are upset at a slight reference to sex in a work. Some are offended by the bizarre relationships in Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream, and others are offended by the overly mythical nature of John Milton’s Paradise Lost.

Although pietistic Christians tend to pose a hostile stance against culture, most conservative evangelicals try to embrace it without succumbing to it. Based on the maxim “Christians are in the world but not of the world,” they view the power of artistic creation as a divine gift. They are willing to learn from culture while actively engaging and transforming it. This kind of humanistic Christian perspective is well illustrated in Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536-1559). Influenced by the Renaissance movement and central to Protestant beliefs, the Institutes offers a humanistic view of culture. In this multivolume work, Calvin saw a talent for writing as God’s gift: “Whenever we come upon [natural gifts] in secular writers, let that admirable light of truth shining in them teach us that the mind of man, though fallen and perverted from its wholeness, is nevertheless clothed and ornamented with God’s excellent gifts.”4 While learning Greek and Latin as a student, Calvin was fascinated with classical pagan writers. Later, in 1532, he published a commentary on the Roman philosopher Seneca’s De Clenientia. Calvin also developed a writing style modeled after Cicero and Quintilian.

Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920), the Dutch theologian who provided a neo-Calvinistic theological framework for Reformed higher education in North America, advocated Christ’s ownership of all things, including the arts. Bearing the image of his God, the ultimate source of human culture, man is able—and privileged—to create something beautiful and take pleasure in it: “The world of sounds, the world of forms, the world of tints, and the world of poetic ideas, can have no source other than God; and it is our privilege as bearers of His image, to have a perception of this beautiful world, artistically to reproduce, and humanly to enjoy it.”5 Along the same lines, Dorothy L. Sayers (1893-1957), an Anglican thinker, saw the artist as a creator modeling after God, the perfect Creator: “The characteristic common to God and man is apparently that: the desire and the ability to make things.”6

Conservative evangelical scholars today also embrace the Calvinistic concept of human culture. Leland Ryken, Clyde S. Kilby Professor of English at Wheaton College, observes, “Christianity affirms the artistic enterprise. The Bible itself endorses both the image-making and imaginary impulses of the arts.” Ryken lists four biblical validations of the arts: first, Scripture depicts God as a creator of images; second, the Bible is largely composed of various literary forms; third, the Christian sacraments of communion and baptism reflect a Christian philosophy of the arts; and fourth, worship in the Old Testament is distinguished by musical, visual, and verbal arts.“7

R. C. Sproul, a Reformed theologian and host of the “Renewing Your Mind” Christian radio broadcast, also encourages evangelicals to engage culture. In his book Pleasing God, he opposes censorship in Christian schools, pointing to some of the giant figures in church history who did not withdraw from culture: Paul was well versed in secular literature, St. Augustine used his neo-Platonic philosophy in ministering to the church, Thomas Aquinas took on the worldly philosophers of his day on their own terms, John Calvin quoted Cicero almost as much as he quoted St. Augustine, and Jonathan Edwards used the philosopher John Locke in combating the continental atheists. Sproul contends, “Those men were acutely aware of worldly philosophy and sought to defeat it with Christian truth. They did not retreat into an isolationist posture. At times, though they maintained a distinctively Christian stance, they quoted with approval the words of unbelievers.” 8


DOMINANT THEMES AND TYPES OF PROTESTANT LITERATURE

Evangelicals tend to view literature as an instrument for defending Christian faith, for evangelization, and for spiritual growth. Over the past five centuries, numerous theological treatises, apologias, and sermons by Protestant theologians, preachers, and thinkers have appeared. Early Protestant writings, most of which were nonfiction, were concerned with doctrinal issues. In such works as A Prelude Concerning the Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520) and On the Freedom of a Christian Man (1520), Martin Luther challenged the Roman doctrine of salvation by works. Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion expounded on the basics of Protestant theology, including the doctrines of divine foreknowledge, predestination, and free will. Jonathan Edwards, considered the greatest theologian of American Puritanism, chronicled such doctrinal works as A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God (1737), A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections (1746), and Careful and Strict Enquiry into the Modern Prevailing Notions of That Freedom of the Will (1754). His fiery sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” gave rise to his undeserved notoriety as a Bible-thumping revivalist.

Twentieth-century Protestant apologists also defended their faith against the growing tides of atheism, Darwinism, socialism, communism, Eastern religions, and the New Age movement. C. S. Lewis, an Oxford professor and defender of Christianity, is best known for Mere Christianity (1952), selected by Christianity Today magazine as the best work of Christian nonfiction of the century. He counters the charge that Christianity has lost its credibility due to its denominational fragmentation. At the heart of each orthodox Christian denomination, according to Lewis, “there is something, or a Someone, who against all divergences of belief, all differences of temperament, all memories of mutual persecution, speaks with the same voice.”9 In his bestseller More Than a Carpenter (1977), Josh McDowell defends the divinity of Jesus Christ and the reliability of biblical records. In The Case for Christ (1998), atheist reporter-turned-Christian apologist Lee Strobel supports the divinity of Jesus by using historical, scientific, and psychiatric evidence.

Moreover, sermonic writing constitutes a significant part of Protestant literature. Recognizing the power of the transforming and sanctifying power of the Word, Protestant preachers have delivered messages not only from the pulpit but also in print. Most of the Puritan sermons have been collected for believers. Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834-1892), who delivered numerous sermons at the Metropolitan Tabernacle in London for over three decades, authored fifty volumes of sermons. Martyn Lloyd-Jones (1899-1981), Reformed preacher in Wales, published such works as Truth Unchanged, Unchanging (1951) and From Fear to Faith (1953). Contemporary evangelical preachers on radio or television who regularly publish their sermons in book form include Adrian Rogers, Robert H. Schuller, Charles Stanley, and Chuck Swindoll. Finally, since the Reformation, numerous devotional or inspirational nonfiction books have been published to meet the various needs of contemporary Christians—spiritua), financial, relational, and emotional. John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666) is a spiritual autobiography written in the tradition of St. Augustine’s Confessions. Oswald Chambers’s My Utmost for His Highest (1935), written from an unflinchingly Calvinistic perspective, is a perennial bestseller with millions of copies in print.

Christian fiction—characterized by didactic, inspirational, and prophetic elements—has always enjoyed popularity among evangelicals and non-evangelicals alike. John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678-1679), a vivid allegory of the Protestant Christian’s symbolic adventure from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City, has been a best-seller second only to the Bible for Protestants. At the turn of the twentieth century, the American Charles M. Sheldon authored In His Steps: What Would Jesus Do? (1896), which sold over twenty-five million copies. A novel based on the Social Gospel, or Christian socialism, it seeks to remedy social and economic justice for the poor from a biblical perspective. Hal Lindsey, called the father of apocalyptic Christian Zionism, published Late Great Planet Earth (1970), an enormously popular novel (fifteen million copies in print) derived from prophecy in Matthew 24. The Left Behind series, a sensational end-of-times collection cowritten by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, has sold forty million copies since the 1995 publication of the first volume. During the past two and a half decades, Christian romance has gained increasing popularity among evangelical women readers. Blending love and faith, romance writers pursue Christian readers who seek love stories that are free from ungodliness and lust. Janette Oke’s Lone Comes Softly was the pioneer romance novel that made huge inroads into the fiction market in 1979. Her novels opened the door for such romance writers as Judy Baer, Terri Bkackstock, T. Davis Bunn, Lori Copeland, Angela Hunt, Jane Kirkpatrick, Lauraine Snelling, Linda Windsor, and Lori Wick. Christian fantasy for children and adolescents also enjoys much acclaim. C. S. Lewis’s seven Chronicles of Narnia stories, beginning with The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (1950), are widely read among children at evangelical homes. Madeleine L’Engle is known for her Time quintet—A Wrinkle in Time (1962), A Wind in the Door (1973), A Swiftly Tilting Planet (1978), Many Waters (1986), and An Acceptable Time (1989)—written mainly for Christian teenagers.


CONCLUSION

Overall, evangelical Protestants tend to emphasize the instrumental role of literature. They believe that literature should edify and inspire Christians in their walk with the Lord so that they can live a biblically based, purpose-driven, and joyful life. Following in the footsteps of British and American Puritans, John H. Timmerman and Donald R. Hettinga contend that Christians should not read books simply to escape reality. Instead, reading should help believers engage with life. Christian readers should seek “true beauty” in a story, which is revealed when literary works reflect the divine reality: “As we read, we should keep our knowledge of Scripture in mind, for beauty that is truth will appear only in the light of the Bible.”10

Literature produced by Protestant authors has played a major role in elucidating Protestant doctrines, in converting and indoctrinating new believers, and in disseminating biblical ideas and values. Protestant authors have also contributed to developing a plain, forceful, yet graceful writing style, as is exemplified by the King James Bible and by Bunyan’s allegories and spiritual autobiography. Despite its relatively short history, the Protestant movement has produced numerous world-class writers—creative as well as nonliterary, sophisticated as well as polemical, and artistic as well as didactic.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Summarize the Protestant dilemma concerning the arts and literature. How, according to Han, have “humanistic” Christians resolved this dilemma?

	Respond to the contention that “Christian readers should seek ‘true beauty’ in a story, which is revealed when literary works reflect the divine reality.” How might this include a Christian writer employing violence and the grotesque, such as Flannery O’Connor?

	How have Protestants such as John Bunyan, Jonathon Edwards, C. S. Lewis, and contemporary Christian romance writers influenced the world of literature as well as our culture at large?






Chapter 16

Something to Measure By: Quaker Values in Literature

Barbara A. Heavilin

In this selection Heavilin summarizes the extent to which Quaker values of liberty, equality, love, and human worth are embedded “into American government, history, and. . . literature,” including the writings of William Penn, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and the most famous Quaker artist, Walt Whitman. The implication is that understanding this religion’s foundational role within our nation’s history is essential if we are to appreciate America’s literary heritage. Furthermore, the application of Quaker pedagogical techniques can add a degree of spirituality within the classroom that “enriches literary discussions and broadens [students’] minds.”
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. . . nothing to measure by.

—John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men

 


Let us then try what Love will do:
 For if Men did once see we Love them,
 we should soon find they would not harm us.

—William Penn, Some Fruits of Solitude

 


Alongside the seemingly mechanistic, haphazard world of John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, originally titled Something That Happened, is another world that is ruled not by a scientific determinism of what is but by an implied and inescapable ethical sense of what ought to be—a way of measuring life’s events and possibly even of finding some meaning. When the black stable buck, Crooks, confides to Lennie that the most difficult thing about his life of separateness is that he has “nothing to measure by,”1 he is longing for both human companionship as well as a way of evaluating and judging his life. Like William Penn’s belief in the power of love to address human problems and St. Francis of Assisi’s gentle observation that human beings should walk softly on the earth that is their brother, Steinbeck’s measure of all things is tove—not a namby-pamby romance novel sort of eroticism or sentimentality, but a deep, demanding care, a caritas that governs relationships and behavior, informing the way a person lives.

Similarly, Biddy Martin cites Helene Cixous’s assertion that “love” and “attention” are the keys to understanding the works of “the Brazilian writer Clarice Lispector.”2 While on the surface such a proposition may seem like sloppy sentimentalism, from a Quaker perspective this combination of love and attention demands the involvement of the total person—the emotions, heart, and spirit together with the intellect, brain, and mind. William Penn’s maxims 545 and 548 in Some Fruits of Solitude call for such a total involvement to be put into practice in everyday life. Penn admonishes, “Let us then try what Love will do. . . . Love is the hardest Lesson in Christianity; but for that reason, it should be most our care to learn it.”3 Firmly persuaded of an undeniable remedy for the animosities and spiritual ailments of humankind, Penn, like Cixous, thus prescribes close, empirical attention to the situation at hand—love is to be tried, or tested, and applied—with observation proving that the “Lesson” will be well learned because love works where all else fails.

Such is the Quaker vision of God’s Kingdom as it has found its way into American government, history, and, for the focus of this essay, literature. For example, underlying Penn’s “Holy Experiment” in governing Philadelphia, the “city of brotherly love,” was the Quaker belief in liberty, especially for those seeking a haven for religious freedom. David Hackett Fischer’s Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America points out the uniqueness of Penn’s vision as it was worked out in government:


In 1751 the Assembly of Pennsylvania celebrated an anniversary. The Charter of Privileges, which William Penn had granted his settlers in 1701 to guarantee their liberty, was exactly half a century old. To mark the occasion, the legislature ordered that a great bell should be purchased for the Pennsylvania State House.

Today, that building is better known as Independence Hall, and the great Quaker bell is called the Liberty Bell. Both of these symbols are associated in the popular mind with the American Revolution. But in fact they were the products of an earlier period of Anglo-American history; and they were meant to celebrate a special idea of liberty which was unique to the Quaker founders of Pennsylvania.4


So deeply enmeshed is the American ideal of liberty with Quaker thought and belief, then, that “the great Quaker bell” and the Liberty Bell are one and the same. Penn’s Quakerly love and attention thus bore fruit by influencing the course of American democracy and its devotion to liberty. Quaker theology is thus intimately tied to America thought and culture.

The influence of this thought may be observed in literary form in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay, “George Fox,” which Stephen E. Whicher considers a precursor of “The American Scholar.” In “George Fox” Emerson finds the impact of Fox and the Quakers to be a primary source of the American ideals of freedom and equality:


The Society of Friends [Quakers] have honorably led in the two philanthropic works of our age, the Abolition of Slavery and the Suppression of Intemperance. And slowing and silently their opinions sifted by time have passed into the public opinion of mankind. . . . One cannot look at the course of the great charities and best institutions of our age without following back their swollen stream unti) it begins in the little rill of this individual life at Drayton-in-the-Clay in Leicestershire. . . . Nor can anyone. . . contemplate such a life as this, and see to what power this man attained and what were the sources of his power, without thinking better and hoping better of the race of Man.5


The conclusion of Emerson’s “The American Scholar” may be considered a manifesto declaring the power of a democracy based on love as well as liberty, freedom, and individuality. In this essay Emerson refocuses his accolade to Fox into an accolade to Americans and a declaration of spiritual and intellectual independence:


We will walk on our own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak our own minds. The study of letters shall be no longer a name for pity, for doubt, and for sensual indulgence. The dread of man and the love of man shall be a wall of defence [sic] and a wreath of joy around all. A nation of men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which also inspires all men.6


At their heart, the concepts underlying Emerson’s declaration are those of Fox, Penn, and the Quakers, who from their very beginnings saw the value and worth of human beings created in the image of God—both male and female, rich and poor, gifted and ordinary.

The Quaker poet Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself” is a similar manifesto and proclaims a typically American hero—one’s own self—with echoes of classical epics, such as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and John Milton’s Paradise Lost. In the face of the deterministic Calvinistic doctrine of the elect, or chosen ones, Whitman is both quintessentially Quaker and democratic, declaring “I will not have a single person slighted or left away.”7 Vast in scope, “Song of Myself” embraces humanity; sees reflections of God in human faces; celebrates both life and the “bitter hug” of death; and listens to the voices of nature in the stars, sun, pool, forest, moon, and night. In its very free verse form, this poem demonstrates freedom, liberty, and individuality. Democratically and lovingly in a form that is itself a celebration of freedom, the Quaker Whitman exults in finding God in the ordinary and the everyday.

Democratically cherishing the freedom of the individual to follow conscience, Quakers eschew formal creeds (originally because they believed the recitation of a state-sanctioned creed to be an infringement on their freedom of conscience and worship). In lieu of creeds, they embrace queries and testimonies as a means of expressing their faith. The queries are a series of questions, such as the following from Faith and Practice of Western Yearly Meeting of Friends Church: “1. Do you strive for the constant realization of God’s presence in your life? Are you sensitive and obedient to the leading of the Holy Spirit? Do you endeavor to advance your spiritual growth by the prayerful study of the Bible and other devotional literature?”8 While Quakers are typically Protestant in their centering on God, the Holy Spirit, and the Bible, their approach to a statement of beliefs is quite different. Queries demand a response, not just the recitation of a memorized creed.

Together with the queries, the Quaker testimonies—abstract concepts that are to be translated into the lives of peopte—bear witness to the Quaker belief that the Kingdom of God begins in this world, in the here and now. The testimonies of peace, simplicity, honesty, integrity, equality, community, and care for the environment are integral to the Quaker faith and provide a worldview that seeks a higher way and, therefore, informs thought and interactions with people. A combination of the queries as a method of approach and the Quaker testimonies as a means of focus are especially valuable in the study of literature, informing and guiding students’ thinking and modeling a higher way of human interactions.

For example, the testimony of peace, probably the most well known of Quaker beliefs, may be observed in literature as an implied opposite of war. The desirability of seeking alternatives to war becomes apparent when students take a hard look at its horrors. To illustrate, Wilfred Owen’s poignant and compelling “Dulce et Decorum Est,” a poem, in which battle-weary young men become haggard and old, stands as a lasting documentary of the horrors and wastefulness of war. Owen vividly details recurring nightmares in which he witnesses the agonies of one of his comrades dying in a gas attack. His conclusion bitterly ridicules “the old lie” that it is sweet to die for one’s country, opposing for all times the bombast of politicians who speak complacently of the honor of dying in the service of one’s country, but return to offices to sit in safety behind highly polished desks. Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan,” too, is a clarion warning against the human capacity to destroy art and that which is sacred. This poem celebrates the sacredness and pleasure of creativity and art, but alongside the celebration is a dark warning of their destruction. The prophetic voices are “ancestral,” suggesting that violence and destruction are a part of the human condition. Here it is instructive to introduce the question of predestination versus free will. Is war something that is fated, over which human beings have no control—or is war a matter of choice? Are there those who profit from war? Are there alternatives to war? In demonstrating the beauty, joy, and awe of times of peace that inspire, encourage, and foster human creativity, “Kubla Khan” suggests the great cost of ignoring warnings of war and failing to seek alternative measures. Such Quaker emphases and queries thus guide the class discussion of what war does, why it should be avoided, and whether or not there are creative and viable alternatives.

Quaker testimonies of simplicity, honesty, and integrity fit well with John Steinbeck’s The Winter of Our Discontent, a novel protesting a representation of every American’s greed and self-absorption. Caught up in the desire to maintain a position on the social ladder, gain power, and live an affluent life, Harvard graduate turned grocery-store owner Ethan Allen Hawley betrays a man who had been like a brother to him since their childhood, turns over his aging boss Marullo to the immigration authorities for deportation, and contrives what seems to be a foolproof plan to rob a bank. A prime example of an inversion of values, Ethan, in his desire for material goods and social status, loses sight of that which is good and essential. Not until his son’s plagiarism on a national essay contest is revealed does Ethan face his own loss of integrity. Class discussion of this novel centers around queries based on the testimonies. In what ways might a life of simplicity be preferable to a life of affluence, superfluity, Wal-Mart-size houses, conspicuous consumption, greed, and self-indulgence? How might Ethan have more creatively and honestly directed his efforts to find another direction for his life? What is integrity, and how does Ethan regain it in the end? A perusal of this final question comes back to Penn’s admonition, “Let us, then, try what Love can do.” Love for his daughter proves to be Ethan’s salvation, drawing him back from the brink of suicide and enabling him both to regain his own integrity and to pass it on to her. Love, then, in Steinbeck as well as in Penn, is at the heart of integrity and how a person lives—simplicity or self-indulgence, honesty and integrity or duplicity.

Equality is another vital Quaker testimony. From the very beginning, Quaker women were encouraged to speak in church and to take roles of leadership. And Quakers were active in the antislavery movement—influential in eradicating the slave industry in Great Britain, opposing it in the United States, and placing themselves at risk by operating an underground railroad to take slaves to free states. Margaret Fell Fox’s Women’s Speaking Justified, Proved, and Allowed by the Scriptures, its title making clear its content, is now included in anthologies of British literature. John Woolman, an early American advocate of emancipation, is likewise frequently anthologized, and his journals are still in print. Both writers are evocative in portraying gender and racial issues, calling for a reader’s empathic response. Queries revolve around gender and racial issues and possible solutions as they still exist today, together with possible solutions.

Along with these Quaker works, Aphra Behn’s fictional Oroonoko; or, the Royal Slave and Olaudah Equiano’s autobiographical The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudalr Equiano; or, Custams Vassa, the African also speak to the condition of slavery and separateness so that the reader gets a sense of what it is like to be an “other” who is constantly degraded and left out. These texts invite queries on the effects of exploitation and greed on both perpetrators and victims and the cost of denying equality to another human being. Another strong modern appeal for equality is Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” written while he was incarcerated for participating in peaceful demonstrations. King speaks to the condition of “otherness,” of what he calls “nobodiness,” persuasively and powerfully calling for equality and the end of segregation. The appeal of this essay is timeless; the issue of race is still among us.

The testimony of community is so integral to Quaker faith that it enters into church business practices, calling for consensus and a sense of the meeting rather than a majority vote. At its heart lies a sense of human interdependence. Human beings cannot define themselves in isolation. As Of Mice and Men’s Crooks observes, when left to himself, there is a vacuum, for he has nothing to measure by. Toni Morrison’s Sula demonstrates the interdependence of human beings and the vacuity and meaningless of the isolated self. A promiscuous wanderer, Sula searches for meaning and connections. After she returns home and her lover forsakes her, she states that all she had ever really wanted was someone to talk to; mere sex could not fulfill her deepest needs. Queries and discussions of this novel center first around the typically American emphasis on liberty and the extremes of individualism as represented by Sula in contrast to the nature of community and what the Constitution calls “the common good.” Turning to the metaphysical, the question of meaning, or purpose, for human beings arises. This novel provides rich territory for such a philosophical (and Quakerly) exploration.

The Quaker testimony of care for the environment stems from a sense of the sacredness of all things—somewhat like St. Francis of Assisi’s “Tread softly. The rocks, too, are thy brothers.” Eminently practical, with a this-worldly emphasis on the Kingdom of God as it has begun in the here and now, Quakers have tried to maintain the integrity and wholeness of their faith by a concern for the world around them. Anglican poets William Wordsworth and Gerard Manley Hopkins both speak to this concern. Wordsworth’s sonnet “The World Is Too Much with Us” bemoans the greed of material consumption that, he believes, lays waste all other human powers, cutting human beings off from “Nature” and leaving them emotionless and unmoved in the presence of its grandeur. Hopkins’s “God’s Grandeur” shows the creative power of God that shines in and through nature despite humanity’s ignorant destruction and disregard. Queries first involve Hopkins’s bemoaning the generations of human beings that have unfeelingly trodden on nature, smearing and smudging it and then move to examples of present-day trodding, smearing, and smudging environmental atrocities. There follows a perusal of Hopkins’s sense of the sacred in nature and his belief that it is “the Holy Ghost” Who constantly renews everything—even if all of the lights are finally extinguished—lines that for our own times could be interpreted as a world nuclear disaster, the ultimate human “smear” and “smudge.” This discussion leads once more to a question of possible alternatives to such disaster.

With a strong sense of what ought to be and how human beings should live in a Kingdom of God that begins in the here and now, Quakers have had a largely unrecognized influence on the course of American democracy, history, and literature. Their concerns for human beings made in the image of God have been quietly assimilated into universally accepted ideals of liberty, equality, individual worth, and respect for the natural world. Yet the adaptation in a classroom setting of Quaker values by a methodology of queries and testimonies enriches literary discussions and broadens minds. Students learn to seek and value alternatives and to eschew the narrowness of either/or thinking. They learn to ask questions and to consider ethical concerns with how human beings should live. As a result, most learn to think more clearly, to regard themselves as intelligent human beings capable of making hard choices, and to believe in the possibility of human goodness and a higher way of living. They gain something to measure by.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Heavilin seems to imply that without taking into account the role of religion within our nation’s history and culture, we cannot fully appreciate certain artists or their works. Do you agree with this idea? How is our appreciation of Whitman, for example, increased from a Quaker perspective?

	Can religion affect not only content but also literary teaching methods in a constructive way? What is your response to the pedagogical ideas involving Quaker queries and testimonies?






Chapter 17

Literary Criticism and Religious Values

Bruce W. Young

Answering the contention that religious beliefs have no place in literary criticism and appreciation, Young argues that criticism itself is “unavoidably concerned with values” and that approaching literature from a religious perspective is no less problematic than one based on the views of Freud or Nietzsche. Rather, one’s literary and spiritual values ideally should be compatible and the literary critic honest with himself concerning how values inform his criticism. Young then attempts to sketch a literary theory compatible with his own Latter-day Saint (LDS) or Mormon values, examining such concepts as the functions of literary criticism; mimetic and aesthetic approaches to literature; abstraction, language, and symbolism; and art’s relationship to patterns and laws within the natural world. He concludes that there is no such thing as a purely “abstract” or aesthetic literature and that the aesthetic and mimetic finally blend to create the “moral effect” of a work. Because “literature proposes ways of seeing the world and implicitly attempts to persuade us that these ways are authentic,” the aesthetic and mimetic “give power to that persuasive intent and help shape our attitudes and responses—and ultimately our character and behavior.” In the end, we cannot neatly separate our spiritual and critical selves any more than we can the facets of literature that “move, teach, and delight.”
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Matthew Arnold announced in 1880 that poetry was replacing religion as the foundation of modern spiritual life.1 He spoke at a time of decline in religious faith, a decline that has continued into the twentieth century, not only in the intellectual class, but among others as well. Since his time many literary critics have claimed that even religious poetry could be understood and appreciated without religious belief, that religious belief could, in fact, be an obstacle to a broad and deep appreciation of literature because it might require the believer to accept and enjoy only what fit with his static, narrowly formulated view of things. Critics have been praised for being uncommitted to any “specific, or narrow, set of values.”2 (What an “unspecific set of values” might be is unclear.) The image of a religious critic, in such a view, is of someone who compares the doctrine of a literary work to his own set of abstract doctrines and accepts or rejects the work depending on how closely the two meet. Any who have religious convictions know how far this image is from their own experience with literature, yet the view it grows out of has been so persuasively argued that it is rare for anyone writing literary criticism nowadays to admit belief in specific religious doctrines.

But literary criticism, like literature itself, is unavoidably concerned with values. Even with the reticence about committing oneself to specific truths and values, almost every page of thoughtful criticism is colored by the critic’s beliefs about what in literature is of value to human beings and, beyond that, where in human experience itself the centers of value and meaning are to be located. Whether we are reading an article attempting to rescue an author from obscurity or judging the behavior of a novel’s characters or elucidating a poem’s concept of time, we are faced with the critic’s assumptions about ultimate things; and the less explicit the assumptions, the more thoughtlessly we may find ourselves swayed by them.

These are a few of the facts I believe we must face as we read and write literary criticism. What I conclude from the facts is neither that we must always announce our beliefs, nor that we must despair of ever communicating them. But I do believe we must examine and reexamine our critical views in the light of our religious values; ideally, they should be compatible. And if the things we value most in literature are, as I believe they should be, supported by what we consider most important in our lives, then I am confident our literary criticism can become powerful means of persuading other students of literature to reconsider their own literary values and perhaps to acknowledge that what we love—in literature and in life—may indeed be worthy of love. Even those who consider themselves nonreligious may come to see that their values must finally be grounded in something more substantial and enduring than the shifting sands of secular thought. They may come to believe, as F. R. Leavis did, that great literature raises questions at what “I can only call a religious depth of thought and feeling,” that it gives us a sense of there being “a dimension over and above those of the commonsense world.”3

If what Leavis says of great literature is true, then religious values obviously have a place in the discussion of literature. Critics may differ among themselves as to what some of these values are and how they are to be applied to literature; yet we can only profit from reading and writing criticism that requires us to deal with literature in terms of what really matters to us. Some of the literary theory current as I write grows out of a reading of Freud and Nietzsche; why not a theory that grows out of a reading of scripture? For those whose view of life is essentially religious, literary theory of this kind should have a unique power to give insight into how literature works and what value it has for its readers. The remainder of this essay represents an attempt, a necessarily brief and incomplete one, at sketching out such a literary theory. My ideas have their roots in my convictions as a Latter-day Saint (LDS), and I will refer to uniquely Mormon scriptures and to other expressions of LDS thought, as well as to the Bible and to ideas accepted generally by Christians. Since some of my readers come from religious traditions different from mine and since even other LDSs may disagree with some of what I have to say, I recognize that what I present here is only a model for what others may wish to do on their own. Indeed, I believe that every critic—in some measure, every reader of literature—must deal with the questions I am going to raise and look for answers compatible with his own convictions and values.

One important function of literary criticism, from any point of view, is attempting to determine what literature is “great” and what makes it so. Literary criticism also deals with the question of how literature works, what it is about language and human nature and the physical world that allows for this extraordinary phenomenon we call “literature.” As I have already suggested, literature cannot be seen—by LDSs or by others with religious beliefs—as a separate compartment cut off from the rest of life. The value of literature will be what it can contribute to the lives and characters of individual human beings. The capacity literature has to affect the thoughts, emotions, and behavior of beings with unique and indestructible identities shows it to have a power of eternal significance. This power is in large measure the power of language, and the story of literature is largely the story of the uses and abuses, the powers and limitations, of language. The word “word” as it is used in scripture suggests that our capacity to use and understand language is an eternal one; the capacity to use it to create and to edify is a divine one. Yet we can hardly claim to see these possibilities regularly and commonly fulfilled: the abuses of language point to the reality of evil, and the limitations of language remind us that our present capacities as human beings are limited. We have eternal possibilities beyond our ability now to imagine or express; we can attain those possibilities only by faith and obedience. This tension between human possibilities and human limitations (without God “man is nothing”; yet the faithful may receive all that the Father has) is bound to color our attitudes toward literature and literary criticism.

Knowing that literary critics, like all of God’s children, have spiritual sensitivities of divine origin, we should expect to find truth in many of the critical approaches of the past. Three approaches especially have reappeared perennially, three that may be termed “mimetic,” “aesthetic” (or “formal”), and “moral.” I started thinking in a detailed way about the relation between these approaches and my own religious convictions at the Modern Language Association Convention of December 1980. At that convention Helen Vendler gave a “presidential address” urging literary critics to avoid dividing up, as they often do, into hostile special interest groups, each pressing its own point of view. All these points of view, she felt, see literature’s value as being either “mimetic” or “aesthetic,” either revealing to us a greater understanding of our lives and our world or else delighting and fascinating us (perhaps bringing a kind of euphony to our souls) by the artful ordering of sound and story, image and emotion, detail and pattern. Why not accept both of these as legitimate functions of literature?4

It occurred to me that the way LDSs see the world should allow them to accept both approaches, and even more, to see both as parts of a single whole. The tendency to see things as wholes and as parts of a single greater whole follows naturally from belief in a meaningful universe, ruled and organized by a loving God. From this point of view, the mimetic in literature will also have aesthetic interest because any literature that is true to reality will also be true, in some measure, to the pattern and order that inform reality. We take delight in order and harmony because it is part of our eternal nature to do so and because order and harmony are ultimately characteristics of the universe to which we eternally belong. We need not see ourselves as creatures doomed to extinction in a meaningless universe, nor as temporary inhabitants of a universe which has no connection with our eternal destiny. Our own eternal nature, added to the eternal nature of the laws that govern the universe and of the elements of which it is made, guarantees that reality, beauty, goodness, and meaning are all of one fellowship; all these words ultimately refer to each other.

Obviously, I am leaving out a big part of human experience: the evil, sorrow, and conflict that all of us know firsthand. I do not mean to suggest that these are not parts of reality. It is our sense of moral and aesthetic order, in fact, that enables us to see, and to feel keenly, our departures from that order. But having a sense of the overarching purpose and pattern of things can help us to see evil for what it is and can make our sorrow a “godly sorrow” that “worketh repentance,” not a discouragement that turns into despair and cynicism, or a fascination that turns into a perverted liking for evil.5 Literature that is informed by a sense of eternal truth will present evil as evil, but with the understanding, or at least the trust, that there is meaning and purpose, even something glorious and beautiful, in the larger pattern.

Our mimetic sense and our aesthetic sense are both, I believe, parts of our innate responsiveness to what is true, to what is real. Literature at its best will appeal to both senses. But in saying this—that the best literature will both teach and delight—I do not mean to suggest that literature is an exact copy of life. It may in some sense be a mirror, but always a mirror that selects and shapes. Nor do I mean to suggest that literature’s aesthetic or moral qualities—the harmony and beauty or the structure and meaning of a poem or story—will be merely equivalent to the same qualities in the reality that literature mirrors or represents. The special contribution of language and mind, their shaping, ordering, and connecting power, will make each piece of literature a unique piece of reality, with connections to other parts, but not connections of absolute equivalence. Any given poem or play or narrative will have an order and meaning of its own as a uniquely real entity, but it may also shed light through possibly vast tracts of the world outside itself, opening its readers’ minds to understanding and their hearts to delight in the details and patterns of some portion of the larger whole. But because of the limitations of human thought and language, the revelation that literature gives will of necessity be a simplified and incomplete one.

Since a work of literature has, in the sense I have described, a life of its own, its formal elements can be appreciated “for their own sake,” like the ordering of sound or color in music and abstract painting. Poetry especially, but all literature, depends for much of its power on rhythm, imagery, and patterns of sound, and on the harmonizing of contrary elements, the balancing of energy and order, and the sense of difficulty overcome that result from working within the constraints of form. We would do wrong to neglect the purely aesthetic delight of literary experience. Much in literature serves first of all to “please the eye and to gladden the heart,” effects quite compatible with the LDS belief that “men are, that they might have joy.”6

But I would add some words of caution against making aesthetic pleasure the only function of literature. Granting all I have said, I would still insist that no literature is “purely aesthetic” if that term is taken to mean that the literature it describes has no connection with the lives of those who read it or the world they live in. I would say this, in fact, not only of literature, but of all art, even of the most abstract kinds. Literature, of course, is rarely “abstract” in the usual sense, but it has affinities with music and painting, which often are. It may be helpful to consider for a moment these two arts to establish some principles which may also be applied to literature. Any successful work, even an “abstract” one, from either music or painting has, I would claim, at least two kinds of connection with “real life”:



	It is an obvious, but important, fact that any work of art is itself a part of reality. Music is performed using tangible, physical instruments; it creates sound waves which reach human ears; its harmony is based on the overtone series, which is itself a phenomenon of nature. An abstract painting also exists in the real world, has been produced in some physical medium, probably uses colors that nature itself displays, and is experienced by people in the course of their concrete daily lives.

	Music and painting will also have a second kind of connection with “real life”: the “abstract” patterns in abstract art are not, in fact, alien inhabitants of a separate realm of existence, but are intimately connected with the natural world and with human nature. These are, after all, the sources from which they are abstracted. I have already suggested that sound and color are governed by principles of order (such as the overtone series) even before their use by human beings in art. When we look at how human beings transform the materials they start with as they create works of art, we continue to find links with the natural order. The shapes and geometric relations in abstract painting are plentiful in the universe itself, and they are patterns that move and interest us as emotional and intellectual beings. The laws that govern our minds seem to correspond to those that govern the universe, and it is apparently these same laws that govern the creation and appreciation of art. To paraphrase a well-known speech in The Winter’s Tale, nature (in the sense of “reality”) is the source of the art that we use to transform nature.7 The patterns that have their root in nature have also, for some reason, a special appeal to human beings: harmony, rhythm, color, and form all speak a language with which the soul is acquainted. Music, as it joins or in some way actually becomes the inward movement of our spirits, touches something in us deeper even than articulate language or thought. It mirrors or creates in us (it is hard to say which) attitudes and feelings and unspoken perceptions of meaning and order that seem, while we experience them, to be part of the very substance of our beings, living members of the very essence of what we call ourselves. It is not enough to say that music and painting affect our inner lives; in some way, they actually become expressions or embodiments of what we are and feel. What we call abstract patterns are thus vehicles, are I believe inherently vehicles, for the most essential element of our inner experience. This, I believe, is the reason even purely abstract art appeals to us, and since these patterns have this appeat—are connected with the structure of our minds as well as with the structure of the universe—art of this kind, like other art, can be said to relate to the human and natural world outside itself.


What I have said about music and painting I hold to be true as well of literature. It can be claimed, in fact, that literature includes the other arts within itself: words well used can prompt our imaginations to re-create the experiences of the senses and can even produce the kind of perceptions and feelings—those we associate with the inarticulate core of our beings—that are carried by, or expressed in, the abstract patterns of music and painting. Though language as a logical, denotative instrument may be ultimately incapable of defining such feelings and perceptions, words themselves may be deployed in patterns of sound and association that may create effects beyond the power of words precisely to define. In fact, words that do not draw at least some of their power from being ordered in such patterns are hardly what we expect to find in the works of a literary artist.

Because literature includes such patterns, it has the same connections with the world outside itself that I have claimed abstract art to have. But since literature is made up of language, it also has another connection with the outside world, the sort of connection that language, under normal conditions, always has. I don’t pretend to understand exactly how language works, but it seems clear that at least one of its major functions is a linking one: it marks our relation with other people and with other realities outside ourselves. It is one of the mediums in which we embody our thoughts and feelings about the world around us, and it is our most common means of communion with the thoughts and feelings of other people.8 Because language unavoidably links us with realities beyond its own mere sounds, literature—made up of language—by its very nature has some sort of relation to those realities. Literature could be “purely abstract” only by depriving the words that make it up totally of their normal connections with things and with people. A poem could be made up of nonsense syllables, perhaps, and still be called literature.9 But language’s usual powers, with the added intensity that its artful use brings, allow literature to link its readers with a wider range of reality than that implied by “pure abstraction.”

It would be a mistake, however, to think of this reality with which literature links us as a mass of meaningless detail. Our daily life is unavoidably concrete, but it is also informed by patterns that give it structure and meaning. By “patterns” I mean not only those principles I have already discussed governing shapes, color, and sound, but also the patterns that can be found in thought and behavior, in the unfolding of human character and relationships, indeed in all the realities of human experience. According to literary theorists from Aristotle onward, it is precisely patterns of this kind that literature imitates. The claim that literature is “true to nature” does not mean that it necessarily replicates the exact detail of everyday occurrences; rather, it imitates the patterns or laws that govern the details of life, the relations that hold true through all the variety and flux of experience. Yet these patterns or laws are not disembodied abstractions, but always—whether in art or in life—reveal themselves in particular, experienceable detail. This view of literature is compatible with the religious belief that the universe and human life within that universe are not accidents but are informed with meaning because of the divine intention that underlies them. . . .

From the LDS point of view, then, the various elements or aspects of reality, though in some sense distinguishable, all join to make a single whole. Brigham Young affirmed that “in the mind of God there is no such thing as dividing spiritual from temporal, or temporal from spiritual; for they are one in the Lord. They are inseparably connected.”10 Much the same can be said, I believe, of literature: there should be no such thing ultimately as dividing content from form or as dividing the mimetic, aesthetic, and moral aspects of literature into wholly separate compartments. Every act of reading will be in some sense a moral or spiritual act—and “spiritual” here does not mean solemn, abstractly didactic, or detached from everyday experience. In the Lord’s eyes, we are told, “all things. . . are spiritual”;11 all have value and meaning as they relate to the happiness and growth of human souls. The value and meaning of art must finally be judged by the same standard. Because spiritual realities do not form a sphere of their own outside daily experience, it is clear that daily experience provides appropriate material for the arts, and we may be suspicious of art that tries to detach itself wholly from our experience or from our needs or natures.

Those who accept this view will have little desire to make of literature an isolated world, a verbal or imaginative structure, apart from the rest of experience. But this does not mean we must reject the delight that comes from the interplay of words and ideas or from the shaping and selecting activity of the imagination. These, too, can be important parts of the whole of our lives. Indeed, much that is considered “imaginative” in literature is not wholly inward. This is true, for instance, of what is commonly called “fantasy”—the kind of literature represented by The Faerie Queene or the science fiction of C. S. Lewis. Though it ignores many of the superficial details of daily experience, fantasy of this kind, deeply connected with the truths of human psychology, the realities of social and spiritual life, even insights into the nature of the cosmos, may be one of the best vehicles for carrying truth into the human heart. Even fantasy of a lesser kind may excel as an object of beauty or a source of delight.

Nor do I question the value of symbolism in literature, though I think it important to try to understand what symbolism is and how it works. Symbols are not, in my view, merely arbitrary constructions of the mind or pieces of reality to which we assign arbitrary meanings. The materials used as symbols are, like all other things, governed by law. A symbol can carry meaning because something in its nature, and in the nature of those who use it, allows it to do so.12 I agree with the assertion of C. S. Lewis that “symbols are the natural speech of the soul,” especially when the word “symbol” is taken to mean an image with an apparently intrinsic or archetypal power of communication.13 Symbols may, of course, be more or less rich depending on what they contain within themselves capable of expanding into meaning. Some may come close to being merely conventional and so lack this special communicative power. But the most powerful symbols will have a depth and richness of connection with the things they represent. This is certainly true of the symbolism we encounter in religious ritual: baptism, for instance (I am thinking of it particularly in the form LDSs are familiar with), is something a person actually undergoes, and it relates to all sorts of things we do in our everyday lives. For example, it resembles the water that surrounds us before birth, and it reminds us of cleansing, planting, and burial. . . . Baptism also suggests events of eternal import: birth into a spiritual “newness of life” and into a new community of believers, and the cleansing, death, resurrection, and growth of the inner (but ultimately also the outer) man. For those who believe in Christ, all things—from bread and water to trees, stones, and stars—symbolize or “typify” Him, not because someone has established arbitrary links which have become conventional, but because in the actual nature of the universe there are real connections between the Creator and Lord and His creation; He is literally the light and life of the world.14 Symbols, then, like language and intelligence, are an eternal part of the design of reality. Their existence indicates that, in a universe made up of elements and intelligences, images and objects are by their natures capable of carrying meaning and of doing so in accordance with consistent eternal law.

