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COURSE OVERVIEW:


Humanities 123 is the third in a sequence of Humanities courses that each provide an interdisciplinary introduction to significant cultural themes from art, music, history, philosophy, and literature in the Western tradition.  Western Washington University’s General Bulletin describes Humanities 123 as an introduction to modern Western culture from the 18th century to the present; the modern ideologies; alienation and integration of the individual in society.

The reading and viewing list for this class represents a broad spectrum of works from Europe, Great Britain, and the United States, showcasing major intellectual and social movements of the era.  The material is organized into three parts, denoting the foremost themes of the period.

READING LIST:
Note:  I have provided introductions to each work on this reading list.  In order to perform well on the examinations, you will have to read my lectures and the texts (or view the movies).  In some cases, you might find it worthwhile to read the introductions provided in the books themselves.  This last point applies especially to Rousseau’s Social Contract (Penguin Edition), which is a complex and at times confusing piece of political philosophy.   But this I leave up to your own judgment.   

Part I:  Romance and Revolution
Jane Austen:  Pride and Prejudice (all)


Jean Jacques Rousseau:  The Social Contract, Penguin edition, (Books 1 – 3 only)

Mary Wollstonecraft: Excerpt from A Vindication of the Rights of Women.  (Canvas)

William Wordsworth: “Tintern Abbey” and “Intimations of Immortality.”  (Canvas)


Karl Marx:  The Communist Manifesto  (all)

Part II:  An American Interlude


W. E. B. DuBois:  The Souls of Black Folk  (all)


Willa Cather:  My Antonia  (all)

John Ford:  View the following three movies: Stagecoach, My Darling Clementine and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (these should be available at any large movie rental outlet or at public and university libraries).
Part III:  The Modernist Enterprise


T. S. Eliot:  “The Waste Land”  (all)


Sigmund Freud:  Civilization and Its Discontents   (all)

Milan Kundera:  The Book of Laughter and Forgetting  (all except the second story, Mother)

Franz Kafka:  The Metamorphosis, The Penal Colony and Other Stories  (only The Metamorphosis and The Penal Colony)

James Baldwin:  Notes of a Native Son  (Canvas)


Martin Luther King, Jr.:  Letter from Birmingham Jail  (Canvas)


Hannah Arendt:  Excerpt from The Origins of Totalitarianism (Canvas)


The textbooks may be obtained online through a price comparison website such as www.AddAll.com or in a variety of places, such as public and college libraries, new and used bookstores, or at Western’s Student Co-op Bookstore.  Plan on purchasing your textbooks early and always be sure you are purchasing the correct edition of the book for this syllabus.

 (See special note on the films for Part II).

REQUIREMENTS:

l.  Do all the reading and viewing.

2.  Take three examinations.  (One after each Part of the course.)  The exams are a combination of short essay (150 words), definition (explain briefly an important term or concept, 50 words), and fill in the blank (1-5 words).

3.  Write one paper, after you’ve taken the three examinations.  Work with 3 or 4 of the required texts in order to trace the development of a critical idea.  The goal of the paper is to allow you to explore in more depth one of the themes covered by the course.  I’m not looking for a single ‘right’ answer to any of these questions.  I am, however, looking for a reasoned argument supported by evidence.  Regarding the latter—how ‘much’ evidence—I would say that two to three references per page will be sufficient.  The length of the paper should be between 2000 and 2500 words.  Use standard methods for citations (MLA—Modern Language Association).

Choose One:

1.  Afro-American Culture:  DuBois, Baldwin and/or King, plus one additional Afro-American whom we did not read (for a total of three authors).  Select one theme present in the work of each writer and follow its historical development.  Possible themes are 1) the veil and dual consciousness, 2) madness (as anger or insanity), 3) the role of black music in American life, or 4) the struggle for social justice.

You should not expect that the theme of, for instance, the veil would be present in DuBois in exactly the same way it appears in King.  You need to think what ‘the veil’ signifies (separation, misunderstanding, etc.) and then trace its meaning to the modern civil rights era.

2.  Women, Power and Culture:  Austen, Wollstonecraft and/or Cather, plus a contemporary woman writer of your choice (three authors total).  What is the field of action in which a woman can operate and expect to achieve any success?  How has this changed in the course of three centuries?  Be sure you select a clearly demarcated field, such as employment opportunities, status within the justice system, etc.  If you don’t, the paper will be stuck in an endless loop of generalities.

3.  Totalitarianism:  Rousseau or Marx, Kafka and Arendt (three authors).  Using Kafka and Arendt as modern ‘students’ of totalitarianism, select two characteristics of this ‘disease’ and trace the origin of each to Rousseau or Marx.  To what degree is it justifiable to ‘blame’ either Rousseau or Marx for the excesses of 20th century totalitarianism?  In other words, to what degree did 20th century thinkers distort the thought of Rousseau or Marx, either for personal advancement or honest stupidity?

4.  Modern Aesthetics:  Eliot, Kafka and Freud (all three).  Freud theorizes that the essential conflict within the human being and society at large is that between Eros and Thanatos.  After carefully explicating the theory of this conflict in Freud, analyze how this is manifest in the literary works of Eliot and Kafka.  Both poet and novelist can be classified, broadly, as symbolists—that is, writers who use the symbol rather than the narrative to convey meaning.  While the poem of Eliot and the stories of Kafka are comparatively short, they are very complex artworks, so don’t oversimplify your analysis.  Be patient and careful.  As with all these topics, feel free to use outside sources for clarification.

GRADING:

Each examination will be worth 30 points (total = 90).


The paper will be worth 60 points.


Total course points = 150.


A = 135 – 150; B = 120 – 134; C = 105 – 119; D = 90 = 104.  

 I do give plusses and minuses.

SUBMITTING ASSIGNMENTS:

ALWAYS make a copy of your work BEFORE submitting it.  If lessons are lost, it is far easier to resubmit a copy than to rewrite an entire assignment.  All assignments must be completed in order to receive credit for the course.    All work must be submitted to the Western Online office.

Time Considerations (a helpful message from the Western Online office) – Organize your time so that you spread the work out over 10 or 12 weeks, just like a regular academic quarter.  Treat your Self-paced course as the serious learning experience that it is.  True learning takes time: time for reading, time for processing new information, time for reflection.  


Rushing, compressing your study time, can only harm your academic success.  It is wise to establish a reading and studying calendar as soon as you enroll in this course and then stick to it.  Learn from any common errors you make on your first exam, to improve your performance on subsequent ones.  Think about your paper long before you begin to write, to give yourself an opportunity to seek help from Professor Moore in time to make changes.  Good luck and have a pleasant educational journey.


Remember that grading takes time and our instructors have other classes and students, other obligations.  Therefore, your instructor may not be able to grade assignments instantly, to accommodate your deadline.  Allow time for mailing to and from the Western Online office and also back and forth between our office and your instructor.
HELP WITH THE COURSE:

For procedural matters, go through the Western Online Office.  For specific text or assignment questions, call me at (360) 650-4074 OR you can send email to Tom.Moore@wwu.edu.  You can find out my current office hours by calling the Honors Program office at (360) 650-3034.

ABOUT THE INSTRUCTOR:

Professor Moore received his B.A. in English from Claremont McKenna College.  He went on to earn his M.A. in English and Ph.D. in religion and literature from the University of Chicago.  His teaching experience was gained at Chicago Conservatory College, Whatcom Community College, and Western Washington University, and includes numerous courses in English, philosophy, liberal studies, and seminars for the honors program.  Prior to teaching at Western and Whatcom, Dr. Moore worked as a planner for the Nooksack Indian Tribe and for the Cascade-Islands Community Mental Health Center.  He is a widely published poet and also won first prize for fiction in PEN/National Endowment for the Arts Syndicated Fiction Project in the spring of 1987. 


A PRIMER ON THE MODERN WORLD

INTRODUCTION

1.  What Can Be Said


One can’t, in as short a space as this, discuss every item that might be relevant to the modern world.  In fact, the more events we are aware of, the faster they all seem to go by us as they disappear, finally, into that maze of mirrors known as history.  Yet the goal of this course is to tell you something about the people and events that have shaped the last 250 years of Western culture.  Insofar as the story of history involves selection (which people and events were most important), it also, to be told, involves interpretation (why they were important).  Thus, I will be selecting and interpreting.

I would do otherwise except that the actual people and events—the “originals,” as Nietzsche calls them—are almost all gone, dead except in that they live on through their ideas, themselves only fragments of a full life.  Thus, like any historian, I must be content to work with fragments, shoving them around until they form an interesting pattern.  Yet this is not insignificant, for patterns are what we remember and value.  One might even go so far as saying that humans are pattern-making beings, our reason for doing so having, I presume, something to do with our conviction that a pattern implies order, and order suggests purpose.  And in all my musings about the last 250 years, one pattern—one habit of mind—stands above all others, the doctrine of progress.


As Hannah Arendt says, the notion that the future can be better than the past is wholly a new idea, springing into being sometime during the last half of the 18th century.  You ask, “Didn’t people always have hope for the future?” and my response is that, as far as one can tell, they did not.  You ask, “Didn’t people sometimes hope for a better future after they died?” and I would say, yes; but this is not the same as expecting a better life on earth.  While culture might have been eking out some minor gains, it is doubtful that a man of the seventh or eleventh centuries would have thought the lives of his grandchildren or great-great-great-grandchildren would be significantly better than his own.  One cannot point to a single individual or event and say that he or it invented the idea of progress.  But I do think that faith in a better future begins with the hope that humans can understand the world and, in understanding something, begin to control it.  One might call this the demystifying of experience, and it was the scientists of the 17th and 18th centuries who started things off.


The maturation of science and the scientific method is one of the three great advances in thought that define Western culture.  While most of you are aware of the contributions of Albert Einstein, Charles Darwin, Neils Bohr or Werner Heisenberg (all but Darwin of the 20th century), you probably are not as familiar with the men listed below.  There are many theories as to how science itself progresses, but the one I find most useful is that proposed by Thomas Kuhn, who suggests that each scientific field (e.g., physics, chemistry, geology) works within a “paradigm,” or model, which focuses scientific effort, determines which questions are worth answering, and, in general, confirms the conventional wisdom.  

For instance, the Ptolemaic vision of a geocentric (earth-centered) solar system sustained itself for over 1500 years before Galileo and others supplanted it with a heliocentric (sun-centered) vision.  According to Kuhn, tension builds within each paradigm as the level of inconsistencies within it increases, finally, to the breaking point, and a new paradigm ensues.  It is also both interesting to note—and ironic—that each paradigm ‘works’ well enough in its time to answer all relevant questions posed to it.  That the geocentric system was, empirically, dead wrong as an accurate description of phenomena, did not mean it was useless for predicting the spring equinox or when Mars would appear in the western sky.  

Below are a few of the distinguished minds who helped place the modern world on an empirical footing.  All were well educated and inherently brilliant.  Some were aristocratic and, as such, had free time on their hands, and through a natural proclivity or a lack of anything better to do, gravitated toward the physical sciences.  There is, as well, an aura about these men that makes them seem like gentlemen scholars, not concerned with publishing and tenure, and certainly not with departmental meetings.  They were lucky in that they were able to study what interested them, and as a result gave us the foundation of the modern scientific worldview.

2. Famous Scientists You Should Know
Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626):  Both a philosopher and a scientist, Bacon is generally credited with introducing true empiricism as the new scientific methodology.  As strange as it might seem, prior to the Renaissance, science was chiefly a book-bound discipline, citing as imperial authorities Aristotle, Pythagoras and other ancient sages.  Along with Galileo and the astronomers, Bacon advocated turning to the world itself, turning to nature, for answers.  Thus, if one wanted to learn about the mating habits of frogs, one should actually go to the swamp, observe, and take notes and not simply look up information.  In other words, Bacon advocated data-gathering and the experiment as the vehicles upon which the scientist rode to the city of truth.  

Rene Descartes (1596-1650):  A Jesuit scholar committed both to truth and faith, Descartes championed the use of reason as a sufficient guide to knowledge of what is real.  His first major work, Discourse on Method, advocated, as a starting point, that the scientist reject all propositions, whether from authority, custom or sense, which one could in the least question.  This “radical doubt” was meant to wipe the slate clean and discover if there was anything one could know with absolute certainty.  Secondly, he advocated the analytical approach to problem solving, in which one broke a complex question into several simple ones, answered each of those in turn, and then reconstructed the partial answers into a whole.


Descartes’ Meditations revisits some of the issues raised in Method, but goes one step further when asking what one can know absolutely.  That is, if something can be known absolutely, then that thing or idea can be the basis upon which an edifice of knowledge can be built.  To this end, he proposes a thought experiment to himself in which he asks, Suppose there was an all-powerful, though dishonest, deity, whose sole aim in life was to deceive him, Descartes.  Further suppose that this deity arranged matters so that every single sense perception received by Descartes was false.  Is there anything Descartes could trust as absolutely true?  His answer was as curious as it was profound.  Yes, he says.  I know that my mind exists because it is my mind that is being deceived.  That which is being deceived (that to which something is being done) must exist.  The upshot of this meditation was one of the most powerful sentences in all of Western thought:  cogito, ergo sum: I think, therefore I exist.


The implications of this sentence are weighty indeed.  If God’s greatest gift to mankind is reason, and if it is through reason alone that man knows he exists, then reason is man’s tie to God.  All else—nature and the world of the senses in general—is of secondary importance.  Moreover, through reason man becomes, as it were, a minor deity, who can use, misuse and use up all that is constituted by the material world.  This assertion is known as the Cartesian Dualism, which separated reason (spirit, mind) from the body (flesh, senses) to such an absolute degree that we are just beginning to recover from it.

John Locke (1632-1704):  The Englishman Locke was a multi-talented thinker who contributed as much to political philosophy as he did to scientific thought.  In a sense, he advocates the contrary position to Descartes vis-à-vis what one can know, though both thinkers rely heavily on reason as a tool for ferreting out the truth.  Locke’s specific interest was in epistemology, that branch of science that asks, How do you know what you know?  How reliable is your knowledge?  Locke rejected the concept of innate ideas (the notion that one is born with some knowledge) and advocated the proposition that the human mind at birth is a tabula rasa, a blank slate (or blackboard).  

All that we can ever know, he says, comes directly from experience, comes through our perceptions.  A sense impression (a simple idea) is then combined with other sense impressions, gradually, over the course of time, until they create a complex idea.  This mental act is not, however, a passive process.  Rather, the mind is an active agent, always assessing, comparing, deducing and intuiting.  Thereby one’s intellect becomes stocked with ideas so complex and fascinating that one is tempted to believe he brought them into being through pure reason.  But this would be wrong.  Complex ideas (notions of God, political theory, beauty) are the products of our brains churning over data until the ideas emerge, polished and sparkling, looking as if they’d come from another world.

Isaac Newton (1642-1727):  Newton was one of the world’s few authentic geniuses.  He invented calculus by the time he was twenty-five (for which he may be praised or blamed, depending on one’s affinity for mathematics) and in 1689 published Principia Mathematica, our first modern statement of the laws governing the physical universe.  We sometimes forget that this mechanistic view of the universe is so relatively young (given the history of human thought), but it is the youth and vitality of this paradigm which caused it to have such a profound effect, not just on science, but on the way people viewed the material world.  For instance, the laws regulating the conservation of momentum or the mutual attraction of objects were not just other theories (as we are accustomed to valuing scientific pronouncements today) but were the ultimate statements of truth—beyond which no thought could go.  While today we know that Newton’s laws do not apply to the areas of subatomic physics or to the vast reaches of Einstein’s universe, they still work within the world conceived on a human scale.

3.  What Might Be Meant by Progress


As faith in science increased, so did faith increase in the power of the human being to control his future.  Social systems that had existed for centuries were no longer seen as good or necessary, but rather, simply artifacts willed into existence by previous generations.  In particular, this meant that the class structure (God, king, aristocracy, middle class, peasant, slave) was not a given, a thing (known as “The great chain of being”) whose existence was at least implicitly supported by divine fiat.  As we will see in the writings of Rousseau, Wollstonecraft and Marx, visionary men and women began to think that they could act meaningfully on the social, political and economic worlds so as to improve the lot of mankind.  So I will say that as a first element of Progress, we see a belief in the empowerment of human beings to improve their lives.


A second element is a belief that the general fund of human knowledge is steadily increasing.  This is of course reflected in the data about the world provided to us by science, but also lives in the realization that human society had a past that can be put to use if studied.  The past, that is, was not simply an inert relic, but held within its seemingly mute lips a story to tell that might help us construct a more humane future.  It almost goes without saying that, for the advocates of progress, the knowledge that is truly valuable is scientific knowledge and the knowledge that becomes of lesser use is that which I would call religious knowledge.  Except for the brief recovery of a kind of pantheism during the Romantic Era, the intellectuals of the Western world no longer spoke of God’s miracles, but of natural forces which, if not as inspiring, were of considerably more use.  More and more, religion was marginalized, and the Western world began the long march to secularism that marks us today, and makes it so difficult for us to understand a cultural system such as Islam.


The third sign of progress was the application of scientific methodology to humanistic knowledge.  For nearly all but Wordsworth and Rousseau, it became  doctrinal that one should attempt to hold the humanities (history, philosophy, literature) and art to a higher standard of truth (or excellence) than they were bound to by their own disciplines.  Dismissed was Aristotle’s advice that each area of human knowledge ought to be governed by unique standards, expectations, and/or proof.   Even more at risk was religious knowledge, which demanded that one’s faith should triumph over mere material evidence.  And as the years passed, and as science built a temple to its own truth, the faded and somewhat shabby edifices of poetry or biography began to appear as trivial diversions along the great march to Truth.  

4.  History as a Confirmation of Ideas


For as long as one could remember it was pretty much assumed that mere ideas arose out of historical events, but as we proceeded through the 18th and 19th centuries, this was proven wrong.  Ideas of human liberty that percolated through the writings of the Enlightenment philosophers soon proved too strong to be contained by the walls of drawing rooms, and burst into the streets, where they were mixed with passion and greed.  The upshot of this strange breeding was revolution: the American, the French, the failed attempt of Greece to liberate itself from Turkish rule, and in 1830 and 1848, a whole series of political tantrums shook Europe.  


Liberty bears close relationship to another intellectual child of this period: individualism.  For almost as far back as one could remember, it was the state, the commune, that claimed the first fruits of human energy and loyalty.  The self, it was thought, was little more than a means to make possible the life of the tribe.  All this began to change, curiously enough, not in the writing of Locke or Voltaire, but in the thought of an economist, Adam Smith (1723-1790).  If economics weren’t so unbearably dull, I would ask you to read Smith’s Wealth of Nations, which argued, among other points, that the welfare of the whole could be best preserved only when each individual was allowed to pursue his own self interest.  

As well as supplying the core ideology for capitalism, Smith’s ideas sanctioned the full expression of individual freedom.  At once, the most convenient measure of one’s liberty was one’s bankbook, a tenet that could be confirmed by empirical observation.  Were not the rich the most ‘free’ from hunger, cold, and want?  If not physically able to defend their liberty, the rich could hire mercenaries to do so.  Of course, the degree of liberty enjoyed by those capitalists whom Dickens skewered in Hard Times was maintained only by the relative unfreedom of others, whether bond slaves or wage slaves.   Eventually, however, workers (the disenfranchised proletariat of Marx) were able to secure a portion of the public wealth in those countries with a democratic heritage.  And legalized slavery, at least on a national scale, was finally eliminated by the end of the 19th century.


Progress, in other words, is a product of scientific, economic and moral thought; and in recent years these have merged into what we might call the ideology of growth.  Growth—especially economic growth—compensates for the inequitable distribution of wealth by improving the economic health of everyone, just as an incoming tide will raise the yacht and the dinghy.  Growth is, as well, difficult to dislike, since it is symbolically linked to a healthy organism.  (Who wouldn’t want one’s child or one’s net worth to grow?)  Hence, opposition to growth—or even raising questions about what one sacrifices to obtain it—is difficult to take seriously.  Yet I think we must.  While I don’t want to sound like a scrooge, it is worthwhile to note that growth does require the ever-increasing use of natural resources, and with that, the continued dissemination of more and more waste.  Moreover, as capitalism reaches into the far corners of the world, it would seem a moral necessity that we consider the effects of growth not only on our own social system but also on those of other nations.

5.  The Revenge of the State

With every action (so says Newton) there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Whether such a precise balance exists in politics is surely open to question, but certainly the 20th century witnessed two political ideologies that were at an extreme remove from progress.  I am, of course, referring to Fascism and Communism, the latter as seen in the realms of Stalin (in the Soviet Union) and Mao (in China).  While both these forms of totalitarianism will be discussed later, for now a few words will suffice.


In Nazism and Communism the state supersedes the human being as the culminating achievement of history.  The state, in fact, achieves the status of an independent agent which is able to use human beings to further its development.  This is thought right and just because the state, not the human being, is seen as the true product of evolution.  It is said, correctly I think, that the totalitarian state continually sacrifices the present for the future, continually demands that people relinquish present happiness for a ‘glorious’ future that, unfortunately, keeps receding like a desert mirage.  Terror, lies, and genocide are employed as legitimate means of realizing a political ideal: in other words, perfect injustice is thought to lead to perfect justice.  A more illogical formulation might be conceived, but none more injurious to the human spirit.

Part I:  Romance and Revolution

______________________________________________________________

Read:

Jane Austen:  Pride and Prejudice
Jean Jacques Rousseau:  The Social Contract
William Wordsworth: “Tintern Abbey” and “Intimations of Immortality”

Mary Wollstonecraft: excerpt from A Vindication of the Rights of Women
Karl Marx:  The Communist Manifesto





Jane Austen and Her Milieu

1.  Historical Setting


English society in the mid-18th century (the focus of Austen’s attention) was largely made up of a system of small communities governed paternalistically by a member of the landed aristocracy.  While this figure of authority could be a woman, most frequently it was a man; this was the case because of the legal difficulty of a woman’s inheriting any substantial portion of wealth in the event of her husband’s (or brother’s) death.  Each town included a social cross section of society and was somewhat independent of other communities.  However, links were created among landowners through social activities such as fox hunting, balls, recitals and the like; members of the lower classes effected a similar social bond through country fairs, quilting bees, and church gatherings.  As has been pointed out extensively by other historians, social relations were personal relations, and anything that threatened this, such as large government, sprawling cities or even capitalism itself, was viewed with alarm and distaste.


Edmund Burke was the great philosopher of the 18th century landed aristocracy and his vision of culture is deeply embedded in Austen’s fiction.  According to Burke, the traditional social institutions were not simply products of human ingenuity but were carefully designed creations of God, which could disband only at our peril.  Of these he says, “To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle of publik [sic] affections.  It is the first link in the series by which we proceed toward a love to our country and to mankind” (Reflections on the French Revolution).  Consequently, the well-being of the state (used here as a generic term for social systems) is directly tied to the quality of individual relationships a person is able to establish with his immediate family and community.


The leisure afforded the landed gentry by their not having to work gave them the liberty to attend, disinterestedly, to the welfare of all in the community.  In contrast, the common man or woman—the ones who had to toil for their bread—tended either to be caught up in the business of survival or regarded making money as an end in itself.  In contrast, the man or woman of leisure (Mr. Darcy or Lady Catherine de Bourgh) considered his/her estate as a possession to be held in trust for future generations, and not a thing to be exploited.  This was the kernel of a moral responsibility that Austen sees as central to the welfare of the healthy state.


As important as specific duties were the social rituals through which the landowner, as well as the common man, expressed his awareness of the needs of others.  Again, quoting Edmund Burke: “Manners are of more importance than laws.  Upon them, in a great measure, laws depend.  The law touches us but here and there, now and then.  Manners are what vex and sooth, corrupt or purify, exalt or debase, barbarize or refine us.  They give their whole form and colour [sic] to our lives.  According to their quality, they aid morals, they supply them, or they totally destroy them” (French Revolution).  When Burke thus speaks of manners he is referring not just to questions of etiquette, but to the whole complex arrangement of gestures, both of speech and body, through which one acknowledges another’s existence.  It is by way of these “ceremonies of life” (Austen, Mansfield Park) that one has the opportunity to demonstrate, formally, one’s understanding of and concern for others.


Jane Austen begins a story by establishing the social positions of her main characters; she then moves them up and down the social ladder, measuring the way that they live up to the ideal of concern for the ‘good’ of others.  One of her major concerns is the way that the status quo is being threatened by people who do not have the same sense of social duty as is manifest by the landed aristocracy.  Such ‘villains’ are the materialists, the money-grubbers, the social climbers, and the pretenders to status and moral worth.  These kinds of people aspire to social status without having a legitimate social function.  It is not that such people as Mr. Darcy or Mr. Bingley are faultless; rather, it is that they are able to overcome the imperfections that inevitably accrue to human nature and then act morally, less for the benefit of themselves and more for the good of the social whole.

2.  The Social Origins of the Novel


We are so familiar with the novel as a literary form that we, perhaps, forget that it is the youngest of the major literary genres, not achieving a definitive birth until the 18th century, and one might well ask why the gestation period was so long.  In doing so we might learn something about the form of the novel as well as its audience and thus understand why Jane Austen’s novels work as they do.  Ian Watt, the literary critic who wrote The Rise of the Novel, suggests that at least two factors had to be present before the novel could develop into a genre to rival drama, epic and poetry.  First, one needs a fairly large, literate audience before a publisher will risk the expense of printing several thousand copies of any novel, especially one by an as yet unknown writer (as Austen was when Pride and Prejudice was published in 1813).  Second, Watt thinks that this didn’t exist until an improving 18th century economy afforded people the relative luxury of reading instead of working.  At this time in England we see the development of the rural middle class, a society in which education was available not only to men but to women of sufficient means to pay for it; not that women were regular attendees at secondary schools or universities, but tutors were available.  Indeed, it would have been through such offices that the Bennet girls would have received their education.


The popularization of the novel also may coincide with a modest rise in the status of women—not that they were able to vote or assume roles as professional doctors or attorneys—but they began to play a more active role in the larger world.  It is thus perhaps ironic that the basic subject matter of the novel is the one area in which women were the ‘experts’: the domestic environment.  For what else are 18th century novels about except the family—the relationships among members, the various domestic duties, the importance of marriage, an awareness of the importance of money in the new mercantile environment.  More specifically, Watt thinks that diary writing (a practice engaged in by all literate women of the age) provided the crucial ‘raw material’ for family dramas.  More leisure time, better education, an increase in wealth, and an expanding middle class—all contributed to the development of the novel in this century.


3.  Innovations of the Novel


According to Watt, the formal innovations in storytelling associated with the novel are two: 1) it was full of concrete, realistic detail, as was no preceding genre; and 2) it proposed to overturn the traditional unities of time and place.  First, the novel creates a ‘real’ illusion that requires the complete suspension of disbelief on the part of the reader.  For example, in the novel there is no stage upon which actors strut and speak; in the novel there is no ‘setting’ that constantly reminds the audience that the characters are really just actors.  Instead, the novel tries to create a full world inhabited by an enormous variety of characters, some of whose minds we have access to.  And many of these people are just as human as is the reader—not at all like great heroes of Homer or the kings and queens of Shakespeare.  Thus the novelist could claim that she was writing about real people in real situations; indeed, should the reader wish to, he could go to the country and observe the aristocrats at play.


Second, the novel attacks the traditional requirement of a drama which says that stage time should mimic real world time (the unity of time).  Likewise, the novel undermines the idea that the scope of action should be relatively limited and not stretch over whole continents and across seas (the unity of place).  Of course, it is somewhat ironic that the novels of Austen, concerned as they are about manners (a visibly social phenomenon), are read and understood one reader at a time, in solitary leisure.  But, then again, maybe the novel is the perfect vehicle for Austen’s purpose, for she attempts to describe a very subtle aspect of life.  Manners, says Lionel Trilling, are “the hum and buzz of implication” surrounding our every act.  Manners are the glue which holds society together.  A smile, a gesture, a bow, a careless word, an awkward social situation, discussing money with one’s in-laws, expressing one’s love too fearlessly, being alone with the wrong person.  Manners are the way we do what we do.  Manners are the style we place upon the content of our lives.

4.  Marriage


In a very real sense, Pride and Prejudice can be seen as structured entirely around marriage—the introduction, the courtship, the financial arrangements, the marriage, the life together, the sacrifices needed to make a marriage work.  But it is interesting in a book devoted to the importance of marriage (for what other option did a woman of intelligence and modest income have in the 18th c.) that we see only one marriage that is entirely successful:  Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner.  This couple represents bourgeois values—those values that are challenging the moral system of the aristocracy—yet they are, nevertheless, good people: sensitive, practical, responsible and compassionate.  The ‘moral’ lesson presented by the Gardiners is that ‘humanity transcends class.’  If one asks to whom this revelation might also apply, we need only look as far as Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy, where the former’s lower social status is seen, initially, as a stumbling block to marital union.


Also being weighed on the marriage scale is the possible union of Mr. Bingley and Jane Bennet, the tiresome partnership of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, the sadly comic union of Charlotte Lucas and the Reverend Mr. Collins (one of the great fools in English literature), and the relationship between Lydia Bennet and Mr. Wickham.  In addition, we have all the other possible unions that are discussed or hinted at (some very obliquely) throughout the novel: Elizabeth and Mr. Collins, Bingley and Darcy’s sister (Georgiana), Elizabeth and Wickham, Wickham and Georgiana, and Miss Bingley and Darcy.  In sum, the mating rituals are complex.  Yet the one the reader is most concerned with will have to serve, in the limited space I have, as inspiration for your understanding of them all.  

Note that at the beginning of the novel Elizabeth Bennet is portrayed as being several steps below Mr. Darcy on the social scale.  (She might be a member of the upper middle class or on the very lowest rung of the upper class; at any rate, she is hardly worth his notice.)  Yet at the same time Mr. Darcy is located as fairly far down the moral scale, since he (at the first ball) is condescending, rude, and arrogant.  To effect a marriage her readers will believe in, Austen must contrive to have Elizabeth ascend the social scale and Darcy the moral one, so that there can be a marriage of true equals.  An understanding of how Austen effects this will result in one’s comprehension of the novel as a whole.  

5.  Jane Austen Now

Today, we think that a marriage of equals is only a just and reasonable end.   But consider how revolutionary this idea was 250 years ago.  Mrs. Bennet (Elizabeth’s mother) aptly portrays the expected response of society as a whole to the young woman who would have the temerity to turn down any marriage proposal.  When Elizabeth turns down Collins’ proposal, Mrs. Bennet is so distraught that she threatens to disown her daughter and tries to impose on her husband’s authority to force Lizzy into marriage.  That Elizabeth has the presence of mind to resist such pressure and to try to figure what would be best for her marks her as the first authentic heroine to appear in a novel.   

It is the purpose of the 18th century novelist to present her characters, to complicate their lives, to create challenges for her heroine (or hero) to overcome, and then at the end of the novel, to present a resolution of conflict.  If this is done to the satisfaction of the reader, then one might judge the novel a success.  Jane Austen’s work resides, arguably, at the topmost ranks of English literature—a step below Shakespeare or Chaucer, but so far above everyone else that not to have read at least one of her works would mean one’s education was incomplete.




  Jean Jacques Rousseau  (1712-1778)




           The Social Contract (1762)
1.  Historical Background


The 18th century was a time of immense political turmoil.  We all know of the American Revolution (1776) but it may come as a surprise to learn that another revolution was actually a more influential cultural enterprise than our own.  This was the French Revolution (1789), the culmination of forces—both intellectual and social—that struck at the heart of the class system and social assumptions that had dominated Europe ever since the end of the Middle Ages.  But a revolution doesn’t materialize out of thin air, even if that air is filled with the cries of the oppressed, for the masses usually have too little sense of where their energies ought to be directed to accomplish anything.  So into this void steps an individual with a vision, a plan, a dream—or in the case of the 18th century, several men.


Perhaps the most significant period for the development of political philosophy can be found in Athens (Greece) of the 5th and 4th centuries B.C.  There we see Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and a host of lesser lights (though still bright in comparison to our own age) setting forth the fundamental principles that would eventually shape democracy.  Clearly, the second most important era was the 18th century, where, in addition to Rousseau, we see the political theory of Montesquieu (1689-1755), Voltaire (1694-1778), Jefferson (1743-1826), and (somewhat earlier) John Locke (1632-1704) and Thomas Hobbes (1558-1679) all working towards a definition of a new governmental ideal.  This vision, known generally as the social contract, sought to place authority in the hands of ‘the people,’ although it was sometimes difficult defining exactly who those would be.


Rousseau, himself, was born in Geneva, Switzerland, which at that time was an independent theocracy (a state run by its religious leaders).  His mother died in childbirth and he was raised by an aunt and his father, who, though well-meaning, was not able to secure for his family a stable existence.  His father did, however, see to Rousseau’s classical education, though this did not exempt the young man from also being educated in the school of hard knocks.  Setting out on his own at sixteen, Rousseau worked as a gravedigger, music teacher, carriage footman, land surveyor, and tutor, among others.  Finally, at thirty (in 1742), Rousseau arrived in Paris, where he became attached to an illustrious crowd of artists, intellectuals, and diplomats that met in the Paris salon—the public rooms presided over by elegant grand dames of the Parisian social scene. 


By all accounts, Rousseau was a strange fish—a man of acknowledged brilliance who lived in a common-law marriage with an illiterate former maid, by whom he had several children.  Which is to say, Rousseau never seems to have felt completely at ease in social settings, especially among the literati, always silently wondering whether he belonged in the same room with a Voltaire or Diderot.  He nevertheless burst onto the scene by winning an essay contest (sponsored by the directors of the French Encyclopedie) which asked, “Has the revival of the arts and sciences done more to corrupt or purify morals?”  In an age which almost deified the concept of progress, Rousseau’s answer was as unexpected as it was audacious: the effects of supposed progress—in science, mathematics, philosophy and the arts—upon human nature are wholly in the negative.  The human creature was happiest when it lived in nature, before corrupt human laws spoiled innate human goodness. 


Of the many Romantic period (circa 1775-1850) writers, few others so idealized the natural world—or at least he did so early in his career:  “O man,” says Rousseau, “of whatever country you are, and whatever your opinions may be, behold your history, such as I have thought to read it, not in books written by your fellow creatures, who are liars, but in nature, which never lies.  All that comes from her will be true” (Discourse on the Origin and Bases of Inequality Among Men).  The belief that one could and should learn from nature became a commonplace assumption of the Romantic period, seen also in the poetry of the Englishmen William Wordsworth and John Keats.  Specifically, the romantics believed that God’s hand was palpably at work in the natural world, where the ministrations of Providence could be observed clearly without the distorting or corrupting influences of political society.