Any literary critic grappling with these questions—whether of symbols or language or literature as a reflection of reality—is likely to recognize that his understanding is still “in process,” that more questions have yet to be asked and more thought given to those already considered. The combination of understanding and humility that should come from dealing with the things that matter most can move us beyond the superficial conflicts that divide others into literary camps and open us to the possible contributions of seemingly contradictory points of view. Consider, for instance, the points of contention that are thought to divide “romanticism” from “classicism”: Is the universe a place of dynamic, organic growth and change or is it an essentially stable system governed by law? Is priority in evaluating works of art to be given to energy and vitality or to formal harmony and order? Should literature attempt primarily to represent an ideal or imagined world or should it be realistic? Should more attention be given to concrete particulars or to general patterns? Is the artistic act one of creative inspiration or of adherence to rules? Of imitation of the world or of the careful crafting of words and images? I hope that what I have already said makes a good case, from the LDS point of view at least, for answering all these questions with a qualified “yes”: both sides of each question present an important element of truth. Even our limited understanding of the ultimate nature of things should help us to see most of these apparent oppositions, and others like them, as capable of resolution.

So far I have dealt mainly with the question of how literature works, but I have also touched, unavoidably, on the closely related question of literature’s value. One’s answer to both questions depends on one’s basic assumptions and convictions, and that is why my attempt to answer the question of how literature works has required me to discuss my beliefs about other things. The second question—that of literature’s value—is more difficult to answer than the first. Yet it is a question no reader can avoid, least of all those of us who claim to be literary critics. Too often critics become mere technicians or dispensers of facts, forgetting that their primary task—the one that will finally justify all the rest—is to make the experience of literature a rewarding one for as many readers as possible. This means, among other things, that the critic must direct readers to the best literature—that which will bring the greatest delight and the greatest understanding.15 Of course, it is wise to suspend judgment until a piece of literature has had a chance to work its magic: we ought first of all to enter fully and unself-consciously into the act of reading and then try to understand how the piece of literature works before evaluating it. Even without evaluating a work, we can do much to enhance the reader’s experience of it simply by analyzing its structure and explaining its background.

But the question of a work’s value must be faced sooner or later. Since no one has time to read all that has been written, the very act of opening a book poses the question of whether it is worth reading. Technical and practical matters will, of course, affect our answer, as they help us evaluate the work’s aesthetic and mimetic powers. But the ultimate criteria we use must, I believe, be moral ones—that is, we must judge the effect a work has on its readers as beings living in a universe of moral connections and consequences. We must try to determine which works will most enrich the lives of those who read them, either because the experience of reading is itself a delightful or deeply moving one, or because it increases understanding, sharpens moral sensitivity, or develops faculties of judgment and sympathy. This does not mean that literature is merely a means for accomplishing ends separate from itself. The act of reading—in its immediacy and concreteness—is itself one of the ends, though not the only end, that literature serves. The pattern of the perfected life should include moments of the kind of supreme enjoyment and supreme insight that great literature can give. Nevertheless, the effect of literature is more than only momentary: it affects the total quality of the reader’s life. Plato may have been wrong in some of his conclusions about literature, but he was pointing to something profoundly true, I believe, when he said, “Much is at stake, more than most people suppose: it is a choice between becoming a good man or a bad.”

A critic’s judgment as to what makes a person good or bad will be determined in the end by his moral intuitions and by his convictions about ultimate things, convictions that, in my own case, are religious ones: my belief in the value of individual human beings, in the importance of their relation to each other and the world around them, and in the value of their growth in understanding, character, and happiness. These are truths made clear, I believe, by revelation from God, and they are intimately connected with such specifically religious realities as the role of Christ and the importance of faith, repentance, obedience, and Christ-like love. Because it is impossible to reduce these re-atities—or, for that matter, a work of literature—to a set of abstractions, evaluating a work of literature has to mean more than simply comparing the ideas in it with my own. Most literature teaches indirectly: its moral effect is bound up in its fable, its imagery, its attitudes; and all of these must be considered when judgment is being made as to the value of a work. The truth it teaches will at best not be merely abstract statement, but will be enacted or realized in such a way as to mirror the depth and connectedness of reality.

Because our happiness and growth depend on our learning our relation to realities outside ourselves, the value of literature—even what may be called its “spiritual value”—will have much to do with its relation to extraliterary reality. We are not intended to live exclusively inward lives, even if we could live ones of the highest “aesthetic” quality. Living eternally alone in an inward world of thought, imagination, or feeling would, in fact, be a kind of hell. We are promised that our greatest joy and growth will come as we develop relations of deep and enduring “oneness” with other selves and as we increase our understanding of and our ability to work with the physical universe. For these reasons, I think it natural that we should seek in literature truths about human life, human relations, and the universe we inhabit. In the greatest literature, I believe, our seeking will lead to finding.

Of course, some literature will teach such truths directly. Despite the current prejudice against the “didactic” (literally, “that which teaches”), teaching has been recognized since ancient times as one of the two central functions of literature, along with that of pleasing; and this teaching has sometimes taken the form of direct statement, even in the greatest of literature. When sensitively and effectively presented, the literature of direct statement has found approving critics and appreciative readers during most periods of history. But with all that can be said in its defense, it must still be admitted (for such has been the common experience of mankind) that there are other more effective modes of teaching moral truth.

Two of these I have discussed already: fantasy and symbol. Another is example—the presentation of individuals who exemplify behavior and character ranging from the most admirable to the most despicable. Teaching by example is one kind of teaching by mimesis: it is based on the general principle that as we understand more about the world around us, we will understand more about its moral structure. But by presenting individual examples of behavior and character, literature can go beyond the expansion of understanding to offer models of what is to be imitated or avoided and thus actually affect our behavior. The power of example is not, indeed, something to be lightly dismissed. I believe that Samuel Johnson spoke truly when he said that “the power of example is so great, as to take possession of the memory by a kind of violence, and produce effects almost without the intervention of the will.”16 One of the great powers of literature is this “moral contagion” which impels us to identify with characters and acquire by intense sympathy their loves and hates and even their strengths and weaknesses. Because of this power, we are obliged to judge the moral qualities of the examples presented to us, and we may justifiably object to a writer who presents that which is evil as if it were good. As F. R. Leavis has said, a writer who “presents a drama of men and women. . . mustn’t ask us to acquiesce in valuations that contradict our profoundest ethical sensibility.”17

In the end, I believe, every element of literature must be seen as contributing to its moral effect. Each in its own way serves to convey truth or to move our affections and sympathies. Example, fantasy, and symbol—as I hope I have shown—can do both powerfully, as they reveal the essential patterns underlying human experience and appeal to our imaginations and emotions. But smaller elements, too, can have such effects. Figurative language, for instance, teaches by presenting new ways of seeing reality (note Shelley’s claim that metaphor reveals the “before unapprehended relations of things”);18 even patterns of sound and imagery can contribute to literature’s moral effect by holding our interest, coloring our judgments, or moving our emotions. The mimetic and aesthetic join in what is finally a moral effect: literature proposes ways of seeing the world and implicitly attempts to persuade us that these ways are authentic. The beauty and delight of literature give power to that persuasive intent and help shape our attitudes and responses—and ultimately our character and behavior. Sidney’s claim that literature can move us to virtuous action is certainly true, in some measure, of at least some works of literature .19

But I must end by cautioning myself, if no one else, against claiming too much for literature. Literature can move, teach, and delight. It cannot save us. This is one fact that no Christian, no matter how enamored of literature, can afford to forget. Literature, even if we put under that title everything that human beings have written during this earth’s history, is only one small detail in a vast pageant that is nowhere near finished, that will never be finished. If literature helps us, even in a small way, to understand our place in the pageant, it will have justified its existence. But our place in the pageant depends ultimately on the character of our souls, not the extent of our literary expertise, and requires, beyond all merely human help, the saving power of Christ. It depends on qualities of faith, obedience, and love that literature can help inspire but that only our choices and actions can make our own.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Do you agree with Young’s opening assertion that “literary criticism, like literature itself, is unavoidably concerned with values”? That ideally one’s spiritual or religious values and one’s critical or literary views should be compatible?

	What, according to Young, are the two important functions of literary criticism?

	Young argues that even the most abstract art is “real” and connected to “reality” in at least two important ways. What are these ways? And does this mean that there is no such thing as a purely “abstract” art?

	Explain the “mimetic,” “aesthetic,” and “moral” critical approaches. Young concludes that the aesthetic and mimetic ultimately blend to create the “moral effect” of a work. Do you agree with this holistic view? If so, what exactly are the relationships among the three?

	What insights does the essay offer about the workings of abstraction, language, and symbols? Do these ideas make sense even if you aren’t of the same religious faith as Young?





Part III

WRITERS’ RESPONSIBILITIES

For a novelist is a rearranger of nature so that it makes an understandable pattern, and a novelist is also a teacher, but a novelist is primarily a man and subject to all of a man’s faults and virtues, fears and braveries . . . . And because he is usually a moral man in attention and honest in approach, he sets things down as truly as he can. . . . A novel may be said to be the man who writes it.

—John Steinbeck

 


The job of fiction writers is to . . . give their readers the feeling that life has great significance, that something is going on here that matters.

—Ron Hansen, A Stay against Confusion

 


In any given age, the fiction writer who aspires to the status of artist may have to radiate a concern for morality and truth in his work, but that is quite different from having any sort of “responsibility” to the reader. It is, at bottom, a matter of prestige. The more serious and profound a yarn-spinner’s intentions seem, the better his chances of being deemed “literary.” In nonfiction, the writer definitely has a responsibility to present the reader the truth, since his effectiveness, if any, is based upon the reader’s assumption: “And to think, this is all true!”

—Tom Wolfe

 


All books that are well written and well constructed and well thought out wind up being moral books. So if you want your children to have proper morality, . . . seek the best in literature.

—Lemony Snicket

 


The artist is always unblamable morally and uncensurable philosophically, even though his art may have for subject matter an inferior morality and philosophy. Insofar as he is artist, he is not a man of action and does not reason, but poetizes, paints, sings.

—Benedetto Croce

 


It is impossible to write a morally neutral work of fiction.

—Orson Scott Card





Chapter 18

A Writer’s Duty

John Updike

In this original piece, Updike gives a succinct statement concerning the question, “What is a writer’s responsibility to his readers, his craft, and the truth? ”
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As a small child, I saw that the artist adds something to the world and does no harm. A writer’s duty, I’ve more than once tried to say, is to deliver the truth as it has come to him—to describe the details, conflicts, and puzzles of being a live human being. Such a description not only entertains him (though it does do that) but broadens the sympathies and understanding of his readers. His “responsibilities to the work of art” are those of any craftsman to his product, polishing and shaping it to the point where it gives aesthetic delight. Such an endeavor is, to me, so self-evidently moral that posing the author as preacher or his work as preachment fatally muddies something intrinsically pure. The author is a citizen and a social creature and undoubtedly social impulses will figure in his fiction or poetry; the very act of self-expression indicates a wish to communicate, to share, to please, to influence. But his raison d’être is religious—homage to what is, praise of the Lord, gratitude for being here, offered in childish innocence.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	What does Updike mean when he says that an artist’s attention to craftsmanship and aesthetic pleasure is “self-evidently moral”?

	Consider Updike’s closing statement concerning an artist’s reason for being. In what ways might the artistic experience also be a religious experience?






Chapter 19

The Writer’s Moral Sense

Flannery O’Connor

In an unflinching assertion of her Christian faith, O’Connor describes a “modern ” audience that no longer believes in the necessity of grace or takes religion or morality seriously. In order to move such an audience, the believing artist will use all means necessary—even depictions of the perverse, grotesque, and violent—to show the natural consequences of a world without God. She concludes that “great religious fiction” will not be possible “until we have again that happy combination of believing artist and believing society.”
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In the greatest fiction, the writer’s moral sense coincides with his dramatic sense, and I see no way for it to do this unless his moral judgment is part of the very act of seeing, and he is free to use it. I have heard it said that belief in Christian dogma is a hindrance to the writer, but I myself have found nothing further from the truth. Actually, it frees the storyteller to observe. It is not a set of rules which fixes what he sees in the world. It affects his writing primarily by guaranteeing his respect for mystery. . . .

It may well be asked, however, why so much of our literature is apparently lacking in a sense of spiritual purpose and in the joy of life, and if stories lacking such are actually credible. The only conscience I have to examine in this matter is my own, and when I look at stories I have written I find that they are, for the most part, about people who are poor, who are afflicted in both mind and body, who have little—or at best a distorted—sense of spiritual purpose, and whose actions do not apparently give the reader a great assurance of the joy of life.

Yet how is this? For I am no disbeliever in spiritual purpose and no vague believer. I see from the standpoint of Christian orthodoxy. This means that for me the meaning of life is centered in our Redemption by Christ and that what I see in the world I see in its relation to that. I don’t think that this is a position that can be taken halfway or one that is particularly easy in these times to make transparent in fiction. . . .

My own feeling is that writers who see by the light of their Christian faith will have, in these times, the sharpest eyes for the grotesque, for the perverse, and for the unacceptable. In some cases, these writers may be unconsciously infected with the Manichaean spirit of the times and suffer the much discussed disjunction between sensibility and belief, but I think that more often the reason for this attention to the perverse is the difference between their beliefs and the beliefs of their audience. Redemption is meaningless unless there is cause for it in the actual life we live, and for the last few centuries there has been operating in our culture the secular belief that there is no such cause.

The novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life distortions which are repugnant to him, and his problem will be to make these appear as distortions to an audience which is used to seeing them as natural; and he may well be forced to take ever more violent means to get his vision across to this hostile audience. When you can assume that your audience holds the same beliefs you do, you can relax a little and use more normal ways of talking to it; when you have to assume that it does not, then you have to make your vision apparent by shock—to the hard of hearing you shout, and for the almost blind you draw large and startling figures. . . .

I have observed that most of the best religious fiction of our time is most shocking precisely to those readers who claim to have an intense interest in finding more “spiritual purpose”—as they like to put it—in modern novels than they can at present detect in them. Today’s reader, if he believes in grace at all, sees it as something which can be separated from nature and served to him raw as Instant Uplift. This reader’s favorite word is compassion. I don’t wish to defame the word. There is a better sense in which it can be used but seldom is—the sense of being in travail with and for creation in its subjection to vanity. This is a sense which implies a recognition of sin; this is a suffering-with, but one which blunts no edges and makes no excuses. When infused into novels, it is often forbidding. Our age doesn’t go for it.

I have said a great deal about the religious sense that the modern audience lacks, and by way of objection to this, you may point out to me that there is a real return of intellectuals in our time to an interest in and a respect for religion. I believe that this is true. What this interest in religion will result in for the future remains to be seen. It may, together with the new spirit of ecumenism that we see everywhere around us, herald a new religious age, or it may simply be that religion will suffer the ultimate degradation and become, for a little time, fashionable. Whatever it means for the future, I don’t believe that our present society is one whose basic beliefs are religious, except in the South. In any case, you can’t have effective allegory in times when people are swept this way and that by momentary convictions, because everyone will read it differently. You can’t indicate moral values when morality changes with what is being done, because there is no accepted basis of judgment. And you cannot show the operation of grace when grace is cut off from nature or when the very possibility of grace is denied, because no one will have the least idea of what you are about.

The serious writer has always taken the flaw in human nature for his starting point, usually the flaw in an otherwise admirable character. Drama usually bases itself on the bedrock of original sin, whether the writer thinks in theological terms or not. Then, too, any character in a serious novel is supposed to carry a burden of meaning larger than himself. The novelist doesn’t write about people in a vacuum; he writes about people in a world where something is obviously lacking, where there is the general mystery of incompleteness and particularly the tragedy of our own times to be demonstrated, and the novelist tries to give you, within the form of the book, a total experience of human nature at any time. For this reason the greatest dramas naturally involve the salvation or loss of the soul. Where there is no belief in the soul, there is very little drama. The Christian novelist is distinguished from his pagan colleagues by recognizing sin as sin. According to his heritage he sees it not as sickness or an accident of environment, but as a responsible choice of offense against God which involves his eternal future. Either one is serious about salvation or one is not. And it is well to realize that the maximum amount of seriousness admits the maximum amount of comedy. Only if we are secure in our beliefs can we see the comical side of the universe. One reason a great deal of our contemporary fiction is humorless is because so many of these writers are relativists and have to be continually justifying the actions of their characters on a sliding scale of values.

Our salvation is a drama played out with the devil, a devil who is not simply generalized evil, but an evil intelligence determined on its own supremacy. I think that if writers with a religious view of the world excel these days in the depiction of evil, it is because they have to make its nature unmistakable to their particular audience.

The novelist and the believer, when they are not the same man, yet have many traits in common—a distrust of the abstract, a respect for boundaries, a desire to penetrate the surface of reality and to find in each thing the spirit which makes it itself and holds the world together. But I don’t believe that we shall have great religious fiction until we have again that happy combination of believing artist and believing society. Until that time, the novelist will have to do the best he can in travail with the world he has. He may find in the end that instead of reflecting the image at the heart of things, he has only reflected our broken condition and, through it, the face of the devil we are possessed by. This is a modest achievement, but perhaps a necessary one.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Respond to the following statements concerning the believing or serious writer:

	“In the greatest fiction, the writer’s moral sense coincides with his dramatic sense” and “moral judgment is part of the very act of seeing. . . . [Christian belief] frees the storyteller to observe.”

	“The serious writer has always taken the flaw in human nature for his starting point. . . . [T]he greatest dramas naturally involve the salvation or loss of the soul.”

	“The Christian novelist is distinguished from his pagan colleagues by recognizing sin as sin.”

	“Only if we are secure in our beliefs can we see the comical side of the universe.”



	How does O’Connor justify the many uses of violence and the grotesque in her fiction?

	According to O’Connor, what common traits do the believer and novelist share? What “modest achievement” is she, as a believing artist, willing to accept?






Chapter 20

Imaginative Writing and the Jewish Experience

Bernard Malamud

For Malamud, writing about the Jewish experience “extends the area of [his artistic] imagination” while also providing a vantage point for critiquing and affirming both American and Jewish culture. This experience—“rich in the ingredients of drama” and founded on the belief that life is tragic yet full of spiritual possibility—proceeds through the historical pattern of “suffering, expiation, and renewal” to encourage a profound compassion for all human suffering. As an artist, he will not “preach” the value of ench “individual human life,. . . but he will [also] not permit his readers to forget it.” Malamud instead concludes that “the artist must create the morality within the art,” for “the highest purpose of the writer” is “to create beauty indivisible from morality.”
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Assuming that a writer has a subject matter—which may be debatable, because for each writer of fiction there is his subject matter (sometimes exceedingly hard to come by), his realm of experience from which he evolves his fictional world; yet within certain limitations there is a choice (I mean of the true material, not the easy choice between one brand of fakery and another); and if a choice exists why should an American writer write about people who are so obviously Jewish rather than obviously American? There are certain disadvantages to doing this: in limitation of market and, to some degree, limitation of the possibility of becoming fashionable, as some writers are in certain magazines. But if there are disadvantages, it is my contention that there are certain more-than-compensating advantages for the artist, the chiefest being that writing about Jews, for me at least, extends the area of imagination. I mean to say that the story of the Jews, of their history and culture, and the Jews themselves as people, are so rich in the ingredients of drama, so fruitful as a source of image, idea, and symbol, that I feel I can at present more fully, even more easily, achieve my purpose as an American writer by writing of them.

What are the advantages inherent in a knowledge of what may be called “the Jewish experience”?

First of all, the psychological advantage of having a vantage point or frame of reference (“the second culture,” Trilling calls it in his essay on Freud) as a means of judging the achievement and culture of one’s society. To have understood one culture excites the appreciation of and helps the judgment of the other. With the values of the Jew it is possible to judge and affirm the values of the American; with the values of the American it is possible to judge and affirm the values of the Jew. Both create the values of the individual. Hence it is possible to write about America while writing about the Jews. In this respect judgment can be a source of enrichment of understanding rather than a cause of alienation of one body of experience from the other. Alienation occurs when there is no true understanding of the meaning of either culture.

Looking at the matter from another point of view one may say that Jewish history is a compassable subject—that is, one which after thousands of years reveals what we may call an observable pattern, though there are some historians who deny that history reveals patterns. However, in the larger sense (perhaps symbolically) experience takes form, and Jewish experience reveals itself to us as a rich and tragic drama of the self-realization of a people. The Americans are also concerned with self-realization, especially in these times under circumstances as dramatic as those the Jews faced in the past and presently face in Israel. It is obvious that in its few hundred years of history America has made only a beginning of its unfolding, the long journey toward maturity, and we can better measure our progress as Americans, or partial progress, or failure to progress by viewing our history in the light of Jewish history.

One might argue at this point that any student of the history of any civilization can judge the progress of American life by comparing it with that of any other western civilization; indeed, this is the purpose of the study of history, to give the insider a perspective of his society; the sort of thing that has been done for us as Americans from the time of Tocqueville.

That is, of course, true, but the writer is as a rule not a professional student of history (too great an immersion in it seemed not to have helped Mark Twain), and since history abstracts from experience, his problem is to find one he can really respond to emotionally as well as intellectually—one, in a sense, he may be said to have lived in, where he can derive the fullest data of life. Therefore he is fortunate to have been exposed to a second culture, to have become familiar with its past and present, and thus to have acquired an almost immediate basis of comparison of one environment with another: this is what I mean by “vantage point.”

Another advantage inherent in a knowledge of what may be called “the Jewish experience” is, as I said before, that it provides subject matter, a rich body of drama, offering uncommon combinations of act, event, conflict, background, point of view, idea, possibility that may be said to assist the working of the imagination. Everyone has a heritage, but the Jews because of their everlasting struggle to maintain theirs, are especially conscious of it. This consciousness may be limited to family, religious holidays and ceremonials, Biblical tales, or to the fear of anti-Semitism; or it may extend beyond these things to an awareness of and knowledge of Jewish history, theology, ideals, civilization. It is impossible for me to enumerate everything in Jewish experience that may appeal to the writer’s imagination. However, some knowledge of these things I have mentioned gives me, as writer, a wider range than is ordinary, of sheer association when I have to select a fact or symbol or theme or character to work within a story. Some may say that all knowledge, all experience is grist for the writer’s mill, and that is true, but it is also true that we write best about what we know best, in the sense of having learned about a people, about their lives and beliefs and history by having lived among them. Therefore it is easier for me to write about a Jew as an immigrant than about a Negro as an immigrant, although I believe that a good writer will test his strength by essaying also an imaginative re-creation of the Negro’s or the Italian’s or anyone else’s immigrant experience, based on his knowledge of that of the Jews. A good writer will.

When I think of the history of the Jews, of which they are understandably so conscious, I think of the triumph of insight and value that makes their lives so basically rich (in a sense, life made rich by what they give it) although the primal knowledge is that life is tragic, no matter how sweet or apparently full. In other words, they know that despite life’s tragic quality (a never-ending shipwreck, Ortega y Gassett calls it) the rewards of life, if not in sheer being (a miracle too often forgotten nowadays) are centered about the development of a spirituality that raises man to his highest being.

There are, we know, two acts to this drama: the tragedy centers around that which is given. The highest gift is given, and to affirm its endless value, it is taken. Or to put it another way, because the gift is pure and man is not, the gift, paradoxically, is a punishment; yet the punishment renews the extraordinary value of the gift. Though they came overnight to their concept of one God, and from that to spirituality, to the Prophetic Way of Gentleness, the Jews have spent the millennia afterward in an oftentimes agonizing defense and almost unconscious renewal for the insight that came to them so quickly and completely, originally.

Continuing in terms of drama, there is, in the first act, the moral compact with God and the Jews’ ineluctable betrayal of Him. Hence the Destruction and Exile (as if it were foreordained that the truest learning must be of suffering, because in suffering the self is contemplated as it has never before been contemplated, and it is the self that is at fautt—we may call it—for not being the God-self); and after the Exile, the period of expiation through cleansing of the self, the Restoration. There is then a time of renewed spirituality, followed by a weakening of ideals, temptation, and the inevitable renewal of Sin. Just as inevitably come the Destruction and Exile.

The second act is the diaspora, which like the first, retains a quality of inevitability, of event determined by character, yet less so, since the antagonist seems no longer to be God but history; and there is in history the possibility of a diminution, even end, to tragedy, in that man—not only the Jews—will become aware of that in themselves which prolongs and intensifies the tragedy, and who in so doing, will create the conditions which may bring the tragedy to a close. The end may never be reached, never fulfilled, but the drama, in human terms, is made more poignant because it offers this possibility. Although there are many who do not believe that it exists, still, it exists as a possibility, and possibility is necessary to man. Without it he is, of course, less than man; just as art is less than the greatest art without it.

This may be called the symbolic drama of Jewish experience, of which all historical events are individual scenes, and the writer keeps the pattern of the whole in mind to give scope, enlargement, to his imaginings; just as he will keep in mind, I may say, parenthetically, certain individual scenes from recent history, especially the memory of those poor Jews who were murdered in droves by barbarians and tossed into unmarked mass graves. In remembering them, the artist awakens in himself compassion for their memory as well as for all suffering humanity; and in doing so affirms the value of the individual human life. He will not, as an artist, preach this, but he will not permit his readers to forget it.

And if the part may symbolize the whole (torn from the whole the symbol is whole), mayn’t it therefore be said that Jewish history—suffering, expiation, renewal—in essence portrays the experience of man and therefore may be said, in one form or another, to prefigure the American experience in one form or another. If a man realizes what this experience means, if he is not a Jew, he cannot help, at the very least, to wish the Jews well; and at the most, at the height of his understanding, he may discover that he is, symbolically, one of them. That is what I mean when I say that there are more Jews around than one sees or knows of. And because I think this is so I have defined a Jew as a person who wants to be one. . . .

What they [immigrant Jews] wanted from life they hoped to find in America. Sometimes it was hard to find, they strayed, sometimes they forgot what they wanted. They tried different ways: business, socialism, wealth, communism, among others; but mostly they tried to find what they hoped for in the American promise, in democracy, which they came to as if they had known of it for ages. In speaking of their ideals, I can no longer strictly separate what I learned from them and what I later read about them, but the lessons themselves are clear: the importance of the human being; the importance of that society which places man close to its center; the strict necessity of morality, the Law; the importance of a mature liberalism to help people improve their condition, to help them create their small measure of contentment and peace, inspire them in the everlasting seeking of life’s best values, and the wisdom to live by them.

In his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Albert Camus has this to say about the writer’s art: “It is a means of stirring the greatest number of men by providing them with a privileged image of our common joys and woes.” The writer, says Camus, must accept “as completely as possible the two trusts that constitute the nobility of this calling: the service of truth and the service of freedom.” Later in this speech he says that the purpose of his generation in art “consists in keeping the world from destroying itself.” Therefore “it ought to reestablish among nations a peace not based on slavery, to reconcile labor and culture again, and to reconstruct with all men an Ark of the Covenant.”

I think that a knowledge of Jewish experience through the ages affirms these purposes that Camus enumerates. It teaches us that although the task seems insuperable, we must continue to seek its achievement, that we have the possibility to do so, and that even when possibility is narrowed, as it is in these times, we still have courage, will, faith in the future: they have been strengthened in us by what we know of the past.

However, Camus warns the writer “that he may not, in his art, be a preacher of virtue.” This is a fair warning, for no art can stand the burden of preachment and still be art. If art is trivial without morality (which creates man’s value among men) the artist must create the morality into the art. The reader, in comprehending the art, frees the meaning, which in its totality contains the moral. To free it he must respond to the art with his deepest emotions; and to do so spontaneously and fully he must understand what is valuable in human experience. Knowing, he will not be able to resist the emotion that unlocks the expected yet ever-surprising meaning, surprising because we cannot know human experience fully and for all time. In literature, therefore, it may be said that morality becomes esthetic. It becomes—is—beauty; and that suggests the highest purpose of the writer: to create beauty indivisible from morality.

You know now what I meant when I said before that a knowledge of Jewish experience extends the power of the imagination. Speaking as an American writer, for myself only, I say that the wonder of that experience is that it inspires me in my attempts to fulfill the artistic ideal.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	According to Malamud, how does the Jewish experience affect him as an artist? What does he mean when he says that it “extends the area of imagination” and provides him with a “vantage point” for critiquing both American and Jewish culture?

	Summarize the ethical and religious values that seem to inform Malamud’s work.

	Malamud implies that one of his moral purposes is to invite those outside the Jewish faith to consider themselves, “symbolically, [as] one of them.” How might literature encourage those of different races, religions, and cultures to see themselves as sharing a common humanity?

	Malamud concludes that “the highest purpose of the writer” is “to create beauty indivisible from morality.” Exactly how does an artist do this? Can you give some examples of authors or works that seamlessly blend the moral and the aesthetic?






Chapter 21

The Problem of Evil in Fiction

Orson Scott Card

In this essay Card answers those who object to evil in literature by pointing out that “any depiction of life without evil is a lie.” He then cites three types of evil—depicted, advocated, and enacted—and maintains that only fiction that actually enacts evil, such as pornography, should be limited for society’s welfare. Citing the Lord of the Rings trilogy, Card argues further that a believable evil involves the “inward struggle between righteous and evil desires” within fictional characters. He concludes that not only would it be foolish to prescribe what others can read or write, but that the “creative act of fiction depends as much on the reader as on the writer.”
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The question of whether or how evil ought to be presented in art is one that intrigues a lot of people. Some regard it as their life’s work to drive pornography, the ultimate artistic expression of evil, completely out of their community. Others regard it as their life’s work to use their talents to explore and understand evil in their art. Over the years, some people whose judgment I respect have asked, “Why do you have to write such depressing stuff? Why can’t you show the good things in life? Why do all your characters have to suffer?”

Well, why indeed? After all, fiction isn’t fact. Fiction is lies. Those people are made up. They’d better be—if they’re not, you can get sued. As long as you’re making things up, why not make a happy life for them?

The most obvious answer is also the most trivial: He who writes about happy people being happy in a happy world ain’t gonna last long as a writer. Nobody cares about that happy stuff. Evil is intrinsically more interesting. More entertaining. Evil sells. The people want entertainment, but not necessarily because they are evil.

Evil is more entertaining than unrelenting goodness because any depiction of life without evil is a lie. Now, fiction is made up, but it is not all lies. Or rather, out of the sum of his lies the author’s view of truth inevitably emerges, and if the writer has wrought skillfully, some portion of his view of the world will remain with the reader, changing and shaping him. While readers of fiction know perfectly well that what they’re reading is made up, they also insist on the illusion of truth and on truth itself. First, the illusion of truth, because while the reader surrenders himself to the writer’s controlled tour of the life experiences of some interesting characters, the reader insists on some correspondence between the surface details of the story and the reality that the reader knows in his own life. It must ring true. And second, the substance of truth, because no matter how many deliberate lies a writer tells, his own most deeply held beliefs about good and evil will inevitably appear in his work. It is impossible to write a morally neutral work of fiction.

Both the illusion of truth and the unavoidable substance of truth require evil to be present in fiction. Almost from the first moments of consciousness, human beings are aware of the fact that the world isn’t always nice. As we grow older, we learn that people die, even when we love them very much. Friends that we counted on cheat us. Family members that we love hurt us. People we never harmed commit crimes against us.

But we aren’t always victims. It’s sometimes a terrible discovery that we ourselves are the perpetrators of evil, but it’s one we all make at some time or another. The world is often ugly, and uglier still is the realization that in our own small way we have darkened it for others, and for ourselves. Nature, other people, and our own desires conspire to bring sorrow into our lives. No one is so good that he is untouched by evil.

And if that is life, how can a fiction writer honestly write without depicting evil in the lives of his characters? The illusion of truth demands that there be evil, or his readers will cease believing in his characters and toss the book away. And his own inner demand for the substance of truth requires that there be evil, because what in the world can a writer say about a character if he does not tell about the character’s struggles against suffering? It is impossible to write in any other way.

Am I saying, then, that no books are evil? That freedom of the press and freedom of speech should protect everything? No. I’m saying that there is evil and there is evil: good evil and bad evil and middling evil. As a writer given to splitting infinitives, I now stoop to splitting absolutes. There are three types of evil in relation to fiction:

 


Evil depicted in fiction.
 Evil advocated in fiction.
 Evil enacted in fiction.

Freedom of speech obviously includes the right to speak about evil. And under our Constitution, I doubt that anyone would argue that we are not guaranteed the right to advocate evil, if we want. In any society, what seems evil to one person may seem right and just to another—and in a free society, the government is forbidden to silence one and promote the other. Instead, each individual is expected to listen to all and make up his mind.

But there is a third class—speech which in itself enacts evil. The traditional example is the person who shouts “Fire!” in a crowded theater. He can call it a joke; he can claim that his freedom of speech allows him to lie, but in fact his lie, his joke, may cost people life or limb in the panic that ensues. There are times when some rights conflict, and a free society, to preserve itself, must place limits on its own freedom.

How does this apply to fiction?

All fiction depicts evil, but the mere depiction of evil is not wrong. And because all fiction unavoidably expresses the moral convictions of the writer and because every writer will have different moral convictions, some fiction is bound to advocate things that at least some readers think are evil. But even that advocacy is protected. It is only when the fiction actually enacts evil in itself that it becomes dangerous and the government of a free society can begin to consider limiting it.

Pornography is the obvious case of fiction enacting evil. Pornography is designed to give direct or indirect sexual gratification. The appeal of pornography is not literary; though the writer may be skilled, the effect of pornography is not aesthetic but orgasmic—it teaches the reader or the viewer to seek more such instant pleasure, eventually drawing the regular consumer into a fantasy world where women love to be treated cruelly and where the only good is self-gratification. But pornography of this sort is easily identifiable. It doesn’t take literary training to identify this kind of evil enacted by fiction—or rather, masquerading as fiction—to bar it from a community.

The problem arises when the untrained reader finds a passage describing a sexual or violent event in a work of fiction that is not aimed at the pornography-consuming market. Unaccustomed to reading at all, this would-be censor sees a sex act and cannot see what purpose that depiction of evil might serve in the rest of the book. Reading The World According to Garp, he is incapable of recognizing that the lengthy kidnap/rape/murder passage is really satire by overkill; reading Daniel Martin he is incapable of understanding that this character who seems to wallow in his mixed-up sex life, writing panegyrics on extramarital love, is really the author’s tool in writing a beautiful defense of marriage and commitment. Unable to receive what the author is really trying to give, such ignorant readers are only able to receive such works as pornography.

Things become more complex and yet much simpler in the area of evil advocated by fiction. A writer can show people committing evil acts and living perfectly full, happy lives if he wants to. A writer can show religious people as miserable, self-serving bigots if he wants to. A writer can even lie. Eventually, however, a writer must be true to himself. It is impossible for a writer to convincingly violate his own conscience in his fiction. If he or she really believes that if you abandon your family you will become a hollow, miserable, unlikeable character, it will show up in his fiction whether he tries to make his character seem happy and fulfilled or not. Eventually a writer is forced to be honest to himself; even if he lies, the reader sees the lie, consciously or unconsciously, and rejects the fiction as false. The illusion of truth is lost because the substance of truth is inescapable.

But where writers honestly disagree with each other, their most truthful work will contradict someone else’s dearly held beliefs. And that contradiction does not work itself out. The reader hears the ring of truth in works by writers with widely variant viewpoints. It can be confusing, sometimes infuriating.

It is no accident that totalitarian countries invariably censor their writers, inctuding—indeed, especially—their writers of fiction. The power of fiction to advocate particular viewpoints is astounding. Those who prefer to govern slaves know that when writers are free, the government cannot control the hearts and minds of its people. And that is why in our free society we cannot even silence those who advocate slavery—because their right to advocate the overthrow of freedom is what freedom is all about. If we were to silence them, we join them; if, to preserve freedom, we destroy it, we have become the enemy.

All of this puts the religious (in my case Latter-day Saint [LDS] or Mormon) writer in the anomalous position of being a lover of goodness and a student of evil. Because my fiction has to have the ring of truth, I must learn to write evil convincingly. I have never murdered, but I must understand the motives that can bring a person to kill. I have never committed adultery, but 1 must understand the motives that can bring someone to break a commitment sealed not only by vows but also by years of shared experience. The terrifying thing is that I can find all those human motivations to evil simply by looking into myself. The only solace is that I can also look into myself to find all the desires that prompt people to do good.

The Lord of the Rings trilogy is a textbook example of the problem of dealing with evil. John Roland Reuel Tolkien was, of all things, a decent man. But Tolkien’s Sauron and his surrogates, the impish and absolutely unindividu-ated Orcs, are not where Tolkien really deals with evil. Even Saruman, the wizard of white who succumbs to the temptation of pride, is shallowly treated and arouses little pity or fear in the reader. Where does Tolkien deal with evil well, believably, importantly? Primarily in Frodo, the protagonist. The good guy we follow from his first possession of the ring to his terrifying finale at the Cracks of Doom. Frodo, whom we weep for when he sails west with the Elves and leaves Sam Gamgee behind. Isn’t it Frodo who wrestles with the temptation to throw responsibility on someone else and try to escape? Isn’t it Frodo who at the end is overwhelmed by the power of the ring? Isn’t it Frodo who is faced with the temptation to kill Gollum and yet resists? Frodo’s companion, Samwise Gamgee, goes through similar struggles with his evil desires. And in Gollum we find good and evil mixed, in different proportions, but still all there. These are the only complete characters in the Lord of the Rings, and it is no accident that in Tolkien’s strongly Christian viewpoint, it is these three weak and flawed individuals who, together, bring about the supreme good act of the story. It is also no accident that these characters, with their inward struggle between righteous and evil desires, are the ones best-remembered and most-loved by readers.

The writing of fiction is a solitary act. The art of fiction really exists as immediately as theater or film or symphony—though the printed page can last for years, the story only lives when someone is reading it. The creative act of fiction depends as much on the reader as on the writer. It is not the presence or absence of evil in the events recounted in the story that decides whether a work of fiction is good or not. What decides the moral value of fiction is the character of the person writing it and his skill in writing, and the character of the person reading it and his skill in reading. An evil writer will write an evil book; an untalented writer will accomplish little with his book, whether he is a good person or not; an evil reader will detect nothing but evil in his reading; and an unpracticed and unskilled reader will never discover what is really in the book no matter how good his personal moral fiber might be.

And even that is too simple. However good I try to be, there are undoubtedly flaws in my character that I have not yet discovered or rooted out. Those will show up in my writing. And in even the most corrupt of writers, there are still remnants of good desires that will leave their clean traces in their work. We would be foolish to set ourselves as judges over what people can and cannot write, and what they can and cannot read. For we never know which book, which offends us, might not contain that shred of truth that leads another person that much closer to happiness. Only when fiction ceases trying to be fiction at all, and instead has as its objective the gratification of the reader’s basest desires; only when the fiction directly enacts evil instead of merely depicting it or even advocating it—on)y then does a free society have a right to protect itself at the expense of the freedom of the writer and reader to communicate as they wish.

And in the meantime, those of us who find much of our lives through the work of writers of fiction will continue to share the creative act of fiction. To some people we seem peculiar creatures, surrounded by books, spending hours of our lives in Tolkien’s Middle Earth, in Hardy’s Wessex, in Renault’s Greece, in Tolstoy’s Russia, in Singer’s Poland, and Walton’s Wales. They cannot understand our eternal love affair with Captain Ahab, Samwise Gamgee, Hari Seldon, Horatio Hornblower, Lew Archer, Yossarian, Demian, Gabriel Oak, Bathsheba Everdene, the Emperors Claudius and Julian, Von Humbolt Fleisher, and Rush-That-Speaks. To the overwhelming majority of Americans, everything that I’ve written about, which I’ve treated with such importance, would seem quite trivial. Because, by their own choice, books are forever closed to them; they simply do not understand the major part that reading plays in a reader’s life. And the noncomprehension goes both ways. I look at people whose only brush with fiction is the emptiest of television and the most vacuous of movies, and perhaps a childhood memory of Nancy Drew and the Hardy Boys, and I do not understand how they survive.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Define the two types of “truth” used by Card to justify the depiction of evil in literature. Do you agree with his claim that it “is impossible for a writer to convincingly violate his own conscience [the substance of truth] in his fiction”?

	What is the difference in evil “depicted,” evil “advocated,” and evil “enacted” in fiction? Do you agree with the idea that only fiction that enacts evil should be limited in a free society? Explain.

	According to Card, what would make a sexual scene in literature pornographic? How might an “untrained reader” mistake sex or violence in a work for its pornographic counterpart?