Had Rousseau maintained this early position he would have remained a minor entertainer on the political philosophy circuit, but he did not.  Quite simply, when he decided to inquire into the theoretical foundations of human government he realized it was pointless to hold that the best government was a natural one, for nature offered no model of how a putatively moral creature might govern itself.  The one empirically testable law of nature was that “might makes right,” the position defended by the stooges of monarchy, such as the Dutch writer Grotius.  Clearly, to reduce morality to a feat of arms was not only illogical, he decided, but immoral as well.  “What,” he asks, “can be the validity of a right which perishes with the force on which it rests” (Social Contract, I, 3).  If one is to be serious—and if one is to pay more than lip service to truth—a basis other than force must be found upon which to build a just society.

2.  The New Law

          It is sometimes difficult to understand The Social Contract, not because his thoughts as such are confusing but because the text as a whole has goals that sometimes work at cross purposes to each other: the book is both an explication of theory and an argument for its correctness.  This said, we could safely make the following generalizations.  Book I argues that only a state in which the governing power rests with the citizens is capable of providing those people both freedom and security.  Book II defines and asks how one can determine the “general will” of the people, for it is this general will that must be transformed into laws.  Book III addresses the more practical problem of how executive (day-to-day) authority and legislative (general law making) authority can be welded together so that the state functions smoothly.  Book IV examines the historical precedence of his ideas in Roman law and customs, thus lending a convincing flourish to Rousseau’s earlier pronouncements.  Now, to some more thorough explanations.


A frequent misunderstanding of Rousseau comes from an incorrect understanding of his famous line, “Man was born free, and he is everywhere in chains” (I, 1).  To wit, Rousseau is not advocating that human beings throw off all chains (laws and customs) for that would be to thrust us back into a state of nature; rather, the piquancy of his remark is that he realizes that human beings are social creatures and as such must be bound to each other with chains.  The challenge he faces is to forge the least onerous kind of chain.  Then he moves to a crucial philosophical assumption, upon which the entirety of his argument will rest: “[T]he social order is a sacred right which serves as a basis for all other rights” (I,1).  Included in these “all other rights” are, of course, individual rights, obeisance to which might trap us in or lead us back into the “state of nature,” which, as noted above, is to live without true laws, freedoms or responsibilities.  Only those rights which are sanctioned by the whole of the people have any true moral authority and hence are the only ones which should be obeyed.  Although he admits that the family (clearly a natural unit) is the basis of all societies, the aggregation of even thousands of families together does not thereby form a ‘natural’ state.  Such is the fallacy of scale.  


Chapters 6-8 of Book I are perhaps the most important for his argument and the most confusing; hence, I think it apt to say a few words about them.  The question, remember, of this book is how to provide a people with both freedom and security, and to effect this end, Rousseau emphasizes the importance of equality.  Yet how is one to achieve this when wealth, power, intelligence, and beauty are so obviously distributed unequally among men (and women)?  Well, some advantages are purely genetic and can’t be touched; but others, like wealth, can be redistributed to promote some semblance of equality.  The key here, says Rousseau, is to have every single human being “alienate”—give away—all his possessions and freedoms to the “whole community”(I, 6).  If everyone gives up all, then all will be equal.  All equally poor, I hear you say.  But no.  The “sovereign people” (the collective that is the state) will then give back to each, based on the formula that “no citizen shall be rich enough to buy another and none so poor as to be forced to sell himself” (II, 11).  Would this make it impossible for someone to become as rich as Bill Gates?  Yes, but remember in Rousseau’s system that “the social order is a sacred right”—not individual rights.


Rousseau demands, as well, a new definition of freedom, pulling men away from the physical freedom enjoyed in a condition of nature and toward a moral freedom only possible in a civil society.  Though what, you might ask, would happen if someone didn’t realize the superiority of moral freedom?  In such a case, one who refuses to obey the general will “shall be forced to be free” (I, 7).  That is, he shall be re-educated, or if that fails, exiled, or in extreme cases, when the actions of the individual are selfishly out of step with the needs of the vast majority, the individual could be executed as an enemy of the state.  Such an act would not, though, be seen as a victory for the state since to experience such a failure would place as much blame on the state as the person.


In Chapter 8 Rousseau draws up a kind of ledger so the potential new citizen can judge for himself the advantages of living in a civil society.  On the one side, he says, are instinct, physical impulse, desire and inclination, and on the other are justice, duty, right and reason.  Who in his right mind would not choose the latter constellation of attributes?  Who would choose to live like an animal instead of a human being?  And as the clincher, Rousseau points out that to be “governed by appetite” (the sum of all negative qualities) is, in fact, to be a slave.  So the person who clings to his animal nature in the illusion that this gives him freedom is the biggest fool of all.  He has not the highest freedom, which is moral freedom, but unknowingly lives like a brute, which is to have no real freedom at all.


As a coda to Book I of The Social Contract, I would direct your attention to its last sentence, which is a very long sentence, so I won’t quote it all.  His point here is that “natural equality” is really a contradiction in terms because human beings are born so manifestly unequal.  In order to remedy this “mistake of nature,” Rousseau proposes to substitute for a false natural equality a “moral and lawful equality” (I,9).  That aspect of the social system which guarantees this (in theory, at least) is the law, which is to be imposed equally on every citizen in the state.  When he says, “so that however unequal in strength and intelligence, men become equal by covenant and rights” he is echoing the more familiar statement of Jefferson that all men (and, finally, women) are equal in the eyes of the law. 

3.  How the New State Works

            It would be wise to admit that Rousseau is a better strategist—or visionary—than he is a tactician.  He skillfully addresses the ‘big’ questions of social policy, pointing out the desired end, but he is less helpful when developing concrete steps to reach that end.  To a very great extent, and regardless of whether he consciously acknowledged it, his hometown, Geneva, remained for him a model of governmental efficiency and morality.  The citizens of Geneva were united religiously, which gave them a sense of common goals; relatively prosperous, which meant they could occasionally be generous; and the town meeting format virtually guaranteed that every man would be able to have his ideas heard.  This authentic sense of community, then, forms the basis of Rousseau’s practical thinking and indeed makes possible a state’s functioning.

An illustration of this is his whole discussion of the general will in Book II.  The general will, he says, reflects “only the common interest” of all citizens in the state while the private will, by definition, is concerned with solitary desires (II, 3).  When one eliminates all of those private needs from every single person, what remains are needs shared by every citizen—this is the general will.  This general will always wants what is good for its members but is not always sure of how to attain that good; so the general will must be guided by specific laws.


The laws of a state are best written when the state is newly formed, for then the people have had no opportunity to accustom themselves to bad laws.  To effect this end, a people, once it has decided to form a state, will invite in a “lawgiver,” who will study the customs and habits of a people and write a set of laws uniquely suited to the needs of that people (II, 7).  The lawgiver functions as a modern-day consultant, living unobtrusively among the people, studying, trying to determine what they require for happiness.  At the end of this time period, the lawgiver writes the constitution of the state and presents it to the people for ratification.  At this point, every person within the geographical boundaries of the proposed state has a chance to accept or reject this document.  The people who vote in the affirmative remain; the people who vote in the negative leave (though it is unclear exactly how this happens).  What, though, of the people who are silent?  “In such a case,” says Rousseau, “the silence of the people permits the assumption that the people consents” (II, 2).  This is called “tacit agreement”—the assertion that silence is a form of agreement.  So, the silent ones remain and agree to obey the laws they have, in effect, voted for with their bodies.


It is to Rousseau’s credit that the lawgiver can have no role in the day-to-day governance of the state, “for just as he who has command over men must not have command over laws, neither must he who has command over laws have command over men” (II, 7).  But who does have the right to regulate the normal operation of the state?  Here, Rousseau becomes uncharacteristically practical, recognizing that someone must be given common authority—someone must have the legal right to pursue common criminals, mediate disputes among neighbors, and see to it that civil order is maintained. To this end, Rousseau conceives the “executive,” an office that exists only at the behest of, and to serve, the sovereign people.  The operative system, as best as I can envision it, would look something like this:



I.
Sovereign People: Embodies the General Will




    Ratifies Laws 

II.
Executive: Acts as the Designated Will




    Enforces Laws

III.
Individual Citizens: Divided into the Particular Wills




     Obeys Laws

On the surface, this would not seem to be very democratic; however, one must remember that the individual people collectively ARE the sovereign people.  So in obeying the decisions of the executive they are, according to Rousseau, doing no more than obeying themselves.  There can be no tyranny if a people follows its own will.  In Rousseau’s own words, the government (the executive) is “an intermediary body established between the subjects and the sovereign for their mutual communication, a body charged with the execution of the laws and the maintenance of freedom, both civil and political” (III, 1).  The safeguard against the corruption of the executive is that the people will agree to meet at regular intervals to assess the adequacy of their laws and the performance of the executive.  No act of the executive can abrogate the right of the people to do this—indeed, an attempt on the part of the executive to do so would negate its authority, produce a revolution, and demand a new set of fundamental laws.


In spite of his high hopes for a true democracy, Rousseau knows that any product of the human mind is a time-limited artifact; and this is no less true for a state than for a suit of clothes.  Much of Book III is concerned with why a state might decline, and in this discussion the author’s Romantic outlook shows through.  Remember how frequently romantic poets and philosophers used analogies associated with Nature?  In this regard, Rousseau comments, “The legislative power is the heart of the state, the executive power is the brain, which sets all the parts in motion . . . [b]ut as soon as his heart stops functioning, the creature is dead”(III, 11). The state, no less than and animal, is subject to the larger laws of birth, growth and death—a sentence imposed no less on a democracy than on a tyranny.  


Yet Rousseau is not optimistic about democracy’s flowering on just any soil, because this form of government requires citizens to be free enough of their selfish interests to act consistently as moral agents on behalf of the whole.  “Freedom,” he says, “is not a fruit of every climate, and it is not therefore within the capacity of every people” (III, 8).  Those who are thus blessed should consider themselves fortunate, but “[a]s soon as public service ceases to be the main concern of the citizens” the state enters into a downward trajectory.  It is important here to distinguish clearly between an executive who is concerned with public business and the people’s being so concerned.  Simply put, there can be no substitute for a citizen recognizing that he is a part of the state and that it is his responsibility to control the mechanisms of government.

4.  Final Words


From Rousseau, Locke, and Montesquieu we have inherited the belief that the best state is the one governed by laws that the citizens themselves have approved.  For Rousseau, however, laws mean more than what is codified and applied in judicial settings.  There are the fundamental laws (the constitution given to the people by the lawgiver), the criminal and civil laws (laws which regulate the daily operation of the state), and, most importantly, “morals, customs and, above all, belief . . . on which the success of all the other laws depend” (II, 12).  The primacy given to the moral is, I think, authentic, but one must also account for the degree to which this rebellious soul had to be concerned with the existing French monarchy and Catholic church.  Would they tolerate such reformist exhortations?  Would he be persecuted for treason? 


While Rousseau never outgrew his desire to find a place for himself somewhere in society, he doesn’t appear to have wanted that enough to behave himself.  He was frequently rude and impatient with those of lesser intellect; and he rarely shied away from expressing his ideas thoroughly and forcefully, even in front of an audience clearly unready for them.  Geniuses tend to be like that.  We, on the other hand, are beneficiaries of such arrogance, for his ideas have in part made possible the grand democracies of the modern age.





    Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797)




     A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792)

1.  Historical Background


Mary Wollstonecraft, born into an age of transition, had the temerity to suggest, in print, that the lives of women might be improved along with the general welfare of humankind. What seemed to stir her to literary activity was her painful acknowledgement that intelligent, middle class women had no way of advancing themselves in society.  As a teacher, governess, mother, wife and writer, Wollstonecraft put a Herculean effort into her reform work, only to have it thwarted time and again by the conventional prejudice of the age.  Yet there were those who recognized her talent—especially the great Romantic poet, William Blake, who illustrated her fiction Original Stories in 1788.  For the last five years of her life she lived in a ‘scandalous’ non-married relationship with William Godwin, a radical thinker of the day.  Tragically, Mary Wollstonecraft died shortly after giving birth to a second daughter, Mary, who would go on to write Frankenstein as Mary Shelley and thereby invent a new subgenre of literature.  

2.  A Plea for Equality


As the title of the book from which this excerpt is taken suggests, Mary Wollstonecraft felt a responsibility to assert that women should be equal partners with men in the social contract.  Yet she focuses on more than just the inequities that reduced women to second-class citizens; she takes on the whole structure of English society, for she realizes that the moral enfranchisement of women can come about only within the context of more general social reform.   


Her first point of attack is against “the respect paid to property,” by which she means the undue authority exercised by men who have inherited wealth.   Such men, solely by virtue of their having been born into certain families, have been given the chance to run the country, and from her perspective, they do so not very well.  By and large, these fortunate aristocrats have neither the moral temperament, the intellectual skills, nor the training to do so.  Instead, most of them spend their time drinking, chasing women, gambling, foxhunting, and occasionally, going off to war.  Wollstonecraft sees England as a patient, ill from over-indulgence and the misdirection of its energies.


Imbedded in this larger cultural morass are the problems women face when trying to realize their potentials as human beings.  Women could not vote, could not hold public office, could not be trained as doctors, lawyers, ministers, engineers (or other significant professions), could not inherit from their husbands if another male relative could be found.  When she married, all property the bride might have owned went to her husband; if divorced or separated, the children went to the man.  About the only legitimate ways a woman had of supporting herself were as a governess, a dress or hat maker, or as a member of a religious order.  Moreover, these constraints were rationalized by arguing that women were deemed by God to be subservient (Genesis, 3) and had neither the intellectual capacity nor the emotional restraint to do any more than raise children and tend the home.


It is not surprising that Wollstonecraft’s first issue is the lack of equality accorded to women.  In fact, her whole program of social reform depended upon this first condition being realized.  If equality could be established between the genders, then women would be able to perform truly meaningful duties in society.  The fulfillment of these duties would create true virtue in women (virtue, for M. W., can only be realized through virtuous acts), and the reward for authentic virtue would be true love.  In addition, Wollstonecraft points out that if men, too, performed their duties as they were supposed to, the same salutary effects would accrue to them.  They would become more virtuous and women would love them because of their goodness not because they possessed hereditary wealth.


Of course, the chance of any of this happening 200 years ago was virtually nil.  And Mary Wollstonecraft, gifted with extraordinary intelligence, must have known all this.  And it is with some sense of poignancy that I hear her claiming that women’s “first duty is to themselves as rational creatures.”  Who would have been listening?  Perhaps Jane Austen, for it is in 1795, when Austen is working on the first draft of Pride and Prejudice that she has Elizabeth Bennet proclaiming that she, too, is a “rational creature.”  It is rather extraordinary that these two great authors should be claiming for women a quality that had been denied to them for 2000 years.  Only in this way would the future not be a dismal mirror of the past.

William Wordsworth (1770-1850)

“Lines . . . Tintern Abbey” (1798)

“Intimations of Immortality” (1802-1804)
1.  Historical Background


The Romantic Period of European literature begins in the second half of the 18th century (circa 1775) and extends until the mid-19th century (circa 1850), a period of roughly seventy-five years.  As the name suggests, this phase of European (and later, American) culture developed as a reaction to the rationalism of a period known as the Enlightenment, or the Age of Reason.  Whereas the latter proposed that reason was God’s greatest gift to humanity—and through its judicious use, we could come to understand the universe—the former proposed that it was through feeling we could participate meaningfully in a human community as well as learn to intuit the presence of God.   

An emphasis on reason gives us the metaphor of God the Watchmaker, a being who designed the universe, wound it up, and pretty much left it on its own to tick, tick, tick.  By prying open the back of the watch (e.g., using reason), one could examine the movement of all those tiny gears and levers, which came to stand for the rules of physics and mathematics discovered by Isaac Newton and other scientists.  In contrast, the Romantic Movement gives us the metaphor of God the Gardener, the one who is constantly present in and tending the fields of his creation.  Instead of reason, the Romantics used the sensuous apparatus of the human being herself to sense the vibrant presence of the deity in nature.

I realize that in asking you to read, and take seriously, poetry, I’m asking you to engage a different aspect of your intellect than you normally rely on to navigate through life.  For one, poetry does not require the fast processing of data that we’ve learned to do so well in this computer age.  Indeed, poetry asks us to slow down, to value an experience not by how many words one can read (or miles traveled, sales made, or holes of golf played) but how many words one can fully understand.  You see, most all words come with two sets of meanings: the denotative meaning (or dictionary definition) and the connotative meaning (the tangential or ‘soft’ meanings that cluster around the periphery of the denotative one).  The denotative meaning will get us to work on time; the connotative meaning will allow us to appreciate the journey.  A sensitivity to both is needed for a full life.

Even more importantly, Romantic poetry redefined itself as distinct from the poetry of the earlier age.  A hurried contrast is all that time allows.  Poetry of the Age of Reason (also known as Neoclassical) used  ‘high’ diction (elaborate or abstract terms), focused on the city or court life, had characters in it reflecting the nobility of the aristocracy, argued (yes, poems have an argument in them) using logic, and favored ‘light’ and witty metaphors.  In contrast, poetry of the Romantic era used ‘low’ diction (words of the common man), focused on nature and the country life, was full of ordinary characters (children, farmers, the poor and dispossessed, the simple man and wife), conveyed meaning through emotions, and used ‘serious’ and contemplative imagery.  Perhaps one simple comparison in diction will suffice to glue these comments together in your mind.  When trying to describe or name a bird, the Enlightenment poets (and I’m drawing from Pope and Dryden) would say, “feathered chorister,” “wanderer of heaven,” “the plumy race,” or “tenant of the sky,” while Wordsworth or Keats would say “crow,” “blue jay” or “skylark.”  

2.  “Tintern Abbey” or “Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey”

You will notice several aspects of this poem that are, perhaps, unusual.  First, the poem is rather long—not of epic length, but lengthier than a simple lyric.  Second, there are five stanzas, all of different lengths (1-22, 23-48, 49-57, 58-111, 112-159).  Third, there is virtually no end-rhyme in the poem.  Fourth, the poem exhibits a distinct narrative structure (it tells a story), as manifest in the discrete stanzas.  Fifth, the focus of the poem is no other than the humble poet himself.


The motive for the poem is quite simple.  Wordsworth is returning to the Lakes district of Western England, a place he first knew as a boy.  Of particular interest is Tintern Abbey itself—a ruined, and very impressive, church, which is set in the valley of the River Wye.  Stanza 1 emphasizes how crucially important to Wordsworth is this particular plot of land (note the use of the demonstrative pronouns, “these” and “this”).  We are not talking about any old hunk of earth but one in which abides a special power: a “genius loci,” which is Latin for “spirit of the place.”  Here the complex interplay between man and nature comes into focus, as Wordsworth labors to highlight the specific characteristics of this geography which are meaningful to him.


While Stanza 1 presents a glimpse of the geographical features that are so valued by the poet, Stanza 2 explains why this chunk of nature is morally valuable to him.  In sum, having once been in touch with this sacred ground he is, even when absent from it, able to draw on its power to sooth and transform him.  He speaks of a kind of “restoration” of sanity that occurs in him, when, in the city, he recalls this part of nature.  He speaks of nature as an ethical mentor, informing “that best portion of a good man’s life / His little, nameless, unremembered, acts / Of kindness and of love.”  In other words, an intense and authentic contact with nature heightens one’s moral sensitivity.  Finally, nature enables in him a joyful, mystical experience, whence he can “see into the life of things.”  This will be reiterated in Stanza 4.


Stanza 3 is almost an addendum to the preceding one, but suggests a kind of general metaphysical profit that can accrue from one’s engagement with nature.  When Wordsworth is overcome by the “fever of the world,” he turns to the “sylvan Wye”—symbolizing all that is best in this natural refuge—and is restored.

In Stanza 4 the poet reflects back upon his youthful interaction with this special plot of ground, to a time when he perceived the splendor of nature viscerally and did not need poetry or philosophy to remind him how wonderful was the natural world.  While he has, for all time, lost this physical immediacy with nature, he has been compensated for this loss by a spiritual awareness that he hadn’t had as a boy.  Simply put, he intuits a “presence” that “rolls through all things” which unites human beings, nature and God together into a unity.

In the concluding stanza Wordsworth lets us know that there is another person present, whether with him in nature or with him in his thoughts.  This is his sister Dorothy, whom he encourages to live a life as he does, as a “worshiper of Nature.”   Because there is a spiritual presence in nature, it “never did betray / The heart that loved her,” and through fidelity to this new vehicle of the transcendent, we will discover “that all which we behold / Is full of blessings.”  If his sister can continue his devotion then, even when he is dead, there will be at least one parishioner attending the service of nature.

Given our sensitivity (especially in the Pacific Northwest) to nature, we might think of this as, more or less, a tempest in a teapot.  But remember how radical it was, two hundred years ago, in the midst of the industrial revolution, to see nature as something other than a resource to be exploited.  Why, this man must be, if not insane, then one who has his values quite misdirected!  Can you imagine suggesting there is some divine presence in trees and mountains?   But from the Romantic poets issues the first environmental movement in the modern world.


Even though it is not mentioned specifically in the poem, the crumbling abbey casts a shadow over the emotional landscape of the poem.  The fact that it is ruined may not mean much to the contemporary reader, but it does allude to a historical period of great change in England, which Wordsworth may be connecting to his present quite revolutionary age.  Specifically, it was in the 16th century that Henry VIII seized all the property of the Catholic Church in England and, in the process, destroyed much of its physical base.  Likewise, the French Revolution (1789) destroyed a good portion of French aristocracy and called into question the religious and philosophical underpinnings of that “old order.”  In this poem, consider the extraordinary vitality of the natural world and the man who participates fully in it.  This, Wordsworth seems to be saying, is what will supplant the old way of life symbolized by the ruined church.

3.  “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood”

The theme of the poem, that children are closer to God than adults, is one that we might see adorning the inside of a Hallmark card today, and thus think it commonplace or uninspiring.   Two hundred years ago, however, this sentiment heralded nothing other than a re-valuation of children as such, and in its historical context is as revolutionary as is Wordsworth’s discovery of nature.  Let me explain.


Throughout most of the history of Western culture, children were seen as property, more or less useful depending on how able they were to work in the fields or factories and supply the family with food or disposable income.  A high birth rate was necessitated by a high child mortality rate (especially during times of epidemics), resulting in less than half of those born reaching adulthood.  However, during the final decades of the 18th century, several factors (which we needn’t go into here) worked together to change this attitude, one indication of change being the first collations of what we now call fairy tales.  The Brothers Grimm, Charles Perault and Hans Christian Andersen all published collections of these stories for and about children within a fifty year period, furthering the likelihood that people would begin to see children as something other than objects of need.


It is right in the midst of this re-valuation of children and childhood that Wordsworth puts forward his “Intimations of Immortality.”  The argument of the poem is reasonably clear: A child is born “trailing clouds of glory . . . from God who is our home,” but as soon as he breathes mortal air, he begins to forget the “splendor” of his divine self; the “primal sympathy” he once shared with God and all of Nature begins to fade.  It appears that few human beings know this, and thus the “Ode” might be seen as an attempt to rekindle in the reader some faint sense of his finer self.  Stanza 5 is a particularly poignant reflection on the inevitability of this process, beginning with the statement that “birth is but a sleep and a forgetting” and ending with the observation that, by the time the child has matured into the adult, all he perceives is “the light of common day.”  Yet because the child does retain a portion of this beatific wisdom, one should seek one’s true spiritual self in the acts of the child rather than in the words of the sermon.


It is rather discouraging to think that the better, more important aspect of our selves is lost as we age, but for such a failing (as in so many aspects of life) there is compensation.  This is, rather confusedly, spelled out in Stanza 9 (so take particular care to read this slowly).  Herein the poet expresses his gratitude for those “obstinate questionings / Of sense and outward things”; that is, he is grateful for his continual suspicion that the empirical world does not represent absolute reality of truth. (Lest one think that Wordsworth is the complete revolutionary—one who rejects all elements of the past—one need only be reminded that the philosophical heart of “Intimations” is two thousand years old.  Specifically, Wordsworth’s belief in the ultimate reality of the ‘unseen’ evokes a memory of neo-platonism: neo = new; platonism = based on the thought of Plato.)   Buried deep within the adult mind are the “embers” of that “master light” that was once within the person as a child.  It is these “shadow recollections” of divinity that have never left Wordsworth and which are, in effect, his salvation.  In other words, his faint memory (“intimations”) of that “primal sympathy” (oneness with God) offers him a modest, but he would think sufficient, consolation.


Considerable haggling has always gone on among historical and literary theorists about how one should define the various ages of Western culture.  The simplest is that which does away with terms such as Renaissance, Enlightenment, Romantic, and so forth, and leaves us with but three: Early Modern, Modern, and Post Modern.  Going by this nomenclature, the Modern Period began with writers such as Blake, Austen and Wordsworth (in other words, around 1775) and lasted until about 1960, when the vision of the great modernists was expanded by the various ‘isms.’   Regardless, I do think that much of that which was Romantic is still with us—in our literature and particularly in our view of the artist as genius.

Karl Marx (1818-1883)

Friedrich Engles (1820-1895)
The Communist Manifesto (1848)

1.  Historical Background

There are two elements that make up the background of this document and these men: one would be the social and economic conditions of the day and the other would be the philosophical antecedents of the ideas espoused by Engles and Marx.  Specifically, Europe had entered a phase of history that we now label the Industrial Revolution sometime in the middle of the 18th century, and by the mid-19th century this phenomenon had rather fully manifested itself.  It is in the British Isles that this is most fully developed.


Social and Economic Conditions:  Beginning as early as the 17th century and continuing intermittently until 1848, England had witnessed the practice of “enclosure,” which is defined as the legal (though unjust) removal of once public land into private ownership.  This meant that the “commons” that once had provided the rural Englishman a place to graze his cattle and sheep, was no longer as available as it once was; which in turn deprived the rural populace of needed food and income.  As general sanitary and living conditions improved throughout England, an increase in population ensued, which couldn’t have been more poorly timed: more mouths to feed but less food.

             As a result of over-population, one sees the rural poor migrating to the large cities in search of work, which in turn become stressed, since their infrastructure (schools, hospitals, sanitation, housing, employment) was not designed to handle the hundreds of thousands of new inhabitants.  There was really no social welfare system as we know it to handle the poor, ill and destitute; the only widespread ‘net’ consisted of the parish “poor houses” designed primarily to care for children.  The success of this system is brilliantly evaluated in Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist.


But this was not bad for the new entrepreneur—the industrial capitalist—who needed cheap labor to run the factories of Great Britain.  London, Manchester, Liverpool, Belfast, and Dublin were the main economic centers, producing vast quantities of iron and metal products, glassware, tools of all kinds, cloth (primarily wool) and finished clothes, military hardware, and ships; and to run all the factories, coal (from Wales) was needed to run the steam-powered engines.  The working poor were essentially machine operators, and their days were long, dreary and dangerous.

            In spite of Parliamentary action in 1847 in passing the “Ten Hours Bill” (in theory, a worker could work no more than a ten-hour shift), the typical working day lasted 12 to 14 hours, six days a week.  Since unions (and strikes) were illegal, workers had no choice but to accept their lot in life or look for work elsewhere—which was equally grim, since there were a dozen workers (on average) chasing a single job.


It is debatable whether life on the inside (in the factory) was any better than life without.  True, one was supplied with a meager wage, but working conditions were dreadful.  Lighting was poor, the air was fouled with dirt, coal dust, exhaust, noxious gasses, and the minute effluvia of the woolen and cotton mills.  Naturally, the limited visibility resulted in maimings and deaths in and around machines; the polluted air resulted in a tuberculosis epidemic of enormous proportions; the unsanitary transportation of public water and milk promoted cholera; and the lack of medical care for the poor meant that hundreds of thousands of men, women and children died from smallpox, diphtheria, whooping cough and the like.  The byways in the poorer sections of London (and the other metropolitan areas of Great Britain) were little more than sewers, as residents simply threw buckets of excrement into the streets.  And to walk the streets of London or Liverpool at night, without being armed, was to foolishly risk one’s life.

Colonialism:  One must not think that Great Britain was the sole purveyor of misery to the working classes in the 19th century; other European powers shared this distinction as well.  Since the 1500s the European powers had been reaching around the world in an effort to establish military and then economic dominance in various geographical areas.  Nevertheless, Great Britain was the bully on the block.  It controlled what is now India, Burma, Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong, Canada, Kenya, Sudan, South Africa, Ireland and various outposts in the Caribbean and Mediterranean Seas. 

The stake the other European powers had in the rest of the world was, on an individual basis, more limited.  The Dutch controlled Indonesia; and Portugal, Angola and Mozambique.  Little Belgium controlled the richest chunk of Africa—the Congo.  Germany was present in Togo, Cameroon, S. W. Africa, East Africa and some Pacific Islands.  Italy had reached into Somalia. The French controlled pretty much all of Southeast Asia (excluding Burma) and great stretches of North Africa.  Spain controlled portions of western North Africa (its colonies in the New World were, by now, defunct).  Russia was expanding southward in and around the Caspian and Black Seas.  And, of course, the Ottoman Empire (though hardly industrial) controlled vast portions of what is now Turkey, Greece, the Balkans, and other places in the Near and Middle East.  The theory of Colonialism was as simple as it was deadly: import the raw material from one’s colonies to the ‘mother’ land; convert the raw material into finished goods; sell the goods back to the colonies at a profit.  Of course, this didn’t prevent one colonial power from selling its goods to another colonial power, just not to a rival’s colonial territories.

It is of some controversy exactly what role the United States played in all of this. Throughout the first half of the 19th century, this country was acquiring—mostly by legal means—the vast chunks of land that were the Louisiana Purchase and the Oregon Territory.  This enabled our expansion westward, following the dictates of Manifest Destiny, a pseudo-philosophy that deemed our westward adventure sanctioned by God.

One can say that, in general, the United States was not much of an industrial power until the 1880s, when the discovery of oil helped us leap-frog the still steam-dependent European powers (though this was not evident until some decades later).  Not having the vast industrial base also helped the United States avoid the truly wretched conditions inflicted upon the working poor in Great Britain, and by the time large factories began to dominate our industrial scene, unions had achieved the moral high ground which made their acceptance all but inevitable.


But I am getting ahead of myself.  Marx and Engles observed all this and more; but lest we think of them as wild-eyed radicals, waving torches and throwing bricks, we should be reminded that they were of a species much more tame.  They were economists.  They were, well, boring.  I defy you to read Das Capital (Marx’s great work) without falling asleep, which is ample proof that economics is indeed the dismal science.  Hence, I apologize if The Communist Manifesto is full of rhetoric that would make the dogged coal miner or flax spinner of 1848 want to leap for joy.  Rest assured, this work is very atypical of anything else Marx and Engles wrote.  The question is, why did this work have the electrifying effect that it did.  To answer this we must turn to one of the philosophical antecedents of Marx: George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831).

2.    The Scientific Method of Understanding History:  

Hegel was a multi-talented and almost impenetrable philosopher, given to three hundred word, multi-claused sentences needing many readings.  But one effect he most surely had on Western culture was as inspiration to Marx, in that he gave the latter a means of understanding history—what Marx did with this is another story.  To be brief, Hegel’s understanding of history is as follows.        

(1) There exists a “world spirit” or “world consciousness” that reveals itself through human history; this world spirit is moving toward a specific end and hence, history is teleological (end-directed).

(2) Human beings can only understand themselves as social beings through the study of history; we are constituted by history.  History thus must be studied in such a way as to perceive a pattern in it; otherwise, history is meaningless noise.

(3) Freedom is on the increase throughout the world, diminishing the power of the master-slave (colonial) relationship.  Human future, in other words, is one of continued advancement—hence, the magic word, Progress.

(4) History is made through the acts of “world-historical individuals,” the great military, religious, artistic and political leaders of the past.  Such people are the unconscious tools of the world spirit.

(5) The pattern of history is revealed in the “dialectic”: thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. This dialectic is pure form upon which the specifics of content are imposed by the actions of human beings.

This is, I realize, all very heady stuff; but its importance is undeniable.  Without Hegel, there would not have been a Marx (as we know him); without Marx, there wouldn’t have been a Communist Revolution in Russia in 1917.  Need I say more?

3.     The Marxist Interpretation of History:
              Marx was an astute student of human behavior and a visionary physician when it came to prescribing the medicine to cure our social ills.  His analysis of human nature is multi-faceted but should probably begin with this central idea: man, he says, is distinguished from all other species in his need to produce a tangible good.  The human being is homo faber, Latin for “man, the maker.”  From here Marx spins out a purely materialist conception of history in which historical eras are defined by the dominant economic strategy (mode of production) present in each.  To understand just how one era morphs into the next is supplied by Hegel’s dialectic.


For Hegel, the dialectic is manifest in certain phases of the world spirit, but for Marx the concept of “spirit” itself is anti-materialist and thus false; so instead, Marx substitutes economic routines.  The thesis is the dominant cultural (Hegel) or economic (Marx) mode of the day.  Purely internally, the thesis generates its antithesis, again manifested either culturally or economically.  Finally, the thesis and antithesis struggle together to create a synthesis.  Thus phase ONE of the dialectic is complete.  Then it starts all over again: the synthesis becomes the new thesis, which generates its antithesis, and the struggle between them creates the new synthesis.  Thus phase TWO is complete.  This process will go on until the final state of the spirit (Hegel) or economic system (Marx) has been realized.


In one sense the contributions that Hegel and Marx made to an understanding of history is unique and in another sense it is derivative.  That is, theologians had, for thousands of years, inferred that history had a purpose, whether that be the apocalyptic return of God and the extinction of history (Christianity) or the periodic repetition of cosmic cycles of birth, growth and death (Hinduism).  Hegel might be thought of as a part of being within this broad tradition of history understood by its connection with a transcendent power; but Marx, as I said, completely washes the transcendent out of human affairs.  Hence, the ‘official’ name given to his economic thought is “dialectic materialism.”


Another central element of Marxist theory is the belief that the economic system of the day controls all other aspects of a given culture; to put this in terms of a Marxist rhetoric, economic existence determines social existence, which in turn forms the very nature of human consciousness.  In other words, the shape of a particular culture at a particular time will have been determined by the economic system in effect, and those that control the economic system—the means of production—are the ones who will most benefit.  In mid-19th century Europe it was the industrial capitalist that owned the productive forces of the economy and was thus getting unbelievably rich.  In fact, it is estimated that ten percent of the population controlled ninety percent of the wealth.


One of Marx’s terms for the capitalist of the day is the “bourgeoisie,” and his adjective for their values is “bourgeois,” as in “bourgeois justice” or “bourgeois truth.”  In using such phrases he means to do much more than simply belittle a class-defined sense of justice or truth; he intends us to understand that concepts of justice and truth themselves, concepts which members of the bourgeoisie think eternally valid are, in fact, just as much a product of the economic system as styles of clothing or architecture.  In other words, the economic system defines truth, beauty, justice, goodness, equality—any concept that we might (mistakenly) think of as transcending the material world.