	Respond to Card’s conclusion that literature’s moral value is determined by “the character of the person writing it and his skill in writing, and the character of the person reading it and his skill in reading.” How does a work reflect, in some way, the character and skill of both the writer and reader?






Chapter 22

Poetry, Politics, and Morality

Jay Parini

Agreeing with Booth’s contention that literature indeed makes things happen, Parini argues here that poetry “provides a moral standard for expression . . . against which political rhetoric must be judged.” Citing Whitman, Dickinson, and Hughes as fundamentally morallpolitical poets, he defends the right of poets to proclaim their views given their understanding of “the relationships between words and things” and their felt responsibility for the power of speech. According to Parini, “poets cannot simply choose to separate themselves from the life of their times.” Although much protest poetry may be dated and even silly, the best poets are able to “marry political concerns with poetic practice” to create a poetry that resonates through the ages, providing “places where morality in language” can “find a home.”
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Poetry, politics, and morality are intimately related, and poets who willfully choose to ignore the political and moral dimensions of their art must certainly risk pushing their work into the margins. All times are violent and crass, with idiocy in high places and a lack of moral standards in the political sphere; but since the attacks of September 11, 2001 in New York City and Washington, there has been a renewed urgency among poets, who have found a receptive audience for words that seem true and that capture complex emotions in a language adequate to the time and its nuances. In a very real sense, poetry now provides a moral standard for expression, one against which political rhetoric must be judged (and usually found wanting).

There was a flap in 2003 over a White House symposium on “Poetry and the American Voice.” I was invited to this discussion, only to have the First Lady cancel the event because she heard that some of the poets who were coming had indicated that they would certainly want to consider the attitude of American poets to war. Mrs. Bush explained that she did not want to sponsor a poetry forum that would have political overtone. This short-slighted view has forced me to think hard about the connections between poetry and politics in terms of who gets to speak. Do poets really have any more right than others to stand up and express their views on controversial political issues of the day? Should poets not concern themselves with eternal issues, not temporal ones? Isn’t “political poetry” just a form of sloganeering, and therefore beneath contempt? Weren’t the poets who planned to protest the impending Iraq War at the White House just hijacking an otherwise apolitical event?

Going back to the original topic of the symposium, let me suggest that it’s probably useless to think in terms of an “American voice” in general. There is something antithetical to the project of poetry to imagine a blended or unified voice of any kind. Indeed, no two original poets sound alike, and there has rarely been much political solidarity among poets. As far as political affiliations and sympathies go, it has long been observed that many (if not most) of the major poets of the early twentieth century in this country-Robert Frost, T. S. Eliot, Wallace Stevens, and Ezra Pound—would fall into the category of “conservative” or “reactionary” rather than “liberal” or “progressive.” Frost encouraged his students at Amherst to quit college and join the army during the First World War, upsetting many of his colleagues, who were against the war. Frost certainly hated Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal, which he considered immoral because it discouraged people from seeking work and allowed the government to make decisions about the lives of citizens that (in his view) had better be left to the citizens themselves. His poems “New Hampshire” and “Provide, Provide” were written in direct response to these political and moral attitudes, and they remain excellent examples of political poetry that comes from a conservative angle.

Three of the great American poets that Mrs. Bush especially wanted us to talk about at the White House were Whitman, Dickinson, and Langston Hughes. It would have been, to say the least, difficult to keep poetry and (of course) morality out of the conversation. Wait Whitman might well be considered a fairly progressive (or at least quarrelsome) voice in poetry: “I hear it was charged against me that I sought to destroy institutions,” he intoned in a fierce poem, “Calamus.” “But really I am neither for nor against institutions.” He supported only one institution: “The institution of the dear love of comrades.”1 In poem after poem, Whitman spoke out against the immorality of slavery and poverty. He had no interest in pretty poems that would merely entertain his listeners: “The words of true poems do not merely please.” He was a democrat with a small “d,” a man who considered himself a representative of the people, and who took his own voice for the voice of America—rather a grand leap of faith on his part.

A fair number of Whitman’s poems are overtly political, dealing with issues of the day, as Jerome Loving notes in his fine biography, suggesting that Whitman “introduced politics into poetry in Leaves of Grass by invoking the concerns of middle America—its occupations and need for jobs, its confusion about slavery, its need for spiritual leaders other than conventional religionists, its democracy and hatred of kings and aristocracies as well as its enthusiasm for the European revolutions of 1848.”2 His poems often appeal directly, and passionately, to the political impulses of his readers, but they do so in ways that do not, a century and a half later, seem dated.

Emily Dickinson did not have Whitman’s robust sense of speaking for a nation. A woman in her time could simply not imagine that it was her place to imagine herself as a representative voice. The sexual politics of the nineteenth century in the United States were such that she could not assume that her voice would be heard; indeed, her poems were not known during her own lifetime, and she could not have foreseen the later interest in her work. “I’m Nobody,” she declared, with typical bluntness, in a memorable poem. Born into a world where Calvinism pulled a veil over women of genius, she had to reformulate herself, creating a poetry of canny subversion, ruled by irony and indirection. “Tell all the truth,” she cautioned herself, “but tell it Slant.” When her friend and mentor, Thomas Higginson, put her down by calling her “my partially cracked poetess at Amherst,” she answered with some ferocity: “You think my gait ‘spasmodic’—I am in danger—Sir—You think me ‘uncontrolled’—I have no Tribunal.” Indeed, she had no tribunal but her sovereign imagination, and she defied every convention, expressing her pain, her outrage, her desire, in a most unbridled fashion that was unbecoming of a lady.

The work of poets, in her view, was to “light but Lamps” and then “go out” themselves. She considered each age as “a Lens / Disseminating their / Circumference.” That is, poets light a lamp and fade away themselves, while the age picks up the beams of light and spreads them around, according to the shape and quality of the lens. To a degree, Dickinson here acknowledges that each age must take the words of poets and make of them what they will, within the context of the period in which the words were written. A future age may, of course, apply its defining lens (and code of morality) to the same words and find other meanings.

Langston Hughes—a poet who spoke up for his African American heritage in a bold and singular fashion—was not, like Frost or even Whitman or Dickinson, a poet who traded in fine shades of morality or political ambiguity. Few poets have written with such an uncompromising political energy, with such a sense of deep and unmitigated grievance. In “Dinner Guest: Me,” he wrote: “I know I am / The Negro Problem.” In the blistering “Un-American Investigators,” he observed that “The committee’s fat, / Smug.” He suggested without politeness that “The committee shivers / With delight in / Its manure.” His biting poem about the Ku Klux Klan ended like this:


A klansman said, “Nigger, 
Look me in the face—
And tell me you believe in 
The great white race.


Of his black brethren, he wrote in a poem called “Warning”:


Negroes, 
Sweet and docile, 
Meek, humble, and kind: 
Beware the day 
They change their mind!


His indictment of racism in America was nothing less than ferocious. It would have been terribly difficult to discuss Hughes in the White House while somehow ignoring his political message, so integral to the work itself. In fact, Hughes rarely ventured outside of the realm of politics and morality, if these may be defined in poetry as a tendency in the poet to address issues of power. Again and again, Hughes wonders what happens to a “dream deferred.” How is it possible for a large segment of the American population to live with the promise of liberty when that liberty seems to come at such a slow pace, with so many reservations. Hughes took it upon himself to speak up for civil rights, and his voice is both defiant and beautiful in its presumptions.

The question of what right poets may have to speak up is complicated. I would simply argue that poets are people who have spent a lot of time thinking about the relationships between words and things; they have thought about language and its applications and directions. They often feel a sense of responsibility when it comes to speech, and feel troubled when it seems insufficient to the realities around them. In “Of Modern Poetry,” Wallace Stevens—that aesthete who himself seems to have stayed out of the political arguments of his time in any explicit way—addressed the poet’s mandate. The modern poem, he said, has “to be living.” It has to “face the men of the time and to meet / The women of the time. It has to think about war / And it has to find what will suffice.” In the period when Stevens was writing this, during the Second World War, the poet had to address the war in some fashion or risk irrelevance. Stevens understood this, and he alluded frequently— though with extreme indirection—to war and human conflict in his poems, seeking what he referred to in the final section of “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction” as “the bread of faithful speech.”

In creating this faithful speech, in discovering “what will suffice,” poets have no choice but to listen and watch closely, making judgments that will often have political and moral ramifications. Whatever their party affiliations, poets have usually been sensitive to their own times, responsive to the cruelties, injustices, and absurdities that confront them, willing to risk taking a position, however nuanced and private. In “North American Time,” Adrienne Rich locates the poet’s dilemma in these terms:


Try sitting at a typewriter 
one calm summer evening 
at a table by a window 
in the country, try pretending 
your time does not exist 
that you are simply you 
that the imagination simply strays 
like a great moth, unintentional 
try telling yourself 
you are not accountable 
to the life of your tribe 
the breath of your planet.


In other words, poets cannot simply choose to separate themselves from the life of their times. They are, to a degree, responsible for the language if not the life of their tribe, and it has always been part of their job description to point to things wrong and right about the human condition in its present manifestation. A poet’s way of saying may have few listeners, but those who listen do so acutely, and the words of true poems cut deep and resonate down the decades. They become the bedrock language of each time and place, a form of meditated speech against which all other language must measure itself.

It was Frost, again, who understood this. In “Education by Poetry,” a brilliant essay on the morality of poetic language and the function of metaphor in this context, he suggested to readers that their training in metaphorical thought would have moral consequences. “What I am pointing out,” he said, “is that unless you are at home in the metaphor, unless you have had your proper poetical education in the metaphor, you are not safe anywhere. Because you are not at ease with figurative values, you don’t know the metaphor in its strength and its weakness. You don’t know how far you may expect to ride it and when it may break down with you. You are not safe in science; you are not safe in history.”3

Some caveats here will be useful to bear in mind. While poetry often addresses political issues, it would nevertheless be naive to suggest that many important poems over the centuries have anything overtly political about them at all. Poets write about desire, they mourn losses, and they celebrate the daily activities that make life somehow possible in a difficult world. A lot of protest poetry—yesterday and today and probably tomorrow—must be considered silly and ineffectual. But a few, deeply considered, voices always arise in the tradition of the bard, poets who somehow manage to find words that marry political concerns with poetic practice.

Edmund Spenser was living in Ireland in the sixteenth century, part of the English occupying force, and he noted that there were “amongst the Irishe a certen kind of people Called Bardes.” He said their profession was “to sett fourthe the praises and dispraises of menne in their Poems and Rhymes.” The English invasion of Ireland was extremely repressive in the sixteenth century, and these so-called bardic poets formed part of the local resistance, even a crucial part; their words rang down the centuries, and their stance gave courage to many who, in later decades, worked for the liberation of Ireland. One often finds poets in particularly repressive political cultures taking on these bardic roles, in fact. Along these lines, one thinks of Anna Ahkmatova in the Soviet Union during the terrible years of Stalin or Breyten Breytenbach in South Africa during the years of Apartheid. These poets stood out as singular and defiant voices of resistance; they were places where morality in language could find a home.

In times of war, poets have spoken up, celebrating the heroism of soldiers in combat, as in Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade” or, more typically, marking the futility and waste of armed conflict. I think of the gritty, realistic war poems of soldier-poets like Wilfred Owen and Siegried Sassoon, or e. e. cummings’ popular “i sing of Olaf glad and big,” where he lauds a conscientious objector “whose warmest heart recoiled at war.” I also recall the antiwar stance of poets such as Daniel Berrigan, Allen Ginsberg, and Robert Lowell, who resisted the Vietnam War in various ways. In their lives as well as in their poems they challenged readers to sit up and take notice. They presented a counterbalance to the political rhetoric of the day.

There is a place where poetry, politics, and morality converge, but it will often be a zone of complexity and nuance. Poetry at its best is always a frank, pained, sometimes elated expression of reality. It discovers and contemplates injustice. It laments poverty: the poverty of imagination as much as physical poverty. It asks readers to imagine what has happened and—perhaps more importantiy—to imagine what might follow from certain actions. Poetry takes into account the full range of moral considerations, moving against the easy black-and-white formulations that may seem temporarily effective in political rhetoric but which cannot, finally, satisfy our deepest need for a language adequate to the emotional and intellectual range of our experience.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Given Parini’s examples of how “poetry, politics, and morality converge,” can you determine the relationship among these three entities? Is the political, as Gregory implies, a subset of the moral, or does politics equal morality? Do all three converge concerning questions of power? Language? Injustice?

	In what ways can the political overpower the aesthetical? To be effective, how must poets “marry political concerns with poetic practice”?

	Respond to the quote, “The words of true poems do not merely please.” What does “true” mean in this context?

	Although Parini cites poets with a variety of political/moral views, some would argue that contemporary poets side overwhelmingly with the liberal viewpoint. Is there a danger if an age lacks a balance—either conservative or liberal—in the politics of its poetry?






Chapter 23

Art and Ethics?

Joyce Carol Oates

In this excerpt Oates describes the inherent risk that artists take whenever they challenge the State or community’s prevailing ethics. As with Updike, she finds something self-evidently “sacred” in art and the artistic experience. Yet the paradox of the artist as spiritually connected to his world while existing as a “supremely self determined” antagonist remains. For Oates, “this is the artist’s ethics, and the artist’s aesthetics.”
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Nothing beyond the State, above the State, against the State. Everything to the State, for the State, in the State.

—Benito Mussolini

 


All art is quite useless.

—Oscar Wilde

 


The issue for the artist, of course, is: whose ethics? whose morality? whose standards of propriety? whose community? whose censors? whose judges?—prosecutors?—jaiters?—executioners? whose State? The customs of the tribe may seem to outside witnesses to be as arbitrary as language itsetf—language, in which words for things are understood to be not-things—but, within the tribe, they are rarely negotiable. Still less are they violable by the individual except at great risk. . . . The reigning ethics of a society is the stone wall against which the individual may fling himself, to no avail—or be flung, and broken. . . .

In the artist’s own experience, of course, art is fundamentally indefinable, unsayable; there is something sacred about its demands upon the soul, something inherently mysterious in the forms it takes, no less than in its contents. . . . If we are told that art is only for the State, we rebel; if we are told that art is useless, futile, we rebel; we are creatures of self-determination, yet creatures of our time, deeply connected with one another, nourished by one another, defined by one another, in ways impossible to enumerate.

Consider, for instance, the Belgian Surrealist René Magritte, creator of “anti-art” images in the 1920s and 1930s; the dedicated experimentalist who claimed that for him, art was a “lamentable expedient” by which thought might be produced. Magritte’s most characteristic canvases are thought-parables, paradoxes unrelated to the visual world and explicable solely in terms of ideas (in one famous painting, for example,. . . The Treachery of Images, a pipe is displayed above the caption This is not a pipe). Magritte rejected as worthless the kind of art designed to evoke emotion in the viewer, as well as art displaying painterly effects. During occupation of Belgium, however, the artist found himself suddenly painting in a different mode. Where his art had always been flat, his images generic, monotonic as wallpaper, in this phase of his career, which lasted from the spring of 1943 to 1946, Magritte’s canvases erupted in color; the tone of his paintings became bright and joyful; his brushwork took on an Impressionistic quality. In this “Renoir period,” Magritte obsessively painted warm, sensuous figures, images clearly intended to evoke emotion, even eroticism. Magritte, the most cerebral of artists, believed that this work was in reaction to the Nazi tyranny and the horror of war: “My work is a counter-offensive.”

The artist as perpetual antagonist; the artist as supremely self-determined; the artist as deeply bonded to his or her world, and in a meaningful relationship with a community—this is the artist’s ethics, and the artist’s aesthetics.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Oates compares the moral standards or customs of a community to a “stone wall against which the individual may fling himself, to no avail.” What risks does an artist take in defying the “reigning ethics of a society”?

	What is the point of the extended Magritte example?

	How can the artist be both “perpetual antagonist” and “deeply bonded to his or her world”? And how does this “relationship” then equate to the artist’s ethics and aesthetics?






Chapter 24

What Violence in Literature Must Teach Us

Jack Harrell

In this essay Harrell addresses the issue of gratuitous violence in literature, with “gratuitous” defined as free, unearned, or unjustified. He argues that this concept is itself a contradiction—that for literary violence to have nny moral meaning or effect, it must come at as high a cost as possible. For Harrell literary violence is justified when it meets three conditions: (1) characters are presented so that readers “care about them ”; (2) the violence, given the circumstances, is inevitable; and (3) the story itself has a moral force in opposition to the violence. Citing Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” he points out the inevitability of the foreshadowed violence as well as the opposition provided by the story’s exploration of the reality of Christ’s resurrection. Harrell ends with the observation that violence in literature is only justified when it reveals the vulnerability and humanity of us all, the risk we take “of losing all that is civil and humane and good.”
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When I walked into class that day, I didn’t know what I was going to say, but I knew I had to say something. It was my second semester as a college creative writing teacher, and the night before, while reading the class’s first attempts at the short story, two of the stories had stood out in a particularly unsettling way. In one of the stories, written by a young woman, a suburban American teenager moved through his otherwise fortunate world in a haze of sadness and self-absorption. This boy was utterly hopeless. . . and utterly boring as a story character. At the end of the story, unable to escape his pitiful self, the boy shot himself in the garage. When his mother came home to find him, she crumpled to the cold concrete floor and wept over his senseless death. In the second story, this one by a young man, a father lived with his two sons in a backwoods cabin. One of the boys was a five-year-old, and the other was a mentally retarded teenager. Before leaving for town in the truck, the father gave the retarded son a verbal to-do list. “And kill the pig,” he adds as an afterthought. For some reason not made clear by the story, the retarded boy thought the father was referring to the younger brother. When the father came home that evening, he found his youngest son hanging on a meat hook in the barn. After those two stories, I knew I had to talk to the class about the problems of gratuitous violence in fiction.

The word gratuitous has several synonyms—“unearned,” “unwarranted,” “unjustified.” Unlike gratuity, money given in return for service, something gratuitous is given without merit or reason. Another synonym for gratuitous is the word free, and this leads us directly to the problem of “gratuitous violence”: the phrase is an oxymoron. Violence cannot be violence if it is free of meaning or consequence. Put another way, an inconsequential act cannot be a violent act. What is the opposite of gratuitous violence? Violence that comes at a cost, and preferably, the higher the cost the better.

When the writer inflicts violence on fictional characters, three conditions must be met in order for the violence to be warranted, in order for it to have moral and aesthetic value. First, the characters must be presented in such a way that readers are able to care about them. Second, given the plot and circumstances, the violence must be inevitable. And third, there must be sufficient tension in the story: the violence itself must be challenged by an equal, or nearly equal, opposing force. The two stories written by my students that semester had failed to meet these conditions. The characters were ciphers, not people the reader knew or cared about; the violence was arbitrary rather than inevitable; and no forces were present in the stories to oppose the violence.

What makes a reader care about a character? First of all, the reader is given some insight into the character—who she is, where she is going, what her troubles are. And more importantly, the reader identifies with the character: the reader senses that she has felt what the character feels, experienced what the character has experienced. I remember my own amazement as an undergraduate when I saw myself in the literature I had been assigned to read. For example, when I read Sherwood Anderson’s novel Winesburg, Ohio,1 I saw in the lives of the twenty-four characters of that fictional town the same romantic dreams and poignant tragedies I had known in my own hometown in southeastern Illinois. I was gratified to learn that someone else had felt and thought the things I had felt and thought. But what is more to the writer’s credit is this: things which had been only vague notions in my own head were artfully articulated by the writer. When we meet ourselves in literature, we don’t find our familiar and foggy self-perceptions; instead, we find selves that are clearly delineated, sharpened by the writer’s craft and the intensity of the story. We read and say, “That’s not Anderson’s story, or Tim O’Brien’s story, or Tolstoy’s story—that’s my story! That’s my life, my feelings there on the page.” These moments of communion, when the writer fades into the background, intimately connects the reader to the characters. After such experiences, readers feel as though they know the characters better than their own friends, which may well be true, since they have actually been in the minds and hearts of the characters, knowing their deepest pains and passions.

The emotional connection the reader makes with writing is as old and natural as story itself. In the twentieth century, however, as writers responded to technology, urbanization, and the modern bent toward world war, they turned to absurdity and alienation, abstraction and distortion, questioning the most basic elements of fiction—including the relationship between the reader and the story. By midcentury, writers like John Barth and Donald Barthelme were directly antagonizing the reader, insulting the reader through the story.2 But even in these times of upheaval, the connection between the reader and the writing was always vital. If the writer sought to alienate the reader, it was a reader who already felt alienated by the traditions at his back and the pluralistic postmodern sense of his future. Many readers, especially among the college-educated, saw their own unsettled selves in the writer’s trickery, and, therefore, embraced even the texts that mocked them. In time the experiments confirmed the connection between reader and writing as essential to the nature of the story. Of course, popular literature never strayed from its allegiance to the reader, the popular being more traditional by its nature. Speaking to writers about the importance of the readers’ care for the characters they encounter, suspense novelist Dean Koontz says this:


If you have engaged the reader’s empathy, encouraged him to be sympathetic with the lead characters, have made him witness to their love and friendship and joy and hopes and dreams, he will feel that these fictional people have something to lose, and he will not want them to lose it. He will be afraid that they will lose not only their lives, but their love, their happiness, their hope for a better future. He will identify with each character not as a real person to a fictional person, but as one human being to another. The reader will be sweating with them each time the villain walks on stage, and he will dread every encounter that might lead to their deaths. This is the magic of fiction.3


The “magic” Koontz speaks of is the ability readers have to care about imaginary characters as deeply as they care for actual people, to feel true emotion for characters whose literal existence is merely words strung together on the pages of a book. But these readers are no fools. The care they invest in imagined characters deepens their own souls, stretches their own sense of justice and mercy, good and evil, life and death. They read because reading makes their lives more meaningful.

Of course, in any story there are flat characters, stereotypes, “walk-ons.” We don’t care much for these characters because we see them for only a moment, or we see them only in one dimension. In some genres, such as the detective story or the crime drama on television, it is often these walk-ons who suffer the violence. When it comes to television murder mysteries, American trends range from the clean to the extreme. In some shows, the murdered victim is presented tastefully—well dressed, hair in place, no blood in sight-nothing there to raise the objections of grandmothers or Sunday school teachers. In other shows, through the advances of digital imagery and slow motion computer effects, the camera becomes the bullet itself, traveling with clinical accuracy through the victim’s chest cavity. But both techniques equally dehumanize the violence. One falsifies the horrors of murder by keeping the crime scene clean; the other distracts us from the human cost by making the body a material curiosity. In each case, the murder of a human being simply functions to instigate the real business of the show: solving the mystery.

The same dehumanizing effect comes with many horror movies, especially the so-called slasher films. When scores of superficial characters are murdered on screen merely for shock value, one can be sure that human life has been reduced to the most materialistic level. The complexity of one person’s life, the struggles of ethical living, the profound range of human experience, the deep pains and joys of love—everything meaningful is literarily killed when a character receives a sudden and graphic axe blow to the head. Such violence does not make the reader or viewer care more deeply for the character. At best, the viewer learns from these movies that evil exists and everyone is vulnerable; at worst, the viewer learns that he or she is helpless in the face of evil and that death and human life is merely a matter of physics. But that’s not enough for real literature. As John Gardner asserts in his book On Moral Fiction, real literature shows us that even when life is hard, life is worth the struggle.4 Literature is one of the ways that humanity carries on this message to subsequent generations. Sure, injustice and chaos, death and disorder wait for us around every corner, but it is right and good to fight them, and wrong to give in.

In real life, things can happen by accident, for no reason at all. But in a work of fiction, poetry, or drama, everything that happens happens for a reason. This brings us to the second condition that warrants violence in literature: the violence must be inevitable. Art is by definition an act of ordering, crafting, shaping, emphasizing certain elements while pruning away others. For example, in Flannery O’Connor’s short story “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” the inevitability of the violence that occurs at the end of the story is established in the first paragraph, when the Grandmother sees an article in the newspaper about the Misfit, a murderer and escaped convict. Speaking to her son Bailey, she says, “I wouldn’t take my children in any direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn’t answer to my conscience if I did.”5 But of course, this is exactly what she does. In just a few pages we are on the road and at the restaurant of a man named Red Sammy Butts, where the Misfit again becomes the topic of discussion. Midway through the story, as Bailey drives the family off course on a lone back road, led by one of the Grandmother’s spurious tales, the car is wrecked when the family cat pounces on Bailey’s neck (the Grandmother had snuck the cat along in a basket). The first car to come by after the accident is driven by the Misfit and his associates. The story tells us that they drive up in a “big black battered hearse-like automobile,”6 and that the woods behind the family are “tall and dark and deep.”7 As the Misfit’s partners take the family members into the woods to shoot them—the father and son first, then the mother and her daughter and baby—the Grandmother carries on a desperate conversation with the Misfit on the subject of Christ and the Resurrection, until she is finally shot as well.

Some students who read “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” will admit that throughout the story they expected something would come along at the last minute to save the family. They’ve seen countless TV shows and movies with dramatic endings in the style of The Perils of Pauline, the silent film series that featured the villain tying Pauline to the railroad tracks—or some other such nonsense, like a sawmill conveyer belt—and abandoning her to doom, thus giving the hero just enough time to save her before disaster. Such ruses and rescues are common on TV, but in real life, killers just kill. The Perils of Pauline is a different kind of violence—violence against the story, violence against the intelligent sensibilities of the reader. O’Connor does no such violence. She respects the reader and the story enough to let the Misfit do what the Misfit inevitably will do.

From the first paragraphs of the story, it is clear that something bad is going to happen. O’Connor spares us some brutality by placing much of the violence “off-stage” in the woods; nonetheless, the story is still very difficult to read—as it should be. After all, it presents to us the murder of six fictional human beings, and for what? The Misfit murders the family for their car, their silence, and Bailey’s clothes, which will help disguise him and his companions as they continue to elude the authorities. The violence is inevitable when we consider the type of cold-blooded characters we have in the Misfit and his associates, Bobby Lee and Hiram. But for the readers, there’s more at stake here than clothes.

This leads me to my third requirement for violence in literature: the violence in a work must be challenged by an equal, or nearly equal, opposing force. In “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” this tension, or balance, is created by juxtaposing the killing of the family with the conversation between the Misfit and the Grandmother on the potential reality of Christ’s Resurrection. If Christ can raise the dead, the Misfit’s bloody work will be in vain. Everyone he kills will someday be raised to life. However, if Christ did not raise the dead, then there is no Christian resurrection, and the Misfit may be right when he says, “it’s nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left.”8 On one hand we are presented with the Misfit’s nihilistic, murderous worldview: on the other, we are given the Christian belief in the resurrection of the dead, along with the commandment, “Thou shalt not kill.” O’Connor presents us with two forces, strong enough to grapple with each other and give artistic, moral, and even theological balance to the story.

The two stories by my students did not have this sense of balance, this tension. In simpler terms, their stories had no conflict, and without conflict there is no story. But, one might ask, isn’t the death of a human being a sufficient conflict? The answer is no, not by itself. If death is present in the story, there must be a reason, also present in the story, why the death should not occur. In my student’s stories, death functioned like a two-headed coin: no matter how many times you flip it, it comes up the same.

So, what is, or should be, the purpose of violence in literature? To help answer this question, we might consider the work of anthropologist René Girard and his book Violence and the Sacred.9 Through a study of classical Greek drama, Freud, and Lévi-Strauss, Girard asserts that cultures use myth and ritual to sacralize violence, to make it sacred, in an attempt to preserve social stability. In the course of living, the individual and the community experiences an overwhelming, uncontrollable, and often random parade of violence—accidents, betrayals, mistakes, misfortune, loss, disappointment, and crime—and this grueling parade of pain creates a negative psychic energy that can break societies and crush individuals. To battle this ever-threatening dissolution, cultures use myths and rituals to focus, control, and deflate the detrimental psychic energy of violence that otherwise, left unchecked, might destroy the society.

The same battle against dissolution is evident in the reading and writing of fiction. Out of the countless and arbitrary experiences of life, the writer selects those that can be ordered into a story, a story with consistent characters, driven by an overarching theme. From the selling of the words and the grammar of the sentences to the order of the chapters and the working out of a coherent plot, the writer transforms chaos into order. And along comes the reader, hungry to vicariously experience the conflict but also anxious to see if or when the struggle of the story—a struggle that might parallel the conflicts in his or her own life—will come to rest, to conclusion, to order. The reader faces the “violence” of the story’s conflict, but also knows that the story must come to an end—again the parallel with mortal life. The reader holds out the hope that chaos, entropy, and death will not triumph, but will be held off for at least another day by the will toward order. As John Gardner argues, “Art asserts and reasserts those values which hold off dissolution, struggling to keep the mind intact and preserve the city, the mind’s safe preserve.”10 Both the writer and the reader sense this effort toward preservation in the acts of writing and reading, acting on a drive that could simply be called “the creative process.” The creative drive is what it means to really and truly be alive, and therefore, it resonates with us in literature and all the arts. John Cheever said it this way: “My sense of morality is that life is a creative process and that anything that chafes or impedes that forward thrust is evil and obscene. The simplest arrangements—trees, a line of bathhouses, a church steeple, a bench in a park—appear to have a moral significance, a continuity that is heartening and that corresponds to my whole sense of being.”11

How does all of this talk of morality tie in with violence? If a work of literature is moral, the violence in the literature will serve the creative force. The violence in a story represents, and is represented by, anything that is other than creativity. The violence of a story must show the reader that life, security, civilization, freedom, and growth are really worth the struggle against the forces of death, danger, anarchy, slavery, and entropy.

Not long ago, I watched Mel Gibson’s film The Passion. In the midst of the movie, in the long and difficult scene in which Christ is being scourged by the Romans, the thought came to me that there was something very profound in the portrayal of violence I was watching on the screen. At the time, I had no words for it; I only had a sense that meaning was there, waiting to speak. Of course, the story of Jesus’ suffering evokes many meanings, but as I thought about the movie over the next few days, it occurred to me that in the scourging scene the character of Jesus is Everyman. As we watch Jesus being tortured and mocked, we instinctively know that any person could be punished in this very same way. It could happen to anyone—even you, even me. To be scourged, mocked, and spit upon, one need only to be living and human. The things Christ suffers are, therefore, universal: he suffers the pains that all of us might potentially suffer. And this might be the best argument of all for the use of violence in literature—to show the vulnerability of every member of the human race, to show that if we are not careful, we might do harm to anybody, and if we do, we run the risk of no longer being human. In short, we run the risk of losing all that is civil and humane and good.

Is violence ever free? No, because violence is only violence when it has a human cost, when it threatens someone’s life, someone’s heart, someone’s safety, someone’s freedom to choose. Gratuitous violence confounds our aesthetic and moral senses because it is a contradiction, an oxymoron—because it isn’t true. The writer who gratuitously takes a life in a story misunderstands the very nature of both life and story. This kind of insensitivity is especially troublesome in the creative writing classroom, where students are learning to take the arbitrary experiences of life and make sense of them by framing them into the logic of narrative. Hence one of the great purposes of literature: making sense where sense had been wanting.

When I walked into my creative writing class that morning, I was concerned about the appropriate use of violence in fiction—its aesthetic and moral impact. At the bottom of my concerns, however, I was worried that my students might simply be insensitive. Insensitive about the value of human life, even the lives of their fictional characters. As I stood before them at the beginning of class, I asked a question: “If the reader gets the impression that the writer has no respect for life, will the reader care about anything else that writer has to say?” It all comes down to that: a matter of trust. When the reader no longer trusts the writer or the writing, the reader closes the book. The reader has the ultimate veto power. However, when writers care about the characters they create, readers sense that integrity and compassion. When the violence is made to be inevitable in the course of the events, readers don’t feel inappropriately manipulated. When the violence in the story is challenged by sufficient, opposing forces, readers sense that some things are worth fighting for. Before readers even pick up a story, they know there is violence in the world, even senseless violence. What they want to know is that somehow, despite the violence, despite the senselessness, it’s worth the effort to keep the world spinning for yet another day. They can only believe this when it comes from a writer they trust. Literature that builds our trust, that contributes to the drive for civilized cohesion among us, will be a literature that contains violence, but it will also be a literature that shows violence for what it is—the force of mistrust, the force that divides and destroys. When violence in literature teaches us what violence really is, we believe it, and we are better for having read it.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Do you agree with Harrell’s definition of “gratuitous” as applied to literary violence? Must violence indeed come “at a cost,” the higher the better?

	Respond to Harrell’s three conditions for literary violence. How have books, movies, or television shows that you have found disturbing violated these conditions?

	How is it possible for some readers to care as deeply for fictional characters as for real people? Have you had this experience as a reader?

	Harrell is particularly critical of “slasher” movies, claiming that they reduce life and death to “a matter of physics,” and of “clean” murder mysteries for falsifying “the horrors of murder.” Do you agree? Can you think of examples that defy these criticisms?

	Compare Harrell’s reading of “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” with O’Connor’s earlier statements about the purpose of violence in a faith-centered fiction. Can artistic violence truly be sacred—an act of grace affirming the moral significance of life? Explain.






Chapter 25

Ethics and Literature

Charles Johnson

For Johnson the idea of “ethics and literature” means more that merely dramatizing the rightness or wrongness of certain actions or beliefs in literary form. Contrasting Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin with Ellison’s Invisible Man, he shows how the former, a “classic page-turner” condemning the moral evil of slavery, fails as a work of literature because of its one-dimensional characters, sentimentality, and false depiction of blacks. In contrast, in the Invisible Man Ellison blends “artistic craft and ethical content” to reveal the very roots of racism in philosophical issues of seeing and being. Agreeing with his mentor John Gardner, Johnson asserts “that ‘moralityis’ as much in the skillful means that a novelist employs as in what he (or she) says” and that the writing process itself is a moral act. Responsible writers begin with a hypothesis and then allow characters and plots to flow honestly to their own conclusion in an act of creative discovery. Hence, “moral” fiction means that the artist has done his best to understand others deeply and to tell the truth, something that only occurs when we unlock ourselves “to lives and meanings other than” our own.
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If no one asks me, I know; if I wish to explain to him who asks, I know not.

—St. Augustine, Confessions

 


In the above statement, St. Augustine is talking about the mystery of time. As a writer, I feel I’m in much the same position when confronted by the challenge of discussing “Ethics and Literature.” We all feel we know what that phrase means—at least until someone asks us to explain it. What do these two words—“ethics” and “literature”—have to do with each other? I think it’s always a good idea to begin by first defining our terms. I want to take “ethics” first. My old Dictionary of Philosophy, by Dagobert Runes, provides this definition:


Ethics (also referred to as moral philosophy) is that study or discipline which concerns itself with judgments of approval and disapproval, judgments as to the rightness or wrongness, goodness or badness, virtue or vice, desirability or wisdom of actions, dispositions, ends, objects, or states of affairs. It may concern itself with establishing or recommending certain courses of action, ends, or ways of life as to be taken or pursued, either as right or as good or as virtuous or as wise, as over against others which are wrong, bad, vicious or foolish. Here the interest is more in action than approval, and more in the guidance of action than in its explanation, the purpose being to find or set up some ideal or standard of conduct or character, some good or end or summum bonum, some ethical criterion or first principle.1


Okay, so now we have a working definition for “ethics.” What about “literature”? Once again, I turn to my dictionary, and there I find the statement that literature usually means “the body of artistic writings of a country or period that are characterized by beauty of expression and form and by universality of intellectual and emotional appeal.”2 Obviously, this definition is capacious. It includes novels, short stories, poetry, plays, and any other artistic creations delivered through language. If these definitions are acceptable, then I think we can say that “Ethics and Literature” would be the study of literary works that present a moral position—works that dramatize the “rightness or wrongness” of actions or states of affairs, often with the goal of guiding the reader toward behaving in accordance with some ideal or standard of conduct. In other words, we usually say that there are ethical ideas in a moral story, and that those ideas teach us something. And this, of course, is why we—as teachers—love to make our students read such works. I think we do this with the best of intentions, knowing that good fiction has the power to sharpen our perceptions; and that great fiction can completely change the way we see the world.

But there is a problem with the way we have just defined morality and fiction. Who decides what is ethical or moral? One hundred and fifty years ago, the most celebrated and popular moral fiction in America was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. When Abraham Lincoln met Stowe, he supposedly said, “So this is the little lady who wrote the book that made this great war.”3 The historical achievement of Stowe’s novel is that it presented the conflict between the North and South over slavery as a moral question, and not simply as a political one, as it had been before her book’s publication in 1852. Stowe says she wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin for the “generous, noble-minded men and women of the South,”4 and I doubt there is a single person who would disagree with her dramatized thesis that slavery is evil. In one sense, Uncle Tom’s Cabin perfectly fits our definition of the “ethical” as that which recommends “certain courses of action, ends, or ways of life to be taken or pursued.” Furthermore, Harriet Beecher Stowe is a remarkable storyteller. Despite the technical flaws in her novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin is a remarkable blend of a historical romance, antislavery propaganda, adventure yarn, Dickensian humor, and Christian allegory. I recently wrote a new introduction for this novel for Oxford University Press, and I had to conclude that Uncle Tom’s Cabin is a classic page-turner, one that masterfully employs the centuries-old strategy of running two storylines simultaneously as it moves back and forth between Eliza’s desperate flight north to Canada and Uncle Tom’s descent deeper into a life of lesions and lacerations, and finally to his Golgotha on Simon Legree’s farm. As we follow their trajectories from Kentucky, Stowe presents a broad slice of American life in the 1850s: northerners and southerners, women and men, aristocratic and poor whites, and a diversity of house and field servants.

But even though Uncle Tom’s Cabin was a success—as a fiction that presents a moral position—it fails as a work of literary art. For example, she uses her character, little Eva, badly and baldly as the most sanctimonious mouthpiece for abolition—this one-dimensionality in characterization is frequently a flaw in “moral fictions” where the complexity of people is subordinated to the philosophical, ethical, or political point the author wants to make. Added to that, Uncle Tom’s Cabin suffers from padding (what the French call remplissage ) from improbable plot contrivances, mawkish sentimentality, unevenness in prose quality, and “purple prose”—sentences like, “Even so, beloved Eva! fair star of thy dwelling! Thou art passing away; but they that love thee dearest know it not.”5 Even worse, Stowe tells her southern, white readers that Negroes are a simple, childlike people. She says, in one of her many editorial asides, that blacks are “naturally patient, timid, and unenterprising.” 6 For Stowe, Negro slavery is wrong because it brutalizes a race that is by nature as harmless as a beloved house pet. And it is the duty, she argues, for the more sophisticated and bold white race to gently lead the Negro as the parent does the child, and after they have been educated and freed the best thing for them—and for America—is to send them back to Africa. Stowe doubts that her black characters, if they remain on American soil, can create a culture of their own—one not derived from or dependent upon Christianity or Europe, in other words, one not based on what white Americans think and do. She apparently knew nothing of the achievements of the African empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhay, which flourished during Europe’s Dark Ages.

However, in 1852, Stowe’s now embarrassing “moral fiction” was a small step forward for white America, one that replaced racial hatred and Negrophobia with blatant paternalism. But as a portrait of black America it is untrue. It is also untrue as a vision of American slavery, because Stowe deliberately ignores the real horror and sadism of the Peculiar Institution. She does not touch upon the nightmarish voyage that twenty million Africans took crammed in the holds of slave ships where 20 percent of their numbers died before reaching the New World. In other words, her depictions of slavery, if you compare them to the historical record, are merely the tip of the iceberg for two hundred years of depravity and cruelty inflicted on Africans.

The partial “ethical” successes of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and its almost complete failure as art, force us to see that “morality” in literature involves much more than just presenting ideas about “rightness or wrongness,” even though we may agree with some of those ideas. Stowe published Uncle Tom’s Cabin in book form on March 20, 1852. Exactly one hundred years later Ralph Ellison published in March 1952 his magnificent, philosophical novel Invisible Man. We might do well to contrast these two novels in terms of the ethical positions they present.

On its surface, Invisible Man is about racism and segregation. But that is only this novel’s surface. His protagonist, who has no name, wonders, “What on earth was hiding behind the face of things?”7 His unique dilemma—like ours—is the task of freeing himself from the blinding social illusions that render races and individuals invisible to each other. Only after a harrowing, roller-coaster ride of betrayals and revelations above and below America’s twentieth-century intellectual landscape does he achieve the liberating discovery that, for all the ideologies we impose on experience, we cannot escape the chaos, the mysterious untamed life that churns beneath official history, the “seen.”

Invisible Man is easily one of the most complex, multilayered and challenging novels about race and being and the preservation of democratic ideals in American literature. Almost everything one could want in a novel is here. We have humor, suspense, American history from which Ellison’s inexhaustible imagination teases forth truth from beneath mere facts. We have fugue-like prose, meditations on the nature of perception, and a rogue’s gallery of characters so essentially drawn that in their naked humanity we can recognize their spirits in our contemporaries fifty years after the book’s publication.