A reasonable response to such assertions would be to suggest that perhaps the economist has gotten a bit carried away with his own ideas.  A more harsh criticism would be to say that Marx is a reductivist—that is, he is someone who reduces enormously complex problems to a single cause; that while he might very well have understood economic conditions accurately in 1848, his understanding of why those conditions obtained was incomplete.  So, okay, what were the economic conditions?  Here I think it is possible to point to three elements of mid-19th century capitalism that were disadvantageous for the worker.


First, the new economy was one in which the workers didn’t need to be very skilled since, more and more, machines were doing the important work.  This undercut the livelihood of the skilled craftsman, who might have run a shop that employed six to ten workers.  In the new system, the factory could turn out more and cheaper goods than he could, relegating him to the dustbin of economic history.  Such a system, where the production of a complex product—say a steam engine—is divided up into many, relatively unskilled smaller tasks, is called the division of labor.  Second, given the oversupply of workers, the factory owner could afford to pay the worker what Marx calls a true minimum wage.  By this he means that the worker need only be paid the absolute minimum to keep body and soul together; moreover, the owner really didn’t need to do this, since if a worker died from starvation, there were always more ready to take his place.  Third—and perhaps a summary concept—Marx thinks of these workers as true commodities, a condition wherein the labor value of a man, woman or child is all more-or-less equal.  Which only makes sense, since if skilled labor is no longer needed in most jobs, the worker is reduced to being a “hand”—a thing that merely augments the machine.  Given the unenviable life of the worker, is it any wonder they were attracted to Marx’s vision of a workers’ paradise?


The one clear goal of a Marxist system is to wrestle the “surplus value” away from the control of the capitalists and put it into the pockets of the worker.  You ask what is this “surplus value.”  Quite simply, it is the net profit that normally returns to the pockets of the factory owner; that is, it is the “capital” remaining after all the workers have been paid, new investment has been made in the factory (machines, etc.), and all raw materials have been purchased.  If and when the workers’ paradise comes into being, this surplus wealth will be distributed to the workers, based on the formula, “From each according to his labor, to each according to his need.”  Each worker will contribute to the fullest extent possible to the welfare of all and take only enough to satisfy his needs.  It goes without saying that such terminal idealism neglects certain, shall we say, liabilities of the human species such as greed, lust, hate.  One shouldn’t wage too much money betting that Marx’s secular paradise will pop into being any time soon.

4.    Other Flaws of Marxism:

There is little doubt that Marx saw himself as one who could save the workers of the world from the degradation of meaningless labor; in fact, he hoped that once the dialect of history had extinguished itself, all human beings would be able to enjoy a fruitful and peaceful existence.  The problem with visionaries is, as we know, that they are sketchy about details.  For instance, how is European society supposed to make the leap from “repressive capitalism” to “liberating socialism”?  The answer, as outlined by the infamous totalitarian leaders of the 20th century (Lenin, Stalin, Mao), was that the still imperfect State would have to continue on as the “dictatorship of the proletariat” until such time as the economic base of the new society had come into being.  Only then would the State (an artificial construct of the economic system) wither away.  


A dictatorship is of considerable remove from the kind of state Marx hoped to usher into existence, for it is the nature of such states to be efficiently brutal in imposing the controlling clique’s vision of the future on the impoverished human being.  (If you haven’t done so, you might want to read Orwell’s 1984 or Huxley’s Brave New World.)  The larger point is that a correct understanding of Marxist theory would have told Lenin, for instance, that the jump to the dictatorship of the proletariat was impossible, given the near medieval state of the Russian economy prior to 1917.  Let me explain.

Marx is very clear that economic systems evolve according to their own inexorable momentum, with one economic era needing to fully develop before the next could take its place.  One might say then, that the Feudal-Peasant economy of the Middle Ages needed to precede that of the Craft-Guild system of the Renaissance; then the age of Industrial Capitalism had to come into being and fully develop before our present age—that of Global Capitalism—could burst into flower.  And who knows how many other ages would have to be realized before the culmination of history?  As you can see, Lenin et al attempted to leap the Russian economy completely over the craft-guild system and into that of Industrial Capitalism.  By definition, this was doomed to fail.  That so many millions of people had to die to prove Lenin wrong is, what I call, the tragedy of theory.

While Marx was astute in diagnosing the ills of mechanistic capitalism, there is some question as to whether his kind of economic analysis can be applied to the electronic (or perhaps, semiotic) capitalism of today.  For instance, he focused his criticism on what can be described as unregulated capitalism, an economic system in which the government was almost wholly absent.  There were no “safety nets” for the poor, ill or elderly, and there was no effective way to correct the abuses of haute industrialism (such as monopolies).  Today, however, capitalism is heavily regulated by the federal government (the Federal Reserve Board, the Securities and Exchange Commission, Department of Commerce, etc.) and, since the 1930s, we have witnessed an increasing number of “welfare” programs, which remove some of the sting from economic downturns.  Thus the dangers of capitalism seem much less onerous today than they did one hundred and fifty years ago.

The great combatants of economic theory are, of course, Adam Smith (the patron saint of capitalism) and Karl Marx (the same for communism).  Until ten years ago one could visit Adam Smith’s grave in Scotland and find a sadly untended, forlorn tombstone.  But surrounding Karl Marx’s final resting place in London a thriving commerce had sprung up in Marx dolls, red flags, and posters adorned with revolutionary slogans—all being peddled by enterprising capitalists.  The injustice to the memory of Smith has since been redressed, but for a time this provided me with my favorite historical irony. 

Part II: An American Interlude

______________________________________________________________

Read:

W. E. B. DuBois:  The Souls of Black Folk
Willa Cather: My Antonia
John Ford: Stagecoach and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance




W. E. B. DuBois (1868-1963)




          (The Souls of Black Folk, 1903)
1.  Historical Background

DuBois was born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, shortly after the Civil War ended and lived until the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s was well under way.  In a very real sense, to study the life and writings of this great American thinker is to examine one hundred years of the American Negro’s fight for justice and equality.  DuBois was the first African-American to receive a Ph. D. from Harvard and the first of any race to complete a true sociological study (titled The Philadelphia Negro) in America.  He was also a founding member of the NAACP (1909), a leading light of the Pan-African (anti-colonial) Movement, a university professor, and a prolific author (21 books and over 100 articles).  To examine his reasoned disagreements with other major black leaders, such as Booker T. Washington and Marcus Garvey, shows just how diverse were opinions about race relations within the black community itself.


While the ideal of racial integration is now accepted in this country as the political ideal, one must remember that it was always not so, and during DuBois’ lifetime there were at least two other popular answers.  One was to return all American Negroes to their ‘homeland,’ there to form an independent African republic (Garvey’s African Zionism) and another advocated a separate geographical region in the United States as a set-aside for the American Negro.  Compounding the question of where black Americans might end up was the question of how they might ever make themselves into an economically viable community.  Booker T. Washington advocated a specialized education program for his people, consisting predominately of vocational training, with no higher—or university level—education permitted.  In response, DuBois argues quite vehemently for the education of the whole person—not merely for the skills needed to earn one’s daily bread but the capacity to think independently as a free, moral agent.


The social and political ideas present in The Souls of Black Folk are those of a relatively young man—one who promotes the concept of integration, as well as equal opportunities for education and employment for all Americans, regardless of race.  To understand this we must realize that his birthplace, Great Barrington, was a racially integrated community with a long history of Afro-American farmers and small businessmen living in and around its environs. Though his family was far from wealthy, they were a respected part of the community, and many citizens (especially the principal of DuBois’ high school) made special efforts to help him succeed, ultimately securing a college scholarship for him.  Though it is legitimate to wonder why this financial aid wasn’t directed toward his attending a northern university, DuBois himself doesn’t seem to have felt slighted that he was destined to go to Fisk University (graduated, 1888), an all-black institution in Tennessee.  Early on, DuBois is determined to do some good for ‘his people,’ and his adventure into the American South was seen as an opportunity to observe conditions as they truly were.

2.  DuBois’ Strategies for Understanding the Negro Self

Sometimes we forget that the first slaves were brought to America (Virginia) in 1619, and thus had been a part of the fabric of the culture for nearly three hundred years by the time DuBois addresses the “Negro problem” in The Souls of Black Folk.  That is, prior to the Civil War—at least in the North—the welfare of the American blacks had been seen as what one might call a ‘cause,’ freeing the slaves being a ‘good’ toward which Americans could direct their moral energies.  Well, the war had been fought and won; the Freedman’s Bureau had been set up to redistribute wealth (land in the South) and to educate the newly freed slaves.  Then, in the 1890s, people looked around and discovered that the American Negro had still not been able to raise himself up to the economic level of the average white American.  The unfortunate conclusion that many came to was that, since the American Negro had been ‘helped’ (given freedom and an economic stimulus) and was still, largely, impoverished, the problem must lie with the man (or woman) himself.  Thus DuBois, somewhat mockingly, wonders aloud how it feels to be thought of as a “problem”—how it feels to have the blame shifted from the larger society to those who were, frankly, the victims.  How fickle blow the winds of moral responsibility.


Yet while one could understand a polemic of bitterness coming from this man, The Souls of Black Folk is largely hopeful and conciliatory.  If I may, I would like to comment briefly on the style and structure of the book before I continue discussing themes.  Style:  first, note that the rhetorical strategy used in virtually all of the essays is that which one might call logical argumentation; he constantly tries to link effects with their antecedent causes.  Second, note the absence of black American colloquialisms—there is no slang, no Southern dialect or black humor.  In fact, DuBois is at pains to prove to his readership (largely white, one would imagine) that he is an educated and cultured man.  Third, he uses no sociological jargon—no attempt to impress upon others his mastery of a specialized intellectual code.  Structure: Chapters 1-3 are largely history; whether personal or institutional—perhaps somewhat informal, though even so, it is here that DuBois introduces his major themes.  Chapters 4-10 are more specifically directed toward sociological issues, especially focusing the condition of the American Negro in the South (particularly Tennessee and Georgia).  Chapters 11-13 are poetic and, one might say, almost spiritual in intent, as DuBois tries to uncover the strength of character that has made it possible for his people to survive so many years of persecution.  And in this regard, note the consistent parallels drawn between the slavery of the Negro in America and the enslavement of the Hebrews in ancient Egypt—in both cases, faith in God is seen as a powerful liberating force.


As committed as he was to the welfare of the Afro-American community, the younger DuBois was not entirely sure how he might do this.  Here one must understand that there were very few historically sanctioned and socially acceptable leadership roles for African men to hold, even in the North.  Although his lifelong profession must be thought of as an educator, DuBois was not pleased by the narrow preacher/teacher option first presented to him, and he entertained the thought of being a writer, doctor or attorney—any one of which he undoubtedly could have been.  This opens up the whole issue of leadership within the black community, and the tendency of white politicians to want to negotiate with only the ‘leader’ of the black community.  The tendency to impose an unrealistic simplicity on the task of deciphering what ‘they’ wanted did not help relations between the black and white communities; whenever and wherever in the United States they sought dialogue.


And speaking of ‘place,’ one must remember that there were a number of geographical centers in DuBois’ life, each of which evoked a different kind of intellectual vision during the course of his career.  Great Barrington, Massachusetts, was the idealized America, where people of all races might live in harmony; the Rural South (Georgia and Tennessee) was exemplary of the social and economic morass into which the black man and woman might fall; the Urban South (Atlanta) was, through the presence of the university, the beacon which would draw his people out of their poverty; and Africa was, in a sense, the true Promised Land, where no black man or woman would ever have to relinquish his dreams.  Both hopeful and realistic, DuBois sensed that the Great Barrington ideal might be quite some years in coming, and until then, a more practical alternative might rightfully hold the day.

This is especially true of the Rural South, where the children of former slaves suffered, as share croppers, under a load of debt that was just as debilitating to the body and spirit as the original form of slavery.  The sharecropper would obtain a loan at the start of the growing season in order to buy seed or a plow, the loan being secured by the crop the farmer would harvest in the fall.  The problem was that rarely did the value of the crop equal the value of the loan; hence, the sharecropper would fall ever more in debt.  There were, by the way, laws in Georgia which prevented the share crop farmer from abandoning ‘his’ land and seeking better employment elsewhere, especially in the city.  This rural poverty was one of the reasons for the dramatic abandonment of farms by Afro-Americans early in the 20th century and their subsequent migration north to Chicago, Detroit, Baltimore and New York. 

In addition to the theme of being a ‘problem,’ DuBois introduces two other themes in the first chapter: those of the veil and the dual consciousness.  The former refers to the experience he had when, as a child, the kids in his grade school decided to play ‘grown-up’ and exchange what we might think of as business cards.  All went well until a white girl (who was not, he tells us, native to Great Barrington) refused to accept DuBois’ card.  Immediately, he says, a veil fell before his eyes that symbolized the inability of white and black people to see each other truly. The second phenomenon—dual consciousness—is a psychological trauma that results from the black man having always to think two thoughts.  That is, in order to protect (sometimes) his very life, the black man would have to know both what the white man (owner, overseer, employer) thought of him and what he thought of himself.  To insure his safety or livelihood he would need to keep these two ‘selves’ in his mind at once, producing in him a kind of schizophrenia.  And what kind of human being could long live like that without going, literally, mad?

Although DuBois doesn’t directly (or at length) address this point, the issue of civil justice is everywhere present in his book.  This is especially pertinent to his comments on the police system in the South.  These forces, he notes, were not organized originally to protect the public from general criminal behavior, but to pursue and return runaway slaves to their masters.  Even as he writes, the police are active not so much to preserve civil peace but to enforce the multitude of segregation (Jim Crow) laws—that is, the public mandate of the Southern police forces is, in 1903, much the same as when slavery ruled the land.  The concept of equal protection under the law (Jean Jacques Rousseau) and equal opportunity for economic advancement (Adam Smith) is nowhere evident.  That the Afro-American citizen must know that such rights exist is DuBois’ motive for advocating a truly well-rounded education rather than settling for the vocational preparation forwarded by Booker T. Washington.

Lastly, I want to comment on what DuBois calls the “sorrow songs,” which are those ancient folk melodies first heard on the cotton plantations of the antebellum South.  In a very real sense, DuBois thinks these songs represent the core heritage of Afro-Americans.  These songs fuse together bits of African melodies, a smattering of tribal languages, the diction and apocalyptic hopes of southern Christianity, the forbearance exhibited by the Jews in bondage, the aspiration for freedom felt by all human beings, and much else.  As well, these songs contain the oral history of a people who were not allowed to learn to read (even the Bible) or write, and whose drumming was outlawed because the slave owners feared that slaves might be communicating with each other.  From these songs grew what we now call the tradition of the blues and jazz, which in the 1950s developed into rock-and-roll.  It goes without saying that this represents the singular most important contribution that art of the United States has made to the cultural heritage of the world.

Willa Cather (1876–1947)

My Antonia (1918)

1.  Historical Background

Until recently, American literary scholarship has had comparatively little to say about the figure of the American heroine.  Of course, there have been such figures.  Hawthorn’s Hester Pryne (The Scarlet Letter) has some quite remarkable heroic qualities, such as her capacity for endurance, her moral vision, and her fidelity to what seems like a stoic ideal.  Even though she may not know exactly what she wants from life, Kate Chopin’s Edna Pointillier (The Awakening) certainly knows that she doesn’t want her life confined to the mother/wife options available to her in the New Orleans of 1900.  Through the course of the novel, Edna slowly develops the will that would carry her to some better land, but her “wings” are not strong enough and she ultimately fails.  And perhaps one might think of Emily Dickinson—one of the great American poets—as the heroine of her own life.


There were, of course, other female literary figures of the 19th century, such as Belle Starr or Calamity Jane, but they were little more than duplicates of their shoddy male counterparts—saloon owner, gambler, reckless cowboy—characters that showed that women could be as dissolute as men.  Nevertheless, in their crude and unformed way these ‘dime novel’ protagonists did grant to women a new scope of power, though perhaps it would be too much to argue that they were real heroines: women representing some higher good that acts for the betterment of society.  Recent discoveries of the diaries of pioneer women suggest that these women were also heroic, and from the words and actions of these ‘gentle tamers’ may yet come a more complete sense of the archetypal American heroine.


I don’t think Antonia Shimerada (the heroine of My Antonia) will be viewed by everyone as the complete articulation of this archetype, for she is not clearly liberated from those domestic roles that have defined the woman’s place in society.  However, it is instructive to note that someone like Willa Cather, who certainly was liberated, should have chosen this character to stand for some essential, noble qualities in the American woman.  In spite of Antonia’s association with stereotypical nurturing roles, Cather has sculpted a character who has a powerful moral vision guiding her development as well as the capacity to act in accordance with this vision.  These two criteria are central in determining whether or not the heroic ideal exists.  Moreover, Cather saw in the environment of the Divide (the high plains of Nebraska) a society which was largely unformed, physically and socially.  Here a woman would have less to struggle against (though much to struggle with) than she would living in a place where tradition had shaped the expectations of men and women alike and where there was little room for experimentation.  Here on the untamed prairies, a woman might find the freedom to discover her own heroic nature.

2.  The Farming of Dreams

The story of My Antonia is narrated by a lifelong friend of Antonia, Jim Burden, who came with her to the plains of Nebraska when both were children.  Burden, like Cather herself, goes East to find material success, but returns to the plains for spiritual nourishment; and the ostensible reason for the novel is Burden’s attempt to understand and memorialize his childhood friend, this Antonia.  The novel, as we might expect, tells of the trials of living on the Great Plains at the end of the 19th century: the harsh climate, the destructive inexperience and poverty of some of the farmers, the nostalgia for European (or East Coast) civilization, the way the human spirit can be warped by hardship.  In fact, the plains environment becomes almost a laboratory for studying human behavior under stress, as well as a means of ensuring the survival of the fittest.  Despite all of this, though, Cather can still write with obvious love of the American Great Plains.  She says,

As I looked about me I felt that the grass was the country, as the water is the sea.  The red of the grass made all the great prairie the color of wine stains, or of certain seaweeds when they are first washed up.  And there was so much motion in it; the whole country seemed, somehow, to be running.

And:

The light air about me told me that the world ended here: only the ground and sun and sky were left, and if one went a little farther there would be only sun and sky, and one would float off into them, like the tawny hawks which sailed over our heads, making slow shadows on the grass.

However, the Nebraska described here is not yet the pastoral world which signals the harmonious blending of human and natural forces.  The potential for such an accommodation is present, but in the early chapters of My Antonia, the wildness of nature is triumphant.

3.  The Pastoral Ideal as Moral Norm

In fact, it is Antonia who creates the pastoral world in which she can be the heroine.  Obviously, Antonia’s ability to reshape the natural world into an Acadian paradise is limited when she is a girl.  During the early stages of her life, she and Jim Burden become great friends and together simply explore their environment.  The death of Antonia’s father signals the failure of those who cling to cultural ideas unsuited to the new land, and this death opens up a new phase in Antonia’s life.  As an adolescent, Antonia moves away from Jim—a decision she is obliged to make in order to help her family prosper.  She performs the full repertoire of duties that a man might do, becoming almost androgynous.  Of this, Jim Burden says,

She had come to us a child, and now she was a tall, strong, young girl, although her fifteenth birthday had just slipped by . . . Her outgrown cotton dress switched about her calves, over the boot-tops.  She kept her sleeves rolled up all day, and her arms and throat were burned as brown as a sailor’s.  Her neck came up strongly out of her shoulders, like the bole of a tree out of the turf.

This earth-child phase concludes when it becomes economically wiser to have Antonia move into the town of Black Hawk, where she can earn money as a household servant and send it back to her family on the farm.  The vitality expressed by her and the other farm girls living in town overshadows the pale, perhaps spiritually undernourished ladies of the town.

Physically they were almost a race apart, and out-of-door work had given them a vigor which, when they got over their first shyness on coming to town, developed into a positive carriage and freedom of movement, and made them conspicuous among Black Hawk women.

And,

The country girls were considered a menace to the social order.  Their beauty shone out too boldly against a conventional background.  But anxious mothers need have felt no alarm.  They mistook the mettle of their sons.  The respect for respectability was stronger than any desire in Black Hawk youth.

The final phase of Antonia’s life concerns her marriage and subsequent move back to life on a farm—her farm—where she at last has the opportunity to create her pastoral retreat.


It is clear that Antonia is the primary creator of her life.  Jim Burden graduates from college and goes East; Antonia’s husband (Cuzak) is well-meaning but more interested in the city than the farm, leaving her functionally alone.  Two others, Larry Donovan (the wild railroad man) and Will Cutter (the petty capitalist), act against her interests, but she overcomes the departures, neglect, and desperation of all male characters to create for her and her children the prairie oasis. 


As crafter of the natural world rather than its exploiter, she fulfills one of the roles that a civilizer must—making nature correspond to the will of the human being.  At the center of Antonia’s farm is a shaded grove, which surrounds an arbor.  This is where she and Jim Burden sit during his final visit to the country of his youth.  This is a sanctuary she has created, for through the years she has taken the time (even after a hard day’s labor) to water each tree.  And into this bucolic natural world she has placed people—her children—tended as carefully as she has nurtured those trees.  Perhaps the most telling passage in this regard comes from the mind of Jim Burden, when he realizes that his old friend has done something unique in her life: she has had a kind of success that has eluded him.  Antonia, whether blessed by the gods or nature, assumes a true heroic stature when Burden compares her to the heroines of Classical Rome, who out of their bodies bore new races to populate the world.

She lent herself to immemorial human attitudes which we recognize by instinct as universal and true.  It had not been a mistake.  She was a battered woman now, not a lovely girl; but she still had that something which fires the imagination, could still stop one’s breath for a moment by a look or gesture that somehow revealed the meaning in common things . . . .  She was a rich mine of life, like the founders of early races. 

Like Aeneas, Virgil’s founder of Rome, Jim Burden sees Antonia in mythical proportions, as civilizer and propagator of a new world.  This, Cather is saying, is the true measure of an American heroine.


Antonia’s moral sense grows out of contact with real challenges, temptations and disappointments, and one can easily believe that her character is made of sterner stuff than many male heroes of the 19th century.  If one asks whatever became of the Jeffersonian ideal of the small, independent farmer, I might suggest that it was still alive over a hundred years after he articulated this ideal.  It stayed alive in the gentlewoman, not the gentleman, farmer that Cather creates in Antonia.  She represents, not a Romantic ideal, but a Classical one, updated to satisfy the political obligations of a democracy.

4.  What Is Not Said

Cather tells the story of the settlement of the Great Plains as if they were the epitome of emptiness, but of course this is not really the case.  The plains of Nebraska were once the homeland of the Sioux, but by the time European settlement occurred (1880), the United States Army had removed them from the scene.  Little but the name of the nearest city, Black Hawk, remains to suggest the vitality of the indigenous culture that once flourished in the now vacant landscape.  In the 1860s the Sioux had raised a ‘serious objection’ to the creation of the first transcontinental railroad, which ran along the Platte River through Nebraska, and it is with some irony that we learn Jim Burden also works for a railroad (though nameless).  Antonia and Burden are thus co-civilizers of this land, Antonia symbolizing one who raises the crops and Burden the one who brings the crops to market.  For we must face the fact that, while settling the Great Plains provided individuals the chance to prove themselves morally, this success also was at least partially defined economically.  This, too, is the American way.

The Myth of the West and the Films of John Ford

“Stagecoach” (1939)

“My Darling Clementine” (1946)

“The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance” (1962)
1. Historical Background

John Ford invented the Western film, not that he was the first to make one; rather, he made them so well, and so many of them, that the plots and characters that appeared in his films set a standard which others followed.  In addition, Ford made a star out of John Wayne who, more than any other actor, was the Western icon.  In all of this I am not arguing that Ford invented the Western myth itself, for it slowly had been developing over the course of two hundred years, and cannot be easily reduced to one tenet.  Nevertheless, I will argue that a central element of this myth is the belief that the West is the promised land—a land of freedom (a ‘new start in life’) and potential riches (whether gold or grain) to which any man or woman can turn when one’s old life becomes unbearable.  Yet to this I must add many qualifications; and the bulk of what follows is intended to refine this overly simple view.

First let me make three thematic observations: 1) The durability of this myth has so clearly exceeded the western hero’s (or heroine’s) actual historical importance that one is forced to conclude that the myth speaks to or reflects something quite fundamental in our American culture.  2) If there is a truth imbedded in this myth there is also a species of lie, something that we need to believe about ourselves in order to survive.  3) That the symbol of the American West is inextricably linked to American ideas of what Nature itself is, to American ideologies of growth and American religions—so much so that the symbol of the West can only be understood within a much broader context than mere literature or entertainment.

2. The Land—the West—Itself:
               First of all, although the West is linked to geography, just what that geography is (or was) has never been easy to specify.  Some examples:

 1) When the Puritans first set up their holy communities on the coast of New England (beginning in about 1620), the hilly, hardwood forests of Massachusetts, Connecticut and elsewhere became their ‘West.’

2) As Daniel Boone and others crossed the Appalachians in the 18th century to find new areas to hunt and farm, the Ohio River Valley and its environs became the ‘West.’  

3) As the pioneers moved toward California and Oregon in the 1840s, the concept of the ‘West’ expanded exponentially, and can be divided into three characteristic parts: 

a)  The Pacific Coast West became the place where the ‘rainbow’ touched down, its great material wealth supplanting the spiritual wealth once sought by the Puritans.

b) The Great Plains, at first passed over by settlers moving west, began to experience settlement by dry-land farmers in the late1880s, and became a rich agricultural land.  

c) Largely unsettled, even today, is that area known as the Great Basin, which runs from just west of the Rockies to just east of the Cascade-Sierra Nevada chain, and from Mexico to Canada.  It is this last area—too dry to farm, too hot in summer and too cold in winter, not as gold-plated as California—that was transformed by the imagination of writers and painters into the ‘Wild West.’  This might be thought of as America’s true ‘West’ and its true wilderness.

3.  The Significance of Different Views of the West:
The response of Americans to the notion of West-ness and Nature has also varied considerably, depending on who (ethnic or religious group) was thinking about the West, what their personal interest in it was, and under what grander mythological framework the land was situated.  For the present, let us be concerned with five of these ideas.

1) Refuge:  Parts of the West have always been thought of as a refuge, a hiding place, from some perceived threat.  For example, when the Puritans were fleeing the persecution of their native England, they equated the wilderness of New England with the Promised Land—the land of Canaan, which God had promised to the Israelites.  Now this may seem far-fetched, but the Puritans chiefly understood themselves in the context of biblical history and myth, and the Puritans saw themselves as recreating earlier heroic deeds.  Later on in the 19th century the Mormons retreated into the heart of the Great Basin to find refuge from religious persecution.   Of course, the idea of nature as a refuge likely dates back to medieval Europe, when, for instance, the legendary Robin Hood hid out in Sherwood Forest and numerous highwaymen sought refuge in hunting preserves or in the English moorland.

2) Barrier:  Probably all newcomers experienced nature as a kind of barrier to their interests, a sometimes alien ‘other’ that seemed to exist only to thwart their goals.  For instance, after the Puritans finally settled in Plymouth Colony, they found the deep woods a source of danger, whether real or imagined is sometimes difficult to pin down.  We know that the Puritans saw the forest as the abode of ‘fallen’ humanity, who happened to be Native Americans.  American Indians were sometimes seen as the “spawn of Satan,” and the Puritans undertook no little effort to turn them away from paganism.  The Puritans adopted a stockade mentality, walling themselves off from the perceived danger of the natural world (a Plymouth Colony law forbade any house being built farther than ½ mile from a church).  A similar image is brought to mind when one considers the hundreds of military forts that existed in the Great Plains and Great Basin—they were literally stockades—to protect the soldiers from Native Americans who, for some reason, found the presence of the cavalry on their land unsettling.  Both Puritans and Cavalry saw themselves as heroes, settling the wilderness and enabling its cultivation and civilizing—bringing the benefits of culture to nature. 

3) Cornucopia:  The West, especially the Great Plains, was seen during the late 19th century as a source of produce—both grains and meat—which could, if developed well, feed the world, and in the process make a number of investors rich.  Interestingly, the Great Plans (which extend into Texas) were seen as great investment opportunities by English speculators, much the same as American investors now see the Third World as a source of natural riches.  As a result, vast ranches were developed in Colorado, Wyoming and Nebraska to grow the beef that would become the meat of choice for Americans in the 20th century (prior to this time, it was pork).  The principle resource this part of North America lacks is, of course, rain, and new agricultural theories were developed to rationalize the exploitation of the land—the most interesting of which was the patently silly idea that  “rain follows the plow.”  This is the quite incorrect belief that increased greenery will make the climate more prone to increased precipitation, which in turn would enable the spread farther West of cultivation, which would produce more rain, and so forth, presumably all the way to the Pacific.  This itself is a little myth, engendered through faulty science and supported by greed.  Encapsulating all versions of the cornucopia image is an ideology of growth that subordinates other uses of nature to development and exploitation.

4) Holy Ground:  This idea sees the natural world as the habitation of the spirit—the tangible manifestation of God-ness, and goodness—and a far better locale to have a spiritual experience than a church.  Here the West, envisioned as a place of unspoiled nature, is an outgrowth of a spiritual movement that begins in Europe in the 18th century.  This religious idealism came to America in the 1840s and is known as transcendentalism, its great theorists being Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and in his fiction, James Fenimore Cooper (The Leather-stocking Tales).  Interestingly, these writers tried to sanctify the same New England nature that the Puritans demonized, and they saw in nature the handprint of God rather than the mark of Satan.  Earlier, a similar idealization of the primitive occurred in Rousseau’s romanticizing of Tahiti or Hawaii and spread like wildfire through Europe in the 18th century.   Remember, Latin gives us a name for this habit of spiritualizing nature: genius loci—the “spirit of the place”—a half-pagan, half-Christian belief that a spiritual power resided in special places in the natural world.  The kind of place where this spirit abode changed from being secluded lakes or valleys (New England) to the mountain tops (Far West) was written about by John Muir as he walked the length of the Sierra Nevadas.  This sense of the sacredness of nature has been enhanced in the last few decades with the growth of environmental awareness.   

5) Commodity:  As the West and Nature itself became more and more humanized, more and more seen as a thing, which is ready-to-hand, the symbol of the West has become packaged as a commodity.  This first occurred in the 1880s when the Western novel became popular.  By and large, these cheap paperback books were written by men and women who lived in New York or Philadelphia and who had never been further west than the Mississippi, if that far; and the sales of these as a genre were enormous.  Both male and female western figures were developed, such as Deadeye Dick and Calamity Jane, Bat Masterson, Billy the Kid and Wyatt Earp—all of whom have a very tenuous attachment to reality.  Hollywood discovered the allure of the Wild West (Great Basin and Far West) in the early 1920s and the Western was an enormously popular film genre until the 1970s, when science fiction and the action adventure usurped its place as the chief fantasy of red-blooded American men.  The West as a commodity signifies the packaging of an idea or image and the sale of it to the public.  For example, the cowboy symbolized many characteristics that were valued by Americans: independence, freedom, and integrity, to name but a few.  This image was seized by Marlboro (originally a cigarette for women) and turned into the Marlboro Man.  Thus the American consumer could think of himself as having those ‘cowboy characteristics’ simply by smoking the cigarette rather than having to live the life. 

4.  The Heroes and Heroines of the West

In an effort to conceptualize a great variety of protagonists who appear in western films, I have found the work of Joseph Campbell quite helpful.  In The Hero With a Thousand Faces he offers a half dozen or more heroic figures who appear in myth and legend, of which I have chosen three for your consideration. 

1) Adam: The first archetype is the innocent man-child who is without a complicated or sinful past.  The Adamic archetype is, in fact, pre-moral, either by good fortune or conscious avoidance, unexposed to the evil that is found along the path of human adventure.  In one sense, the Puritans undoubtedly thought of themselves as new Adams and Eves, settling in a Garden from which, if one were righteous, one would never be expelled.  In James Fenimore Cooper’s novels, this Adamic figure is named Natty Bumpo (the Deerslayer).  This Adam might also be seen in the persona of Walt Whitman, though it becomes increasingly difficult to think of any literary figure being able to remain innocent in the wake of the destruction wrought on mankind during the 20th century.  In Stagecoach, John Wayne is the Adamic “Ringo Kid,” a young man who seems able to remain pure and innocent in spite of his many afflictions.




2) David: This archetype is the warrior hero, who draws his moral authority from an intuitive sense of what is right, and who embodies the capacity to enforce this vision because of his natural strength.  This Davidic–or warrior–hero appears, notes Joseph Campbell, during a time of transition, when ‘dragons’ still roam freely outside the city.  He is a frequent hero of the Western movie: the man who recognizes the inevitability of civilization and at the same time yearns for a wilder or simpler existence.  This figure is never the pure product of civilization, and he inhabits a borderland between the wilderness and the city—a place known as the frontier.  He appears when civilization is threatened by the agent of the wilderness, kills the monster, and returns to the frontier.  He is embodied by John Wayne (as Tom Doniphon) in Liberty Valance, by Henry Fonda (as Wyatt Earp) in My Darling Clementine, and by Alan Ladd in Shane.  Before Clint Eastwood was Dirty Harry, he played this primordial figure in a series of Westerns directed by Sergio Leone:  Hang ‘em High, A Fistful of Dollars, For a Few Dollars More.
3) Moses: The third type of Western hero is the lawgiver, the one who replaces the gun with the law book or gavel.  He comes down from the mountain—or out West from an Eastern law school—with a more complex moral vision than that expressed by the warrior.  That there might be a threat to civilization is barely perceived by the Adamic hero, for he is hardly a part of it.  Such a threat is clearly seen by the lawgiver, but he lacks the physical energy to enforce the doctrines of the Law on that which is perceived as evil.  Thus, the warrior and lawgiver must work together to ‘tame the West,’ to turn the wilderness into a garden.  At times these are separate characters and at times they are perhaps fused together, as is Gary Cooper in High Noon.  Again the characteristic that distinguishes the Moses from the David figure is that the former carries within himself—somehow, somewhere—a generally accepted legal code, not relying (as does the Davidic hero) on an intuitive sense of right and wrong.  The Moses figure in Liberty Valance is, of course, Ransom Stoddard.

5.  A Necessary but Incomplete Conclusion:

Perhaps part of the popularity of President Ronald Regan was his ability to suggest that modern problems could be solved by one man acting with a clear moral vision and precise force. That this is not always the case seems, to many Americans, beside the point.  We wish it to be so, and act on the authority of our dreams.  So I don’t think the archetype of the Western hero will vanish any time soon, though he is perhaps in the process of being reshaped by the science fiction hero(ine), engaging the enemies of civilization within the “final frontier.”