Ethically, Invisible Man says racism is wrong, the same point that Stowe tried to make. But, more profoundly, it says the inability to see is wrong and is the basis for racism. Therefore, Invisible Man grounds its ethics in an epistemological challenge. Ellison demands that we recognize the fact that to some degree we all remain ineffable and invisible to each other. Blacks and whites. Men and women. He demands that we acknowledge the way black and white lives interpenetrate in American culture—how the African has influenced and changed the European, and vice verse. That “point” is dramatized in the novel’s paint factory scene, where the paint called “Optic White” is mixed with ten drops of black “dope,” which is expected to disappear into the “purest white that can be found,” but instead reveals a “gray tinge”—a mulatto blending of the two into one that changes the identity of both.8 In numerous scenes like that one, Ellison dramatizes his moral or ethical claim in a description that is ontological. By making us see what is—the presence of the black in the white, and the white in the black—he shows us what our relationship to each other should be. Furthermore, for Ellison, this liberation of perception is the duty of every citizen. He said, “What Americans have to learn over and over again is that they are individuals, and they have the responsibility of individual vision.”

Before we move on we should ask ourselves how Ralph Ellison was able to achieve a novel of this complexity. I think the answer can be found in Lawrence Jackson’s biography, Ralph Ellison: Emergence of Genius. This is the first biography of Ellison, and it is incredibly rich in details that illustrate the remarkable discipline that Ellison brought to his apprenticeship as first a musician, then as a literary scholar. In Jackson’s book he tells of an experience that happened at Tuskegee Institute, a story of enormous importance if we hope to understand the quality of Ellison’s mind, how nuanced and civilized his vision was, and how all that translated into the tissues and dense layers of meaning in his fiction. Jackson says:


The most significant discovery of 1935 (for Ellison) was T. S. Eliot’s poem “The Waste Land.” . . . With a prodigious expenditure of energy, Ellison stepped-up his reading in order to nail down the poem’s meaning. He looked up Eliot’s seven pages of references, with Professor Sprague’s collegial advice informing his search, and began to unpack the layers of the poem. . . . The library explorations took him into new territories of geography and anthropology. Ellison began with Jessie Wetson’s From Ritual to Romance, nearly a guidebook to “elucidate the difficulties of the poem.” Wetson revealed the Arthurian legend and fisher-king myths directly behind Eliot’s poem. George Frazer’s multi-volumed The Golden Bough provided him with an overview of human ritual and culture. Ellison revived his dusty Latin skills, drilled into him at Douglass, in order to understand a generous Ovid quote, which Eliot found indispensable, as well as the smattering of French that he’d obtained in the fall. The exhausting research netted him intimacy with many of the major canonical Western texts not staples in the Tuskegee curriculum, such as the Aeneid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, St. Augustine’s Confessions, The Inferno, Spenser’s Prothalamion, Paradise Lost, The Tempest and Anthony and Cleopatra. In the weeks following the historical education in literature and anthropology, he came to the work of Ford Madox Ford, Sherwood Anderson, Gertrude Stein and more Hemingway.9


After this incredible apprenticeship, Ellison spent seven years writing and rewriting Invisible Man. There were hundreds of pages he dropped from his final manuscript. He took out a love story between his protagonist and a white woman, which Ellison whimsically called the “Othello” section. He also dropped what we might call a novel-within-that novel: a long narrative called Leroy’s Journal, a very Afrocentric text that Invisible Man carries with him until the novel’s end. All that and more Ellison eliminated, because (says Larry Jackson) he was so demanding of perfection in Invisible Man that he “worked to gracefully move from paragraph to paragraph, chapter to chapter. Originally, he had envisioned a grand operatic scheme to emphatically promote as fluid language in the book.”10

Ellison’s friend, writer Albert Murray, published in 1996 a book of essays called The Blue Devils of Nada. In one of these essays he said that fine art is distinguished by its “range, precision, profundity, and the idiomatic subtlety of the rendition.”11 Invisible Man—as Murray knows—satisfies all those requirements. It helps us to understand that artistic craft and ethical content comprise a unity in the work of art.

So I would like to propose to you the view that “morality” is as much in the skillful means that a novelist employs as in what he (or she) says. As much in the total experience of a literary work—from one sentence and paragraph to the next—as in claims the writer makes about the world. The view that I’d like to present, with some modification, is that of my own teacher and friend, the late John Gardner.

In his first book, an anthology called The Forms of Fiction, published in 1962, Gardner offered an opinion that sixteen years later became the major premise for his controversial book, On Moral Fiction. He said, “A good writer must believe that individual human beings are important, that they have free will, and that they are (regardless of whether or not the writer believes in God) at least metaphorically created in the image of God and, at least potentially, only a little lower than the angels.”12 In 1978, On Moral Fiction, which has a sexy title, caused quite a stir in the literary world because Gardner angrily asserted that the moral perspective in fiction offered “a vision unmistakably and unsentimentally rooted in love.”13 That book made lots of enemies for Gardner, people who hated him because he called their fiction immoral. His publisher, Knopf, refused to release the book because so many of the writers Gardner criticized were published by that house. I remember when he was writing it. I was a Ph.D. student—with my old and dear friends Richard Hart, Tom Slaughter, and Bob Bunch—at the State University of New York at Stony Brook. Sometimes I’d talk to Gardner on the telephone, and in 1976 he told me he was writing this book on “moral fiction.” I asked him, how are you handling methodology? He replied, “When methodology breaks down, I bang on the table.”

So, yes, On Moral Fiction is a table-banging book. It is without methodology, and has no systematic argument that proves some ideas—“life-affirmative ones”—should be privileged over other ideas. I do not believe we can philosophically make that argument. To seek a proof for the dignity of man, to ask Gardner to demonstrate with perfect lucidity his proposition that “man is only a little lower than the angels,” is as futile as asking for yet another argument for the existence of God. What Gardner gave us in On Moral Fiction is more a “faith” than an argument, an appeal to hope that nags for systematic articulation, but which defies, at every turn, demonstration. Furthermore, I think he gave his book the wrong title. I believe what John Gardner was actually arguing for was what we might call responsible fiction—but that title isn’t very sexy or sensational. Because On Moral Fiction got so many upset and screaming at Gardner, they overlooked what I think is the genuine contribution he made to a discussion of “Ethics and Literature.”

When John wasn’t “banging on the table,” he said the process of writing well was itself moral. Not the ideas or propositions in a story, but rather something more subtle that happens when a writer fully inhabits all his characters, as an actor might; when he gives up his own ideas about the world and how it should be, and instead devotes his imagination and intellect to presenting how each of his characters lives and experiences the world—even the characters he personally does not like or approve of. I think this is the real challenge of fiction—to put aside one’s own beliefs and prejudices in order to create another life vividly on the page. Yet that life becomes mysteriously our own. It’s much like what an actress once said in an interview I read. She said, “I’ve never been more fully myself than when I was playing someone else.”

Gardner used to tell a similar story. He once gave a reading from his fiction, and afterward a woman approached him, and she said, “I think I like your novels, but I don’t think I like you.” Gardner replied, “That’s OK, I’m a much better person when I write.” He used to say that when he revised his words over and over until he was sure they were as honest and truthful and accurate as he could make them, and this kind of revision, said Gardner, was not something he could do when talking to someone face-to-face. In other words, the process of writing, which is 90 percent revision, made it possible for him to “get things right.” For some authors, this may be the only time in their lives when they can make their expressions and their deeds as close to perfect as possible.

During his better moments, John Gardner talked brilliantly about craft. What I learned from him is that what a responsible writer does resembles what a scientist does. He begins with a “What-if” proposition, the same way a scientist begins with a hypothesis. Dostoyevsky asks himself, “What if God is dead? Does that make murder permissible?” Crime and Punishment is, for Gardner, the exploration of that question—one that Dostoyevsky could examine without having to kill an old woman himself. Similarly, Gardner’s most famous novel, Grendel, began in his mind with the question, “What if Sartre’s ideas are true? If you lived that way, what would you become?” Well, in Grendel existentialists become monsters!

So here’s the point. Like a scientist, the writer starts with a “What-if” idea. He wants to test it, to see if his hypothesis is true. The scientist has a laboratory and his tools are everything from test tubes to atom smashers. The writer also has tools. They are all the forms of fiction we inherit from the past, different viewpoints, characters, description, narration, dramatic scenes, and all the poetic devices of language. When writing, he uses all these things to test his hypothesis. He creates character whose lives dramatize that hypothesis, but he does so responsibly, allowing every possible meaning and perspective on that hypothesis to emerge. If he is a good writer, and he has created “round,” three-dimensional characters—and not straw-men or puppets—then at a certain point in the story they begin to perform in ways he had not expected, acting according to their nature, desires, and beliefs. As the old cliché says, they surprise him, do things he never dreamed they would, and soon he is doing all he can to simply keep up with them. At the end of such a story—at the end of the fictional “experiment”—the writer may well discover that his original hypothesis has been disproved by the characters. Or it may be affirmed. Or his ethical ideas may be partially affirmed, but now seriously qualified—just as ideas are in a laboratory experiment.

I can assure you this experience of discovery during the creative process never happens when a writer has already made up his (or her) mind about what they believe or don’t believe. The purpose of writing stories is precisely to discover what one believes. Another way of saying this is that for the reader to have that wonderful sense of discovery, of suspense, of not knowing what happens next, the writer must have it first during the creative process. He must be willing to develop all the dimensions of his story with an open mind, and be willing to arrive at a conclusion that contradicts, if necessary, his own most cherished beliefs—this is especially true if one is writing a story about a historical figure like Martin Luther King Jr., Frederick Douglass, Phyllis Wheatley, or Martha Washington. In such a story, my ethical ideas, as the author, must be put aside so that Dr. King can speak and his vision (not mine) controls the movement of the plot and meaning of events as they are filtered through his consciousness and his language. The “morality” of a story like that, what I think makes it “responsible,” is its fidelity to the spirit of the character one has created—and to the spirit of his world, his lived-experience, what phenomenologists call the Lebenswelt.

For me, doing that requires two things: empathy and massive research. A book like Uncle Tom’s Cabin succeeds in terms of Stowe’s genuine empathy for her black characters and their suffering under slavery; but it fails because her research—her knowledge about African-American history and culture—was insufficient. Also, she wrote that novel in less than a year.

In 1972, I began writing my first novel, Faith and the Good Thing. For that novel I read eighty books on magic and folklore. The final manuscript took nine months to write, was 250 pages, and I threw away 1,400 pages. The next novel, Oxherding Tale, I began in 1975 when I was a graduate student at SUNY-Stony Brook. After I finished teaching and taking my own classes, I went to the library and speed-read every book on American slavery that they had on their shelves. That novel took five years to write and I threw away 2,400 pages. When I wrote Middle Passage, I relied on seventeen years of research I had accumulated on the slave trade since 1971, then devoted six years to immersing myself in the literature of the sea, nautical dictionaries, and even esoteric studies of Cockney slang, which helped me to individuate the language of the sailors on the nineteenth-century slave ship I was writing about. That novel took six years and I threw away over three thousand pages of drafts.

I mention these examples because my process as a writer has always demanded massive research before and during the creation of a novel. Each draft is only a partial truth in the teleological unfoldment of the story, which becomes more clear and convincing to me as I examine all its aspects in microscopic detail. My last novel Dreamer might illustrate what I’m talking about. The genesis of that story began in the late 1980s when I attempted to write a short story about a fictitious doppelganger for Dr. King. I’m pretty sure I got the idea when I read a newspaper article about a foreign leader who employed doubles for his protection. We’ve heard about Saddam Hussein, Fidel Castro, and Adolph Hitler using look-alikes, but as I read this newspaper article, it struck me that there were no parallels for this practice in American political history. So I wondered, “What if that happened here?” Which American public figure might resort to using a double? At first, I thought about John F. Kennedy, then very quickly my thoughts turned to another martyr in the 1960s, Martin Luther King Jr. I wrote ten pages on that story before I realized I didn’t know enough about Martin Luther King Jr.—only the superficial, surface details that most Americans knew. I knew his philosophy only by its reflections and refractions. But as a novelist, I had to know more. It was imperative that I understand the biography for his brief thirty-nine years of life. I had to know the specifics of his intellectual development, his likes and dislikes, how he dressed, what he ate, how he spoke, and his relations to others, and in the mid-1980s I did not know these things.

After I won the 1990 National Book Award for Middle Passage, I resurrected that unfinished short story about a double for King, and then for the next two years I studied this man. I read biographies about him and histories of the Civil Rights Movement; I studied his sermons and speeches and college papers; I replayed over and over documentary footage of King’s seldom-discussed Chicago campaign in 1966, taking notes on who and what was in the background or at the margins of the marches and demonstrations—exactly the kind of thing a newspaper reporter would do (and I was a reporter in the late 1960s and early 1970s). I read critical studies of King’s intellectual development so I could place him within the last two thousand years of Christian theology—exactly the kind of thing a scholar had to do. I went to the Lorraine Motel, where he was killed; I walked through the rooms in the house where he was born and spent his childhood; I went to the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama, where he took his first job, always taking notes. Always asking myself during the course of the day, “How would King react to this or that situation?” Given all I’ve learned, what would he say about certain contemporary events? I spent seven years on that novel and threw away—once again—about three thousand pages in order to arrive at the final draft.

If the process of creating is itself moral, as John Gardner believed, it is because a good writer examines over and over each of the thousands of details in his story to make sure he has told the truth as best as he can. It is moral because for the duration of the fiction we put aside our own lives in order to understand others better and more deeply. In this process, which always transforms a writer, there is a very important epistemological dimension, which I believe serves society. Moral fiction presents a “we-relation”—a social world of people and perspectives, all treated equally and fairly—which mirrors and clarifies our own daily lives. Philosopher Merleau-Ponty expressed this eloquently when in his book, Adventures of the Dialectic, he says:


My own field of thought and action is made up of imperfect meanings, badly defined and interrupted. They are completed over there, in the others who hold the key to them because they see sides of things that I do not see, as well as, one might say, my social back. Likewise, I am the only one capable of tallying the balance sheets of their lives, for their meanings are also incomplete and are openings onto something that I alone am able to see. I do not have to search very far for the others: I find them in my experience, lodged in the hollows that show what they see and what I fail to see. Our experiences thus have lateral relationships of truth: all together, each possessing what is secret to the other, in our combined functionings we form a totality which moves toward enlightenment and completion. . . . We are never locked in ourselves.“14


This unlocking of ourselves, which opens first the writer and then the reader to lives and meanings other than their own, is (for me) the goal of responsible or moral literature. And, as our earlier definition says, that fiction becomes a gift of beauty that has universal intellectual and emotional appeal.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	How does Johnson broaden the idea of “ethics and literature” beyond works that present certain moral positions or seek to guide readers to certain ethical conclusions?

	Do you agree with Johnson’s use of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Invisible Man to show “that artistic craft and ethical content comprise a unity in the work of art”? How do the aesthetic strengths of Ellison’s work increase its moral effectiveness? And if Stowe’s book is indeed aesthetically inferior, why did it have such a historical impact?

	Examine Johnson’s claim that the writing process itself is a moral act. What makes the process moral? And how, exactly, does one “put aside one’s own beliefs and prejudices in order to create another life vividly on the page”?

	Should writers approach their task as scientists, beginning with a hypothesis and then being open as to the direction the characters and plot will take it? Should responsible writers research their topic? And what does it mean to unlock yourself “to lives and meanings other than” your own?





Part IV

READERS AND ETHICAL CRITICISM

The translation of the moral vision onto the canvas or into the written word is often what separates enduring art from entertainment. Extract its moral vision, and Goya’s The Third of May, 1808 becomes a violent cartoon. Extract its moral vision, and Huckleberry Finn becomes Tom Sawyer.

—Charles Murray, Human Accomplishment

 


Reading is an intimate act, perhaps more intimate than any other human act. I say that because of the prolonged (or intense) exposure of one mind to another.

—Harold Brodkey

 


[R]eading is a pact of generosity between author and reader. Each one trusts the other; each one counts on the other, demands of the other as much as he demands of himself. . . . There is then established a dialectical going-and-coming; when I read, I make demands; if my demands are met, what I am then reading provokes me to demand more of the author, which means to demand of the author that he demand more of me. And, vice versa, the author’s demand is that I carry my demands to the highest pitch.

—Jean-Paul Sartre

 


[T]here’s no such thing as a morally bad novel: its moral effect depends entirely on the moral quality of the reader.

—Northrop Frye

 


I Spit on Your Grave is easily the most offensive film I have seen in my 11 years on the movie beat. The story . . . debases strong women in the guise of heralding them. . . . The idea behind these scenes is that women . . . really dig rough sex and enjoy being raped. . . . As shocking as this film was, however, it did not compare with the series of shocks I received while watching it Saturday afternoon. . . . What I saw . . . in the audience . . . scared the hell out of me.

—Gene Siskel, Chicago Tribune

 


We can safely make two statements about censorship: first, any work is potentially open to attack by someone, somewhere, sometime, for some reason; second, censorship is often arbitrary and irrational.

—NCTE, “The Student’s Right to Read”

 


Morality is not some far-off shining star suspended in the sky of our lives. It is omnipresent. . . . It may be that the commentator on a certain work of literature will find that its author or one of his or her heroes makes no reference whatsoever to questions of ethics that are demanded by certain situations . The reader, however, is entitled to relate to this lack and to try to learn from it about the quality and intentions of the novel’s heroes.

—Abraham Yehoshua, The Terrible Power of a Minor Guilt





Chapter 26

The Case against Huck Finn

John H. Wallace

In this passionate essay, Wallace argues that Twain’s Huckleberry Finn is unsuitable for the nation’s classrooms because of its harmful effect on black students, its violation of the Fourteenth Amendment’s “guarantee of equal protection,” its reinforcement of racist attitudes among whites, and the inherent difficulties involved in its teaching. Claiming that the book “is an American classic for no other reason than that it ridicules blacks,” Wallace offers as a solution his own edited version of Huckleberry Finn with the racist words and depictions eliminated.


[image: e9781461674870_i0054.jpg]


THE ISSUE

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, by Mark Twain, is the most grotesque example of racist trash ever written. During the 1981-1982 school year the media carried reports that it was challenged in Davenport, Iowa; Houston, Texas; Bucks County, Pennsylvania; and, of all places, Mark Twain Intermediate School in Fairfax County, Virginia. Parents in Waukegan, Illinois, in 1983 and in Springfield, Illinois, in 1984 asked that the book be removed from the classroom—and there are many challenges to this book that go unnoticed by the press. All of these are coming from black parents and teachers after complaints from their children or students, and frequently they are supported by white teachers, as in the case of Mark Twain Intermediate School.

For the past forty years, black families have trekked to schools in numerous districts throughout the country to say, “This book is not good for our children,” only to be turned away by insensitive and often unwittingly racist teachers and administrators who respond, “This book is a classic.” Classic or not, it should not be allowed to continue to cause our children embarrassment about their heritage.

Louisa May Alcott, the Concord Public Library, and others condemned the book as trash when it was published in 1885. The NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) and the National Urban League successfully collaborated to have Huckleberry Finn removed from the classrooms of the public schools of New York City in 1957 because it uses the term “nigger.” In 1969 Miami-Dade Junior College removed the book from its classrooms because the administration believed that the book creates an emotional block for black students which inhibits learning. It was excluded from the classrooms of the New Trier High School in Winnetka, Illinois, and removed from the required reading list in the state of Illinois in 1976.

My own research indicates that the assignment and reading aloud of Huckleberry Finn in our classrooms is humiliating and insulting to black students. It contributes to their feelings of low self-esteem and to the white students’ disrespect for black people. It constitutes mental cruelty, harassment, and outright racial intimidation to force black students to sit in the classroom with their white peers and read Huckleberry Finn. The attitudes developed by the reading of such literature can lead to tensions, discontent, and even fighting. If this book is removed from the required reading lists of our schools, there should be improved student-to-student, student-to-teacher, and teacher-to-teacher relationships.


“NIGGER”

According to Webster’s Dictionary, the word “nigger” means a Negro or a member of any dark-skinned race of people and is offensive. Black people have never accepted “nigger” as a proper term—not in George Washington’s time, Mark Twain’s time, or William Faulkner’s time. A few white authors, thriving on making blacks objects of ridicule and scorn by having blacks use this word as they, the white authors, were writing and speaking for blacks in a dialect they perceived to be peculiar to black people, may have given the impression that blacks accepted the term. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Some black authors have used “nigger,” but not in literature to be consumed by children in the classroom. Black authors know as well as whites that there is money to be made selling books that ridicule black people. As a matter of fact, the white child learns early in life that his or her black peer makes a good butt for a joke. Much of what goes on in the classroom reinforces this behavior. Often the last word uttered before a fight is “nigger.” Educators must discourage the ridicule of “different” children.


IN THE CLASSROOM

Russell Baker, of the New York Times (14 April 1982), has said (and Jonathan Yardley, of the Washington Post [10 May 1982], concurred),


Kids are often exposed to books long before they are ready for them or exposed to them in a manner that seems almost calculated to evaporate whatever enthusiasm the students may bring to them. Very few youngsters of high school age are ready for Huckleberry Finn. Leaving aside its subtle depiction of racial attitudes and its complex view of American society, the book is written in a language that will seem baroque, obscure and antiquated to many young people today. The vastly sunnier Tom Sawyer is a book for kids, but Huckleberry Finn most emphatically is not.


The milieu of the classroom is highly charged with emotions. There are twenty to thirty unique personalities with hundreds of needs to be met simultaneously. Each student wants to be accepted and to be like the white, middle-class child whom he perceives to be favored by the teacher. Since students do not want their differences highlighted, it is best to accentuate their similarities; but the reading of Huck Finn in class accentuates the one difference that is always apparent—color.

My research suggests that the black child is offended by the use of the word “nigger” anywhere, no matter what rationale the teacher may use to justify it. If the teacher permits its use, the black child tends to reject the teacher because the student is confident that the teacher is prejudiced. Communications are effectively severed, thwarting the child’s education. Pejorative terms should not be granted any legitimacy by their use in the classroom under the guise of teaching books of great literary merit, nor for any other reason.


EQUAL PROTECTION AND OPPORTUNITY IN THE CLASSROOM

To paraphrase Irwin Katz,1 the use of the word “nigger” by a prestigious adult like a teacher poses a strong social threat to the black child. Any expression by a white or black teacher of dislike or devaluation, whether through harsh, indifferent, or patronizing behavior, would tend to have an unfavorable effect on the performance of black children in their school work. This is so because various psychological theories suggest that the black students’ covert reactions to the social threat would constitute an important source of intellectual impairment.

Dorothy Gilliam, writing in the Washington Post of 12 April 1982, said, “First Amendment rights are crucial to a healthy society. No less crucial is the Fourteenth Amendment and its guarantee of equal protection under the law.” The use of the word “nigger” in the classroom does not provide black students with equal protection and is in violation of their constitutional rights. Without equal protection, they have neither equal access nor equal opportunity for an education.

One group of citizens deeply committed to effecting change and to retaining certain religious beliefs sacred to themselves are members of the Jewish religion. In a publication issued by the Jewish Community Council (November 1981), the following guidelines were enunciated regarding the role of religious practices in public schools: “In no event should any student, teacher, or public school staff member feel that his or her own beliefs or practices are being questioned, infringed upon, or compromised by programs taking place in or sponsored by the public school.” Further, “schools should avoid practices which operate to single out and isolate ‘different’ pupils and thereby [cause] embarrassment.”2

I endorse these statements without reservation, for I believe the rationale of the Jewish Community Council is consistent with my position. I find it incongruent to contend that it is fitting and proper to shelter children from isolation, embarrassment, and ridicule due to their religious beliefs and then deny the same protection to other children because of the color of their skin. The basic issue is the same. It is our purpose to spare children from scorn, to increase personal pride, and to foster the American belief of acceptance on merit, not color, sex, religion, or origin.


THE TEACHER

Many “authorities” say Huckleberry Finn can be used in our intermediate and high school classrooms. They consistently put stipulations on its use like the following: It must be used with appropriate planning. It is the responsibility of the teacher to assist students in the understanding of the historical setting of the novel, the characters being depicted, the social context, including prejudice, which existed at the time depicted in the book. Balanced judgment on the part of the classroom teacher must be used prior to making a decision to utilize this book in an intermediate or high school program. Such judgment would include taking into account the age and maturity of the students, their ability to comprehend abstract concepts, and the methodology of presentation.

Any material that requires such conditions could be dangerous racist propaganda in the hands of even our best teachers. And “some, not all, teachers are hostile, racist, vindictive, inept, or even neurotic,” though “many are compassionate and skillful.”3 Teacher attitudes are important to students. Some teachers are marginal at best, yet many school administrators are willing to trust them with a book that maligns blacks. Huckleberry Finn would have been out of the classroom ages ago if it used “dago,” “wop,” or “spic.”

When “authorities” mention the “historical setting” of Huckleberry Finn, they suggest that it is an accurate, factual portrayal of the way things were in slavery days. In fact, the book is the outgrowth of Mark Twain’s memory and imagination, written twenty years after the end of slavery. Of the two main characters depicted, one is a thief, a liar, a sacrilegious corncob-pipe-smoking truant; the other is a self-deprecating slave. No one would want his children to emulate this pair. Yet some “authorities” speak of Huck as a boyhood hero. Twain warns us in the beginning of Huckleberry Finn, “Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.” I think we ought to listen to Twain and stop feeding this trash to our children. It does absolutely nothing to enhance racial harmony. The prejudice that existed then is still very much apparent today. Racism against blacks is deeply rooted in the American culture and is continually reinforced by the schools, by concern for socioeconomic gain, and by the vicarious ego enhancement it brings to those who manifest it.

Huckleberry Finn is racist, whether its author intended it to be or not. The book implies that black people are not honest. For example, Huck says about Jim: “It most froze me to hear such talk. He wouldn’t ever dared to talk such talk in his life before. Just see what a difference it made in him the minute he judged he was about free. It was according to the old saying, ‘give a nigger an inch and he’ll take an ell.’ Thinks I, this is what comes of my not thinking” (chap. 16). And in another section of the book, the Duke, in reply to a question from the King, says: “Mary Jane’ll be in mourning from this out; and the first you know the nigger that does up the rooms will get an order to box these duds up and put ’em away; and do you reckon a nigger can run across money and not borrow some of it?” (chap. 26).

Huckleberry Finn also insinuates that black people are less intelligent than whites. In a passage where Huck and Tom are trying to get the chains off Jim, Tom says: “They couldn’t get the chain off, so they just cut their hand off and shoved. And a leg would be better still. But we got to let that go. There ain’t necessity enough in this case; and, besides, Jim’s a nigger, and wouldn’t understand the reason for it” (chap. 35). On another occasion, when Tom and Huck are making plans to get Jim out of the barn where he is held captive, Huck says: “He told him everything. Jim, he couldn’t see no sense in most of it, but he allowed we was white folks and knowed better than him; so he was satisfied, and said he would do it all just as Tom said” (chap. 36).

Twain said in Huckleberry Finn more than one hundred years ago, what Dr. W. B. Shockley and A. R. Jensen are trying to prove through empirical study today.4 This tells us something about the power of the printed word when it is taught to children by a formidable institution such as the school.

Huckleberry Finn even suggests that blacks are not human beings. When Huck arrives at Aunt Sally’s house, she asks him why he is late:

 



“We blowed a cylinder head.”

“Good gracious! anybody hurt?”

“No’m. Killed a nigger.”

“Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt” (chap. 32).

 



There are indications that the racist views and attitudes implicit in the preceding quotations are as prevalent in America today as they were over one hundred years ago. Huckleberry Finn. has not been successful in fighting race hate and prejudice, as its proponents maintain, but has helped to retain the status quo.


THE BLACK STUDENT

In 1963 John Fisher, former president of Columbia Teachers College, stated:


The black American youngster happens to be a member of a large and distinctive group that for a very long time has been the object of special political, legal, and social action. To act as though any child is separable from his history is indefensible. In terms of educational planning, it is irresponsible.

Every black child is the victim of the history of his race in this country. On the day he enters kindergarten, he carries a burden no white child can ever know, no matter what other handicaps or disabilities he may suffer.5


The primary school child learns, almost the minute he enters school, that black is associated with dirtiness, ugliness, and wickedness. Much of what teachers and students think of the black child is color based. As a result, the black pupil knows his pigmentation is an impediment to his progress.

As early as the fifth grade, the black student studies American history and must accept his ancestors in the role of slaves. This frustrating and painful experience leaves scars that very few educators, writers, and especially English teachers can understand. We compound these problems for black children when we force them to read aloud the message of Huckleberry Finn. It is so devastatingly traumatic that the student may never recover. How much pain must a black child endure to secure an education? No other child is asked to suffer so much embarrassment, humiliation, and racial intimidation at the hands of so powerful an institution as the school. The vast majority of black students have no tolerance for either “ironic” or “satirical” reminders of the insults and degradation heaped upon their ancestors in slavery and postslavery times.

Dorothy Gilliam (Washington Post, 12 April 1982) makes a good case for protecting the rights of students when she says, “Where rights conflict, one must sometimes supersede the other. Freedom of speech does not, for example, allow words to be deliberately used in a way that would cause someone to suffer a heart attack. By the same token, the use of words in ways that cause psychological and emotional damage is an unacceptable exercise of free speech.”


RACISM

If indeed, as Huckleberry Finn’s proponents claim, the book gives a positive view of blacks and has an antislavery, antiracist message, then the Nazi Party, the Ku Klux Klan, and the White Citizens Council must see something different. Most of the hate mail received when a school in northern Virginia restricted the use of the book was from these groups.

It is difficult to believe that Samuel Clemens would write a book against the institution of slavery; he did, after all, join a Confederate army bent on preserving that peculiar institution. Also, he could not allow Huck to help Jim to his freedom. It seems he was a hodgepodge of contradictions.

Huckleberry Finn is an American classic for no other reason than that it ridicules blacks to a greater extent than any other book given our children to read; the book and racism feed on each other and have withstood the test of time because many Americans insist on preserving our racist heritage.

Marguerite Barnett (1982) points out:


By ridiculing blacks, exaggerating their facial features, and denying their humanity, the popular art of the post-Civil-War period represented the political culture’s attempt to deny blacks the equal status and rights awarded them in the Emancipation Proclamation. By making blacks inhuman, American whites could destroy their claim to equal treatment. Blacks as slaves posed no problem because they were under complete domination, but blacks as free men created political problems. The popular culture of the day supplied the answer by dehumanizing blacks and picturing them as childlike and inferior. 6


In this day of enlightenment, teachers should not rely on a book that teaches the subtle sickness of racism to our young and causes so much psychological damage to a large segment of our population. We are a multicultural, pluralistic nation. We must teach our young to respect all races, ethnic groups, and religious groups in the most positive terms conceivable.


RECOMMENDATIONS

This book should not be used with children. It is permissible to use the original Huckleberry Finn with students in graduate courses of history, English, and social science if one wants to study the perpetration and perpetuation of racism. The caustic, abrasive language is less likely to offend students of that age group because they tend to be mature enough to understand and discuss issues without feeling intimidated by the instructor, fellow students, or racism.

My research relating to Huckleberry Finn indicates that black parents and teachers, and their children and students, have complained about books that use the word “nigger” being read aloud in class. Therefore, I recommend that books such as Huckleberry Finn, The Slave Dancer, and To Kill a Mockingbird 7 be listed as racist and excluded from the classroom.

If an educator feels he or she must use Huckleberry Finn in the classroom, I would suggest my revised version, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn Adapted, by John H. Wallace. The story is the same, but the words “nigger” and “hell” are eradicated. It no longer depicts blacks as inhuman, dishonest, or unintelligent, and it contains a glossary of Twainisms. Most adolescents will enjoy laughing at Jim and Huck in this adaptation.8
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	According to Wallace, what are the potential dangers of teaching Huckleberry Finn? What benefits would come from banning the book? Is the evidence Wallace provides convincing? Explain.

	How might teaching this novel indeed legitimize racism? Is it possible to teach the novel without encouraging racism and damaging both minorities and whites in the classroom?

	Wallace claims that “Huckleberry Finn is racist, whether its author intended it to be or not.” What role might an author’s intentions play in determining the “morality” of a work? Do Twain’s intentions affect the morality of Huckleberry Finn? How so?






Chapter 27

Why We Still Need Huckleberry Finn

Dudley Barlow

In response to would-be censors, Barlow defends teaching Huckleberry Finn by citing the novel as “a wonderful [literary] achievement” and Huck as “a fully realized character.” He describes qualified teachers as “aware of . . . what Twain was doing” and sensitive both to the work’s disturbing elements and the emotional needs of students. In particular, the novel should be taught as a satire “against stupidity and intolerance” of all kinds, with Huck using “nigger” as the only word he knows while simultaneously transcending the epithet to see Jim’s humanity. Barlow concludes that if the word continues to offend it is only because we still struggle with the same racial issues today.
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In a syndicated column in the Detroit Free Press on April 5, 1992, James J. Kilpatrick reports, “A school superintendent in North Carolina last month threw Huck Finn out of his classrooms. I think the gentleman acted properly.” He goes on to say, “because I have spent my life fighting censorship by the state, I want to brood aloud about the affair.”

The book was ordered out of middle school classrooms by Harold Fleming, interim superintendent of schools, because, as Kilpatrick explains it, “the novel contains language that is offensive to blacks.” Fleming, Kilpatrick notes, is black. Kilpatrick further informs us that “the school principal, Earl Heath, also black, said there are words ‘we may not want to deal with’ at the seventh- and eighth-grade level.” The offensive language, of course, is the word nigger; and, of course, Fleming is correct in saying it is offensive to blacks. It is also legitimate to press teachers for a justification of a book that is a racial affront to some of our students.

Remember, first of all, that “nigger” is Huck’s, not Twain’s, label for blacks. And Huck uses this word for the same reason that, thirty years ago, we all used the label “Indians” to identify the various groups we now know as Native Americans. Unpleasant as the word nigger is, and that is why Twain keeps lashing us with it, it is the only word Huck knows for black Americans. This is Twain’s point: The word grows out of Huck’s paradigm, his system of viewing things, and this limits his ability to think about blacks. We see this again and again when Huck says such things as: “He was right; he was most always right; he had an uncommon level head for a nigger” and “You can’t teach a nigger to argue” and “I do believe he [Jim] cared just as much for his people as white folks does for their’n. It don’t seem natural, but I reckon it’s so.” Huck’s provincial life in antebellum Missouri has defined for him what a “nigger” is. It is only his personal experience with Jim in their flight down the Mississippi that forces him to see beyond the inaccurate assumptions that come packaged with the epithet.

In defense of the book’s removal from Kinston, North Carolina, classrooms, Kilpatrick tells us that in 1885 the Boston library committee found Huckleberry Finn “more suited to the slums than to intelligent, respectable people.” My guess is that the library committee also found Whitman’s Leaves of Grass only “suited to the slums.” Nor would they have approved of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby, or Claude Brown’s Manchild in the Promised Land. The point here is that what the Boston library committee had to say 107 years ago is neither particularly instructive nor helpful today. We can be sure that Huckleberry Finn is available in Boston libraries today. After all, Harold Fleming may have directed an English teacher not to assign the book in Kinston, North Carolina, but he still permitted it to stay in the school library.

Kilpatrick also reports that Fleming said the teacher was not adequately prepared to teach Huckleberry Finn, seeming to imply that Fleming might let an adequately prepared teacher proceed with the book. We are never told, though, what adequate preparation might be. What qualifies teachers to teach this book? Must they be black, and, if so, why? I think, to be qualified, they must be aware of (and able to make clear) what Twain was doing, sensitive to the emotional impact of the material, and responsive to the emotional needs of their students.

Just as Huck’s concept of “nigger” limits his ability to understand Jim fully, our students are also victimized by the intellectual blinders imposed by racial, ethnic, and sexual epithets. Many of our students cannot get beyond the words “Arab” and “Japanese” and “fag.” Qualified teachers understand how all these labels are powerful, limiting, and sometimes painful, and understand how to help their students see what Huck came to see only after he had come to know and love the man obscured by the word nigger.

Kilpatrick says he first read and loved the book when he was “a white boy growing up in a segregated city.” He adds, “This is a fun book for white boys to read. . . . For black children, I have come to realize, it is a brutal slap in the face.” That is exactly why the book needs to be taught by qualified teachers: to help all our students see the limitations imposed on them by their surroundings and to help them see how Mark Twain and Spike Lee (whose films many high school students know) attack many of the same targets with some of the same weapons.

Kilpatrick also thinks the book’s irony disqualifies it from use in schools. He says, “One of the essayists [represented in Satire or Evasion?, a collection of fifteen essays by black scholars on Huckleberry Finn] . . . comments upon Twain’s point—that a close friendship between black and white could develop ‘only on a socially isolated raft in the middle of the nation’s biggest and longest river.’”

Let’s be fair. This kind of isolation away from contaminating influences is a common literary device. Think back to The Defiant Ones, the Sidney Poitier-Tony Curtis film in which two convicts, one black and one white, escape from prison chained together. They share a mutual, racial animosity, and it is only because they are forcibly linked that they learn to respect and care about each other. In Moby Dick, Herman Melville has his protagonist, Ishmael, head out to sea when he can no longer stand the company of his fellow men. It is only through the isolation at sea that Ishmael rediscovers through Queequeg, the harpooner/cannibal, his links to the rest of humanity. In Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, it is only because he is isolated in a shell crater with a French soldier whom he has mortally wounded that Paul, the German protagonist, discovers a brotherhood that transcends nationalities.

It is true that the raft isolates Huck from the rest of society, but this very isolation forces Huck to come face-to-face with the real Jim and with his own limited views. Huck never does get beyond the label “nigger,” but he does get beyond his original perception that Jim is simply an unthinking, unfeeling piece of property. In the course of the novel, he plays several tricks on Jim. In the last one, Huck, who is in a canoe, gets separated from Jim and the raft in a fog. When he manages to return to the raft (now littered with trash from ramming into towheads and islands), he tricks Jim into thinking he has been there all along. Jim finally realizes he has been tricked and says:


When I got all wore out wid work, en wid de callin’ for you, en went to sleep, my heart wuz mos’ broke becase you wuz los’, en I didn’k’yer no’ mo’ what become er me en de raf’. En when I wake up en fine you back ag’in, all safe en soun’, de tears come, en I could ’a’ got down on my knees en kiss yo’ foot, I’s so thankful. En all you wuz thinkin’ ’bout wuz how you could make a fool uv ole Jim wid a lie. Dat truck dah is trash; en trash is what people is dat puts dirt on de head er day fren’s en makes ’em ashamed.


Huck says, “It made me feel so mean I could almost have kissed his foot to get him to take it back. It was fifteen minutes before I could work myself up to go and humble myself to a nigger; but I done it, and I warn’t ever sorry for it afterward, neither. I didn’t do him no more mean tricks, and I wouldn’t done that one if I’d ’a’ knowed it would make him feel that way.” The word is still there, but Huck is changing.

If the raft is a sanctuary, it is also a crucible. It separates the dross of the racial views Huck has been steeped in from the truths he discovers in his daily experiences with Jim. The raft is where Huck is forced to look unflinchingly at a black man and at his own assumptions about race and about what is right and wrong. Huck and Jim eventually leave the raft, but Huck at the end of the book is a different person from Huck at the beginning. He is never able to abandon the only word he knows for blacks, but his experience teaches him that his lifelong assumptions represented by the word nigger have been terribly wrong. The friendship may begin on the raft, but it endures beyond it.

Kilpatrick complains that the end of the novel is “facile.” I think most critics will agree that perhaps the last fourth of the book is flawed. Tom Sawyer’s and Huck’s “rescue” of Jim even though Jim is actually free, and only Tom knows it, seems too drawn out. Most readers will feel that since Huck’s moral struggle (caused by the clash between his assumptions about blacks and his experiences with Jim) has been resolved, the book needs to end earlier. Twain tried to end the book in a burlesque echoing events that had occurred between Tom and Huck early in the novel. That just won’t do at this point in the book. Huck has grown too much, and his behavior here seems forced. After all, at this point in the book, he and Tom are not planning another raid on a Sunday school picnic; Jim’s freedom is at stake. Also, the final resolution of Huck’s domestic problems (his father is dead and Huck still has $6,000 in the bank) and the announcement of Jim’s freedom are just too neat and rushed.

Huckleberry Finn may not be a perfect novel, but it is a wonderful achievement. First, as a literary creation, Huck is a fully realized character. We absolutely believe in him. He is so completely limned that we know him better than we know most of the real people in our lives. He is also involved in a serious and genuine human problem, and Twain has not flinched; he has told the truth. That is, he hasn’t minimized the situation and settled for easy solutions. Huck is completely unaware of, and therefore insensitive to, Jim’s humanity early in the book, and Twain does not sugarcoat it. Nor does Huck discover the real Jim (and thereby the real Huck) through inadequately motivated and painless means. Twain allows Huck to be cruel to Jim, and when Huck discovers what is best in Jim he also sees what is worst in himself. Not once as Huck’s journey of self-discovery progresses do we say, “Oh, come on, I don’t buy that!” Huck’s story is what Ezra Pound called “news that stays news.” It explores a universal and timeless human problem, and therefore, it is the truth, even if it didn’t happen.

Huckleberry Finn can be a painful book to teach. Kilpatrick says, “It is a formidably difficult work for any teacher to teach.” I think that overstates it. s see the savagery that is the target of Twain’s often brutal satire, to get them to understand how this book is a broadside against stupidity and intolerance. It isn’t just about racial intolerance, after all. Huck’s experience with the Grangerfords is the corollary to his experience with Jim. The Grangerfords are a family involved in a feud with the Shepherdsons. The Grangerfords take Huck in, and he thinks they are the grandest people he has ever seen. They are the epitome of southern gentility, handsome and well mannered. But if Huck is initially deceived by Jim’s dark skin and by the label “nigger,” he is equally deceived by the Grangerford’s genteel appearance. He quickly learns, though, that these fine-looking people and their neighbors are methodically killing each other over an ancient wrong that no one can even recall. Twain absolutely distrusted any opinion, whether it involved race or politics or religion or fashion, that grew out of a group consensus. (For an extended discussion of this idea, see Twain’s essay, “Corn Pone Opinions.”)

It is a mistake, therefore, for a teacher to present this novel as an adventure story. It is satire, and if students are to understand it, they must first understand the nature of satire. I begin by telling my students about Voltaire’s Candide. Voltaire wrote this work to ridicule Gottfried Wilhelm Von Leibniz’s carefully constructed view that this is “the best of all possible worlds.” In order to destroy Leibniz’s view, Voltaire created the young and credulous protagonist, Candide. His teacher is Dr. Pangloss, who proclaims the Leibniz dictum. The gullible Candide believes his teacher and continually recites his “best of all possible worlds” catechism in spite of the outrageous catastrophes that befall him and the people around him. The more mayhem we see, the dumber Pangloss (and Leibniz) appear.

This is how Twain blasts the “nigger” view. Everything Huck experiences with Jim contrasts jarringly with his view of Jim as “nigger.” Jim is the most noble character in the book, and eventually his goodness forces Huck to abandon what he “knows” is right. Huck can’t reason himself to this new position, but his heart leads him there. He knows he is bound by honor, by the law, and by religion to turn in this runaway slave. There is that pivotal moment in the book, though, when he decides to follow his heart and not to betray Jim. He says, “All right, then, I’ll go to hell.” That simple declaration of love and faithfulness blasts away that phony but time-honored racial hierarchy that Huck has struggled with throughout the book.

Still, the awfulness of that word will not go away. But the awfulness refuses to go away because we are still stuck with the problem Huck struggled with. If racial and sexual and ethnic intolerance were to disappear, then I suppose Huckleberry Finn would become to American literature what the works of John Dryden and Alexander Pope are to English literature: dusty literary gems about quaint and forgotten problems. Consequently, the book would lose its sting for black students. In the meantime, though, Huck reminds us again and again of that old Pogo cartoon: “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”

Maybe the current furor over Huckleberry Finn is a sign that we have made some progress. Are we less tolerant of the word nigger than people were fifty or thirty or even twenty years ago? I hope so. It strikes me as ironic, though, that in this 107-year-old novel, we have Huck Finn, who never abandons the epithet but does learn to reject his preconceived notion of what Jim, the “nigger,” is. We, on the other hand, have at least learned the social grace to disapprove of the word, but our treatment of blacks and Native Americans (and other groups we could name), in political and economic terms, flags way behind the moral growth Huck Finn managed. And even if race should ever cease to be an issue in this country, bigotry and intolerance always seem to find their way into the human experience. As long as this is true, Huckleberry Finn will be there to goad us and help bring us back to our better selves. As Huck says, “It shows how a body can see and don’t see at the same time.” This is a great book, and it still deserves to be read and taught.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	According to Barlow, why does Twain use the word “nigger” in Huckleberry Finn? What purpose does isolating Huck and Jim on a raft serve in furthering the novel’s exploration of racism and racial relations?

	Do you agree that it would be “a mistake . . . for a teacher to present this novel as an adventure story”? How would teaching the novel as satire change the reading for students, particularly African Americans?

	Exactly how would one be “sensitive to the emotional impact of the material” and “the emotional needs of students” when teaching this novel? Might the dangers be too great for certain age groups? For an all white class? All black class? Explain.

	Do you agree with Barlow’s conclusion that Huckleberry Finn is as relevant today as when it was first published in 1885?






Chapter 28

Huckleberry Finn: An Amazing, Troubling Book

Toni Morrison

In this third selection on Huckleberry Finn, Morrison determines that the fear and “complicity” she felt when first reading the novel resulted mostly from the troubling issues Twain raises: Huck’s loneliness and morbidity, the impossibility of a lasting relationship with Jim, and the deceit and cruelty enforced upon a child by “a race-inflected society.” For her the very silences of the text suggest Twain’s implicit message-that Jim is Huck’s real father and that without Jim there is no story—views which would have been unacceptable to his 1880s audience. Thus, the final “over-the-top minstrelization of Jim” satisfies racist expectations , removes the problem of “missing” Jim, and buries “the father figure underneath the minstrel paint.” Noting that “cyclical attempts to remove the novel from classrooms [only] extend Jim’s captivity on into each generation of readers,” Morrison concludes that although the argument continues over what the book is, the one thing “it cannot be is dismissed.”
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Fear and alarm are what I remember most about my first encounter with Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Palpable alarm. Unlike the treasure-island excursion of Tom Sawyer, at no point along Huck’s journey was a happy ending signaled or guaranteed. Reading Huckleberry Finn, chosen randomly without guidance or recommendation, was deeply disturbing. My second reading of it, under the supervision of an English teacher in junior high school, was no less uncomfortable—rather more. It provoked a feeling I can only describe now as muffled rage, as though appreciation of the work required my complicity in and sanction of something shaming. Yet the satisfactions were great: riveting episodes of flight, of cunning; the convincing commentary on adult behavior, watchful and insouciant; the authority of a child’s voice in language cut for its renegade tongue and sharp intelligence. Liberating language—not baby talk for the young, nor the doggedly patronizing language of so many books on the “children’s shelf.” And there were interesting female characters: the clever woman undeceived by Huck’s disguise; the young girl whose sorrow at the sale of slaves is grief for a family split rather than conveniences lost.

Nevertheless, for the second time, curling through the pleasure, clouding the narrative reward, was my original alarm, coupled now with a profoundly distasteful complicity.

Then, in the mid-1950s, I read it again—or sort of read it. Actually I read it through the lenses of Leslie Fiedler and Lionel Trilling. Exposed to Trilling’s reverent intimacy and Fiedler’s irreverent familiarity, I concluded that their criticisms served me better than the novel had, not only because they helped me see many things I had been unaware of, but precisely because they ignored or rendered trivial the things that caused my unease.

In the early 1980s I read Huckleberry Finn again, provoked, I believe, by demands to remove the novel from the libraries and required reading lists of public schools. These efforts were based, it seemed to me, on a narrow notion of how to handle the offense Mark Twain’s use of the term “nigger” would occasion for black students and the corrosive effect it would have on white ones. It struck me as a purist yet elementary kind of censorship designed to appease adults rather than educate children. Amputate the problem, band-aid the solution. A serious comprehensive discussion of the term by an intelligent teacher certainly would have benefited my eighth-grade class and would have spared all of us (a few blacks, many whites—mostly second-generation immigrant children) some grief. Name calling is a plague of childhood and a learned activity ripe for discussion as soon as it surfaces. Embarrassing as it had been to hear the dread word spoken, and therefore sanctioned, in class, my experience of Jim’s epithet had little to do with my initial nervousness the book had caused. Reading “nigger” hundreds of times embarrassed, bored, annoyed—but did not faze me. In this latest reading I was curious about the source of my alarm—my sense that danger lingered after the story ended. I was powerfully attracted to the combination of delight and fearful agitation lying entwined like crossed fingers in the pages. And it was significant that this novel which had given so much pleasure to young readers was also complicated territory for sophisticated scholars.

Usually the divide is substantial: if a story that pleased us as novice readers does not disintegrate as we grow older, it maintains its value only in its retelling for other novices or to summon uncapturable pleasure as playback. Also, the books that academic critics find consistently rewarding are works only partially available to the minds of young readers. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn manages to close that divide, and one of the reasons it requires no leap is that in addition to the reverence the novel stimulates is its ability to transform its contradictions into fruitful complexities and to seem to be deliberately cooperating in the controversy it has excited. The brilliance of Huckleberry Finn is that it is the argument it raises.

My 1980s reading, therefore, was an effort to track the unease, nail it down, and learn in so doing the nature of my troubled relationship to this classic American work.

Although its language—sardonic, photographic, persuasively aural—and the structural use of the river as control and chaos seem to me quite the major feats of Huckleberry Finn, much of the novel’s genius lies in its quiescence, the silences that pervade it and give it a porous quality that is by turns brooding and soothing. It lies in the approaches to and exits from action; the byways and inlets seen out of the corner of the eye; the subdued images in which the repetition of a simple word, such as “lonesome,” tolls like an evening bell; the moments when nothing is said, when scenes and incidents swell the heart unbearably precisely because unarticulated, and force an act of imagination almost against the will. Some of the stillness, in the beautifully rendered eloquence of a child, is breathtaking. “The sky looks ever so deep when you lay down on your back in the moonshine.” “. . . it was big trees all about, and gloomy in there amongst them. There was freckled places on the ground where the light sifted down through the leaves, and the freckled places swapped about a little.” Other moments, however, are frightening meditations on estrangement and death. Huck records a conversation he overhears among happy men he cannot see but whose voices travel from the landing over the water to him. Although he details what the men say, it is how distant Huck is from them, how separated he is from their laughing male camaraderie, that makes the scene memorable. References to death, looking at it or contemplating it, are numerous: “. . . this drownded man was just his [Pap’s] size, . . . but they couldn’t make nothing out of the face . . . floating on his back in the water. . . . took him and buried him on the bank. . . . I knowed mighty well that a drownded man don’t float on his back, but on his face.” The emotional management of death seeds the novel: Huck yearns for death, runs from its certainty and feigns it. His deepest, uncomic feelings about his status as an outsider, someone “dead” to society, are murmuring interludes of despair, soleness, isolation, and unlove. A plaintive note of melancholy and dread surfaces immediately in the first chapter, after Huck sums up the narrative of his life in a prior book.

Then I set down in a chair by the window and tried to think of something cheerful, but it warn’t no use. I felt so lonesome I most wished I was dead. The stars were shining, and the leaves rustled in the woods ever so mournful; and I heard an owl, away off, who-whooing about somebody that was dead, and a whippowill and a dog crying about somebody that was going to die; and the wind was trying to whisper something to me and I couldn’t make out what it was, and so it made the cold shivers run over me. Then away out in the woods I heard that kind of a sound that a ghost makes. . . . I got so downhearted and scared I did wish I had some company.


Although Huck complains bitterly of rules and regulations, I see him to be running not from external control but from external chaos. Nothing in society makes sense; all is in peril. Upper-class, churchgoing, elegantly housed families annihilate themselves in a psychotic feud, and Huck has to drag two of their corpses from the water—one of whom is a just-made friend, the boy Buck; he sees the public slaughter of a drunk; he hears the vicious plans of murderers on a wrecked steamboat; he spends a large portion of the book in the company of “[Pap’s] kind of people”—the fraudulent, thieving Duke and King who wield brutal power over him, just as his father did. No wonder that when he is alone, whether safe in the Widow’s house or hiding from his father, he is so very frightened and frequently suicidal.

If the emotional environment into which Twain places his protagonist is dangerous, then the leading question the novel poses for me is, What does Huck need to live without terror, melancholy, and suicidal thoughts? The answer, of course, is Jim. When Huck is among society—whether respectable or deviant, rich or poor—he is alert to and consumed by its deception, its illogic, its scariness. Yet he is depressed by himself and sees nature more often as fearful. But when he and Jim become the only “we,” the anxiety is outside, not within. “. . . we would watch the lonesomeness of the river . . . for about an hour . . . just solid lonesomeness.” Unmanageable terror gives way to a pastoral, idyllic, intimate timelessness minus the hierarchy of age, status, or adult control. It has never seemed to me that, in contrast to the entrapment and menace of the shore, the river itself provides this solace. The consolation, the healing properties Huck longs for, is made possible by Jim’s active, highly vocal affection. It is in Jim’s company that the dread of contemplated nature disappears, that even storms are beautiful and sublime, that real talk—comic, pointed, sad—takes place. Talk so free of lies it produces an aura of restfulness and peace unavailable anywhere else in the novel.

Pleasant as this relationship is, suffused as it is by a lightness they both enjoy and a burden of responsibility both assume, it cannot continue. Knowing the relationship is discontinuous, doomed to separation, is (or used to be) typical of the experience of white/black childhood friendships (mine included), and the cry of inevitable rupture is all the more anguished by being mute. Every reader knows that Jim will be dismissed without explanation at some point; that no enduring adult fraternity will emerge. Anticipating this loss may have led Twain to the over-the-top minstrelization of Jim. Predictable and common as the gross stereotyping of blacks was in nineteenth-century literature, here, nevertheless, Jim’s portrait seems unaccountably excessive and glaring in its contradictions—like an ill-made clown suit that cannot hide the man within. Twain’s black characters were most certainly based on real people. His nonfiction observations of and comments on “actual” blacks are full of references to their guilelessness, intelligence, creativity, wit, caring, etc. None is portrayed as relentlessly idiotic. Yet Jim is unlike, in many ways, the real people he must have been based on. There may be more than one reason for this extravagance. In addition to accommodating a racist readership, writing Jim so complete a buffoon solves the problem of “missing” him that would have been unacceptable at the novel’s end, and helps to solve another problem: how effectively to bury the father figure underneath the minstrel paint. The foregone temporariness of the friendship urges the degradation of Jim (to divert Huck’s and our inadvertent sorrow at the close), and min-strelizing him necessitates and exposes an enforced silence on the subject of white fatherhood.

The withholdings at critical moments, which I once took to be deliberate evasions, stumbles even, or a writer’s impatience with his or her material, I began to see as otherwise: as entrances, crevices, gaps, seductive invitations flashing the possibility of meaning. Unarticulated eddies that encourage diving into the novel’s undertow—the real place where writer captures reader. An excellent example of what is available in this undertow is the way Twain comments on the relationship between the antebellum period in which the narrative takes place and the later period in which the novel was composed. The 1880s saw the collapse of civil rights for blacks as well as the publication of Huckleberry Finn. This collapse was an effort to bury the combustible issues Twain raised in his novel. The nation, as well as Tom Sawyer, was deferring Jim’s freedom in agonizing play. The cyclical attempts to remove the novel from classrooms extend Jim’s captivity on into each generation of readers.

Or consider Huck’s inability to articulate his true feelings for Jim to anybody other than the reader. When he “humbles himself” in apology to Jim for the painful joke he plays on him, we are not given the words. Even to Tom, the only other friend he has and the only one his own age, he must mask his emotions. Until the hell-or-heaven choice, Huck can speak of the genuine affection and respect for Jim that blossoms throughout the narrative only aslant, or comically to the reader—never directly to any character or to Jim himself. While Jim repeatedly iterates his love, the depth of Huck’s feelings for Jim is stressed, underscored, and rendered unimpeachable by Twain’s calculated use of speechlessness. The accumulated silences build to Huck’s ultimate act of love, in which he accepts the endangerment of his soul. These silences do not appear to me of merely historical accuracy—a realistic portrait of how a white child would respond to a black slave; they seem to be expert technical solutions to the narrative’s complexities and, by the way, highly prophetic descriptions of contemporary negotiations between races.

Consider the void that follows the revelation of Jim as a responsible adult and caring parent in chapter 23. Huck has nothing to say. The chapter does not close; it simply stops. Blanketed by eye dialect, placed auspiciously at chapter’s end, held up, framed, as it were, for display by Huck’s refusal to comment, it is one of the most moving remembrances in American literature. Then comes the “meanwhile-back-at-the ranch” first line of the next chapter. The hush between these two chapters thunders. And its roar is enhanced by Huck’s observation on the preceding page: that although Jim’s desperate love for his wife and children “don’t seem natural,” Huck “reckon[s] it’s so.” This comment is fascinating less for its racism than for the danger it deflects from Huck himself. Huck has never seen nor experienced a tender, caring father—yet he steps out of this well of ignorance to judge Jim’s role as a father.

What I read into this observation and the hiatus that follows Jim’s confirmation of his “naturalness” is that the line of thought Jim’s fatherhood might provoke cannot be pursued by the author or his protagonist for fear of derailing the text into another story or destabilizing its center (this is Huck’s adventure, not Jim’s). It invites serious speculation about fatherhood—its expectations and ramifications—in the novel. First of all, it’s hard not to notice that except for Judge Thatcher all of the white men who might function as father figures for Huck are ridiculed for their hypocrisy, corruption, extreme ignorance, and/or violence. Thus Huck’s “no comment” on Jim’s status as a father works either as a comfortable evasion for or as a critique of a white readership, as well as being one of the gags Twain shoves in Huck’s mouth to protect him from the line of thought neither he nor Twain can safely pursue.

As an abused and homeless child running from a feral male parent, Huck cannot dwell on Jim’s confession and regret about parental negligence without precipitating a crisis from which neither he nor the text could recover. Huck’s desire for a father who is adviser and trustworthy companion is universal, but he also needs something more: a father whom, unlike his own, he can control. No white man can serve all three functions. If the runaway Huck discovered on the island had been a white convict with protective paternal instincts, none of this would work, for there could be no guarantee of control and no games-playing nonsense concerning his release at the end. Only a black male slave can deliver all Huck desires. Because Jim can be controlled, it becomes possible for Huck to feel responsible for and to him—but without the onerous burden of lifelong debt that a real father figure would demand. For Huck, Jim is a father-for-free. This delicate, covert, and fractious problematic is thus hidden and exposed by litotes and speechlessness, both of which are dramatic ways of begging attention.

Concerning this matter of fatherhood, there are two other instances of silence—one remarkable for its warmth, the other for its glacial coldness. In the first, Jim keeps silent for practically four-fifths of the book about having seen Pap’s corpse. There seems no reason for this withholding except his concern for Huck’s emotional well-being. Although one could argue that knowing the menace of his father was over might relieve Huck enormously, it could also be argued that dissipating that threat would remove the principal element of the necessity for escape—Huck’s escape, that is. In any case, silence on this point persists and we learn its true motive in the penultimate paragraph in the book. And right there is the other speech void—cold and shivery in its unsaying. Jim tells Huck that his money is safe because his father is dead.

“Doan’ you ’member de house dat was float’n down de river, en dey wuz a man in dah kivered up, en I went in en unkivered him and didn’ let you come in? . . . dat wuz him.” Huck says and thinks nothing about it. The following sentence, we are to believe, is Huck’s very next thought: “Tom’s most well now. . . .”

As a reader I am relieved to know Pap is no longer a menace to his son’s well-being, but Huck does not share my relief. Again the father business is erased. What after all could Huck say? That he is as glad as I am? That would not do. Huck’s decency prevents him from taking pleasure in anybody’s death. That he is sorry? Wishes his father were alive? Hardly. The whole premise of escape while fearing and feigning death would collapse, and the contradiction would be unacceptable. Instead the crevice widens and beckons reflection on what this long-withheld information means. Any comment at this juncture, positive or negative, would lay bare the white father/white son animosity and harm the prevailing though illicit black father/white son bonding that has already taken place.

Such profoundly realized and significant moments, met with startling understatement or shocking absence of any comment at all, constitute the entrances I mentioned earlier—the invitation Twain offers that I could not refuse.

Earlier I posed the question, What does Huck need to live without despair and thoughts of suicide? My answer was, Jim. There is another question the novel poses for me: What would it take for Huck to live happily without Jim? That is the problem that gnarls the dissolution of their relationship. The freeing of Jim is withheld, fructified, top-heavy with pain, because without Jim there is no more book, no more story to tell.

There is a moment when it could have happened, when Jim, put ashore at Cairo, would have gone his way, leaving Huck to experience by himself the other adventures that follow. The reasons they miss Cairo are: there are only saplings to secure the raft; the raft tears away; Huck “couldn’t budge” for half a minute; Huck forgets he has tied the canoe, can’t “hardly do anything” with his hands and loses time releasing it; they are enveloped in a “solid white fog”; and for a reason even Huck doesn’t understand, Jim does not do what is routine in foggy weather—beat a tin pan to signal his location. During the separation Huck notes the “dismal and lonesome” scene and searches for Jim until he is physically exhausted. Readers are as eager as he is to locate Jim, but when he does, receiving Jim’s wild joy, Huck does not express his own. Rather Twain writes in the cruel joke that first sabotages the easily won relief and sympathy we feel for Jim, then leads Huck and us to a heightened restoration of his stature. A series of small accidents prevents Jim’s exit from the novel, and Huck is given the gift of an assertive as well as already loving black father. It is to the father, not the nigger, that he “humbles” himself.

So there will be no “adventures” without Jim. The risk is too great. To Huck and to the novel. When the end does come, when Jim is finally, torturously, unnecessarily freed, able now to be a father to his own children, Huck runs. Not back to the town—even if it is safe now—but a further run, for the “territory.” And if there are complications out there in the world, Huck, we are to assume, is certainly ready for them. He has had a first-rate education in social and individual responsibility, and it is interesting to note that the lessons of his growing but secret activism begin to be punctuated by speech, not silence, by moves toward truth, rather than quick lies.

When the King and Duke auction Peter Wilks’s slaves, Huck is moved by the sorrow of Wilks’s nieces—which is caused not by losing the slaves but by the blasting of the family.

along about noon-time, the girls’ joy got the first jolt. A couple of nigger-traders come along, and the king sold them the niggers reasonable, for three-day drafts as they called it, and away they went, the two sons up the river to Memphis, and their mother down the river to Orleans. I thought them poor girls and them niggers would break their hearts for grief; they cried around each other, and took on so it most made me down sick to see it. The girls said they hadn’t ever dreamed of seeing the family separated or sold away from the town. . . . The thing made a big stir in the town, too, and a good many come out flatfooted and said it was scandalous to separate the mother and the children that way.


Later, when Huck sees Mary Jane Wilks with “her face in her hands, crying,” he knows what is bothering her even before he asks her to tell him about it. “And it was the niggers-I just expected it.” I think it is important to note that he is responding to the separation of parents and children. When Mary Jane sobs, “Oh, dear, dear, to think they ain’t ever going to see each other any more!” Huck reacts so strongly he blurts out a part of the truth just to console her. “But they will—and inside of two weeks—and I know it.” Her dismay over the most grotesque consequences of slavery catapults him into one of his most mature and difficult decisions—to abandon silence and chance the truth.

The change from underground activist to vocal one marks Huck’s other important relationship—that between himself and Tom Sawyer, to whom Huck has always been subservient. Huck’s cooperation in Jim’s dehumanization is not total. It is pierced with mumbling disquiet as the degradation becomes more outré. “That warn’t the plan”; “there ain’t no necessity for it”; “we’re going to get into trouble with Aunt Polly”; “. . . if you’ll take my advice”; “what’s the sense in . . .”; “Confound it, it’s foolish, Tom”; “Jim’s too old. . . . He won’t last”; “How long will it take?”; “it’s one of the most jackass ideas I ever struck.” But these objections are not enough. Our apprehension as we follow the free fall of the father is only mildly subdued by our satisfaction at the unmanacled exit of the freedman. Tom Sawyer’s silence about Jim’s legal status is perverse. So perverse that the fact that Huck never speaks of or considers returning to his hometown to carry on with his erstwhile best friend (this time in safety and with money of his own) but wants to leave civilization altogether is more than understandable. Huck cannot have an enduring relationship with Jim; he refuses one with Tom.

The source of my unease reading this amazing, troubling book now seems clear: an imperfect coming to terms with three matters Twain addresses—Huck Finn’s estrangement, soleness, and morbidity as an outcast child; the disproportionate sadness at the center of Jim’s and his relationship; and the secrecy in which Huck’s engagement with (rather than escape from) a racist society is necessarily conducted. It is also clear that the rewards of my effort to come to terms have been abundant. My alarm, aroused by Twain’s precise rendering of childhood’s fear of death and abandonment, remains—as it should. It has been extremely worthwhile slogging through Jim’s shame and humiliation to recognize the sadness, the tragic implications at the center of his relationship with Huck. My fury at the maze of deceit, the risk of personal harm that a white child is forced to negotiate in a race-inflected society, is dissipated by the exquisite uses to which Twain puts that maze, that risk.

Yet the larger question, the danger that sifts from the novel’s last page, is whether Huck, minus Jim, will be able to stay those three monsters as he enters the “territory.” Will that undefined space, so falsely imagined as “open,” be free of social chaos, personal morbidity, and further moral complications embedded in adulthood and citizenship? Will it be free not only of nightmare fathers but of dream fathers too? Twain did not write Huck there. He imagined instead a reunion—Huck, Jim, and Tom, soaring in a balloon over Egypt.

For a hundred years, the argument that this novel is has been identified, rei-dentified, examined, waged, and advanced. What it cannot be is dismissed. It is classic literature, which is to say it heaves, manifests, and lasts.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	What about Huckleberry Finn allows it to bridge the gap between childhood readers (junior high and younger) and adult readers and critics? Using Booth’s metaphor of friendship, what gifts or experiences does this book have to offer?

	What role do the “silences” of Huckleberry Finn play for Morrison in explaining her unease with the book? What does she mean when she describes such “silences” as “entrances, crevices, gaps. seductive invitations flashing the possibility of meaning”?

	Respond to Morrison’s explanation of Twain’s “over-the-top ministreliza-tion of Jim.” Does it convincingly answer Barlow’s objections to the book’s “flawed” ending?

	How can you explain Wallace’s and Morrison’s almost opposite readings of and reactions to Huckleberry Finn given their shared African-American heritage and feelings of discomfort from the book?

	Do you agree, with Morrison, that “attempts to remove the novel from classrooms extend Jim’s captivity on into each generation of readers”? If so, what exactly is the nature of this “captivity”? How does reading the book free Jim and, by implication, its readers?






Chapter 29

The Ethical Dimensions of Richard Wright’s Native Son

Stephen K. George

Unlike Rosenstarrd, Jennings, and Hart, who focus primarily on literature’s contribution to ethics, George uses the “perspective of moral philosophy” to shed light on a controversial work of literature. Answering critics and would-be censors of Native Son, he applies the ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas to show how Bigger Thomas has been conditioned by his racist environment to see all around him—black and white, male and female—as objects rather than human beings. This denial of “the face of the other,” its naked appeal for respect and responsibility, enables Bigger to murder and rape. Yet Levinas’s philosophy also makes clear Bigger’s own responsibility, as well as the moral progress he has made by the book’s end, insights only made possible by “the application of the ethical perspective to literature.”
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Richard Wright’s depiction of Bigger Thomas in Native Son is meant to be both sympathetic and shocking, a fact confirmed by the novel’s continuing appeal combined with its status as one of the most frequently challenged books in America.1 As readers we feel compassion for Bigger as he is caught up in economic and racial forces he can neither comprehend nor control, but we are also to be horrified at his retaliatory answer: the gaining of freedom and identity through brutally unfeeling acts of rape and murder. At once we are both compelled and repelled by Bigger; he is both a lonely individual robbed of dignity and hope in a world where “you [as a black man] ain’t a man no more,”2 as well as a monstrous symbol of what could happen nationwide if society refuses to make the American dream of freedom and opportunity open to all. As Wright later wrote in “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born,” his protagonist looms “as a symbolic figure of American life, a figure who would hold within him the prophecy of our future” and “the outlines of action and feeling which we would encounter on a vast scale in the days to come.”3 As such, this 1940 novel served as a disturbing wake-up call to a nation on the verge of the Civil Rights Movement.4

Rather than focusing on the racial and economic forces that shape and provoke Bigger, this study will instead examine what these forces have made of him and his relationships with others when combined with Bigger’s own natural disposition. Specifically, Bigger Thomas, throughout most of the novel, is an individual who can no longer see or make connections with other people; as Robert Butler notes concerning the whole work, “In its most basic terms, Native Son dramatizes a bleak environment in which people touch each other only in violence, almost never in love or friendship.”5 Hence, instead of real communication and interaction with others, Bigger’s world is one of stereotypes and mere surfaces as he categorizes other people (who have previously categorized him) in order to gain some semblance of control over his own life. Or, as Louis Tremaine observes, “Bigger sees only what his fear allows him to see. Bigger’s interactions with others are conditioned by his efforts to meet expectations by conforming to type. [And] . . . he can do this only by first typing those for whom he must play his various roles.”6

Thus, for Bigger Thomas, a person whose “tangled duality has damaged him at the very center of his being,”7 the people of his life, both black and white, are no longer people but things: his mother someone to deceive and put off concerning his employment, his girlfriend Bessie someone to use for sex and as a partner in crime, and white people another entity altogether:


To Bigger and his kind white people were not really people [at all]; they were a sort of great natural force, like a stormy sky looming overhead, or like a deep swirling river stretching suddenly at one’s feet in the dark. As long as he and his black folks did not go beyond certain limits, there was no need to fear that white force. But whether they feared it or not, each and every day of their lives they lived with it . . . [and] acknowledged its reality . . . [and] paid mute tribute to it.8


In this sense, Bigger Thomas and “his kind” are as racist as anyone else, for their fear and anger blind them to the humanity and individuality of those around them, and especially of the white people, the tiny drops in that “deep swirling river.” This is not to say that Bigger is to blame for this “fear of both himself and of others [that] is an obstacle to” real interaction and intimacy;9 as Native Son shows with shocking force, a society that denies one’s individuality—that, in Bigger’s words, won’t “even let you feel what you want to feel”—through economic and racial restraints must bear at least some of the responsibility for the “wheel of blood”10 that follows. But this lessening of responsibility in no way alleviates the awful effects on Bigger (and on others, especially Mary and Bessie) of his racism. As Tremaine writes, “All of this typing, both of self and of others, takes its toll” by “continually” frustrating Bigger’s longings “for genuine acceptance and understanding,”11 a frustration which finally explodes in violence as his only means for expression and control.

While the source of this frustration in Bigger has been previously examined in some depth, I believe the perspective of moral philosophy can do much to redeem the novel in the eyes of both would-be censors and critics such as Harold Bloom who see either Bigger or his society as culpable and condemn Wright for being unable to choose.12 What Bigger and his human interactions have actually become can be better understood by applying the ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, a Jewish Lithuanian born in 1906 who was himself a prisoner during World War II. In his monumental ethical work, Totality and lnfinity, Levinas describes the purest and most basic human relationship as the face-to-face encounter of the same and the other, in which the face or expression of the other breaks through its own limited form and speaks to me (the same) in a way that ultimately transcends any of my attempts to define, categorize, or totalize it for my own egocentric purposes. In this pure and even sacred encounter, the other refuses any reduction to a totality comprised of my own expectations and definitions, my feeble attempts to grasp his or her “otherness.” Rather, the other standing before me remains “transcendent” to myself and “absolutely other,” a being with an identity beyond the demands of any philosophical or organizing system of the same.13

This infinite aspect of the other, however, does not preclude a relationship with the same, for this is possible through what Levinas terms “language” or “conversation,” in which “the same, . . . as a particular existent unique and autochthonous, leaves itself” in order to face the other. This facing of the other, in which the very “otherness” of that person breaks through in a “revelation: a coinciding of the expressed with him who expresses,” is the purest and most ethical of all human interactions. It is the “privileged manifestation . . . of a face over and beyond form,” a sublime experience in which “the face [itself] speaks” and its very expression “is already discourse.” Levinas argues further that, in this most basic metaphysical relationship, the face of the other ultimately demands respect and moral responsibility from the same, the person viewing the other’s face in all its infinite nakedness and need. This most moral plea from the other is described by Levinas as an “epiphany”:


This gaze that supplicates and demands, that can supplicate only because it demands, deprived of everything because entitled to everything, and which one recognizes in giving[,] . . . this gaze is precisely the epiphany of the face as a face. The nakedness of the face is destituteness. To recognize the Other is to recognize a hunger. To recognize the Other is to give. But it is to give to the master, to the lord, to him whom one approaches as “You” [the “you” of majesty] in a dimension of height.14


The “demand” in this face-to-face encounter arises because an ethic of responsibility lies at the core of all human relations, an ethic which requires an obligation to the other from which we can never escape and which turns the ordinary dynamic of slave/master on its head, for it is the vulnerable other who is really the “master.” From the same’s position of responsibility and from the other’s position of both vulnerability and “height,” the “presence of the Other” inevitably calls “into question . . . my joyous possession of the world.” And if I, the same, in turn recognize this questioning, this inherent moral responsibility found in the face-to-face relationship, then I am obligated to respond, for “to recognize the other is therefore to come to him [or her] across the world of possessed things, . . . [and] at the same time to establish, by gift, community and universality.” This is what Levinas describes as “the ultimate fact”: the “relationship between the same and the other, [and] my welcoming of the other, . . . not as what one builds but as what one gives.”15 I have an inherent moral obligation, expressed in the face of the other, to respect and serve the other before me.

Totality and Infinite also describes those relationships that are not the purest or most ethical, and which often end in violence to the other. As Levinas notes, the separation between the same and the other, while allowing a relation between the two through language, also allows an ignoring of the face as well, a “process of being that . . . remains separated and capable of shutting itself up against the very appeal that has aroused it.” Within this context of ignoring the face, or the infinite and unique essence of the other person, totalization (or categorization) of and violence toward the other often occurs, for the other is seen not as infinite but as a totality, a “thing” to be acted upon for the sole purposes of the same. This violence can consist of making others “play roles in which they no longer recognize themselves, making them betray not only commitments but their own substance, [and/or] making them carry out actions that will destroy every possibility for action.”16 Such violence has clearly been perpetrated against Bigger by his own repressive society, which demands that he play the role of the good black boy while at the same time leaving him powerless and without hope—as if “living in a jail.”17

Moreover, this violence can also aim to annihilate the other altogether, a seeming paradox in that, as Levinas notes, “violence bears upon only a being both graspable and escaping every hold.” For example, violence toward a rock is meaningless because of its finiteness, for violence demands both something that can be objectified and yet is beyond objectification, something inhuman as well as human. Still, despite this irrationality and the “moral resistance of the face to the violence of murder,”18 such perversions of human interaction occur, and thus the ethical command found in the face of the other, “Thou shalt not kill,” is ignored in a “violence [that] can aim only at a face” while simultaneously denying its humanity.19

This perversion of the face-to-face relationship describes Bigger Thomas’s interactions with others throughout most of Native Son (perversions to which Bigger himself has been subjected, as his own humanity has been denied). As noted earlier, Bigger is so filled with fear and hate that he can only see people as types “for whom he must play various roles.”20 Concerning Mary and Bessie, the two women Bigger murders, his totalization of them as “things” to use or be used by is especially significant, for it enables him to dispose of Mary’s body and to smash Bessie’s head with little feeling of remorse or conscience; instead, he blames and categorizes them both as obstacles to his own plans for freedom and future happiness. After Mary Dalton’s accidental death, Bigger reflects, “‘Hell, she made me do it! I couldn’t help it! She should’ve known better! She should’ve left me alone, god-dammit!’ He did not feel sorry for Mary; she was not real to him, not a human being; he had not known her long or well enough for that. He felt that his murder of her was more than amply justified by the fear and shame she had made him feel.” Later, Bigger reveals an awareness that Mary is more than a mere cause for his “fear and shame”; deep down he knows that these feelings have another source and that “Mary had [merely] served to set off his emotions.” But he still does not recognize her as “real,” as a unique “human being.” Rather, she is just one of the “many Marys” who have “conditioned” him to react with violence, a part of that “great natural force” that stands as his totalizing concept for “white people” as a whole.21

Bigger’s perception of his street-smart girlfriend is no better. Like Mary, Bessie Mears is never really an individual to Bigger, but merely a means of sexual escape and a tool in extorting money from the Daltons, an object to use rather than a person to respect. This objectification of Bessie and complete denial of her humanity is seen most clearly in the rape scene preceding her murder, in which Bigger, “swept by a sudden gust of passion,” is “conscious of nothing” but “what [he] want[s]”; “the loud demand of the tensity of his own body [i]s a voice that drown[s] out” Bessie’s “urgent” pleas of “don’t don’t don’t Bigger.” In this moment of violence, Bigger is still aware of Bessie’s own desires for power over her “self” and her own “body”; he does feel “acutely sorry for her as he gallop[s] a frenzied horse down a steep hill in the face of a resisting wind.” But for Bigger, the “resisting wind” (as a personification of Bessie) is not enough to prevent him from forcing his will anyway. In the end, Bessie (like Mary) becomes merely an object to blame for his predicament, someone he can neither take with him in his flight nor leave behind, and hence the provocation of her murder. As Bigger sees it, “. . . it was her own fault. She had bothered him so much that he had had to tell her” about the murder, leaving him no choice but to kill her “to keep her from talking.” 22 As with Mary Dalton, Bessie Mears has been reduced from a living, breathing, aspiring individual to an excuse and cause for Bigger’s own pain.

Significantly, when Bigger Thomas kills these two women, he does so without seeing their faces: Mary’s visage is covered by a pillow (paralleling Othello’s murder of Desdemona in Shakespeare’s play) as Bigger frantically tries to keep her silent, while Bessie’s face is covered with darkness when Bigger smashes it with a brick. True, with Bessie’s murder Bigger does turn on a flashlight to locate her face before striking, but then he “switche[s] it off again, [only] retaining as an image before his eyes her black face calm in deep sleep.”23 In neither case is the ethical imperative of the face, specifically its “moral resistance . . . to the violence of murder,”24 allowed to be given. Mary’s only expression is her resisting body fighting for air, while Bessie’s “calm” expression reigns supreme in Bigger’s mind during the brutal act. Neither has the chance to express the most primal ethical command of the other, “Thou shalt not kill,” a command which it is doubtful Bigger would have submitted to anyway, given his emotional state. Clearly this physical turning away from or covering of the face during these acts of violence stands as a metaphor for the large-scale perversions of Levinas’s face-to-face relationship that fill both this novel and Wright’s current social context.

Is there hope for Bigger as this novel progresses? By beginning to recognize and “develop a fuller, more substantial self which transcends the polarities and divisions which Bessie and Mary suggest,,” is Bigger able to start to “touch others” and “reach out to the world in love rather than violence,” as Butler maintains?25 Or, as Levinas would say, is Bigger starting to approach the other face-to-face rather than “obliquely,” or by ignoring it altogether? Is he, by “welcoming” the other, starting the “exercise” of calling into question his own “freedom” and beginning, by so doing, to develop a “conscience”?26 Such would seem to be the case, particularly in Book Three and the jailroom scene in which Jan Erlone, the communist sympathizer and boyfriend of Mary, openly reveals to Bigger his own pain and grief while confessing his responsibility in the murder—that Bigger had a “right” to hate him (and, by implication, Mary as well) because he “couldn’t do anything else but that” given the social circumstances. Here Jan, in transcending his own grief for Mary’s death and in knowing he “can’t take upon . . . [himself] the blame for what one hundred million people have done,” has decided to let go of his pain and reach out to Bigger. He implores, “Let me be on your side, Bigger. I can fight this thing with you, just like you’ve started it. I can come from all of those white people and stand here with you.”27 In essence, Jan is answering the supplication of the other to give, “to come to him [or her] across the world of possessed things . . . [and] to establish, by gift, community and universality.” 28 Jan, for the first time, has begun to see the infinity of Bigger’s being, as well as the inescapable ethical responsibility he owes to him.