My conjecture is that it was possible to understand the West primarily within a mythic framework as long as there was, as Huck Finn said, “the territory ahead.”  As a provocative (though purely anecdotal) piece of evidence that the West has been largely demythologized, I point to a catalogue delivered to my home every few months full of ruggedly tasteful clothes.  It is called The Territory Ahead.  Taking my clue from the historical document known as the “Turner Thesis,” which understood American history not in terms of our relationship to Europe but of our relationship to Nature, I think it’s safe to say that the Western mythological frontier is now “closed.”  This began in the 20th century with the taming of the great rivers and ended with the demise of the television Western in the 1960s—the latter being only the detritus of the great Hollywood horse operas that preceded them.


One of the distinctly positive developments of Postmodernism (1960-2000) in regard to the American West is its new openness to Native American writers: Leslie Marmon Silko (Ceremony), James Welch (Winter in the Blood), N. Scott Momaday (Return to Rainy Mountain), among many others.  Neither savages nor children of Nature, these writers now offer what at times seems an almost desperate attempt to counter the dictum that the victors always write history.  Yet theirs is a history that must be examined.  

An analogous movement, likely the issue of environmentalism, is the need to look at the land itself, not as a figure of the imagination but as itself.  John McPhee’s Basin and Range, Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Ivan Doig’s This House of Sky, and Johathan Raban’s Bad Land all examine the physical presence of these things we call land, water, and sky, but which we so unevenly know.  These texts differ with respect to the degree to which the human animal is present in the land, though none characterize the settler as something that the land needs to fulfill itself.  Settlers inevitably arrive, sucked West by the lure of the ‘new’ or trying to replicate earlier pilgrimages made to Salt Lake City, the Silicon Valley or Ecotopia.  Now, instead of gold or grain, the West is the promised land of technology and the new hero is not Adam, David or Moses, but Bill (as in Gates).
Part III: The Modernist Enterprise

______________________________________________________________

Read:

T. S. Eliot: The Waste Land
Sigmund Freud: Civilization and Its Discontents
Franz Kafka: Metamorphosis and The Penal Colony
James Baldwin (Notes of a Native Son) and Martin Luther King (Letter from Birmingham Jail)

Hanna Arendt: excerpt from The Origins of Totalitarianism
Milan Kundera: The Book of Laughter and Forgetting





   T. S. Eliot (1888-1965)





 “The Waste Land” (1922)
1.  Historical Background

Eliot was born in St. Louis, Missouri, and, as far as we can tell, had a reasonably normal childhood and young adulthood, graduating from Harvard in 1909 and receiving his M. A. from the same institution a year later.  His study of Sanskrit at Harvard and then in Germany was cut short by the advent (1914) of World War I, at which time he settled down in England, married and began his career as writer (during the evening) and banker (during the day).  His first notable poem was “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (1915), the success of which cemented his relationship with Ezra Pound, the enormously influential American poet who was also living in England.  After the publication of “The Waste Land” in 1922, Eliot was acclaimed as the great modernist poet, a title that he still holds.  Later he went on to publish “Murder in the Cathedral”(1934), “The Four Quartets” (1943), and received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1948.


The historical era into which he was born (the Modernist: 1910-1960) was witness to an enormous change in cultural sensibility—a change wrought by three major historical events: the First World War (1914-1918), the Great Depression (1929-1941), and the Second World War (1939-1945).  The First World War was devastating on many levels; in fact, not since the Napoleonic Wars (early 19th c.) and the American Civil War (1861-1865) had the Western world inflicted upon itself such carnage.  While nobody seemed to actually want the war, a series of interlocking treaties and guarantees of sovereignty inexorably drew the opposing alliances into battle.  (On one side were the “Allied” powers, England, France, Russia and later, the United States); on the other side were the “Central” powers, Germany, Austria, and Turkey.)  Millions of soldiers on both sides of the conflict were killed or wounded, partially due to inept leadership and partly to the new, war-making technologies.  WWI saw the first effective use of the machine gun, poison gas, the tank, long-range artillery, and air power.  While both sides hoped for a quick resolution to the conflict, the trench warfare that followed proved to be costly, futile and dispiriting.


This disaster forced Eliot and other writers to question the moral foundations of Western civilization itself.  With both sides of the conflict espousing a rigorous monotheism, with both sides assuming they held the moral “high ground,” there was little room for compromise or an honest self-assessment of either side’s motives; and only in retrospect was the full scope of the debacle recognized.  I suppose it must be said that the Allies officially “won”; however, the penalties they imposed upon Germany for its aggression became, unwittingly, one of the rationalizations used by the Nazis in their quest to reclaim German honor.  The ideology of militarism had locked Europe into a century of brutal conflict.

2.  Eliot’s Strategy for Salvaging Western Culture

Let it be said that Eliot, in spite of the very traditionalist role he now occupies in the annals of literary history, was something of a maverick.  That is, among the literary elite in which he moved, there was little doubt that Western culture, Christianity, the whole of social contract theory, not to mention art and music, had to be chucked, of a piece, into the Atlantic.  Given the successes of the Communist revolution (1917) and the grand promises made on behalf of Karl Marx’s vision of the future, the moral rubble that was European culture after World War I could offer little in response.  Eliot, however, had not quite given up, although he could not very well argue straightforwardly in favor of saving Western culture.  As soon as the Modernist reader accepted seriously the poet’s references to St. Augustine, Dante, Shakespeare or any of the icons of the past, the reader might very well throw up his arms (and throw down the poem) in disgust.  Thus Eliot had to be, shall we say, sneaky; and it is this strategy of deception that, I think, accounts for the difficulty in understanding “The Waste Land.”


Although this poem is not truly of epic length, it is nevertheless long; and in spite of a good deal of surface clutter (which is intentional) it does have a central theme and plot.  Specifically, it is Eliot’s belief that the modern world is “wasted,” perhaps literally, as in “blown to bits,” or perhaps metaphorically, in the sense of the world’s no longer having a common vitality and sense of purpose—of being a spiritual wasteland.  His symbol for this condition is sterility in the sense of procreative failure.  The poem opens with, “April is the cruelest month, breeding / Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing / Memory and desire, stirring / Dull roots with spring rain.”  That is, “April,” which should be the halcyon month of spring, is “cruel”; the land is “dead” and the roots are “dull”—the hoped for rebirth does not occur.  This condition spreads like a pandemic throughout all European nations and all classes.  In the past (the opening lines are generally thought to refer to Chaucer’s “Prologue” to the Canterbury Tales) people, animals and the land would be bursting with new life and hope, but in the wake of the war, the processes that underlie life itself have been halted.


Although it might seem passé nowadays for a serious writer to use the Judeo-Christian tradition as a source of guidance, Eliot does just this in “The Waste Land,” though he does not do so exclusively.  Nor does he do this openly.  Instead, he searches for mythological antecedents of biblical material that might serve as ‘stand-ins’ for such events.  In this regard, Eliot used two important literary sources: Jesse Weston’s From Ritual to Romance and Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough, from which he drew stories of male fertility gods.  Tammuz (Mesopotamia), Osiris (Egypt), Attis (Northwest Turkey) and Adonis (Syria) all share the fate of dying (at which time the land turns infertile) and being resurrected by a goddess (when the land blooms again).  In these stories Eliot finds a kind of template for the passion of Jesus, and thus subtly links Christianity to ancient myths, which, from his perspective, enhances the former’s importance as the culmination of a long historical process.


A second, but related, myth tells the story of the search for the Holy Grail.  The Grail is, of course, the cup from which Jesus drank at the Last Supper, and, as legend has it, the cup was taken from Jerusalem to England by Joseph of Arimathea (this voyage is symbolic of bringing Christianity to the British Isles).  After a time, the Grail disappears (because of general human depravity) and the search for it becomes a central motif in the Arthurian legends as well as in medieval German mythology.  As the story goes, a knight (the Grail knight) is riding through a parched, wasted land when, quite unintentionally, he comes upon a procession of men and women who are following a chalice (Grail) that hangs mysteriously in the air.  (In some versions, a sword is suspended above the chalice, signifying primordial female and male symbols.)  The knight watches with interest, but eventually goes on his way; later, when evening comes, he stops at an inn and casually mentions the day’s unusual events to his host.  The innkeeper asks what he did, and when the knight says, “Nothing,” the innkeeper becomes angry.  “You should have asked the Grail question,” he says, this being, “Whom does it [the Grail] serve?”  Then the innkeeper explains.


It seems that the king of the land (the ‘waste’ land) had received a genital wound, as a result of which he is ill and/or impotent.  This, in turn, causes the entire country to become infertile: the animals don’t copulate, plants don’t sprout, men can’t sire and women can’t bear children.  (The magical connection among these elements of life goes back to the late Neolithic period.)  The knight is told that now he has to begin the Grail Quest in earnest; he must search however long it takes to find the Grail and ask the question, at which time the king and land will be healed.  From Eliot’s perspective the cultural ‘waste’ of modern Europe can be traced to the absence of spirituality (the absence of the Grail) in human life, and I think he is asking each reader to be his/her own grail knight.  As we read (‘ride through’) the landscape of the poem, we should inquire into the meaning of our lives, and in doing so, will broach the issue of spiritual (in a generic sense) meaning.

At this time in his career, Eliot would not have defined himself as a particularly devout Christian, and the Judeo-Christian symbols were essentially convenient avenues leading to a broader spiritual inquiry.  Section five of the poem, “What the Thunder Said,” relies equally as much on Hinduism as on Western religiosity, and the poet sees no apparent conflict between the two.  Note that the wounded king in the above story is often referred to as the Fisher King, the point being that the icthys (fish) symbol is often applied to Jesus; and in Hinduism the first avatar (manifestation on earth) of Vishnu (the creator god) is also a fish.  My interpretation of his motives here is that, by linking the Judeo-Christian tradition and that of Hinduism, Eliot is suggesting that there exists something very much like a ‘spiritual thirst’ among all human beings, and that to be fully alive, this thirst must be satisfied.

3.  Many Voices

Typically, the lyric—as opposed to the epic—poet speaks directly to the reader him/herself.  That is, the voice we hear is that of the poet exulting, complaining, or explaining what is felt about a particular subject.  Eliot falls somewhere in between the two: in some lines we are given access to the poet’s interior sensibility and in others we hear a number of voices—often a cacophony—speaking to us.  Remarkable is the degree to which the voices we hear are those of women.  For instance,


a.  In “The Burial of the Dead” we hear “Marie” recount, quite poignantly, her childhood memories of being truly “free” (10-19) when sledding at the “arch-duke’s” estate; then later (34-42) she remembers a time when a young man almost broke through her isolation with love.  Note that she is called the “hyacinth girl,” this flower being an ancient symbol of fertility. 


b.  Also in the first section, we see Madame Sosostris using the Tarot cards to cast the fortune of a nameless person (perhaps Mrs. Equitone).  While the Madame is a complete charlatan “reading” the meaning of the cards as she turns them over (47-59), there is an ironic meaning to her acts in that the cards still bear symbolic significance.  That is, the symbols represented by the cards are still vital, though she is ignorant of their power.  Her not finding the “Hanged Man” (a version of the fertility god) indicates the degree to which those people who claim to speak for the transcendent in our lives are, in fact, voiceless.


c.  “The Game of Chess” is entirely dominated by the voices of women, beginning with the musings of an anonymous queen who is surrounded by the particulars of a ‘dead’ wealth (77-110).  Notice the mention of “synthetic perfumes” and a “carved dolphin’; notice the bright, metallic colors glinting in the flames.  But most important is the tale told by the “sylvan scene” in the painting above the mantle in her room: “The change of Philomel, by the barbarous king / So rudely forced.”  This refers to the myth told by the Roman poet Ovid in his Metamorphoses wherein Philomela is raped by her brother-in-law, the King of Thrace, who, to prevent her from incriminating him to her sister (his wife), has her tongue cut out.  When this isn’t sufficient, he tries to kill her; she then flees and is saved by the gods, who turn her into a nightingale.  Rape, as the functional equivalent of war, wastes human affection and produces a “forced” progeny; the world still remains infertile.


Next in this section, a middle-class couple are having a stunted conversation (111-138), wherein the wife tries to talk with her husband, who rejects her attempts at verbal intimacy with a series of acerbic responses: “The wind under the door.”  “Nothing again nothing.”  They have lived, and will continue to live, lives waiting for “a knock upon the door”; that is, for something or someone to give their lives meaning.  Notice also Eliot’s subtle mention of the couple’s avoidance of “rain,” which symbolizes a natural power that would vitalize the land and their lives.


Finally, we are situated in a cheap bar at closing time (139-173) and overhear a nameless woman discuss with a friend the plight of another lower class couple: Lil and Albert.  It seems that Lil has had an abortion (158-161) in order to avert an almost certain death in childbirth; yet Albert had specifically given her the money for new false teeth.  Not only has she been sickened by the “pills [she] took to bring it off,” but Albert is sure to be angry with her because she is not as attractive as he would wish.  (Note: a common method of inducing abortion at this time was to give the woman enough poison—strychnine—to kill the fetus but not enough to kill her.)  Here a profound sense of urgency casts its shadow over these dead-end lives.  The phrase, “HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME” is both the barman sounding ‘last call’ and the voice of an anonymous authority telling people to, in effect, get their lives together.  Time is running out on a spiritless world.


Note as well the diction (word choice) and syntax (sentence structure) vary depending on the class of voice present in each section.  The aristocratic diction is exulted (“Cupidon,”  “candelabra,” “Unguent,” “laquearia”) and the sentences long and complex (averaging ten lines in length).  The middle class diction is pedestrian and at times hysterical (“My nerves are bad to-night. Yes, bad.  Stay with me.”), using shorter, question-filled dialogue.  The lower class diction is full of slang (“demobbed,” “make yourself a bit smart,” “gammon”) in sentences that don’t always hang together long enough to express a complete thought.  The brokenness and sterility affects all classes of people; which only makes sense, since all live in the wasteland.


d.  In “The Fire Sermon” we are presented with a glimpse of desperate life in London—a landscape which has been deserted by the “nymphs” (and the Classical norms which they imply) as well as those who are supposed to be running human affairs (“City directors”).  The crucial scene is the long description (215-256) of a meaningless tryst between a “typist” and a “house agent’s clerk.”  This pathetic seduction is observed by Tiresias, the mythological soothsayer who had the unique distinction to have lived part of his live as a woman and part as a man.  Thus, Tiresias understands both roles—seducer and seduced—and understands just how mechanical and devoid of true affection is this intercourse.  The young man is “flushed and decided”; the woman is full of “indifference,” the latter symbolized by smoothing “her hair with automatic hand” and putting “a record on the gramophone.”  This depiction of meaningless sensuality is echoed in the commentary (292-299) of a nameless woman who appears to have had her first sexual experience in a canoe.


e.  The fourth section of the poem, “Death by Water,” is a curiosity.  In earlier drafts of the poem it is much longer, but Ezra Pound had edited out almost all of what Eliot had written.  This section refers to the dead fertility god (in this case, Phlebas the Phoenician) who “rose and fell” in the “whirlpool” of the sea after he had been killed.  More specifically, we know that the agricultural societies in the ancient Mideast featured a ceremony after the yearly harvest in which a young man (or an effigy of such) would be sacrificed and then either buried in the earth or thrown into the sea.  The circular metaphors in this section suggest an ongoing cycle of birth, growth, death and rebirth to which one must affix oneself to be truly alive.  Those who remove themselves from this cycle (e.g., from “The Burial of the Dead”) are condemned to a living death.


f.  The final section of the poem, “What the Thunder Said,” is a combination of three stories.  The first (lines 322-365) describes two of Christ’s disciples walking from Jerusalem to Emmaus on the day of the resurrection.  Mysteriously, a third person “wrapped in a brown mantle” appears beside them, but they know not who he is.  This is the risen Christ who is with us, suggests Eliot, even though we are ignorant of His presence.  

After a symbolic rendering of post-WWI Europe (366-377), the second story (378-391) relates the last phase of the Grail Quest, wherein the grail knight enters the Chapel Perilous.  This structure is “empty” (“only the wind’s home”), yet it presents the greatest test for the knight because he has to master fear itself—he has to know that the “bats with baby faces” are an illusion.  After his success here, the grail knight will be granted a vision of the Grail; he can ask the question, and the land can begin its healing process.

The third story (392-426) jumps us from Great Britain to India at the beginning of the monsoon season.  Since the poem as a whole moves from drought to deluge, from a dead land to a life-giving rain, we are partially justified in thinking Eliot somewhat optimistic.  Notice the three Sanskrit terms in this story: datta, dayadhvam, damyata, which can be (loosely) translated as “give,” “sympathize,” and “control.”  These refer to the Brihadaranyaka-Upanishad wherein the Hindi creator god, Parajapti, answers three groups (gods, demons and human beings) who ask of him the meaning of life.  To each, Parajapti answers “DA” and each group interprets “DA” differently.  What follows after “Datta: what have we given?” is Eliot’s admonition that the only way to live is to give fully and unreservedly of oneself to other human beings.  The worth of our lives is not measured in “our obituaries” (promotions, honors, awards), in “memories” (exciting experiences) or “under seals broken by the lean solicitor” (the toys left behind).