And it is this turning of Jan’s face to Bigger’s—in a face-to-face relationship that manifests Jan’s own vulnerability and transcendence—which begins the process of changing Bigger’s perception of both himself and his world, and particularly of that white “natural force” that has always filled him with “feelings of shame and fear.”29 Bigger’s emotional response to Jan’s proffered friendship is telling:


Was this a trap? He looked at Jan and saw a white face, but an honest face. This white man believed in him, and the moment he felt that belief he felt guilty again; but in a different sense now. Suddenly, this white man had come up to him, flung aside the curtain and walked into the room of his life. Jan had spoken a declaration of friendship that would make other white men hate him; a particle of white rock had detached itself from that looming mountain of white hate and had rolled down the slope, stopping still at his feet. The word had become flesh. For the first time in his life a white man became a human being to him; and the reality of Jan’s humanity came in a stab of remorse: he had killed what this man loved and had hurt him. He saw Jan as though someone had performed an operation upon his eyes, or as though someone had snatched a deforming mask from Jan’s face.30


This face-to-face encounter between Jan and Bigger, so Levinasian in vocabulary and import—Bigger seeing not a “white face” now but “an honest face,” the “reality of Jan’s humanity” as if a “mask” had been “snatched” from his “face,” the “particle” detaching itself from the “looming” totality of “white hate,” the emergence of a conscience or “stab of remorse” in Bigger-marks the beginning of a fundamental change in Bigger Thomas’s perception of himself and others. From this point on, Bigger begins to see the interconnectedness of human beings: “He had lived and acted on the assumption that he was alone, and now he saw that he had not been. What he had done made others suffer” because “his family was a part of him, not only in blood, but in spirit.” And with this understanding of relationships and their consequences comes the desire to express himself and “make his feelings known,” “to reach out with his bare hands and carve from naked space the concrete, solid reasons why he had murdered.”31

Such a “hunger for self-expression,”32 coupled with the hope of being understood, reveals the new world Bigger now envisions for himself and others, a world not based on iron walls of fear and hatred, but a world in which “white men and black men and all men” stand together in a “strong blinding sun” whose “rays melted away the many differences, the colors, the clothes, and drew what was common and good upward” toward it. This longing for a “union” and “identity” and “a wholeness which had been denied him all his life,” for communing with the other and feeling through the “stone walls . . . other hands connected with other hearts” and “to know that they were there and warm,” is made possible by the revelation (begun with Jan earlier) that “the white looming mountain of hate” was “not a mountain at all, but people, people like himself, and like Jan.” It is this revelation of the face of the other in his former enemy—as he tries “to see himself in relation to other men, a thing he had always feared to try to do”—that allows Bigger to finally sympathize with others, to see that “he too would hate [because of his violent acts], if he were they, just as now he was hating them.” Bigger Thomas, to at least some extent, can now see beyond himself into the larger possibilities of communing with others without any regard to race, a prospect that fills him with a “hope the like of which he had never thought could be, and a despair the full depths of which he knew he could not stand to feel.” Such a vision finally leaves him wanting to live the life that his own blindness and fear and hate have denied him: “He wanted to live now . . . in order to find out . . . if [this ‘whole’ life] were true, and to feel it more deeply; and, if he had to die, to die within it.” But Bigger, in despair, admits that “there was no way now” with his coming execution; it is now “too late.”33

The degree to which Bigger Thomas is finally able to relate to others in Levinas’ face-to-face relationship remains difficult to assess. Obviously a lifetime of living behind walls in order to protect himself and maintain some semblance of control is a rigid pattern to break; perhaps this “walled” Bigger is implied when the novel ends with Thomas smiling “a faint, wry, bitter smile”34—a sign that his faith in an ultimate wholeness of human experience and relation has been dashed by the “brutal irony” that “death comes at the threshold of . . . [this] most deeply human experience.”35 Louis Tremaine denies any final hope that Bigger is able to make “contact with others” by pointing to his “solipsistic acceptance of his own feelings” when he exclaims to a horrified Max:


“But what I killed for, I am! . . . What I killed for must’ve been good! . . . It must have been good! When a man kills, it’s for something I didn’t know I was really alive in this world until I felt things hard enough to kill for ’em. . . . It’s the truth, Mr. Max. I can say it now, ’cause I’m going to die. I know what I’m saying real good and I know how it sounds. But I’m all right. I feel all right when I look at it that way.”36


Tremaine argues that “this final pathetic utterance, so triumphant in Bigger’s mind, isolates him forever and leaves him clinging with a kind of desperate joy to the fear and hate that have destroyed his life.”37 Thus, in the end there is no connection for Bigger with the outside world, but only a distorted and twisted connection within himself concerning the rightness of what he did as the steel of his own imprisoned being clangs shut. If Tremaine is right, it is this monstrous Bigger who finds identity in violence and whose entire “life” has been “controlled . . . by his hatred and his fear”38 that Max recoils from when he exclaims in horror, “Not that!”39 In the end, Bigger remains a terrifying reflection of his own dark society, a society marked by its inability to embrace the other and accept his or her humanity regardless of race.

To me, such a final dismissal of Bigger as little more than a “narcissistic” woman hater or the angry flip side of Uncle Tom40 is both too harsh and too simplistic, especially given the ambiguity of this exchange with Max and, more importantly, Bigger’s last three concerns before his execution. We need to remember, in light of Levinas’s relation between the same and the other, that Bigger’s last words are ones of concern and reaching out beyond his “self,” and not of blame and “fear and hate” as they are throughout most of the novel. Bigger’s final messages are to his mother (“. . . tell Ma I was all right and not to worry none, see? Tell her I was all right and wasn’t crying none”), to Max (“Mr. Max I’m all right. For real, I am”), and to Jan (“Mr. Max! . . . Tell . . . Tell Mister . . . Tell Jan hello”). The last of these messages, that to Jan Erlone—the man who by forgiving and siding with Bigger had enabled him to see “a white man” become “a human being . . . for the first time in his life”—is the most significant of all, for not only is it Bigger’s final attempt to connect with someone outside himself, but it also shows the range and depth of Bigger’s change. Remember, this is the same liberal communist activist who initially grabs Bigger’s hand and forces a closeness that engenders only “a dumb, cold, and inarticulate hate” in Bigger, who only wants to be rid of the consciousness “of his black skin” that such contact inspires.41 This relationship of complete disconnection has progressed to the point that Bigger can now, with his near last words, call Jan by his first name, deliberately addressing him both as a human being and as a personal friend.

The significance of this last attempt to connect—“Tell Jan hello”—should not be discounted, despite the dark intonations of Bigger’s previous affirmation that what he “killed for must’ve been good!” for while Bigger in all likelihood remains an emotionally disturbed person, he has learned something, and that something seems to be that people are more than types or things to use or attack or shield oneself from. Richard Wright’s use of violence in Native Son, far from being gratuitous evidence of Bigger’s dissolution, in effect allows us—when combined with Levinasian ethics—to measure this moral progress, for by the novel’s end Bigger Thomas has changed from a brutal rapist and murderer to someone who ultimately sees others as human beings like himself. Perhaps this transcendent insight is the “faint, wry” part of Bigger’s final “bitter smile,” a smile that can now find a face within the human form that confronts him.

Likewise, in applying the critical lens of Levinas’s moral philosophy, the potentially offended reader can find a remarkably humane work with a profound moral purpose. Wright’s use of violence, language, and sex—white shocking—are in fact meant to shock. As with Bigger, the contemporary reader of Native Son is invited to look up from the book’s pages to see the morally and psychologically disfiguring effects of racism on both blacks and whites. The answer to Bloom’s question as to whether Bigger or his society is culpable for this is “yes” on both counts.42 And it is the application of the ethical perspective to literature that allows this paradoxical answer to ring true today.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Summarize the basic ideas of Levinas’s philosophy. Why is this approach to ethics particularly relevant to Wright’s novel? Is there a connection between Levinas’s experience with the Nazis and Wright’s 1940 context when the novel was published?

	George argues that the violence in Native Son is not gratuitous but rather, when combined with Levinasian ethics, “allows us to measure” Bigger’s “moral progress.” Does the use of violence in Native Son fit the three criteria for justified violence provided earlier by Harrell?

	ln what ways can moral philosophy, such as Levinasian ethics, improve literary criticism? Are literary critics obligated to apply ethical theory to works with intentional philosophical underpinnings?

	What would you say to someone who actively tried to censor Native Son from a classroom or school?






Chapter 30

Sethe’s Choice: Beloved and the Ethics of Reading

James Phelan

For Phelan, narrative is an act of rhetoric—“a multileveled communication from author to audience . . . that involves the audience’s intellect, emotions, psyche, and values.” His “central construct” in an “ethics of reading is position” as it relates to “four ethical situations”: characters within a story, the narrator to the audience, the implied author to the audience, and the flesh and blood reader in connection to the “values, beliefs, and locations” offered by the narrative. Central to Phelan’s theory are two propositions: first, that “the ethical dimension of reading engages our values and judgments” because of its inevitable impact on our thoughts, emotions, and desires. Second, that “providing ethical guidance to their audiences is one of the chief things that implied authors do,” for in the reciprocal relationship between implied author and authorial audience, “[e]ach party both gives and receives.” He then turns to Morrison’s Beloved and determines that “Morrison’s unusual treatment of Sethe’s choice . . . creates an unusual ethical relationship with her audience,” one that compliments the reader for his ability to refrain from easy “ethical closure” while also challenging the reader with her faith that he will be up to the task. Moreover, the very method of the story’s narration suggests “that Sethe’s choice [to kill her children rather than see them return to slavery] is somehow beyond the reach of standard ethical judgment” while also transforming “slavery from an abstract evil to a palpable one.”
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MORRISON’S UNUSUAL GUIDANCE

Now, too late, [Stamp Paid] understood [Baby Suggs]. The heart that pumped out love, the mouth that spoke the Word, didn’t count. They came in her yard anyway and she could not approve or condemn Sethe’s rough choice.

“Sethe’s rough choice,” her decision to kill her daughter rather than have her become a slave at the plantation they called Sweet Home, is at once the most stunning and most important event in Morrison’s novel. Stunning for obvious reasons: how can the love of a mother for her child lead her to murder the child? Important not only because the temporal, psychological, structural, and thematic logic of the novel flows from that event but also because Morrison’s treatment of it presents her audience with a difficult and unusual ethical problem. In order to appreciate the events of the present time of the narrative—1873—we need to know what happened in the woodshed behind 124 Bluestone Road on an August afternoon in 1855. In order to understand the characters of Sethe, Denver, and Beloved in 1873, we need to know that on that afternoon Sethe reached for the handsaw before Schoolteacher could reach for her or her children. In order to come to terms with the novel’s progression, affective power, and thematic import, we need to come to ethical terms with Sethe’s choice to pull the handsaw across the neck of her daughter. 1 The problem arises because Morrison stops short of taking any clear ethical stand on Sethe’s rough choice, but instead presents it as something that she, like Baby Suggs, can neither approve nor condemn. This essay will seek to explore the ethics of reading Sethe’s choice by (1) contextualizing Morrison’s treatment of it in relation to the typical relation between implied author and audience in ethically complex texts; (2) analyzing the narrative strategies Morrison uses to offer some limited guidance to our ethical judgment without clearly signaling her own assessment; (3) examining the consequences of that treatment for our relation to Sethe and, ultimately, to Morrison herself; and (4) considering the implications of Morrison’s treatment for any larger conclusions we might draw about the ethical dimension of reading narrative. Let me begin by sketching my approach to the ethics of reading.

I regard the ethical dimension of reading as an inextricable part of approaching narrative as rhetoric. To approach narrative as rhetoric is to understand narrative as a rhetorical act: somebody telling somebody else on some occasion and for some purpose that something happened. This rhetorical act involves a multileveled communication from author to audience, one that involves the audience’s intellect, emotions, psyche, and values. Furthermore, these levels interact with each other. Our values and those set forth by the implied author affect our judgments of characters, our judgments affect our emotions, and the trajectory of our feelings is linked to the psychological and thematic effects of the narrative. Furthermore, the communicative situation of narrative—somebody telling somebody else that something happened—is itself an ethical situation. The teller’s treatment of the events will inevitably convey certain attitudes toward the audience, attitudes that indicate his or her sense of responsibility to and regard for the audience. Similarly, the audience’s response to the narrative will indicate their commitments to the teller, the narrative situation, and to the values expressed in the narrative.2

Among the many approaches to ethics now being developed, this one is most closely related to those of Wayne C. Booth and of Adam Zachary Newton. 3 Each of them, like me, wants to root narrative ethics in narrative itself rather than in some abstract ethical system. Indeed, Booth emphasizes the pervasiveness of ethics in critical responses to literature, and Newton says that he wants to conceive of “narrative as ethics.” Each of them moves, in his own way, from narrative to theoretical treatments of narrative and then back to narrative. In Booth’s case, those theoretical treatments can be found in his own earlier work on the rhetoric of literature. His title, The Company We Keep, and his main metaphor, books as friends, grow out of his earlier exploration of the way that writing and reading make possible a meeting of minds between author and reader. The Company We Keep moves beyond Booth’s earlier major emphasis on how such meetings occur to the contemplation of how our values are engaged in such meetings; the book is especially concerned with the ethical consequences of desiring as the text invites us to desire. The Company We Keep also gives greater emphasis to the communal nature of ethical response, suggesting that the activity of discussing the values of texts, what Booth calls coducing, is ethically more important than getting the text “right.”

Newton investigates the “ethical consequences of narrating story and fictionalizing person, and the reciprocal claims binding teller, listener, witness, and reader in that process.” His investigation leads him to describe three kinds of ethical structure in narrative: the narrational, the representational, and the hermeneutic. Narrational ethics are those associated with the telling; they occur along the line of narrative transmission from author to narrator to narratee to reader. Representational ethics are those associated with “fictionalizing person” or creating character. Hermeneutic ethics are those associated with reading and interpreting, the obligations readers and critics have to the text. Newton synthesizes work of Mikhail Bakhtin, Stanley Cavell, and Emmanuel Levinas as he does his analyses, borrowing especially Bakhtin’s concept of vhzivanie or live-entering (empathy with the Other without loss of self, Cavell’s concept of acknowledging (being in a position of having to respond), and Levinas’s of Saying (performing a telling) and Facing (looking at or looking away).4

While I share much with Booth and with Newton, I do not want to adopt Booth’s overarching metaphor of books as friends, because it seems too limiting, or Newton’s idea that narrative is equivalent to ethics, because that seems not to recognize all the other things narrative is as well. Furthermore, although I find Bakhtin, Cavell, and Levinas all to be strong theorists, I am less inclined than Newton to look to theory for recurrent ethical concerns and more inclined to let individual narratives develop their own sets of ethical topoi. Like both Booth and Newton, I focus on how the very act of reading entails ethical engagement and response, but I attend more than either of them does to the links among technique (the signals offered by the text) and the reader’s cognitive understanding, emotional response, and ethical positioning. Indeed, the central construct in my approach to the ethics of reading is position, a concept that combines acting from and being placed in an ethical location. Our ethical position at any point in a narrative results from the dynamic interaction of four ethical situations:



	that of the characters within the story world;

	that of the narrator in relation to the telling and to the audience; unreliable narration, for example, constitutes a different ethical position from reliable narration; different kinds of localization also position the audience differently;

	that of the implied author in relation to the authorial audience; the implied author’s choices to adopt one narrative strategy rather than another will affect the audience’s ethical response to the characters; each choice will also convey the author’s attitudes toward the audience;

	that of the flesh and blood reader in relation to the set of values, beliefs, and locations that the narrative invites one to occupy.


While the ethical dimension of reading engages our values and judgments, it is deeply intertwined with cognition, emotion, and desire: our understanding influences our sense of which values the text is calling forth, the activation of those values influences our judgments, our judgments influence our feelings, and our feelings our desires. And the other way around.

As this sketch indicates, I assume that authors will attempt to guide us toward particular ethical positions on their characters’ actions, and it is easy to show that authorial practice provides a strong warrant for the assumption. In some cases, the guidance is very clear and the position easy to occupy: Henry Fielding, for example, guides us to recognize that Tom Jones’s actions are always ethically superior to those of Blifil. In some cases, the key to the narrative progression is the evolution of the protagonists’ own ethical understanding and corresponding behavior. Jane Austen, for example, positions us to recognize the initial ethical deficiencies of both Elizabeth Bennett and Fitzwilliam Darcy and then represents the amelioration of those deficiencies, an amelioration that in turn prepares the way for their happy union. In some cases, authors will present us with characters who face difficult ethical decisions and then guide us to see both the difficulty and their own judgment of the situation: Joseph Conrad, for example, allows Jim to tell the story of how he jumped from the Patna but uses characters such as Briefly, who commits suicide because he sees himself in Jim, and the French lieutenant, who clearly states that the sailor’s duty is to stay with the ship, to indicate both the depth of Jim’s temptation and the unequivocal negative judgment of his action. In some cases, authors will show characters who transgress standard societal and legal norms but nevertheless follow an ethically superior path: Ken Kesey, for example, represents Chief Bromden’s killing of the lobotomized McMurphy not as a horrible murder but rather as an act of both mercy and courage. Even in situations where authors have written famously ambiguous narratives, the ethical positions within each side of the ambiguity are likely to be clearly delineated: Henry James in The Turn of the Screw, for example, has sketched a portrait either of a heroic governess who risks her own safety in order to protect the children in her care against evil ghosts or of a psychotic woman whose delusions constitute a serious threat to those children.

In short, providing ethical guidance to their audiences is one of the chief things that implied authors do: writing narrative involves taking ethical stands and communicating those stands explicitly or implicitly, heavy-handedly or subtly—or anything in between—to one’s audience. Indeed, recognizing this communication helps us recognize that the default ethical relation between implied author and authorial audience in narrative is one of reciprocity. Each party both gives and receives. Authors give, among other things, guidance through ethical complexity and expect to receive in return their audiences’ interest and attention. Audiences give that interest and attention and expect to receive in return authorial guidance. The default assumption of course need not always be in place, but deviating from it necessarily entails certain risks. Audiences who place their own interests (ideologies, politics, ethics) at the center of their reading risk turning reading into a repetitious activity that misses the ways in which authors can extend their vision of human possibility and experience. Authors who don’t provide guidance or who take aggressive stances toward their audiences risk alienating those audiences to the point of losing them. An author who stops short of conveying her own ethical judgment of an action that is central to her narrative is doing something extraordinarily unusual—and extraordinarily risky. The narrative may fall apart because the center will not hold, or the narrative will become an inscrutable black hole, which absorbs every element of the work into its inscrutability. That Beloved escapes both risks is one sign of Morrison’s remarkable achievement.


ESTABLISHING ETHICAL POSITION

As we turn to look at the interaction in Beloved among the four ethical situations I identified above, the third one—the relation of the implied author to the telling and to the authorial audience—stands out as the key to the ethical problem of the novel. If we can work through the ethical implications of Morrison’s narrative strategies, we should be able to come to terms with her decision not to take a final stand on Sethe’s choice. That working through means attending to the ethical consequences of several key authorial decisions: (1) about where in the progression of the narrative to disclose the information about Sethe’s choice—at the end of Part One rather than earlier or later, after some hints about the event before it is revealed; (2) about how to disclose the information—through three different tellings, one focalized through the white men who come to reclaim Sethe and her children for Sweet Home, one focalized through Stamp Paid, and one from Sethe’s own perspective; and (3) about how to link those tellings to other key moments in the narrative where her ethical stances are clearer.

Morrison’s now famous opening focuses on the ghostly presence of a baby in the female space of 124 Bluestone Road: “124 was spiteful. Full of baby’s venom.” Shortly after that, Morrison has the narrator add a cryptic reference to the baby’s dying as part of a summary of Sethe’s situation: “not only did she have to live out her years in a house palsied by the baby’s fury at having its throat cut, but those ten minutes she spent pressed up against dawn-colored stone studded with star chips, her knees wide open as the grave, were longer than life, more alive, more pulsating than the baby blood that soaked her fingers like oil.”5 In one of Sethe’s early conversations with Paul D about Denver, she makes reference to the events of August 1855 without telling the whole story:


“And when the schoolteacher found us and came busting in here with the law and a shotgun—”

“Schoolteacher found you?”

“Took a while, but he did. Finally.”

“And he didn’t take you back?”

“Oh, no, I wasn’t going back there. I don’t care who found who. Any life but that one. I went to jail instead. . . .”

Paul D turned away. He wanted to know more about it, but jail put him back in Alfred, Georgia.6


The first half of the novel is, in fact, filled with such incomplete, indirect, or cryptic allusions and references to Sethe’s rough choice.7 Consequently, Morrison establishes a significant tension between the implied author (and the narrator), who know about Sethe’s rough choice, and the authorial audience who get only these partial, indirect, and cryptic references. This tension creates an aura not just of mystery but also of privilege around the mystery; each reference increases the audience’s sense of its importance and the audience’s desire to resolve the tension. The strategy of deferral establishes an ethical obligation on Morrison’s part to provide some resolution to the tension, even as it compliments the audience on its abilities to register the various hints and to wait for the resolution. In the meantime, Morrison is providing careful ethical guidance through her complex narrative.

Although that guidance is carefully nuanced, its broad outlines are clear. First, by employing a protean narrator who exercises the privilege of giving us inside views of the major characters—Sethe, Paul D, Denver, and Baby Suggs—and who also comments directly on the action and the characters, Morrison seeks to multiply the number of valorized ethical perspectives. For example, Sethe, Paul D, and Denver all have very different feelings and judgments about Paul D’s entering the house at 124 Bluestone Road. Rather than privileging any one character’s view and the values upon which it is based, Morrison asks us to enter into each character’s consciousness and to recognize the validity of his or her feelings and judgments.8 Second, Morrison establishes slavery not just as an abstract evil but as one that even in 1873 has continuing and profound negative effects on Sethe and Paul D—and thus, on Denver and every one else in their circle. Indeed, Morrison’s representation of slavery guides us to recognize the historical validity of Baby Suggs’s conclusion that “there is no bad luck in the world but whitefolks.”9 This ethical position is all the more compelling because slavery at the Garners’s Sweet Home plantation was relatively benevolent. Third, Morrison identifies Sethe’s habit of “beating back the past,” her efforts to repress the events of 1855, as both impossible and dangerous; the consequence of this move is to increase the pressure on the revelation of those events—Sethe’s future will be determined by what happens when she faces rather than beats back that past.

While establishing this context, Morrison builds toward the revelation of Sethe’s choice by both providing enough information about 1855 for us to understand what is at stake for Sethe when Schoolteacher arrives at 124 and by taking the events of 1873 forward to the point where Paul D asks her to have his child. The resolution of the tension, then, not only provides the audience with crucial information that makes the situation in 1873 intelligible but it also provides a major turning point in the development of that situation. Each of the three tellings—and the triangulation of all three—contributes to the resolution and especially to the ethical guidance Morrison does and does not provide. As noted above, the first telling is focalized through the white men who come to return Sethe and her children to slavery; the following passage, in which the focalization begins with the slave catcher and then shifts to Schoolteacher, is a representative example:10


Inside, two boys bled in the sawdust and dirt at the feet of a nigger woman holding a blood-soaked child to her chest with one hand and an infant by the heels in the other. She did not look at them; she simply swung the baby toward the wall planks, missed and tried to connect a second time, when out of nowhere—in the ticking time the men spent staring at what there was to stare at—the old nigger boy, still mewing, ran through the door behind them and snatched the baby from the arch of its mother’s swing.

Right off, it was clear, to Schoolteacher especially, that there was nothing there to claim. . . . [S]he’d gone wild, duc to the mishandling of the nephew who’d overheat her and made her cut and run. Schoolteacher had chastised that nephew, telling him to think—just think—what would his own horse do if you beat it to beyond the point of education. Or Chipper, or Samson. Suppose you beat the hounds past that point thataway. Never again could you trust them in the woods or anywhere else. You’d be feeding them maybe, holding out a piece of rabbit in your hand and the animal would revert—bite your hand clean off. . . . The whole lot was lost now. Five. He could claim the baby struggling in the arms of the mewing old man, but who’d tend her? Because the woman—something was wrong with her. She was looking at him now, and if his other nephew could see that look he would learn the lesson for sure: you just can’t mishandle creatures and expect success.11


By unraveling the mystery this way, Morrison provides a highly unsettling experience for the audience. After seeing Sethe from the inside for so long, we feel emotionally, psychologically—and ethically—jarred by seeing her from what is such an alien perspective, one that thinks of her as “a nigger woman” and as a “creature” equivalent to a horse or a hound. Indeed, Morrison has chosen to narrate this first telling from an ethical perspective that we easily repudiate. Not only does Schoolteacher regard Sethe as a dog who no longer trusts its master, but he is also concerned only with himself and his loss, not at all with Sethe or her children. Strikingly, however, Morrison’s strategy of moving away from Sethe’s perspective and describing her actions from the outside highlights both the inadequacy of Schoolteacher’s racist perspective and the horror of what Sethe is doing: “holding a blood-soaked child to her chest with one hand and an infant by the heels in the other . . . she simply swung the baby toward the wall planks, missed and tried to connect a second time.” If the shift in perspective is jarring, the revelation of Sethe’s action is shocking. The physical description is not pretty, and it is not possible to find a way to make it pretty. At the same time, the physical description is not loaded with any ethical evaluation from Morrison. Instead, she just leaves it out there uncorrected—the description may be from the slave catcher’s angle of vision, but there is no sign that the angle distorts his view of the physical action—and asks us to come to terms with it on our own.

Morrison does, however, leave space for us to defer that coming to terms. Since this first telling picks up the story after the white men have entered the shed, it does not explain how or why Sethe went there with her children. In the second telling, Morrison addresses that aspect of the story. The perspective here belongs to Stamp Paid; the telling occurs as part of a recollection he is prepared to share with Paul D but does not because Paul insists that the woman in the newspaper story Stamp gives him cannot be Sethe:


So Stamp Paid did not tell him how she flew, snatching up her children like a hawk on the wing; how her face beaked, how her hands worked like claws, how she collected them every which way; one on her shoulder, one under her arm, one by the hand, the other shouted forward into the woodshed filled with just sunlight and shavings now because there wasn’t any wood. The party had used it all, which is why he was chopping some. Nothing was in that shed, he knew, having been there early that morning. Nothing but sunlight. Sunlight, shavings, a shovel. The ax he himself took out. Nothing was in there except the shovel—and of course the saw.12


Because Paul D holds fast to his belief that the woman in the story was not Sethe, Stamp wonders “if it had happened at all, eighteen years ago, that while he and Baby Suggs were looking the wrong way, a pretty little slavegirl had recognized a hat, and split to the woodshed to kill her children.”13

Stamp Paid, too, sees Sethe from the outside, and though he also compares her to an animal, he does not reduce her to one. Indeed, the comparison of Sethe with a hawk on the wing works to illuminate the how and why: because Sethe senses danger, she instinctively reacts, fiercely and swiftly gathering her children into the shed. Because the perspective remains outside of Sethe and because the emphasis is on her instinctive reaction, Morrison’s technique again stops short of rendering any clear ethical judgment. But Stamp Paid’s final thought once again foregrounds the horror of what Sethe is doing: “a pretty little slavegirl . . . split to the woodshed to kill her children.” The contrast between the condescending description, “pretty little slavegirl,” and the plain statement of her purpose, “to kill her children,” has complex ethical effects. The plain statement, when juxtaposed to the description of Sethe swinging her baby toward the wall, may initially move us toward concluding that Sethe’s instinctive reaction is ultimately wrong—however instinctive, it’s a frightening overreaction. But the condescending description, in combination with the power of our previous sympathy for Sethe, gives us space to defer any final conclusion yet again. If Stamp Paid is wrong about who Sethe is, perhaps he’s also wrong about her purpose. But even as we defer a final judgment, we continue to contemplate the almost unbelievable horror of what Sethe has done. We may wish to adopt Paul D’s attitude of denial, but, with this second telling through a more sympathetic focalizer, Morrison has effectively eliminated that coping strategy from our repertoire.

Sethe’s own telling to Paul D—with occasional further commentary by the narrator—is, not surprisingly, the longest version of the story. Sethe circles the room as she talks, much as the novel has circled the event up until these three tellings. Sethe begins not with the day that the four horsemen rode into the yard but rather with her arrival at 124 twenty days earlier and the pride and love she felt as a result of that accomplishment:


We was here. Each and every one of my babies and me too. I birthed them and I got em out and it wasn’t no accident. I did that. . . . It felt good. Good and right. I was big, Paul D, and deep and wide and when I stretched out my arms all my children could get in between, I was that wide. Look like I loved em more after I got here. Or maybe I couldn’t love em proper in Kentucky because they wasn’t mine to love. But when I got here, when I jumped down off that wagon—there wasn’t nobody in the world I couldn’t love if I wanted to. . . . I couldn’t let her nor any of em live under Schoolteacher.14


With Sethe’s words to Paul D as background, Morrison. shifts to Sethe’s thoughts:


Sethe knew that . . . she could never close in, pin it down for anybody who had to ask, If they didn’t get it right off—she could never explain. Because the truth was simple. . . . [W]hen she saw them coming and recognized Schoolteacher’s hat, she heard wings. Little hummingbirds stuck their needle beaks right through her headcloth into her hair and beat their wings. If she thought anything it was No, No, Nono. Nonono. Simple. She just flew. Collected every bit of life she had made, all the parts of her that were precious and fine and beautiful, and carried, pushed, dragged them through the veil, out, away, over there where no one could hurt them. Over there outside this place, where they would be safe. . . . “I stopped him,” she said, staring at the place where the fence used to be. “I took and put my babies where they’d be safe.”15


Sethe’s version is obviously a strong counter to the earlier two: her purpose was not to kill but to protect, her motivation was love, and the action was a success. She does act instinctively, but the instincts are those of motherlove. The animal imagery here does not suggest anything about her agency but rather about an association between Schoolteacher and a feeling in her head—a matter I will return to below.

Thus, the progression of the stories gives us a progression of possibilities for ethical judgment: Sethe has committed a subhuman action; Sethe has done the wrong thing but done it instinctively and understandably; Sethe has done something difficult but heroic because it is done for the best motives and it turns out to be a success. Since the progression of the narrative perspectives, from outside to inside, from the white men’s to Stamp Paid’s to Sethe’s, is a progression toward increasingly sympathetic views, we might be inclined to conclude that Morrison is guiding us toward accepting Sethe’s version. Furthermore, if we stay inside Sethe’s perspective, her account is very compelling. But the triangulation of all three stories indicates that Morrison doesn’t want Sethe’s story to be the authoritative version because that triangulation calls attention to what Sethe leaves out of her account: the handsaw, the slit throat, the blood, the swinging of the baby toward the wall. In short, Sethe’s telling isn’t definitive because it erases the horror of her murdering her child under its talk of motivations (love) and purpose (safety).

Furthermore, before the third telling concludes, Morrison uses Paul D to provide an internal counter to Sethe’s perspective. Paul D, of course, is the most sympathetic audience Sethe could find within the world of the novel, someone who knows firsthand the evils of slavery and who also loves her. But Paul D immediately rejects Sethe’s judgments and imposes his own, much harsher ones. Morrison’s narrator shows that he immediately thinks, “[W]hat she wanted for her children was exactly what was missing in 124: safety.” Morrison also has Paul D say to Sethe that “your love is too thick,” that “what you did was wrong, Sethe,” and that “you got two feet, Sethe, not four.”16

Of these responses, the first resonates most with the authorial audience. Our own experience of the narrative to this point shows that 124 has not been a safe place: it is literally haunted by the ghost of the dead baby and her return as Beloved, metaphorically haunted by the consequences of Sethe’s rough choice. Furthermore, Sethe’s own constant work “of beating back the past” indicates that her narrative does not accurately capture the complexity of her choice. Part Two will give further evidence, in Sethe’s extreme efforts to expiate her guilt toward Beloved, that she herself does not fully believe that her choice was the right one.

But Morrison also gives us reason not to endorse the rest of Paul’s negative judgments. His remark that Sethe has “two feet not four” clearly links his assessment with Schoolteacher’s, and that link affects our response to each one’s judgment. On the one hand, Paul D’s seeing Sethe’s action in the same terms as Schoolteacher does reminds us of the horror of the physical description of what Schoolteacher saw. But on the other, if Paul D adopts Schoolteacher’s terms, his assessment clearly cannot be entirely right. Again, Morrison’s technique leads us to rule out certain ethical responses—Schoolteacher’s racist one, Sethe’s own heroic one—without leading us to a clear position.


CONNECTIONS

If the three tellings do not themselves position us clearly, perhaps the connections between these tellings and other parts of the novel will. I would like to look at the two most significant connections, both of which give greater weight to Sethe’s perspective on her choice without finally indicating that Morrison endorses that perspective. Consider, first, the retrospective light cast by Sethe’s account to Beloved about what happened when she overheard one of Schoolteacher’s lessons:


This is the first time I’m telling it and I’m telling it to you because it might help explain something to you although I know you don’t need me to do it. To tell it or even think over it. You don’t have to listen either, if you don’t want to. But I couldn’t help listening to what I heard that day. He was talking to his pupils and I heard him say, “Which one are you doing?” And one of the boys said, “Sethe.” That’s when I stopped because I heard my name, and then I took a few steps to where I could see what they was doing. Schoolteacher was standing over one of them with one hand behind his back. He licked a forefinger a couple of times and turned a few pages. Slow. I was about to turn around and keep on my way to where the muslin was, when I heard him say, “No, no. That’s not the way. I told you to put her human characteristics on the left; her animal ones on the right. And don’t forget to line them up.” I commenced to walk backward, didn’t even look behind me to find out where I was headed. I just kept lifting my feet and pushing back. When I bumped up against a tree my scalp was prickly. One of the dogs was licking out a pan in the yard. I got to the grape arbor fast enough, but I didn’t have the muslin. Flies settled all over your face, rubbing their hands. My head itched like the devil. Like somebody was sticking fine needles in my scalp. I never told Halle or nobody.17


The retrospective light of this passage illuminates Sethe’s choice in the following ways: (1) It explains why the sight of Schoolteacher at 124 Bluestone Road makes Sethe feel as if hummingbirds are sticking their “needle beaks” in her scalp. (2) In so doing, it provides further motivation for her instinctive response; having tasted freedom for herself and her children, how can she desire anything other than to put them all somewhere safe? (3) It shows how deeply racist Schoolteacher’s response to Sethe’s rough choice is: her horrible actions do not cause him to think of her as a horse or a hound, but those terms provide the only way in which he can process the scene he witnesses. For these reasons, the retrospective light shines most brightly and most favorably on Sethe’s telling. I will discuss the significance of this effect after looking at the second connection.

This connection involves Sethe and Paul D. In the very first chapter of the novel, Sethe tells Paul about how she came to get the “tree” on her back.


“Men don’t know nothing much,” said Paul D, tucking his pouch back into his vest pocket, “but they do know a suckling can’t be away from its mother for long.”

“Then they know what it’s like to send your children off when your breasts are full.”

“We was talking ’bout a tree, Sethe.”

“After I left you, those boys came in there and took my milk. That’s what they came in there for. Held me down and took it. I told Mrs. Gamer on em. . . . Them boys found out I told on em. Schoolteacher made one open up my back, and when it closed it made a tree. It grows there still.”

“They used cowhide on you?”

“And they took my milk.”

“They beat you and you was pregnant.”

“And they took my mink!”18


Paul D’s failure to understand that Sethe felt more violated by the white men’s taking her milk than by their whipping her back shows that he does not understand what motherhood means to Sethe. His judgment that her “love is too thick” can be seen as a similar failure of understanding. Although Paul D knows the evils of slavery, he does not know what it is like to be both parent and slave, let alone both mother and slave. Reading Paul D’s judgment of Sethe’s choice in light of this earlier scene, we see that Morrison wants us to suspect his quick and sure negative response. Paul D is once again thinking like a man without children rather than like a mother.19

Since each connection works in its own way to support Sethe’s narrative, we may be inclined to conclude that the weight of evidence now suggests that Morrison is directing us to endorse Sethe’s view of her actions. But since neither connection actually addresses the recalcitrance Sethe’s narrative encounters—the horror of child murder, the lack of true safety in her life—the better conclusion is that Morrison assumes that her harder task will be to maintain sympathy for Sethe once the events of August 1855 are revealed.


CONSEQUENCES

In sum, I have been arguing that Morrison clearly designates some positions that we ought not occupy—Sethe deserves Paul D’s harsh judgment; Sethe’s own account should be endorsed—without positively establishing her own ethical assessment. As we have seen in the epigraph, Morrison incorporates this attitude into the narrative through the character of the wise Baby Suggs, a source of knowledge and wisdom throughout the novel: she is finally unable either to approve or condemn Sethe’s choice. Unlike Baby Suggs, however, the responsible audience member cannot simply withdraw from the ethical demands of the narrative and give his or her days over to the contemplation of color. Instead, we need to deal with the way Morrison requires us to recognize that Sethe’s choice is somehow beyond the reach of standard ethical judgment—an action at once instinctive and unnatural, motivated by love but destructive to life. Consequently, the ethically irresponsible thing to do is to resolve the problem by reaching a clear and fixed judgment of Sethe’s action. If other flesh and blood readers are at all like me, they are likely to find their judgments of Sethe fluctuating—sometimes the horror of the murder will dominate our consciousness, while at others Sethe’s desperation, motivation, and purpose will make her choice seem, if not fully defensible, at least comprehensible.

This inability to fix a position on the central action complicates our relation to Sethe as the central actor without disrupting our sympathy for her. Sethe becomes a character who was once pushed beyond the limits of human endurance and reacted to that pushing in this extraordinary way. Consequently, we turn our judgment on the institution that pushed her beyond the limits: slavery. It is of course easy to say that slavery is evil, but it’s another thing for readers in the late twentieth century—especially white readers—to feel the force of that statement, to comprehend the effects of slavery on individual human lives. Morrison’s treatment of Sethe’s rough choice moves readers toward such comprehension: in the space where we wrestle with the ethical dilemma presented by Sethe’s choice, we must imaginatively engage with Sethe’s instinctive decision that, when faced with the prospect of slavery, loving her children means murdering them. Such engagement transforms slavery from an abstract evil to a palpable one. Such engagement is also crucial to Morrison’s larger purpose of challenging her audience to come to terms with slavery’s continuing effects on the United States.20

At the level of author-audience communication, Morrison’s unusual treatment of Sethe’s choice also creates an unusual ethical relationship with her audience. The treatment is simultaneously a challenge and a compliment. She challenges us to have the negative capability to refrain from any irritable reaching after ethical closure about Sethe’s rough choice, even as that challenge implies her faith that we will be equal to the task. Morrison’s treatment retains the basic reciprocal relation between author and audience that underlies the ethical dimension of their communication, but it gives a new twist to that reciprocity. By limiting her guidance, Morrison gives up some authorial responsibility and transfers it to the audience. By accepting that responsibilty—and attending to the parameters within which Morrison asks us to exercise it—we have a more difficult and demanding but also richer reading experience. By guiding us less, Morrison gives us more. By exercising the responsibility Morrison transfers to us, we get more out of what she offers. For this flesh and blood reader, this ethical relationship is a key reason Beloved is one of the most unsettling and most rewarding narratives I have ever read.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Examine Phelan’s claim that narrative is itself an act of rhetoric and thus implicitly ethical. How is this definition of “rhetoric”—involving “the audience’s intellect, emotions, psyche, and values”—different from views that emphasize all discourse as “mere rhetoric,” concerned with power and persuasion rather than what is right (see Gregory)?

	What does Phelan mean when he says he’s more willing “to let individual narratives develop their own sets of ethical topoi” or motif? That he’s more concerned with ethical response and positioning between the implied author and the authorial audience? And what are the distinguishing features among his “four ethical situations”?

	Do you agree with the contention that “providing ethical guidance to their audiences is one of the chief things that implied authors do”?

	According to Phelan, what guidance does Morrison provide readers of Beloved? How do her narrative decisions—particularly the providing and ordering of the multiple perspectives of the slave catcher, Schoolteacher, Stamp Paid, Sethe, and Paul D—influence our ethical judgment of “Sethe’s rough choice”?

	How, exactly, is the experience of reading Beloved made richer and more rewarding by Morrison’s decision to transfer “some authorial responsibility” to the book’s reader? Can you think of other literary works in which the author offered a similar gift?






Chapter 31

Steinbeck, Johnson, and the Master/Slave Relationship

Richard E. Hart

As a philosopher Hart believes that most great authors address morality in their work. However, the approaches of literature and philosophy are substantively different, with philosophy theorizing “in a rational, explicative manner while literature embellishes, rounds out, and puts life into the general or abstract theory.” It is the embellished, contextual, multiperspectived experience of literature that allows it to present the factual and emotional truths of recurring moral questions and to actively influence the moral sensibilities of readers. To illustrate, Hart examines “The Education of Mingo” and Of Mice and Men to show the complex nature of human relationships and moral responsibility, including “the agonizing necessity of individual moral choice” in life-or-death situations.
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I

Literature is ripe with works of fiction that contribute significantly to moral philosophy. I use the term “moral philosophy” here in the broad sense of serious inquiry and reflection on right and wrong conduct, while “contribution” is to be thought of as adding to our experience, our construal of imaginative possibilities and the determination of options for decision and action. In my Philosophy in Literature course I have regularly sought to explore issues of morality in the works of Toni Morrison, Sherwood Anderson, Robert Bly, David Mamet, John Gardner, Charles Johnson, and John Steinbeck, among others. I have never employed a strict principle of inclusion or exclusion. Rather, I tap works that strike me as being, in some manner, fertile in terms of philosophic ideas and dilemmas. Nearly all instances of philosophical literature address themes in addition to moral issues. But as a philosopher who specializes in ethics, I am always interested in just how moral questions and problems are presented to readers in a particular fictional setting. I think it fair to say that morality—the dilemmas we are confronted with, how we make judgments of right and wrong, the impact of our decisions and actions—is something that most great writers address at some point in their work.

I have chosen two such writers for this essay—John Steinbeck, Nobel Prize winner for literature in 1962, and a contemporary, Charles Johnson, winner of the National Book Award in 1990 for his novel Middle Passage. These two exceptional writers are disparate in background and training. They write in different halves of the twentieth century, Steinbeck chiefly in the first half, Johnson the second. Yet I will suggest that their concerns regarding morality tend to overlap to an interesting degree. In examining Steinbeck’s 1937 novella, Of Mice and Men, and Johnson’s 1977 short story, “The Education of Mingo” (from the 1986 short story collection, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice), readers witness interesting parallels and contrasts regarding a number of serious problems of morality. However, before examining the two works I offer a few general words about the relation between philosophy and literature.

Philosophy and literature have traditionally enjoyed a natural interface. While most philosophers may not be willing to agree with Montaigne—that philosophy is nothing more than sophisticated poetry—we cannot overlook the history of philosophy’s concern for literature or literature’s ongoing capacity to manifest and explore philosophical ideas within the dynamics of a text. This interpenetration has occurred from the beginning of Western philosophy and recorded literature. The earliest philosophic and cosmological speculation is embodied within the great epic poetry of Homer and Hesiod. Much of the philosophical effort of the pre-Socratic period embraces poetic notions and visions, rendering them in definitively poetic expressions. Consider the extant writings of Empedocles, for example, considered by many to be the greatest philosopher-poet of the ancient world. Most readers would have to agree that the significance and recurring fascination of the Platonic dialogues is attributable as much to their literary and dramatic form as to their explicit philosophic content. Simply put, they are great works of literature.

Aristotle, of course, regards the Oedipus tragedy as the very exemplar of his aesthetic conception of what tragic poetry is and how it functions to appropriate and useful human ends. Traversing the centuries, we do well to consider the existential literature of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. We may recall how, as one instance, Albert Camus remarked that his collection of philosophical essays, Myth of Sisyphus, provided a theoretical explanation of his philosophy of the absurd while his novel, The Stranger, enabled readers to witness and to feel such abstract ideas as lived through human characters and situations. Indeed, the novel’s main character, Mersault, becomes the very embodiment of an absurd, senseless world devoid of both God and permanent values. Other literary works explore different philosophical issues—Marxian social and political philosophy in Bertolt Brecht’s Threepenny Opera, the meaning of life in Tolstoy’s “A Confession,” or philosophic problems of illusion and reality in the plays of Pirandello. Literary history, from Sophocles’ Oedipus to Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance to Charles Johnson’s Faith and the Good Thing, is replete with works that proceed from and articulate philosophical concerns, just as the theoretical texts of the philosophers, from Aristotle’s Poetics to Sartre’s What Is Literature? attest to the ongoing interest of philosophers in the domain of literature. This is confirmation of the existence of an underlying network of interests that are common to both endeavors and that bind them together forever.

For me literature is a uniquely powerful vehicle for philosophical exploration. “Unique” because it does philosophical work differently than typical philosophical essays or treatises. And “powerful” because the literary work accesses and presents the wide swath of experience—both feeling and thinking—and the full context of human life and struggle. As Anthony Cunningham writes, “By providing detailed depictions of the complex interior life of fictional characters embroiled in the messy business of living, fine literature directs our attention to the subtleties and nuances of what should rightly command our attention. By reading the right kinds of novels in the right way, we can literally read for life, thereby honing our capacity to see clearly and choose wisely when it comes to real life.” Such seeing is not only a rational process; it also entails, as Cunningham notes, telling a story in such a way that “the story itself will elicit emotions in the reader” that are themselves “a constitutive part of ethical judgment. As Aristotle insisted, right feeling is absolutely essential for right judgment and, ultimately, for good character and right living.”1

However, in this process a literary work does not typically make logical arguments for this or that idea, principle, or theory—a story or a poem is almost never a series of propositions woven together by reason. What then does the work of literature do? And how does it engage us philosophically? Simply put, the work offers multiple, unique, and rotating perspectives on the adventure of human existence, “drawing our attention to morally salient features of life” and sharpening “our ability to perceive moral subtleties and nuances.”2 It creates in the reader the “experience” of how something looks, sounds, and feels. Indeed, all of the senses and faculties can and are prevailed upon. As readers we are incited to go beyond pure analytical thinking. Our thought and feeling processes, and hence our judgment about what’s happening in the story, are impacted and modified by what we are witnessing as we, in a sense, live the philosophical drama—the uncertainty as well as excitement—through the experience of the characters and the situations in which they find themselves. Philosophy theorizes in a rational, explicative manner while literature embellishes, rounds out, and puts life into the general or abstract theory, allowing the reader to feel the weight of philosophical ideas and problems. Both modes of enquiry, of exploring the human situation, are necessary and complement the other. Indeed, as Martha Nussbaum observes, “For the [ancient] Greeks . . . there were not two separate sets of . . . aesthetic questions and moral-philosophic questions, to be studied and written about by mutually detached colleagues. . . . Instead, dramatic poetry and what we now call philosophical inquiry in ethics were both typically framed by, seen as ways of pursuing, a single question: namely, how human beings should live.”3

A writer’s duty is, thus, to present characters and their experience fully and honestly. If this is accomplished, the work of art has the capacity to present the “truth” of a situation, both factually and emotionally. Such truthful experience carries a unique power—to induce the reader to think critically about life, society, and, in the present context, about serious, recurring questions of morality. Literature thereby contributes in its own way to the evolving moral sensibility of the reader, just as philosophy and moral analysis enhances the study of literature.

From several possibilities I have chosen two general. issues with which to compare and contrast Of Mice and Men and “The Education of Mingo.” In each instance I investigate the light shed on the issue at hand and what is gained in terms of moral experience and reflection. The first concerns the nature of human relationships, and the special, at times abnormal, types of relations that can and do exist, including master/slave, leader and led, and genuine friendship and love. With both literary works, the relationship involves just two persons. I will reflect on the moral concerns, both positive and negative, that inevitably emerge from these human relationships. The second issue relates directly to human moral responsibility, and to life or death decisions that sometimes come with the exercise of responsibility toward another. The endings of both stories dramatically illustrate the agonizing necessity of individual moral choice and the uncertain consequences that often follow from such choices.


II

Charles Johnson’s short story, “The Education of Mingo,” poses in a succinct yet intense manner perhaps the single most important moral issue in American history—the ethics of the master/slave relationship. How does this occur? The story is set in 1855. Small time, southern Illinois farmer, Moses Green, goes to town on auction day and returns with a bondsman named Mingo. Moses is an old man who never married and has no kinfolk. In town that day he sat through the sale of fifteen slaves, because, as Johnson writes, he “felt the need for a field hand and helpmate—a friend, to speak the truth plainly.”4 The story, thus, opens in ambiguity. Does the aging Moses need a laborer to ease the burden of farm work? Is he simply lonely and looking for a friend? Does he “really” want a slave to rule over? And further, what did his purchase end up getting him?

Moses thought Mingo to be about twenty years old, and likely a recent arrival from Africa. It became quickly apparent that Mingo knew no English, in fact, knew “nothing” at all of the New World culture and ways. Since he was basically a tabula rasa (blank slate), Moses resolved that he would have to teach Mingo everything that he (Moses) knew. There would have to be a lengthy process of education, a matter of deadly seriousness as Moses sensed it: “You had to have a good model, a good Christian gentleman like Moses himself, to wash a Moor white in a single generation.”5 So Moses undertakes the substantial and uncertain project of teaching Mingo everything from farming to table manners, from cooking to how to speak. In this process, Moses variously felt like a father, a master, even like an artist shaping a rude clump of foreign clay. He had it seemed the rare, God-like opportunity of wiping out all evil and cultivating only the good in another human being. But it meant that Moses had to make sense of “everything” for Mingo’s sake, a daunting and, in effect, unachievable task; Moses somehow knew deep in the back of his mind that he and the African would never see things quite the same exact way.

Mingo gradually soaked up virtually every single gesture and word of Moses’s to the point where within a year Mingo “was exactly the product of his [Moses] own way of seeing, . . . one of his products and judgments,” or as lady friend Harriet Bridgewater put it, “his own spitting image.”6 Harriet forcefully disapproved of the education project, protesting to Moses that there was only so much Mingo, because of his race and origin, could ever learn. He would never be able to fully adjust. There would always be a cultural, linguistic, even racial divide. It was simply unnatural, even dangerous, she claimed, to be attempting the total reformation of another human life. She cautions that Mingo will eventually turn on Moses or do something seriously wrong, with the master/artist coming to regret his creation.

Harriet’s words turn into prophecy. Tragically, not all of Moses’s teachings come off the way they were intended. As one example, Moses had taught Mingo to always kill chicken hawks and be courteous to strangers. But somehow the formulation got mixed up, turned around in Mingo’s head, for Mingo would never kill a chicken hawk. Indeed, he constantly fed them and was given to calling them “Sir.” Further, Mingo seemed to apprehend everything quite literally. He could not distinguish between words used figuratively or ironically and those intended as serious literal truth. This tragic revisiting of the Frankenstein tale comes to full realization when Moses arrives at supposed friend Isaiah Jensen’s house to fetch Mingo, who was helping Isaiah with some farm chores. Moses finds Isaiah with a meat cleaver splitting his face apart. Moses, of course, could not fathom Mingo’s bludgeoning act until he suddenly thought back on how the “chicken hawks and strangers” lesson had gotten warped, reversed, in Mingo’s brain. Moreover, as he cried out to Mingo that Isaiah was, indeed, his friend, he knew that he was caught in a lie. They were not really friends. Moses had even sworn before Harriet that Jensen was nothing but trouble, always borrowing things and keeping them. Could Mingo have overheard such utterances and interpreted them literally? Was he simply, somehow, carrying out his master’s subconscious wishes, like a behavioral reflex or carbon copy? The tragedy is compounded when a bit later in the story Mingo ends up killing Harriet. Though Moses had thought he might someday want to marry her, he had, on occasion, described her as a “talky old hen.” Mingo. further quotes Moses as saying “a man needs a quiet, patient, uncomplaining woman, right?”7 Once again, Moses’s creation, his bizarre alter ego, has acted out what “appeared” to be Moses’s true feelings and intentions.

This quick gloss of tragic occurrences in the story raises profound moral questions about the master/slave relationship. Moses in his naivete may have thought he was “buying” a helpmate or friend. He may have intended nothing ill in his attempted cleansing and shaping of Mingo into a new person in his own likeness. But something seemed to signal from the outset that the whole thing was not quite right. Mingo surely knew well what it was to kill, to leave dead things, including people, in his wake. But he apparently knew nothing of moral responsibility—a conscience had been somehow left out of his re-formation. So who was to be held accountable for the killings? While one person can give another thought and tongue, what about responsibility and moral sensibility? How can any individual be held accountable if that person is not really free to think and act independently? Ownership of another person’s body and mind, whether through the formal institution of slavery, a marriage, or a parent-child relation, can only spell disaster. Mingo puts the matter clearly to Moses. “[W]hat Mingo sees or don’t see is only what Massa Green taught him to see or don’t see. Like Mingo lives through Massa Green, right? . . . Bees Massa Green workin’, thinkin’, doin’ through Mingo—ain’t that so?”8 Clearly, moral responsibility is one of the most vexing philosophical questions to emerge from any and all relationships of domination.

Given the circumstances, what is to become of Mingo? Of Moses? How could this dramatic exploration of accountability and the morality of slavery possibly end? Within such a morally ambiguous setting, Moses contrives three options for action. One, he could turn Mingo over to the authorities and let it go at that, for he would never be found liable for the actions of an African slave. But Moses could not resolve in his mind that such action would set things straight. Wouldn’t, in fact, the inevitable killing of Mingo be almost like the killing of Moses himself, or at least akin to killing a part of his soul? Maybe the lens he imparted to Mingo for filtering reality was not so reliable after all. Most troubling of all, from a moral standpoint, is the prospect of holding a man responsible who is “in some utterly alien place, . . . without power, without privilege, without property . . . ,” with nothing of his own, not even his own thoughts and motives. What “a bitter thing to siphon your being from someone else,”9 writes Johnson. The analogy to God and man quickly enters Moses’s mind. If God created and controls everything, then shouldn’t God be held accountable for the evil occurrences in the world? Option one is rejected.

A second option is for them to run away, perhaps west to Missouri where they could start all over again and maybe this time get it right. But could Mingo ever really change? His mentality was such that he would inevitably end up doing bad things all over again. They would be running forever, haunted by a terrible secret that could destroy them at any moment.

Third, Moses could just shoot Mingo, putting them both out of their misery. But is it clear that Mingo is in any misery? He had been turned over completely to Moses, unwittingly submitting to the process of enslavement. Eventually master and slave always come to rely upon one another for their very existences. How could Moses disengage himself from his other half? Was it love, dependency, addiction to power? We don’t really know for sure. But as a bitter irony killing Mingo would give both a kind of freedom while simultaneously shackling Mingo to Moses forever. While the three options were clear, if complicated, there seemed to be no easy solution.

As the story reaches a fevered crescendo, Moses seems to decide a course of action. While Mingo asks to go home, Moses instructs him to lie face down on the ground with his hands over his head. Mingo, of course, obliges. Moses then retrieves the flintlock from Harriet’s cupboard (the gun she kept for protection from renegade slaves). Returning to the yard, “Moses tucked the cold barrel into the back of Mingo’s neck, cushioning it in a small socket of flesh above the African’s broad shoulders. With his thumb he pulled the hammer back.” But before squeezing the trigger, he tries to explain himself to Mingo. “You ain’t never gonna understand why I gotta do this. You a saddle across my neck, always will be, even though it ain’t rightly all your fault.”10 He seems to be making a moral plea, a kind of defense for his action. Does he have no choice in the matter? Is it now out of his hands, in that the African slave/helpmate has tragically crossed the line and become an albatross? Will he ever be able to live free again? For a brief second, it’s all about Moses and his future.

In a flash, his instincts, his reasoning, his conscience force a different scenario. In reality, he and Mingo are virtually interchangeable. “Mingo, you more me than I am myself.”11 So who really is responsible? Who is guilty? Moses is the one who set the gears in motion. Doesn’t he bear full responsibility? Perhaps he should be punished by death, with the gun to his own temple. But what then would become of Mingo? He would surely be lost, and the sheriff would capture him, proclaim his guilt, and torture him to death. The moment is shot through with escalating tension as sounds of oncoming wagon wheels and hooves can be heard. The news of the murders is out. The search posse is about to arrive and take full control of the situation.

In a desperate moment of agonizing moral choice, Moses suddenly withdraws the gun and orders Mingo to his feet. He wrests control as he and Mingo pull themselves up to their rig. Moses directs his words not to Mingo but the floorboard, “Missouri, . . . if I don’t misremember, is off that away somewheres in the west.”12 Clearly, an overpowering sense of moral responsibility has compelled Moses to choose option two. It is hardly a perfect option. Moral decisions are often murky, and their outcomes unknown. They will surely be pursued to account for the murders. And they should be. Moses played with fire and got burnt. Like Dr. Frankenstein he created a monster, a being with no free will, reason, or conscience. Morally speaking, it would have been utterly wrong to kill Mingo. Wrong to turn him over to the law to face torture that he did not comprehend. Wrong to abandon Mingo to the ways of a world he little understood. A life and death decision had to be rendered in the immediacy of an instant. The decision, as Moses instinctively knew and as fairness dictated, was permeated completely by the evils of slavery. When one person seizes total control over the life of another, nothing good can ever come from it. “The Education of Mingo” thus stands as a powerful meditation on the immorality of slavery and the tragedy, both local and broad, that always follows as its legacy.


III

Most readers know something of John Steinbeck’s classic, Of Mice and Men, if not from the novel then from one of the many fine film adaptations. Given this general familiarity, I will not here summarize the story but rather focus immediately on the two moral issues addressed before—the moral nature of a human relationship and the occasional life and death decision that must be rendered in a moment of high moral drama.

Much has been written about the nature of the relationship between the two main characters, George and Lennie. It is complex, to say the least. George, as we recall, is a small, sharp-tongued yet clever fellow who never seems to have made anything of his life. Lennie is a huge and physically powerful man who is also mentally defective, incapable of looking after himself and prone to unintentionally getting into serious trouble. For many years George and Lennie have wandered about from one place to another, one job to another, always staying one step ahead of trouble. They are both friends and traveling companions, with Lennie’s Aunt Clara apparently leaving all responsibility for her nephew to George. As the story opens they are taking up a new job on a ranch in the Salinas Valley, having narrowly escaped from the previous town. They have apparently been together for some time, doing menial jobs, running from the law, and now, we are told, pursuing a shared “dream” of acquiring a little place of their own. Such a stake will, they believe, deliver them from the harsh, exploitative conditions of migrant labor, allowing them to “live off the fatta the lan’.”13 The dream promises freedom, peace, and happiness.

George is clearly the brains of the operation, Lennie the brawn. George at times berates Lennie for his mental defects and troublemaking, proclaiming in angry words that he should simply abandon the awful burden that Lennie represents. Only then could he really be somebody. Quickly, however, he recovers from such outbursts and reassures Lennie that he didn’t mean it, that he will never leave him. Lennie’s brute strength is impressive to bosses and always helps get them work. George talks his way into jobs whereas Lennie is the one to get the job done.

This raises the prospect that their relationship may be one of manipulation and domination, that George, by dint of his mental power over Lennie, exploits him for material gain. After all, George handles all their business and controls the money. George is the one who dictates the terms of the “dream” they share. George gives the instructions and does the bulk of the screaming. He even admits to having long ago played cruel and dangerous tricks on the ever-forgiving and trusting Lennie just for the fun of it. Perhaps George, because of his own failures, insecurities, and physical smallness, needs to rule over a big, physically imposing man as a way of feeling complete and powerful. Perhaps the clever George simply knows a good thing when he sees it, and is convinced that his craftiness will always get them out of scrapes and Lennie will be no worse off. Contrarily, one could argue that their relationship grows out of George’s sense of responsibility to keep his promise to Aunt Clara, if it was really ever made. An even more generous view would be to presume that George somehow views himself as his “brother’s keeper,” and, hence, has no choice morally but to look after Lennie for the rest of his life. It’s also conceivable that George simply feels sympathy for Lennie and is driven by the emotional impulse of pity.

Some of my students and colleagues have suggested that the relationship is characterized by mutual codependency. Each gets something important out of it. Neither could exist without the other. Lennie must have George’s mental prowess in order to stay alive. He is also fueled by the “dream” that George recounts for him throughout the story. Both emotionally and physically, Lennie would simply be lost without George. On the other side, George obviously relies upon the brute strength and performance of Lennie to both keep them employed and to ward off aggressors who might wish to do them harm. But George’s needs in the relationship could run much deeper. As suggested earlier, Lennie perhaps fulfills a variety of deep-seated psychological needs—for a companion to avoid loneliness or a kind of ego prop to bolster George and make him feel significant. As with the relationship between Moses Green and Mingo, George may, in fact, see parts of Lennie as his creation, as somehow a reflection of himself. If Lennie’s physical superiority, a prize trait among the migrant ranch community, is somehow linked with George (if only in George’s mind) then he becomes a man larger than himself.

Another consideration is that their relationship, like many long-standing human relationships, is likely a mixture, in varying degrees, of all the possibilities here elaborated. Extending such a view, the different interests and motives, conscious or unconscious, can be seen, I believe, to rest on a firm foundation of genuine friendship characterized by trust and loyalty. Its driving force, when stripped of all trappings, is simply selfless, unconditional love between two men, or as the ancient Greeks described, a powerful filial type of love as between two brothers. While the boss of the ranch, the skinner Slim, and others think it a bit funny that two guys, a cuckoo and a wise guy, travel all over the country together, it may not be so strange or complicated after all. Deep friendship has a transcendent quality that overcomes obvious differences. Moreover, George explains to Slim that if a guy goes around life all alone he simply gets selfish and mean. Maybe each person is meant to have a companion to round out his life. Out of the confusion of all the alternative scenarios, the true nature of their relationship becomes clear to us as the story reaches its dramatic conclusion.

As readers will recall, the story takes tragic, albeit inevitable, turns toward the end. Lennie is baited into a fight by Curly, the punkish son of the ranch owner, and ends up crushing every bone in his hand. Even more dramatically, a frightened Lennie inadvertently strangles Curly’s wife because she will not stop screaming. Lennie, following earlier instructions from George, runs away to the banks of the quiet pool where he and George had spent their last night prior to arriving at the ranch. A posse of ranch people, led by Curly, sets out to capture Lennie. They clearly intend to torture and shoot him, or, even worse, take him in and cage him like an animal.

George manages to slip away from the group and returns to the spot where he knows Lennie will be waiting. He understands all too well that the forces of nature, particularly Lennie’s inability to ever change and stay clear of trouble, are undeniable. Furthermore, the forces of society, the vengeance-seeking mob, are literally closing in. What is George to do? He must make a life-altering choice under the pressure of the moment, but unlike Moses Green, who envisioned three choices in relation to Mingo, George can see but two. They have been in too many scrapes before. He knows they cannot escape this one. He can abandon Lennie to the mob and certain torture and death. Or he can take Lennie’s life himself, in a swift and painless act of euthanasia. Clearly they have reached a point where all they have left is each other.

The final sequence is violent yet strangely beautiful. While quietly moving behind Lennie and drawing the Luger he had stolen from Carlson, George instructs Lennie to relax and look across the calm pool, and he recites again the story of the dream. Lennie becomes so pleasantly excited that he can almost see their dream coming true. At that very instant, after assuring Lennie that he is not mad at him, and never has been, George, hand trembling, pulls the trigger. Lennie apparently dies instantly without pain: “Lennie jarred, and then settled slowly forward in the sand, and he lay without quivering.”14

Was the killing a cop out? An act of convenience? Was George simply unburdening himself once and for all, a choice rejected by Moses Green, of an awful responsibility which he could never escape in life? Or did he engage in a heroic and merciful act of free will, manifesting in the moment the highest form of moral responsibility toward another person? I contend that the reader here witnesses a transcendent act of love and loyalty, that by killing Lennie and sparing him from certain torture, George morally reverses the forces of nature and society. Even considering his consequent grief and loss, he, nonetheless, did the right thing. George could not, with good conscience, allow someone he loved to be brutalized for things he could not fully comprehend. Nor could Lennie have been turned loose; he would have hurt and likely killed again. Had they tried to run away together, this time they would be caught and both punished severely. Trouble had accompanied them everywhere. It was as inevitable as the new day. They had seemingly reached the end of the line, but they were together. They had each other in the final moment. A loving friend has no choice. He must submit to his overpowering concern for the well-being of his partner. He must simply do what is merciful and right.

George is not a shattered protagonist. Instead, to my eyes, he is a model of moral courage. The two of them do not go down in spiritual defeat. They are not just helpless pawns to fate. Lennie’s final breath was enveloped by the lovely dream of a wonderful future life together. George has lost his best friend but he goes on with the assurance that he did what true friendship and moral responsibility required of him.


IV

The two works of literature here examined, “The Education of Mingo” and Of Mice and Men, have a moral dynamic that propels their stories forward. Each provokes moral reflection about the nature of human relationships, in each instance the relation between two adult men. “The Education of Mingo” provides powerful testimony to the dangers associated with any and all master/slave relations, whether formally institutionalized or personal in character. Whether such a warped relation is willfully constructed or not, it can never lead to anything but eventual disaster. In the end, partners in a relationship must be free, self-creating individuals. Denial of freedom, subtle or overt, creates the prospect of amoral monsters. Of Mice and Men, conversely, celebrates the transcendent and liberating power of friendship and love. It attests to equality in the midst of difference. It elevates to the highest tier what it means to be morally responsible for and toward another person. The greatest act of friendship is to take whatever action is required to assure that a helpless friend does not needlessly suffer. Both tales also deal with life and death decisions that must be reached in a moment of crisis. “The Education of Mingo” affirms life and possibility, no matter the odds against them. Moses knew that Mingo should never be held accountable for his murderous acts. He assumed the responsibility himself, and, therefore, moral consistency required sparing Mingo’s life. Contrarily, George could not see sparing as a viable option for Lennie’s situation. He sought moral consistency as well but knew that Lennie at least deserved a merciful death. As with Mingo, Lennie could never fully help himself and something had to be done.

I mean not to judge one solution right, the other wrong. Moral decision is a difficult and confusing matter. Moral dilemmas are by their nature problematic and frustrating. They rip us apart. But they demand judgment and action. The full effects cannot most times be fully evaluated until much later on. Moses and George were both participants in an overwhelming moral drama involving powerful forces beyond their control. The only thing within their control was the ability to freely choose what would happen to their friend. Their decisions highlight the true nature of friendship and the urgency of moral responsibility. Once again literary works have added immeasurably to moral philosophy. As Anthony Cunningham concludes, “a marriage of literature and traditional philosophical reflection opens the door to a richer conception of moral philosophy that can speak to the heart of what matters in a human life and character.”15
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	While Rosenstand claims that stories are often “moral arguments, with premises and conclusions, trying to persuade us to look at things in a different way,” Hart contends that “a story or a poem is almost never a series of propositions woven together by reason” that argues “for this or that idea, principle, or theory.” Which philosopher makes the stronger case for the philosophical nature of literature?

	Can you explain the striking parallels between “The Education of Mingo” and Of Mice and Men given the forty years separating them and the seeming dissimilarities of their authors? Do the complementary moral insights support Yehoshua’s argument concerning the absoluteness and generality of morality?

	What do Johnson’s story and Steinbeck’s novel add to such claims as “no good can come from taking complete control over another’s life” and “true friendship may require the sacrifice of even your friend”? How, exactly, does literature enrich philosophy?






Chapter 32

Censorship and the Classroom

Georgia A. Newman

In this concluding chapter, Newman answers the question of whether “academic debates on ethical criticism and literary theory have any real import on your practices as a teacher at the middle, high scicool, or college level?” Her answer is yes, particularly because the “English major” lens of evaluation is often very different from that of ordinary students, parents, and school boards. Agreeing with the postmodern contention that our perspective—to a degree—defines our reality, she argues that teachers must consider individual, community, and legal standards when planning curriculum and teaching methods. Citing her own experience defending The Color Purple, Newman advises that teachers respect differences, listen to those who may be offended, articulate a “clear rationale” for curriculum choices, and offer alternative reading selections when necessary. Maintaining that all of us “censor if we draw any boundaries at all,” she concludes that the more we are able to see the validity of other’s objections, the wiser we will be when choosing which censorship battles to fight.
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American author Alice Walker had just won the Pulitzer Prize in 1983 for her novel The Color Purple. (No, the movie version that starred Whoopee Goldberg and a young woman by the name of Oprah Winfrey had not yet been produced.) I was a young professor in my first college teaching role, eager to challenge young minds and to help my students realize that the appellation “good literature,” while certainly including what I had studied as classics, need not be restricted solely to works of the past nor belong exclusively to that fraternity of writers many of my students referred to as the “dead, white males.” With a naivete then that I was able to recognize only later, I assumed that all of my students would be eager to read this fascinating, contemporary work of fiction, and that they would find in it the same riveting story, engaging characters, and worthy themes that I saw in what I judged to be a masterpiece. I was wrong.

Indeed, less than twenty-four hours after making the first assignment for reading and discussion, I found myself not, as I had expected, encircled in my classroom by students eager to participate in lively discussion, but rather in the office of the college president, where I was asked to defend a literary choice. You see, the mother of one of my students had approached the president, calling for the immediate rejection of this “obscene” book, as she and her daughter deemed it. Worse yet, the mother had threatened to take the issue, if necessary, all the way to the House and Senate chambers of our state legislature, where she had powerful political connections.

I was stunned. How could this individuat—who was not in my classroom to witness how I approached this novel; who was not an educator herself; who did not have a literary background; and who had read no further than the first page of this novel—presume to dictate what I could and could not choose for my class! How could—or, more to the point, why should—she or anyone else determine through political pressure, rather than informed academic debate, the curriculum of any classroom? This was censorship, and it was unfair.

Until that moment, a matter of censorship had come close to home for me only once before. In 1963, my sister’s eighth grade English teacher had lost his teaching post at the county high school for having assigned John Hersey’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel A Bell for Aclano. No court case ensued, only a hearing before the local school board, which ruled against the teacher in spite of what many (perhaps most) onlookers saw as a substantive win for the defense. Indeed, I can still remember the surprise that occurred in the chambers of our local courthouse when one of the parents, who argued for biblically based literature, was asked to read aloud Genesis 19:30-38 (an account of incest); and when “Miss Daisy,” an elderly and, as most of us thought, quite prudish librarian, had taken the stand for the defense, declaring emphatically, “You can’t put the words of saints into the mouths of sinners!”

In college I had engaged in academic discussion of censorship issues, and although I acknowledged ambiguity in the major U.S. Supreme Court rulings on First Amendment cases, I felt far more fortified than threatened by the rulings. In one of the earliest cases, a 1957 ruling in Roth v. United States, the justices had declared: “The standard for judging obscenity, adequate to withstand the charge of constitutional infirmity, is whether, to the average person, applying contemporary community standards, the dominant theme of the material, taken as a whole, appeals to prurient interest.”1 A ruling nearly twenty years later, in the 1973 case of Miller v. California, reinforced, even as it amplified, the earlier decision:


The basic guidelines for the trier of fact must be: (a) whether “the average person, applying contemporary community standards” would find that the work, taken as a whole, appeals to the prurient interest . . . , (b) whether the work depicts or describes, in a patently offensive way, sexual conduct specifically defined by the applicable state law, and (c) whether the work, taken as a whole, lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value.2


While I knew that standards of rural communities were doubtless stricter than those of large urban areas, and the Midwest, for example, more conservative than the Northeast, I assumed that my choices would fall well within the net of safety. After all, I had grown up in a religious family and had lived most of my life in a rural area of the Deep South. I had a strong sense of moral certitude. I would not be out of line.

As an English major, however, the lens through which I viewed and evaluated “good literature” was considerably broader than the moral lens through which I saw and evaluated personal behavior. To cite just one example, I adored Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and had to confess that the bawdy, comic tales of the Miller and Reeve were much more engaging to most readers than the chivalric romance of Chaucer’s “verray, parfit, gentil” Knight. I was able to view all the tales—crude joke along with moral exemplum and religious allegory—in the much larger context of an author’s genius in representing a cross-section of humanity in a remarkably authentic, innovative, and artful way. Censor Chaucer? Of course, not!

This wider-angle, literary lens allowed me to evaluate, rather than condemn uncritically and dismiss outright, other literary works too in which language and situations unconscionable in my personal life—“bad” words; illicit sex; deplorable violence; ugly racial or other epithets—might have some contextual legitimacy. A simple and obvious checklist (such as how many damn’s are tolerable? is the “n” word used at all? is every instance of “sinful behavior” punished?) seemed both simplistic and ridiculous. Certainly it did not occur to me that Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter or Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles could be censored by the standards of some communities, or that the legitimacy of assigning Huckleberry Finn for reading by middle or high school students would later become the subject of intense debate by literary critics and ethicists.3 After all, these works were classics! I assumed they passed everyone’s test, and, in that assumption, had no reason to interrogate the value of these works of fiction or to imagine any academic situation in which reading them might be inappropriate, much less harmful, to a reader.

But the boundaries, while shifting for me, were still fairly tight. Even for adult reading, the issue of whether or not such controversial works as Lolita could be judged as literary masterpieces or denounced as obscene never came up for discussion. However, if I had been asked then to assess whether a novel portraying a middle-aged man enjoying sexual pleasure with a twelve-year-old girl could be anything other than horribly obscene, it would not have occurred to me to read Nabokov or study literary criticism before I delivered my verdict. I knew where I drew the line! In ignorance rather than from arrogance, I assumed that any reasonable person would see the world exactly as I did. Thus, when I began teaching, I continued to expect all my students to “see it my way.” Clearly, as my first direct experience with classroom censorship showed me, all did not.

Leaving my story behind for a moment, let us take a look at your situation. Let’s say, as an English major in secondary education, you decide to teach in a parochial middle school or high school. Can you not reasonably assume that the homogeneity of the community you serve will relieve you of the need to consider censorship as a potential issue in your classroom? Since your local school board will approve the textbooks you and your colleagues use, can you assume that these texts have already been approved by a “community standard” which you, as part of that community, also embrace? And even if you teach in a public school outside the bounds of the community in which you have spent your formative years, shouldn’t you assume, as I did, that if you are “a good person” and “a good teacher,” you have nothing to fear?

Taking this issue a step further, do academic debates on ethical criticism and literary theory have any real import on your practices as a teacher at the middle, high school, or college level? What thought, if any, do you need to give to censorship as you plan the curriculum for the students you are likely to teach? What thought to your teaching methodologies? Finally, as unlikely as a snarl with the issue of censorship in your own classroom may seem at this point, if such an issue does arise for you, what if any strategies might help you reduce the potential for harm?

A good first step to exploring these questions is to examine a paradigm of postmodern literary theory. The adage of Greek philosopher Heraclitus noting that “you can never step into the same river twice” shifts, in a postmodern view, to a contemporary application of Plato’s response: “You can never step into the same river once.”4 Just as my entry into the world of the English major shifted my perspective on how “good” might be defined differently in literature and in life, so you, your students and their parents, your school principal, and your colleagues will also take positions that will shift, however subtly, with each new experience, each new encounter. Indeed, every one of our experiences, whether direct or vicarious, shifts our gaze somewhat.

If, for instance, you are a middle school teacher who has had personal experience with child abuse or with divorce or even with a devoted married couple’s angst over infertility, you will likely have a somewhat different perspective on families than will those who have had no such experience. Similarly, your students whose backgrounds differ from yours in small and large ways will see the world, experience the stories you read to them, and select their own books to read in a different way than you do. Not even the identical twins in your class will think and react in exactly the same ways.

So, will families in the books you choose to share in your classroom depict only a traditional, Caucasian, nuclear family with a mother, a father, a brother, a sister, and a favorite family pet? Or, seeing diversity in your classroom and recognizing that U.S. demographic data show the “traditional” no longer to be the national norm,5 will you also include books that more closely reflect, in both subject and illustration, the wide range of families in America outside the “traditional”? And how far will you go? Would you consider including a story about a black child adopted and loved by white parents? About a child whose father is in jail? About a daughter being raised by her father? About a child who considers a gay or lesbian couple his parents? Regardless of how you answer these questions—whether “yes” or “no” to some or all—you are already engaged in the issue of ethical choice and classroom censorship, for in making a choice—any choice—you are either drawing a line or pushing a boundary.6

Imagine, for a moment, a scenario in which you answer “yes” to one or more of the questions just raised. Despite your good will and adherence to principles of professional conduct recommended by the National Council of Teachers of English, the American Library Association, and other educational association,7 is it possible that your choice could run afoul of the “community standard” for the school district in which you teach? Even as you engage in a curriculum decision that has merit from your personal and professional perspective, might you provoke a censorship problem in the process? Now consider responding with an emphatic “no” to each of these questions. Despite your good will and adherence to values and principles that have been the bedrock of many American communities for years, is it possible that you could be reinforcing stereotypes rather than helping your students break down walls of prejudice? Even as you engage in a curriculum decision that has merit from your personal and professional perspective, might you be engaging in censorship that some other professionals would deem unethical?8

Observe how subtle and complex matters of censorship and the classroom can be. In our personal lives and in our classrooms each of us does and must act as a censor if we draw any boundaries at all. Certainly we censor our personal conduct, as Freud noted more than a century ago in his account of the way a restrictive Superego (often equated with conscience) manages to control an otherwise prodigal Id (favoring impulse and “naturalness” over reason and restraint).9 We practice censorship in our teaching as well. By both verbal response and smiles and frowns, we encourage and censor our students’ behaviors. We alternately validate and censor as we decide what we will and will not include in our curriculum; we do so, most certainly, in our decisions about how we teach what we teach. Yet because the censorship we exercise in our own lives and in our classrooms is often unconscious and unexamined, the results our actions produce can be as affecting, and as potentially problematic, as those headline-making cases that lead us to think more deeply about responsibilities of citizens and their First Amendment rights.

Imagine yourself as a high school English teacher in charge of the journalism program and also sponsor of the school newspaper for a large, urban school. Imagine too that your journalism textbook emphasizes freedom of press guarantees under the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, and that you have made a clarion call for your students to recognize and respect these rights. Then, Sarah, one of your best student reporters, decides to write an editorial slamming the school principal’s mandate to outlaw clothing or jewelry that makes a potentially inflammatory political statement. What if your school principal, concerned about repercussions, requires you to withdraw Sarah’s editorial before the newspaper goes to print? Will you defend Sarah? Represent the principal’s viewpoint?

If you answer, “No, I could not condone an action that runs counter to the authority of a principal or school board,” how will you explain your ethical stance to Sarah? Can you ethically take a position that, as many would say, tries to have it both ways—such as championing freedom of the press and the right to free speech while simultaneously silencing speech and restricting what your students can publish?10 If, on the other hand, you answer that same question, “Yes, of course I would condone my students’ right to speak their own minds freely, even if their points of view differ from my own and those of the principal or the school board,” are you aware that you may be positioning yourself at odds with a Supreme Court ruling in favor of implicit in loco parentis responsibilities of schools?11 Can you ethically take a position that may also be illegal?

A catch-22? No way to win?

Indeed, you may not be able to prevent a clash between a student, a parent, a colleague, a school principal, or even a school board and yourself. However, being aware of legal precedent and of potential traps within your own school environment can be an important step in preventing a problem or in resolving a conflict before it escalates.

Being aware of and respectful of difference is especially important. Even in matters of legal justice, there is no “one size fits all” decision. Just as legislators are often deeply divided in their views of what laws best serve the national interest, and even as nine Supreme Court justices, given their different interpretations and applications of Constitutional law, frequently split 5 to 4 in controversial rulings, so educators, members of professional associations, students and parents alike may have sharp disagreements with one another on these powerfully emotional issues. Teaching philosophies too, ranging from highly teacher-centered and subject-focused to strongly student-centered and experience-focused, differ considerably from one another and remain open to debate.12 In fact, in response to the public furor caused by the firing of my sister’s English teacher in the A Bell for Adano incident, American writer Flannery O’Connor penned a 1963 essay: “Fiction Is a Subject with a History—It Should Be Taught That Way.” In this essay, O’Connor states her refusal to comment on the merits of the case itself, but takes to task teachers of English who assign the reading of Hersey or Steinbeck before their students are first “very familiar with the best work of Cooper, Hawthorne, Melville, the early James and Crane . . . [and before that] some of the better English novelists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.”13 Even some of the most conservative, classically trained teachers would balk at this self-imposed standard!

As you interact with your students and their parents, your colleagues and your community, ask questions that open to you their experiences, their beliefs, and their viewpoints; listen carefully to their feelings and silences as well as their words when you plan your curriculum and structure your assignments. Try to imagine the world as others might see it, remembering as you do that none of us can even imagine, much less see, except through our own lenses. Expect some filtering to occur even as you attempt to put yourself in another’s situation.

In the process, be aware of the different ethical systems that govern decision making and consider how your own ethical stance shapes your teaching philosophy and methodologies. For example, would you encourage, discourage, permit, or forbid ninth graders to conduct Internet research in and/or for your class? Whatever your answer, what would you do for or with Johnny when his parents strongly oppose your decision? What action would you take if Lewis, with or without your consent for him to use classroom computers, stumbles onto a pornographic website and invites his friends to see what he has found? Note how a teacher with a personal, utilitarian ethic is likely to arrive at a decision different from that of a teacher whose ethic emphasizes majority rule or a Kantian attention to duty and universality. A teacher who subscribes to situational ethics may reach a conclusion different from that of the teacher who subscribes to an uncompromising absolute. Each is making a decision based on a certain ethic, but the values represented and the responses made may well be at odds with one another.14

Taking an ethical stance and articulating a clear rationale for your curricular and pedagogical choices will not relieve you of controversy nor shield you completely from the issues of censorship. In fact, as the Internet introduces a flood of questions and court rulings on issues of protection, regulation, and censorship, the challenges you will encounter are potentially even greater than those you may face with the print materials you use. However, the more clearly you analyze the positions you take and the choices you make, the more likely you are to anticipate areas of potential conflict and to envision possible solutions. Considered ethical choice is as much a matter of inclusion as of exclusion, and the process of self-evaluation will help you maintain a heightened awareness of what and why you select and censor as you do, in addition to how you respond to any attempts by others to censor you.

Sometimes good efforts fail. If a major instance of classroom censorship should ever threaten you or your teaching position, you will have to decide at that time what, if any, action to take: civil disobedience? legal action? political recourse? media attention? quiet diplomacy? acceptance and acquiescence? other option? Thinking about that question now can help you clarify the issues that are at stake.

For me, finding a solution to the censorship challenge in my own classroom was not easy. I did, however, make a concerted effort to see the world and the novel I had chosen through the eyes of my anxious student and her forceful mother. When I became aware that this student was still a minor, a high school junior who was simultaneously an early admissions student in college; when I learned that her strict, Protestant fundamentalist faith took the position that vulgarity in any form, however presented or discussed, had grave potential to infect a mind; when I ceased looking at the student’s mother as a “witch” determined to bring me down and tried seeing her instead as a concerned parent taking what, in my estimation, was wrong action for the good reason of protecting her daughter, I was able to diffuse my anger and take a more dispassionate look at my curriculum and methodology.

Still, I did not want to recall The Color Purple, for I continued to view the novel as a worthy work of adult fiction, appropriate for students of college age; a novel with a truly “novel” approach, innovative in its contemporary application of a classic, epistolary literary form; a work that raised significant questions about love, loyalty, abuse, sexuality, poverty, religion, racism, and other important issues, and that presented, harshly but honestly, experiences I knew some of my students had encountered firsthand. At the same time, I did not want to force the protesting student—nor a student of similar conviction who might be fearful of open protest—to have to choose between a failing grade on that assignment and personal moral judgment, even a judgment with which I disagreed. I also wanted to avoid unleashing a tide of student protests in which other students, for myriad nonmoral, nonliterary reasons (“I don’t have time to read!” “This book is boring!” “This is too difficult!” “I don’t like stories about . . .”), might sabotage the learning process.

In the end, I wrote an open letter to my students (and, by extension, any concerned parents), and presented a copy to my college president. In that letter I stated explicitly the literary and educational values I considered important in my selection of this particular novel. I articulated my teaching philosophy and pointed out how my choice of a Pulitzer Prize-winning novel and my approach to teaching it fit not only within that philosophical framework and major professional guidelines, but also well within a legal definition of “serious literary value.” I invited interested parties to come into my classroom and observe how my students and I approached our discussions of the novel. Yet I acknowledged, too, a personal ethic that would prevent me from dismissing another’s moral claim through forced compliance with my own.

I also asked for a personal, face-to-face interview with any student who objected to reading the novel purely on moral grounds. Only the one dissenting student came forward, and for her I created an independent study with a different novel, in this case a literary classic that would accommodate assignment goals without being abrasive in the specific ways the opening pages of The Color Purple had prompted my student to object.

My resolution to this particular conflict brought me personal and professional satisfaction, as it did the student and her mother who had protested. To my amazement, I even received a special thank-you after the semester was over, with an acknowledgment that the student who had objected so strenuously at first was now reading and enjoying The Color Purple! She had even urged her mother to take my class!

Obviously, not all situations produce such satisfying results nor have such quick resolution. Indeed, there is another instance of censorship in which fourteen English faculty, myself among them, were admonished to get rid of a composition text we had chosen with care and were teaching judiciously—a book whose purpose was to stimulate writing assignments with essays, poems, and speeches taking strongly opposing positions on contemporary issues. Objection to the book was based solely upon its inclusion of a poem in which a particularly offensive word had been used. Although the censoring body could not have been more at odds with the majority academic community (including, in this case, the students themselves, who welcomed the chance to study the rhetorical strategies of contemporary figures in the news), it was neither faculty nor students, in the final analysis, who had the ultimate hand. We could comply with the mandate, or we could resign; there were no other options.

Frustrated that all my and my colleagues’ educational training and knowledge counted for naught in the governing body’s exercise of power; angry too that Constitutional liberties were being violated—flagrantly, in my opinion—I was ready to fight all the way to the Supreme Court if necessary. I saw myself as a latter-day Antigone, poised to take whatever action was needed to defend right over might. Even knowing that I would be left without a job, I was ready to resign. Ethical exercise of power and the principle of academic freedom required it. But before I did, an older colleague, who had determined to drop the fight, approached me and said with some sadness, “I wish you would not resign.” He acknowledged, “You know, you are right about the issue, but I think you would be wrong to leave. If you resign, you’ll make a statement and even be a headline in the local news for a day or two. But you will not be here to make a lasting difference in the lives of your students who need you.” Today I am glad that my colleague spoke and that I listened.

As in every other aspect of your life, censorship challenges to your teaching practices and authority will require you to choose which battles to fight and how to fight them. If you are very wise, you may just find a way to avoid battles bigger than those good tug-of-war moments when you—and your students—find yourselves listening to and considering different points of view, helping others stretch, stretching a bit yourself, and, in doing so, making a lasting difference.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	How, exactly, is the “English major” perspective on literature, ethics, and aesthetic values different from say the ordinary student, her parents, or a school administrator? What works do you value that would be potentially offensive to another reader without your literary background?

	Take a few minutes and compose a “clear rationale” for teaching or sharing a work that others might deem offensive. Are your reasons convincing? Do they contain elements of arguments presented by Booth, Posner, Harrell, Phelan, or others in this text?

	Do you agree with Newman’s claim that “each of us does and must act as a censor if we draw any boundaries at all,” that we censor by our responses to students and “in our decisions about how we teach what we teach”? Explain.

	Distinguish between censorship and ethical criticism. Between censorship that may be acceptable and that which is not. (You might consider Booth’s and Gregory’s definitions and Card’s argument about literature that “enacts” evil.)

	How can we be more respectful of differences in our discussions of literature in both the classroom and community?
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1
If you call up Auden’s phrase on google.com, you find more than seven hundred quotes, a majority of them agreeing with the quotation.


2
My favorite alternative is Dana Gioia’s Can Poetry Matter? Essays on Poetry and American Culture (St. Paul, MN: Graywolf Press, 1992). But note the date!
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Chapter 3: Why Ethical Criticism Can Never Be Simple
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2
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While working on a final revision of this essay, I stumbled on an account by Stephen Greenblatt of the story-power of prosecutor Kenneth Starr’s report on the Clinton/Lewinsky affair. Starr hired two lawyers to write the section called “Narrative.” One of the authors, Stephen Bates, “once studied advanced fiction writing at Harvard.” The other had studied narrative theory. Starr knew the ethical powers of story. Bates and his colleague knew the ethical powers of story. Greenblatt knows those powers: his case is a strong ethical indictment, showing just how and why the narrator of the story is more and more “unreliable”—though not intended to be seen as such. Greenblatt does not, however, openly address ethics or morality. Facing ethical issues, as a “cultural critic,” he chooses to dodge the language. See Greenblatt’s “A Story Told with Evil Intent,” New York Times, 22 September 1998, A31.


6
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10
Since I have publicly mocked some authors for referring to their own works too frequently, I hereupon resist offering any reference whatever to The Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), a much-neglected work that explores the issues I am describing here.
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12
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For a full encounter with the ethical effects of reading The Wings of the Dove, see my “The Ethics of Forms: Taking Flight with The Wings of the Dove” in Understanding Narrative, ed. James Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1994), 99-135. For a further extensive discussion of this kind of “casuistical apologue”—to coin a label that she might object to and that will never catch on—see Nussbaum’s discussion of James’s The Golden Bowl in Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 125-47.




Chapter 4: Ethical Criticism: What It Is and Why It Matters
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	Ethical critics think it is literature’s job to teach moral lessons and, in consequence, they reductively transform every text into an apologue, a moral fable, or a Sunday school lesson.
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10
Wayne C. Booth, The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 10-11.
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14
Booth, Company, 299.


15
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Glossary

Absolutism: The ethical theory that there is a universal set of moral rules that can and should be followed by everybody.

Abstract: Conceived in theoretical or general terms; opposite of concrete.

Absurdity: The existential concept that life is meaningless because there is no God to determine right and wrong (or because we can’t know what God’s values are, if God happens to exist).

Aesthetics: The study of the beautiful; branch of philosophy devoted to defining the nature of art and establishing criteria for judgment.

Allegory: A narrative in which particular events, actions, characters, objects, and settings represent, on another level, specific ideas or abstractions.

Anarchy: Without law or government; chaos.

Angst: Existentialist term for anxiety or anguish, a feeling of dread without any identifiable cause.

Antagonist: The character opposed to the protagonist or main character.

Apologetics: Branch of theology devoted to defending Christian faith and doctrines.

Authenticity: Being true to yourself, having personal integrity; not succumbing (for an existentialist) to the idea that you have no free choice.

Binary oppositions: Displaying opposing options or forces into two categories.

Canon, literary: The accepted list of works or authors comprising a literary tradition.

Catharsis: The purifying emotional effect produced by the artistic experience, particularly tragic drama.

Censorship: The act or process of removing, restricting, or banning material considered by some to be objectionable.

Characterization: The creation of literary characters by means of narrative summary, point of view, conflict, and other means.

Characters: The people within literary works. Authorial creations generally endowed with intellectual, emotional, and moral properties.

Climax: The turning point or moment of greatest crisis in a literary work.

Coduction: Booth’s concept of arriving at an ethical judgment of a story by means of exchanging ideas with other readers.

Comedy: A fictional work with the primary purpose of delighting, usually with a happy ending.

Concrete: Specific, real, existing in material form; opposite of abstract.

Conflict: The opposition between a literary character and some other force.

Cultural relativism: The theory that different societies or cultures have different moral codes. A descriptive theory.

Deconstruction: The analysis and dissection of a literary text’s language, structure, and ambiguities to expose its implications, hidden contradictions, and fundamental instability of meaning.

Deontology: Duty-theory. An ethical theory that disregards the importance of consequences and focuses only on the rightness or wrongness of the act itself.

Didactic: Done or told for the purpose of teaching a lesson.

Drama: A genre of literature designed primarily for performance in a theater.

Dualism: The metaphysical theory that reality consists of matter and mind. Also used as a term for any theory of opposite forces.

Egalitarian: A theory that advocates social equality.

Emotivism: Belief that all moral judgments are expressions of personal preference or feeling; morality rests within the individual. (See Subjectivism.)

Enlightenment: A seventeenth- and eighteenth-century movement initiated in western Europe that trusted in human reason’s ability to solve problems and establish essential norms.

Epistemoiogical relativism: Belief that all ways of knowing are socially determined and equally valid.

Epistemology: Theory of knowledge. One of the main branches of traditional philosophy.

Ethical criticism: The analysis of literature in terms of the “good.”

Ethical egoism: The theory that everybody ought to be egoistic/selfish/self-interested.

Ethical relativism: The theory that there is no universal moral code and that whatever the majority of any given society or culture considers morally right is morally right for that culture. A normative theory.

Ethics: The study, questioning, and justification of moral rules and concepts.

Ethics of conduct: The study of moral rules pertaining to decisions about what course of action to take or “what to do.” (See Deontology.)

Ethics of virtue: The study of moral rules pertaining to the building of character or “how to be.” (See Virtue Ethics.)

Ethos: The moral rules and attitudes of a culture.

Eucharist: A sacrament and central ordinance of Christian worship in which food and drink are consumed in remembrance of Christ’s death; holy communion.

Evangelical: Related to the Christian gospel, Protestantism, conversion and salvation by faith, and ardent missionary work.

Evil: Morally wrong or bad; wicked.

Existentialism: A Continental school of thought that believes all humans have freedom of the will to determine their own life. Essential aspects include the uniqueness of each individual, the limitations of reason, anxiety, alienation, and nihilism. (See Angst.)

Fable: A short, allegorical story, often with animals as characters.

Faith: Belief that does not depend on logical proof or material evidence.

Fantasy: A story with make-believe or dream elements that takes place in an unreal, fantastic world.

Fatalism: The theory that life is determined by a higher power and that our will can’t change our destiny.

Feminist criticism: The study of the effect of gender on the process of reading or writing literature.

Fiction: An artistic creation; specifically refers to story and novel writing.

Figurative language: Language used in unusual, nonliteral ways, often as a form of comparison such as metaphor or simile.

Foreshadowing: The technique of suggesting a future plot or character development before it actually occurs.

Formalism: A twentieth-century movement originating in Russia, Formalism focused on the technical aspects and formal patterns of literature while maintaining a sharp distinction between “poetic” and “practical” uses of language. (See New Criticism.)

Forms, theory of: Plato’s metaphysical theory of a higher reality that gives meaning and existence to the world we experience through our senses. This higher reality is accessible through the mind. For example, a perfect circle; it doesn’t exist in the world of the senses, but it does exist in the intelligible world of Forms.

Golden Mean, the: The Greek idea of moderation. Aristotle’s concept of virtue as a relative mean between the extremes of excess and deficiency.

Good: Morally beneficial; virtuous.

Grace: A state of being protected or sanctified by God; an enabling power.

Grotesque, literary: A merging of the comic and tragic; use of the bizarre, ugly, or abnormal for allegorical, satirical, or other literary purposes.

Hedonism: Pleasure-seeking.

Humanism: A philosophical view that emphasizes humankind as the central concern and proper subject for scientific, artistic, and other endeavors. (See Enlightenment.)

Idealism: The metaphysical theory that reality consists of mind only, not matter.

Ideology: A set of beliefs that comprise the basis of a political, economic, or other system.

Imagery: Use of words in literature to appeal to the senses of the audience.

Implied author: Defined by Booth as the “actualized text’s intentions” or “collection of choices” revealed by a text. The implied author is the presence behind these choices who takes responsibility for the norms and values they imply. An example is Mark Twain, as distinguished from Huck (the narrator) and Samuel Clemens (the llesh-and-blood author).

Incarnation: The Christian doctrine that Jesus, as conceived of the Father in the womb of Mary, is true God and true man.

Intuition: Usually an experience of understanding that is independent of one’s reasoning.

Irony: A tension or incongruence between appearance and reality or between ought and is. Three major kinds are verbal, dramatic, and situational.

Literary criticism: The analysis, interpretation, evaluation, and classification of literature.

Literary theory: The formulation of a set of general principles for application to all texts or a specific set of texts. Prominent literary theories include Marxist, structuralist, poststructuralist, feminist, new historicist, formalism, and multiculturalism.

Literature: In a strict sense, works of the imagination in the genres of fiction, poetry, and drama.

Marxist criticism: Examination of literature from a Marxist perspective, particularly in terms of history as a class struggle motivated and enabled by economic forces.

Master morality: Nietzsche’s view of the morality of strong individuals in ancient times. Leads to the concept of the Overman (Superman), the strong individual who has gone beyond the moral rules and sets his own standards of good and evil.

Materialism: The metaphysical theory that reality consists of matter only, not mind.

Metaphor: Figure of speech that associates two distinct entities.

Metaphysics: The philosophical study of the nature of reality or of being.

Mimetic: Criticism that emphasizes the universe as the proper artistic subject and literature as an imitation of reality. Opposite of structuralism.

Modernism: Literary period after World War I that emphasized alienation, existentialism, fragmentation, irony, the subconscious, experimentation, and a general reaction against traditional modes of literary expression.

Moral agent: A person capable of reflecting on a moral problem and acting on his or her decision.

Morality, morals: The moral rules and attitudes that we live by, or are expected to live by.

Multiculturalism: Literary movement beginning in the 1970s concerned with the understanding and promotion of texts produced from other cultures.

Narrative: A story with a plot.

Narrative structure: Perceiving events as having a logical progression from a beginning through a middle to an ending.

Narrator: The person or presence telling the story. Two main kinds: first person, where the narrator is a character within the story (for example, Huck Finn), and third person, where the narrator is outside the story (as in The Grapes of Wrath).

Naturalism: A late nineteenth-century literary philosophy that employed the techniques of realism but in the guise of artist as scientist. Often a bleak perspective that portrayed the fate of literary characters as the product of heredity, chance, and environment.

New Criticism: twentieth-century American movement that considered the text as the final authority and distrusted outside considerations such as biography or history. Primary method was close textual analysis, with each part contributing to the artistic effect of the whole work. (See Formalism.)

New Historicism: A critical approach that tends to focus on political influences on texts and the writer’s role within society and culture. Views history as interconnected and changeable rather than fixed and linear.

Nihilism: From the Latin nihil, meaning nothing. The attitude of believing in nothing. Moral nihilism is the conviction that there are no moral truths.

Normative: Evaluating and/or setting norms or standards. Opposite of descriptive.

Objectification: Making an object, a thing, out of someone; disregarding the human dignity and worth of others.

Objective: The kind of knowledge that is supported by evidence and that has independent existence apart from experience or thought.

Ontology: A philosophical discipline investigating the nature of existence.

Other, the: A philosophical concept meaning either something that is completely different from yourself and all your experiences or someone that is different from you and is thus hard to understand.

Parable: A short tale with a religious or moral message.

Parody: To caricature or imitate the specific style of an author for comic effect.

Pathos: Refers to passions, suffering, or deep feeling in general.

Phenomenology: A philosophy that examines a phenomenon by excluding presuppositions of both objective reality and subjective response and instead emphasizing its existence in consciousness. Hence, for a phenomenologist a literary work exists solely in the reader’s consciousness.

Philology: The study of language, specifically its structure and history.

Plot: The sequence of events in a story arranged in a significant order.

Pluralism, critical: An argument for a multiplicity of critical perspectives.

Poetry: Imaginatively intense language, usually in verse form, often employing imagery, figures of speech, and elements of sound.

Point of view: The narrative perspective from which a story is told. (See Narrator. )

Political: Relating to the affairs and powers of government, politics, and the state.

Pornography: Explicit and offensive material that sometimes equates sexuality with violence; obscenity.

Positivism: A branch of philosophy emphasizing facts and empirical investigation and arguing against metaphysical issues or speculation about matters of “ultimate” concern.

Postmodern: The post-1960 literary period that has given way to a denial of order and literary forms, to art representing a fractured and even nihilistic universe, and to critical theory grounded in phenomenology. In some sense Modernism carried to heightened form.

Postmodern perspectivism: The belief that one perspective is as legitimate as any other.

Poststructuralism: A range of critical perspectives arising in the 1970s that seeks to “decenter” or “subvert” traditional meanings for such concepts as meaning, knowledge, truth, and the self or subject. The primacy of theory over literature, indeterminacy over interpretation, and reader over author are prominent features. (See Deconstruction.)

Protagonist: Main character in a literary work.

Psychoanalytical criticism: Literary criticism that uses Freudian psychology to illuminate a work or its characters.

Psychological egoism: The theory that everyone is selfish, self-interested.

Realism: Literary movement beginning in the nineteenth century in reaction against the excesses of Romanticism; attempts to “realistically” represent nature and society in art.

Reason: The capacity for logical and analytical thought; gaining knowledge and understanding through one’s mental faculties. (See Enlightenment.)

Religion: Belief in and worship of a transcendental power or creator; a set of beliefs and practices of a specific form of worship.

Revelation: Communication from God to man; gaining knowledge and understanding through divine and spiritual means.

Rhetoric: The art of verbal persuasion.

Romanticism: Literary movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries which celebrated the individual, the intuitive and expressive, egalitarianism, and nature as an ideal model for harmony in society and art.

Satire: A literary genre that uses wit, irony, and at times sarcasm to expose human weakness and encourage moral reform.

Science fiction: A type of fiction that employs scientific or pseudoscientific elements mixed with fantasy and realism and often exploring the question, What if?

Sentimentality: A pejorative label applied to literature whose emotional appeal is deemed excessive and unjustified. This judgment, however, is relational to both the individual critic and the literary mind-set of the time. (See Pathos.)

Setting: The time, place, and cultural context of a literary work.

Skepticism: The philosophical approach that we cannot obtain absolutely certain knowledge. In practice it is an approach of not believing anything until there is sufficient evidence to prove it.

Social constructionism: Belief that individuals are largely or solely products of their social upbringing and environment.

Stakeholderism: Belief that what is good for the stakeholders is the right thing to do.

Structuralism: Criticism that aims to make explicit the system of rules and codes that govern literary forms and meanings, with the literary work becoming a “text” and the reader replacing the author. As a “science of literature,” it is directly opposed to mimetic, expressive, and humanistic criticism.

Style: An artist’s personal means of expression.

Subjective opinion: One that is not supported by evidence or is dependent on the mind and experience of the person.

Subjectivism: Ethical theory that claims that your moral belief is right simply because you believe it; there are no intersubjective (shared) moral standards.

Symbol: Something that represents something else.

Teleology: A theory of purpose. Also used to designate theories interested in the outcome of an action, that is, consequentialist theories.

Theme: A central idea within a literary work.

Theology: The study of God and God’s nature and attributes.

Tone: The emotional feel of a literary work; the author’s attitude toward the subject and audience.

Totalitarianism: A form of government that views the state as all-important and the lives of its citizens as disposable.

Tragedy: A serious literary work usually involving the downfall of its protagonist. (See Catharsis.)

Unities: Concerning drama the classical unities were time, place, and plot.

Universal law: Kant’s term for a moral rule that can be imagined as applying to everybody in the same situation and accepted by other rational beings.

Utilitarianism: The theory that one ought to maximize the happiness and minimize the unhappiness of as many people (or sentient beings) as possible. A consequentialist theory.

Vicariously: To experience something through the experiences of others.

Vice: A serious moral failing; an excess or deficiency of character.

Victorian Period: Age of Queen Victoria’s reign in England from 1837 to 1901; a time of earnest propriety in literature and culture.

Virtue: A moral excellence or goodness; a mean between excess and deficiency in character.

Virtue ethics: A branch of ethics devoted to moral character and being a virtuous person, as opposed to “duty-based” or “consequentialist” ethics. (See Deontology and Utilitarianism.)

Will-to-power: Nietzsche’s famous term for the innate drive within superior individuals to conquer and dominate, thus forsaking the “slave morality” of Judeo-Christian ethics. (See Master morality.)
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Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. See Mormonism and literature

Cicero

classicism

cloning

coduction. See ethical criticism, coduction

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor: “Kubla Khan,”

The Color Purple (Walker)

comedy

“A Confession” (Tolstoy)

Confessions (St. Augustine)

Conrad, Joseph; Lord Jim; Nostromo; The Secret Agent; Under Western Eyes; Victory

Cooper, James Fenimore

Cracroft, Richard

Crane, Stephen

Creeley, Robert

Crime and Punishment (Dostoyevsky)

criticism, literary. See literary criticism

Croce, Benedetto

Crowley, John: Engine Summer

cultural criticism. See also multiculturalism

cultural relativism

cummings, e. e.: “i sing of Olaf glad and big,”


Dallas (television series)

Daniel Martin (Fowles)

Dante. See Alighieri, Dante

Darkness at Noon (Koestler)

Darwin, Charles

David Copperfield (Dickens)

“The Dead” (Joyce)

“Death in Venice” (Mann)

Death of a Salesman (Miller)

de Man, Paul

deconstruction See also de Man, Paul; Derrida, Jacques

The Defiant Ones (film)

Defoe, Daniel; Robinson Crusoe

Demian (Hesse)

Democritus

deontological ethics

Derrida, Jacques; Éperons

determinism

Dickens, Charles; David Copperfield; Hard Times; Martin Chuzzlewit; Oliver Twist; A Tale of Two Cities

Dickinson, Emily

Didactic. See ethical criticism, didacticism; literature: didactic

“Dinner Guest: Me” (Hughes)

Divine Comedy (Dante)

Dixon, Franklin W.: The Hardy Boys

Doctor Faustus (Marlowe)

Don Quixote (Cervantes)

Donne, John

Dostoyevsky, Fyodor; The Brothers Karamozov; Crime nnd Punishment; The Idiot; The Possessed

Dr: Strangelove (film)

Dreamer (Johnson)

Drieser, Theodore

Dryden, John

“Dulce et Decorum Est” (Owen)

Dumas, Alexandre


“Easter 1916” (Yeats)

East of Eden (Steinbeck)

“Education by Poetry” (Frost)

“The Education of Mingo” (Johnson)

Edwards, Jonathan; “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (sermon)

egoism. See ethical egoism; psychological egoism

Eliot, George; Middlemarch

Eliot, T. S.; “Religion and Literature,” “The Waste Land,”

Ellison, Ralph; Invisible Man

Emerson, Ralph Waldo: “The American Scholar,” “George Fox,”

emotivismSee also ethical relativism; subjectivism

empathy. See ethical criticism, vicarious imagination; literature: empathy

Empedocles

Eurler’s Game (Card)

Engine Summer (Crowley)

Enlightenment

Enron

environmental ethics

Éperons (Derrida)

epistemological relativism

epistemology

Equiano, Olaudah

ethical criticism; aesthetics; aims; author responsibilities; censorship; coduction; content of; critical recommendations; critique of; didacticism; friendship metaphor; imitation of literary models; implied author; implied reader; inescapability of; moral criteria; nutritional analogy; rational inquiry; reader responsibilities; reading; the self; surrendering to the text; texts reading us; vicarious imagination

ethical egoism

ethical relativism

ethics. See also business ethics; deontological ethics; environmental ethics; narrative ethics; utilitarian ethics; virtue ethics

ethics instruction

ethos

Euripides

evil and literature types of evil. See also ethical criticism, author responsibilities; literature: goodness; literature: pornography; literature: truth; violence and literature

existentialism


The Faerie Queene (Spenser)

Fahrenheit 9/11 (documentary)

Faith and the Good Thing (Johnson)

fantasy. See also science fiction

Far from the Madding Crowd (Hardy)

Fathers and Sons (Turgenev)

Faulkner, William; Absalom, Absalom! Light in August; Sanctuary; Sartoris; The Sound and the Fury; The Wild Palms

feminist criticism

Feydeau, Georges: Champignol malgré lui?

“Fiction Is a Subject with a History” (O’Connor)

Fielding, Henry: The History of Tom Jones

Finnegans Wake (Joyce)

Fish, Stanley

Fitzgerald, F. Scott; The Great Gatsby

Flaubert, Gustave; Madame Bovary

For Whom the Bell Tolls (Hemingway)

Ford, Ford Madox; The Good Soldier

Forester, C. S.: Horatio Hornblower (character)

formalism

The Forms of Fiction (Gardner)

Forster, E. M.; A Passage to India; A Room with a View

Foucault, Michel

Fowles, John: Daniel Martin

Fox, Margaret Fell

Fox, Paula: The Slave Dancer

Frayn, Michael: Noises Off

free will. See also determinism

Freud, Sigmund

Frost, Robert; “Education by Poetry,” “New Hampshire,” “Provide, Provide,”


Gaddis, William: The Recognitions

Galsworthy, John

Gardner, John; The Art of Fiction; The Forms of Fiction; Grendel; On Moral Fiction

Gattaca (film)

genetic engineering

“George Fox” (Emerson)

Giles Goat-Boy (Barth)

Ginsberg, Allen

“God’s Grandeur” (Hopkins)

Goethe, Johann; The Sorrows of Young Werther

The Golden Bowl (James)

Goldsmith, Oliver: The Vicar of Wakefield

“A Good Man Is Hard to Find” (O’Connor)

The Good Soldier (Ford)

“The Goose That Laid the Golden Egg” (Aesop)

Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (Bunyan)

Grass, Gunther

The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald)

Greek literature

Greene, Graham: The Power and the Glory

Grendel (Gardner)

grotesque, literary

Guin, Ursula le: “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas”

Gulliver’s Travels (Swift)


Hamlet (Shakespeare)

Hansen, Ron

Hard Times (Dickens)

Hardy, Thomas; Far from the Madding Crowd; Tess of the D’Urbervilles

Harvey (Chase)

Hawthorne, Nathaniel; The Scarlet Letter

hedonism

Heidegger, Martin. See also existentialism

Heller, Joseph: Catch-22

Hemingway, Ernest; For Whom the Bell Tolls

Henry V (Shakespeare)

Heraclitus

Hersey, John: A Bell for Adano

Herzog (Bellow)

Hesiod

Hesse, Hermann; Demian

The History of Tom Jones (Fielding)

Holocaust

Homer; The Iliad; The Odyssey

Hopkins, Gerard Manley; “God’s Grandeur”

Horace: Satires

The House of Mirth (Wharton)

“How ‘Bigger’ Was Born” (Wright)

Howells, William Dean: The Rise of Silas Lapham

Hughes, Langston; “Dinner Guest: Me,” “Un-American Investigators,” “Warning,”

humanism.

Htrrnboldt’s Gift (Bellow)

Hume, David

Hurston, Zora Neale: Their Eyes Were Watching God

Huxley, Aldous: Brave New World


“i sing of Olaf glad and big” (cummings)

ideology/ideological criticism. See also political criticism

The Idiot (Dostoyevsky)

The Iliad (Homer)

The Inferno (Dante)

Institutes of the Christian Religion (Calvin)

interdisciplinary studies

Internet

Invisible Man (Ellison)

Irving, John: The World According to Garp

Ishiguro, Kazuo: The Remains of the Day

Israel. See Judaism and literature


James, Henry; The Ambassadors; The Golden Bowl; The Portrait of a Lady; The Princess Casamassima; The Turn of the Screw; The Winges of the Dove

James, William

Jennings, Marianne: A Business Tale

Johnson, Charles; Dreamer; “The Education of Mingo,” Faith and the Good Thing; Middle Passage; Oxherding Tale; The Sorcerer’s Apprentice

Johnson, Samuel; Rasselas

Jonson, Ben

Joyce, James; “The Dead,” Finnegans Wake; Ulysses

Judaism and literature; American culture; subject matter and history; tragedy

Julius Caesar (Shakespeare)

The Jungle (Sinclair)


Kafka, Franz

Kant, Immanuel

Kantianism. See deontological ethics

Keats, John; “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” “Ode to Melancholy”

Keene, Carolyn: Nancy Drew

Kerouac, Jack: On the Road

Kesey, Ken: One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest

King Lear (Shakespeare)

King, Martin Luther, Jr.; “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”

King, Stephen

Kingsolver, Barbara: The Poisonwood Bible

Koestler, Arthur: Darkness at Noon

Koontz, Dean

“Kubla Khan” (Coleridge)


Lady Chatterley’s Lover (Lawrence)

L’Amour, Louis

law and literature movement

Lawrence, D. H.; Lady Chatterley’s Lover

Leaves of Grass (Whitman)

Leavis, F. R.

Lee, Harper: To Kill a Mockingbird

legalism

Lentricchia, Frank

“Letter from a Birmingham Jail” (King)

Levinas, Emmanuel

Lewis, C. S.; The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe; Mere Christianity

Lewis, Sinclair: Babbitt

Light in August (Faulkner)

The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (Lewis)

literary criticism; function of. See also cultural criticism; deconstruction; ethical criticism; feminist criticism; formalism; ideology/ideological criticism; Marxist criticism; New Criticism; New Historicism; political criticism; pluralism; poststructuralism; psychological criticism; reader response criticism; structuralism

literary theory; ethical criticism; evaluative discourse; ideology or politics; literary canon; literature; moral philosophy; the self or subject; truth. See also ethical criticism; literary criticism; literature

literature: beauty; definitions; didactic; effects of ; emotions; empathy; form/genre; goodness; identity/identification; moral atrocities; pleasure; politics; pornography; self-knowledge; therapy; truth. See also evil and literature; philosophy and literature; race and literature; religion and literature; violence and literature

Locke, John. See also Enlightenment

Lolita (Nabokov)

Lord Jim (Conrad)

The Lord of the Rings (Tolkien)

Lowell, Roben

“lyrics,”See also literature: form/genre

Lysistrata (Aristophanes)


Macbeth (Shakespeare)

Macdonald, Ross: Lew Archer (character)

Madame Bovary (Flaubert)

Magritte, René

Mailer, Norman

Malamud, Bernard

Mamet, David

A Man for All Seasons (film)

Manchild in the Promised Land (Brown)

Manhattan (film)

Mann, Thomas; “Death in Venice”

Marlowe, Christopher: Doctor Faustus

Martin Chuzzlewit (Dickens)

Marxist criticism

McCarthy, Cormac

McCoy, Bowen H.: The Parable of the Sadhu

media and morality

Mein Kampf (Hitler)

Melville, Herman; Billy Budd; Moby Dick

The Merchant of Venice (Shakespeare)

Mere Christianity (Lewis)

Metamorphoses (Ovid)

metaphysics

Michelangelo: Moses (sculpture)

Middle Passage (Johnson)

Middlemarch (Eliot)

Midsummer Night’s Dream (Shakespcare)

Mill, John Stuart. See also utilitarian ethics

Miller, Arthur: Death of a Salesman

Milton, John; Paradise Lost

mimetic

Minority Report (film)

Moby Dick (Melvillc)

modernism

Molièrc: Le Tartuffe

Money Train (film)

Montaigne, Michel

moral criticism. See ethical criticism

moral philosophy. See ethics

morality. See art and morality; ethical criticism; ethics

Mormonism and literature; abstraction; form and content; language; moral/spiritual value; nature of reality; reading as a spiritual act; salvation; symbols view of literature

Morrison, Toni; Beloved Paradise; Sula; Tar Baby

multiculturalism

Mystery and Manners (O’Connor)

Myth of Sisyphus (Camus)


Nabokov, Vladimir; Lolita

Napolean Dynamite (film)

narrative ethics. See also rhetoric

narrative structure

narrator

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)

National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE)

National Urban League

Native Son (Wright)

Natural Born Killers (film)

Naturalists. See positivism; skepticism

New Criticism

“New Hampshire” (Frost)

New Historicism

Newton, Adam Zachary

Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle)

Nietzsche, Friedrich

nihilism. See also existentialism

Nineteen Eighty-Four (Orwell)

Noises Off (Frayn)

normative ethics

“North American Time” (Rich)

Nostromo (Conrad)

“Notes toward a Supreme Fiction” (Stevens)

Nussbaum, Martha C.


Oates, Joyce Carol

O’Brien, Tim

O’Connor, Flannery; “Fiction is a Subject with a History” ; “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” Mystery and Manners

“Ode on a Grecian Urn” (Keats)

“Ode on the Intimations of Immortality” (Wordsworth)

“Ode to Melancholy” (Keats)

“Ode to the West Wind” (Shelley)

The Odyssey (Homer)

Oedipus Rex (Sophocles)

Of Mice and Men (Steinbeck)

“Of Modern Poetry” (Stevens)

Oliver Twist (Dickens)

On Moral Fiction (Gardner)

On the Road (Kerouac)

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (Kesey)

“The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” (Guin)

ontology

The Oresteia (Aeschylus)

Oroonoko (Behn)

Orwell, George; Animal Farm; Nineteen Eighty-Four

Othello (Shakespeare)

Ovid; Metamorphoses

Owen, Wilfred; “Dulce et Decorum Est,”

Oxherding Tale (Johnson)

Ozick, Cynthia


The Parable of the Sadhu (McCoy)

Paradise (Morrison)

Paradise Lost (Milton)

A Passage to India (Forster)

The Passion (film)

Penn, William: Some Fruits of Solitude in Reflections and Maxims

The Perils of Pauline (film)

Phaedrus (Plato)

phenomenology

philology

philosophical discourse

philosophy and literature ; aesthetics; benefits for literary study; emotions and inner life; literary form and philosophical content; literature as a moral filter; moral perception and judgment; resistance to; vicarious experience. See also literary theory, moral philosophy

The Picture of Dorian Gray (Wilde)

“A Piece of Advice” (Singer)

Piers Plowman (Langland)

Pilgrim’s Progress (Bunyan)

Pirandello, Luigi

Pirsig, Robert: Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance

plagiarism

Plato; the dialogues; Phaedrus; Republic; Symposium

pluralism

Poe, Edgar Allan

Poetics (Aristotle)

poetry and moral/political effects. See also literature: effects of; literature: politics

The Poisonwood Bible (Kingsolver)

political correctness

political criticism. See also literature: politics

political discourse. See also rhetoric

Pope, Alexander; The Rape of the Lock

Pornography, See literature: pornography

The Portrait of a Lady (James)

positivism

Posner, Richard A.

The Possessed (Dostoyevsky)

Possessing the Secret of Joy (Walker)

postmodern/epistemological perspectivism. See also epistemological relativism; ethical relativism

postmodernism

poststructuralism

Pound, Ezra

The Power and the Glory (Greene)

Pretty Woman (film)

Pride and Prejudice (Austen)

The Princess Casamassima (James)

The Prisoner (Yizhar)

professionalization. See also Fish, Stanley

The Program (film)

Protestantism and literature; themes and types of Protestant literature; view of arts and humanities. See also Calvin, John; Puritanism; Reformation

Prothalamion (Spenser)

Proust, Marcel; Remembrance of Things Past

“Provide, Provide” (Frost)

psychological criticism

psychological egoism

Puritanism


Quaker religion and literature; influence on American culture; queries; testimonies

Quintilian


Rand, Ayn: Atlas Shrugged

Rabelais, François

race and literature: depictions of minorities; interracial relations; offensive language; racism; slavery. See also censorship

Race-theorists

The Rape of the Lock (Pope)

Rasselas (Johnson)

reader response criticism

reader responsibilities. See ethical criticism, reader responsibilities

realism

The Recognitions (Gaddis)

The Red and the Black (Stendhal)

Reformation

Relativism. See cultural relativism; ethical relativism

religion and literature. See also art and religion; atheism; Catholicism and literature; Christianity and literature; Judaism and literature; Mormonism and literature; Protestantism and literature; Quaker religion and literature

“Religion and Literature” (Eliot)

The Remains of the Day (Ishiguro)

Remarque, Erich Maria: All Quiet on the Western Front

Remembrance of Things Past (Proust)

Renaissance

Renault, Mary

Republic (Plato)

Resurrection (Tolstoy)

Return to Paradise (film)

rhetoric

Rich, Adrienne: “North American Time”

The Rise of Silas Lapham (Howells)

The Rite of Spring (Stravinsky)

Robinson Crusoe (Defoe)

Roethke, Theodore

romanticism

Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare)

A Room with a View (Forster)

Roth, Philip

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques

Rowe, Nicholas: Tamerlane


Sanctuary (Faulkner)

Sartoris (Faulkner)

Sartre, Jean-Paul; What Is Literature? See also existentialism

Sassoon, Siegried

satire

“satires,” See also literature: form/genre

Satires (Horace)

The Scarlet Letter (Hawthorne)

science fiction

Scott, Sir Walter

The Secret Agent (Conrad)

semantics

Seneca

sentimentality

September

Set It Off (film)

Shakespeare, William; Anthony and Cleopatra; Hamlet; Henry V, Julius Caesar; King Lear; Macbeth; The Merchant of Venice; Midsummer Night’s Dream; Othello; Romeo and Juliet; The Tempest; Troilus and Cressida; The Winter’s Tale

Shelley, Percy Bysshe; “Ode to the West Wind”

Sidgwick, Henry

Sidney, Sir Philip

Sinclair, Upton: The Jungle

Singer, Isaac Bashevis; “A Piece of Advice”

skepticism

The Slave Dancer (Fox)

Snicket, Lemony

Socrates

social constructionism

Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr

Some Fruits of Solitude in Reflections and Maxims (Penn)

“Song of Myself” (Whitman)

sophists

Sophocles; Antigone; Oedipus Rex

The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (Johnson)

The Sorrows of Young Werther (Goethe)

The Sound and the Fury (Faulkner)

Spenser, Edmund; The Faerie Queene; Prothalamion

Spinoza, Benedict

St. Augustine; Confessions

St. Francis of Assisi

stakeholderism. See also business ethics

Star Trek: The Wrath of Khan (film)

Stein, Gertrude

Steinbeck, John; East of Eden; Of Mice and Men; The Winter of Our Discontent

Stendhal; The Red and the Black

Sterne, Laurence

Stevens, Wallace; “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction,” “Of Modern Poetry”

Stevenson, Robert Louis

Stoicism

stories and ethics. See also philosophy and literature

The Storms of Love (Cartland)

storytelling and ethics. See also narrative ethics

Stowe, Harriet Beecher; Uncle Tom’s Cabin

The Stranger (Camus)

Stravinsky, Igor: The Rite of Spring

structuralism

subjectivism

Sula (Morrison)

Swift, Jonathan; Gulliver’s Travels

Symbolism. See Mormonism and literature, symbols

Symposium (Plato)


A Tale of Two Cities (Dickens)

Tales of the Genii

Tamerlane (Rowe)

Tar Baby (Morrison)

Le Tartuffe (Molière)

Taxi Driver (film)

teleology

The Tempest (Shakespeare)

Tennyson, Alfred: “Charge of the Light Brigade”

Tess of the D’Urbervilles (Hardy)

Their Eyes Were Watching God (Hurston)

theory, literary. See literary theory

They Were Expendable (film)

300 Spartans (film)

The Threepenny Opera (Brecht)

To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee)

Tolkien, J. R. R.; The Lord of the Rings

Tolstoy, Leo; Anna Karenina; “A Confession,” Resurrection; War and Peace

tragedy

Trilling, Lionel

Troilus and Cressida (Shakespeare)

Trollope, Anthony

Turgenev, Ivan: Fathers and Sons

The Turn of the Screw (James)

Twain, Mark; Adventures of Huckleberry Finn; The Adventures of Tom Sawyer


Ulysses (Joyce)

“Un-American Investigators” (Hughes)

Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Stowe)

“Under Ben Bulben” (Yeats)

Under Western Eyes (Conrad)

Updike, John

utilitarian ethics


vicarious experience and literature. See ethical criticism, vicarious imagination; philosophy and literature, vicarious experience

The Vicar of Wakefield (Goldsmith)

Victorian. See also Puritanism

Victory (Conrad)

violence and literature; conditions justifying its use; gratuitous; horror films; murder mysteries; purpose of. See also censorship; ethical criticism, author responsibilities

Virgil: Aeneid

virtue

Virtue and Vice (Aristotle)

virtue ethics

Voltaire: Candide


Wagner, Richard

Walker, Alice: The Color Purple; Possessing the Secret of Joy

Walton, Izaak

War and Peace (Tolstoy)

“Warning” (Hughes)

“The Waste Land” (Eliot)

Waugh, Evelyn

Wharton, Edith; The House of Mirth

What Is Literature? (Sartre)

Wheatley, Phyllis

Whitman, Walt; “Calamus,” ; Leaves of Grass; “Song of Myself”

The Wild Palms (Faulkner)

Wilde, Oscar; The Picture of Dorian Gray

Williams, Tennessee

Winesburg, Ohio (Anderson)

The Wings of the Dove (James)

The Winter of Our Discontent (Steinbeck)

The Winter’s Tale (Shakespeare)

Wodehouse, P. G.

Wolfe, Tom

Woolf, Virginia

Wordsworth, William: “Ode on the Intimations of Immortality” “The World Is Too Much with Us”

The World According to Garp (Irving)

“The World Is Too Much with Us” (Wordsworth)

Wright, Richard; “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born,” Native Son


Yeats, William Butler; “The Choice,” “Easter 1916,” “Under Ben Bulben”

Yehoshua, Abraham B.

Yizhar, S.: The Prisoner


Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (Pirsig)
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