Dayadhvam admonishes us to sympathize with the suffering of others, and, to illustrate, Eliot alludes to an episode in Dante’s Divine Comedy.  In Canto 33 of the Inferno we hear the story of a father, two sons and two grandsons who are imprisoned until they starve to death; that is, they have heard the key ‘turn in the door once and once only.”  This experience is equivalent to hardening one’s heart and is traditionally the first step on the road to perdition.  In this, Eliot has returned to his favorite poet, whom he first alludes to in “The Burial of the Dead” (lines 60-65).

Damyata asks us to moderate our ‘giving’ and ‘sympathizing’ with ‘control.’  A good sailor himself, Eliot uses the image of the boat’s responding to an experienced hand on the tiller as the analogy he would have us use in our lives.  Of the three lessons taken from this Upanishad, this seems to be the least well developed; and I have no explanation for that.  Certainly, if the European powers had exercised enough control prior to 1914, we would have been spared the First World War.

g.  The final dozen lines of the poem represent Eliot’s commentary both on the situation in Europe and the poem itself.  Of particular importance is line 431, “These fragments I have shored against my ruins,” which refers not only to the prior three lines but to the entire poem, which is made up of fragments.  To “shore” means to support or strengthen; hence, we see Eliot using the fragments of Western culture to prop up his own life, which is tottering, along with the remains of civilization.  It is also worth noting that Eliot refers one last time to the Fisher King (line 424-426), who asks, “Shall I at least set my lands in order?”  I think that this correlates well with the guarded optimism of the poem’s final section in that the wounded King at least poses the possibility of restoration and rebirth.  The question is open-ended in that he doesn’t say he will act, nor does he say that acting is impossible.  The question is put on the table, and it is as much for him to act as us.

4. Final Thoughts: 
It is impossible to write the definitive commentary on this poem, in part because every single line refers to either an historical event, a work of art, or an author.  Hence, to fully appreciate the poem, one has to be as knowledgeable as the poet himself, which I take as a given to be impossible.  Eliot very much felt at home in world culture, and, in some sense, actually conceived this poem as a dialogue between himself and every character (or author) alluded to.  Any good university library will have a number of books that comment, criticize or explain Eliot’s work, and I encourage you to do some outside reading in order to more fully understand what he says.  




          Sigmund Freud (1856-1939)




    Civilization and Its Discontents (1930)
1.  Historical Background


Freud has enjoyed wild swings in reputation, from an early skepticism because of his emphasis on human sexuality, to a general acceptance of his psychological theory, to a more recent, and justified, criticism that his work understated and misunderstood the role of women in culture.  Although a basic understanding of Freudian theory is necessary to fully understand this book, happily, it is not overly clinical.  Indeed, it might be thought of as broadly philosophical in the sense that philosophy used to concern itself with ultimate questions of being and meaning, rather than restrict itself to more narrow linguistic or logical matters.


By the time this work was published, Freud had already established himself as one of the seminal figures of 20th century thought and he was beginning to advance his ideas into non-psychological areas such as religion (The Future of an Illusion) and history (Moses and Monotheism).  Although publication of Civilization precedes Hitler’s seizure of power in Germany (1932), one cannot help but wonder whether Freud (as a part of Jewish Viennese culture) understood better than most what the moral implications of Nazism would mean for the world.  Of course, his spirits could not have been heartened by the slaughter of World War I and the Depression into which the world was sliding.  Given the shadow of ill that was gradually covering the world, it is a wonder he continued to write at all, as if warning humanity to step back from the ledge.

2.  Freud’s Basic Ideas

Those of you who have already been introduced to Herr Freud in a psychology class may skip this part; those of you who have not, listen up.  Freud did not invent, but he did popularize, the tripartite picture of the human psyche.  First to emerge at the infant stage of development was the Id (Latin for “it”), or basic instincts.  These were governed by the “pleasure principle” whose sole aim in existence was to plead for their immediate satisfaction, irrespective of all other concerns.  Hence, a baby will cry when it is hungry, demanding attention regardless of the needs of the parent.  Next to emerge would be the Ego, or “self,” whose presence indicated that the child was beginning to differentiate himself from the rest of the world.  The Ego slowly becomes the repository of practical knowledge, schooling the child to avoid danger and to remember important information.  The Ego is governed by the “reality principle.”  Finally, the Super Ego is developed in (rather than emerges from) the psyche of the child.  A good deal of Civilization discusses how this occurs, so for the moment I will only say that, functionally, the Super Ego represents the social norms (morals) that have been impressed upon the child by the culture in which it lives.  These morals inform the child that he needs to learn to postpone satisfaction of the instincts (“sublimation”) until a socially appropriate time and place.  In other words, peeing on the living room rug should be avoided; hence, potty training.  Freud does not say so, but I would venture to say that the Super Ego operates either out of a “guilt principle” or a “shame principle,” depending upon the society under consideration.
3.  Why We Are Unhappy Most of the Time

It is not at all a cheery prospect that Freud addresses; in fact, one might wonder if he had become a subscriber to the Buddhist notion that “life is suffering.”  While possible, it is equally as likely that he came to his dismal (though largely accurate) conclusion solely through an analysis of Western culture.  The problem lies with the demands of the Id, which we know are relentless yet impossible of being fully and continuously satisfied.  While the desire for sexual satisfaction, for example, contributes greatly to the formation of family units, there is a point where such satisfaction runs counter to the interests of the tribe.  Simply put, to have adult males or females continually on the prowl for sexual satisfaction would lead to social chaos: family stability would be threatened through incest, patterns of authority and inheritance would be disturbed and, with such internal unrest, the tribe would not be able to defend itself from external threats.  Hence, society places a restriction on “sexual objects” (a term meaning the object of one’s affection or lust).


Understanding that sexual satisfaction is the most primitive—and a very powerful—form of happiness, society sanctions other avenues to contentment and delight.  Chapter Two enumerates the eight different roads to happiness, which includes intoxication, instinctual mastery, sublimation, fantasy, social isolation, romantic love, aesthetics and religious consolation.  Thus far, all social forms appear to be attempts to ‘buy off’ the sexual drive by offering the psyche substitute satisfactions of varying powers.  Each alternative has its good and bad points; for example, intoxication is strong—capable of completely eradicating the sexual drive—but has obvious morning-after drawbacks.  An appreciation of art (aesthetics) is possible for the very few, but the rewards (both sensual and intellectual) are, objectively, minimal.  And love, while offering the most long-lasting benefits, may leave the lover totally vulnerable to romantic misfortune, a situation few people enjoy.  Nevertheless, human beings plod on in our search for happiness, most of us seizing upon two or three strategies during a lifetime, attempting to temper the benefits of one with the faults of another.


While Freud was thus formulating a human strategy for happiness, another factor slowly enters the picture.  This was brought to his attention while analyzing victims of World War I, who kept mentally returning to traumatic battlefield incidents.  Why, Freud wondered, would a human being dwell on so obviously an unhappy event?  Why would a man be drawn back time and again to pain and grief?  Freud’s theory was that memories of such an experience resonate with the human psyche in a way hitherto unnoticed, or if noticed, misunderstood.  To explain such behavior Freud postulated the existence of another instinct, equally as primordial as the sex drive, which he called the “death instinct” (perhaps to contrast with sexuality, which might then be thought of as the “life instinct”).  More formally, the former is labeled Thanatos and the latter Eros.  All of which points to the most important sentences in the book: “And now, I think, the meaning of the evolution of civilization is no longer obscure to us.  It must present the struggle between Eros and Death [Thanatos], between the instinct of life and the instinct of destruction, as it works itself out in the human species” (Chapter VI).


If true, the significance of this idea is immense.  Aggression and its end, destruction, become no longer willed events (based on choice), but part of the ‘hard-wiring’ of the human species which makes us actors in a drama whose theme is continual conflict, both within the individual and within the species.  Now it may be the case that Thanatos can sometimes be drafted into the service of Eros, such that “the organism [is] destroying some other thing, whether animate or inanimate, instead of destroying its own self.”  However, this is shallow consolation for the group against whom the aggression is directed and only serves to institutionalize aggression, as human morphology becomes externalized in social systems.   Moreover, since civilization is as much a work of Thanatos as it is of Eros, we now see why happiness is such a fruitless hope.

4.  Formation of the Super Ego


Psychoanalysis (or, more generally, psychological therapy) is available to help us deal with the bleakness of existence; and here I would like to return to one of the topics mentioned earlier: the creation of the Super Ego.  The process goes something like this.  The child, not being fully able to control his aggressive impulses, is continually directing this against a parent, or part of the environment controlled by the parent.  When Junior hits his mother, she punishes him, verbally, with a time-out, or with a spanking.  The actual punishment, says Freud, is interpreted by Junior as “loss of love,” which the maturing child recognizes as dangerous, since without the parent the world is a brutal place.  This goes on until the child realizes that the satisfaction of expressing aggressive impulses is less than his fear of punishment.  At this point the anger is redirected away from the external authority (parent) into the child’s self; more specifically, into part of the ego that had previously been tending to the selfish needs of the child. In sum, this internalized aggression becomes the Super Ego, operating “like a garrison [of soldiers] in a conquered city” (Chapter VII).


While seemingly burdensome, this process is a wonderfully efficient way to control tendencies judged by society to be unseemly.  Rather than having to punish the child or adult wrongdoer physically, rather than having to physically restrain or reeducate him, the Super Ego quietly and efficiently impresses upon the person the will of the community.  The child learns not to pee on the living room rug, or not to eat ice cream between meals, or not to steal his sister’s toys.  The crucial point here is that there are no secrets from the Super Ego.  If the Ego is even entertaining the thought of violating some social directive, the Super Ego knows, and begins to punish the Ego with, in the Western world, guilt.  At least the family (as surrogate for society) hopes the child learns what he shouldn’t do.  If not—if the social Super Ego is not functioning optimally—the society will have to spend a greater and greater amount of its resources to control him: child, adolescent, or adult.  In fact, one might almost say that the degree to which a society must increase expenditures in this area is the degree to which the Super Ego needs strengthening, because it is not working well.


Based on this theory, one might hypothesize that the Nazi brutality can be accounted for by a dysfunctional Super Ego.  That is, there was some fatal flaw in the makeup of this capacity which allowed Nazi leaders, soldiers and complacent citizens to rationalize the murder of six million people.  We know that the Nazis made a consistent effort to dehumanize Jews before they were killed so as to minimize guilt in their murderers (see Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved).  One might also suppose that the gulags of the Soviet Union operated under similar assumptions—that the beliefs of certain people made them a threat to the state and thus not worthy of living.  These actions also were justified by the belief that the deaths of innocent people were somehow mandated by the Law of Nature or the Law of History (see Arendt), respectively.  All in all, the 20th century presents some of the most dismal episodes in human history.





             Milan Kundera (1929 - )




The Book of Laughter and Forgetting  (1980)
1.  Historical Background

After the end of World War II (1945), the Soviet Union moved into Eastern Europe and occupied many of those countries that had been temporarily controlled by Nazi Germany.  One of these was Czechoslovakia, and living there at the time was a young man by the name of Milan Kundera, full of idealism and hope for the future.  Whether out of ignorance or naiveté, the Czech people embraced the doctrine of Communism, hoping to realize their version of Marx’s perfect community.  Unfortunately, the planned utopia did not want to materialize, and so the leaders of Czechoslovakia had to ‘persuade’ its citizens to make certain sacrifices, such as greatly reduced freedom of assembly and press, an economy directed by social theorists, and the active presence of secret police.

Then around 1964, the Czech people began to experience a certain liberalization of society and thought, a period known as the “Prague spring.”  Citizens other than hard-line Marxists began to have opportunities to participate in the government; new economic programs were introduced; art which questioned a blind allegiance to Marxism showed up in movie theaters and on the walls of art galleries.  Novels were written which encouraged their readers to think for themselves.  Then in August of 1968, ‘winter’ abruptly descended.  Several hundred thousand Soviet soldiers and several thousand Soviet tanks moved into the country and occupied Prague, reinstating political and military personnel faithful to Moscow.  Kundera and thousands of like-minded Czech citizens were imprisoned, exiled and killed.  This novel is the story of people who experienced this nightmare.

2. Premise and Structure of the Postmodern Novel

Having not so long ago read Pride and Prejudice, you will remember how carefully focused this novel was on one family (the Bennets), one person (Elizabeth) and one plot (marriage).  Kundera’s novel explodes these unities by asking the reader to follow multiple characters throughout seven short stories that include both historical and fictional narratives.   Because the communist regime rewrites history (empirical fact) into fiction (an imagined reality), Kundera sees no reason why actual events cannot be combined with fictional ones in his novel.  Thus, in each story you will find the narrative switching back and forth between an account of actual events and Kundera’s imaginative rendering of them.  He does so not for purely literary reasons; he is asking, Is there a difference between history and fiction when one lives in a repressive state?


The organizing principle of the novel is represented by the musical structure called “theme and variations,” a form used extensively by Beethoven near the very end of his life.  In contrast to this open form is that of the “fugue,” a closed form perfected by Bach.  More specifically, the former begins with a short musical theme that is then experimented with.  It is pulled apart, reconstructed, assembled backwards, resolved into a different key, shortened, lengthened and twisted.  The final musical statement of the theme and variation style need have only a modest resemblance to the motif that was present when the journey began.  In contrast, the initial motif of the fugue, however simple or elaborate it may be, is never lost.  A totalitarian regime is one in which “every man is a note in a magnificent Bach Fugue and anyone who refuses his note is a mere black dot, useless and meaningless, easily caught and squashed between the fingers like an insect” (8).  While Kundera would never claim that a democratic society is perfect, it does allow its citizens enormous freedom of expression and opportunity generated not by a master plan but by the energy incumbent within each note.  I trust you see that the point of this brief lesson is to explain how Kundera is able to use musical theory to express a moral point.  That is, form and matter are fused.  The structure of a government is inseparable from its substance.

3.  History, Memory and Forgetting


I am always hesitant to explain too much about a work of art, lest my explanation ruin your experience of it, and nowhere is this caution more applicable than in this novel.  The meaning of the novel resides in the process of discovery through which you engage individual characters.  And make no mistake about it—these characters are not heroic in the classical sense.  They are full of pettiness, insecurity, lust, vanity, greed and ambition, yet in spite of all these normal defects, they are not unlikable.  They are, in short, like us.  Moreover, the shifting back and forth between multiple points of view and plots actively prevents us from being attached too strongly to any one character.  And perhaps this is how it must be in a totalitarian environment—with no one’s future secure, attachment can only bring disappointment.

In the first “Lost Letters” we are introduced to a likable Czech citizen who, like Kundera, has had his life removed from his career by those helpful Russian soldiers.  He is somewhat at a loss, and, after an accident requires him to take some time off work, Mirek decides he can best use these free days by recovering some old love letters.  On the surface this is a trivial task—a purely human exercise in vanity—because we learn the reason for Mirek’s quest is that he is embarrassed by those letters.  He is embarrassed because he loved an “ugly” woman.  The letters stand as a part of his past that is out of his control, and he wants to correct this defect.

Ironically, our hero wants to do on a personal level exactly what the totalitarian state wants to do on a cultural level: rewrite history.  To make the situation even more ironic, it is as if the characters had forgotten their roles.  Mirek, who should be more attuned to the democratic spirit of openness and freedom, is mimicking the party bureaucrats, while Zdena, who should be zealous in reshaping history, is preserving the past and thus the possibility for human freedom.  On both the personal and social level the reality is the same: to control the future one must first control the past.

As you might expect, this first story opens up a number of themes that are examined throughout the novel: What is love and how does human sexuality relate to it?  How are the concepts ‘public’ and ‘private’ modified by the kind of social system in which one lives?  What does Kundera mean when he says that there are two kinds of laughter, angelic and demonic?  Is one good and the other bad?  Can there be such a thing as comedy within a totalitarian state?   How do the symbols that structure the novel as a whole (theme and variation versus fugue) shape our response to each of these questions?

In the second “Lost Letters” the situation is the exact reversal of that in the first story.  Here Tamina is a refugee (much, one would presume, like Kundera) who had escaped from Czechoslovakia with her husband some years earlier.  Since it was a police state, they could take only the necessities with them and thus had to leave their correspondence in Prague.  (Note: Mirek is referred to as Tamina’s father-in-law.)  Now Tamina is desperate to retrieve these love letters, since they represent the only concrete connection she has with her husband, who died shortly after their escape.  What seems to happen is, after she fails to secure the letters, Tamina retreats into her own imaginary world—a world populated by children.  I won’t say much more other than Tamina, an adult woman, tries to fit into this world run by children and she fails.  The reason why she fails is connected to Tamina’s having a memory while the children have none; that is, she has history while the children have only a future.  To survive, Tamina must never let go of the past (the letters), for to do so is to die; yet that is exactly what the children demand of her.  As Kundera says, “the struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting”(3).  To live without a past is, in fact, to live a dead life—one without true meaning, slipping into a pointless future.

Yet there is always the hope that, somehow, the past can resist its own obliteration.  Note the wonderful opening anecdote about a government official, Clementis, giving his hat to another high functionary by the name of Gottwald.  After the former’s death he becomes a ‘nonbeing’ and the only public recognition of the former’s existence is the hat preserved in photographs.  As if to symbolize human resistance to absolute power, this story is retold at the beginning of the second “Angels.”  Which suggests to me that one must always be on the lookout for the truth, even in the most innocuous and unexpected forms.  Who would expect a mere hat to be a symbol of the truth?  And who would expect a hat to be a force of disruption?  In regard to the latter, observe the function a hat plays (“The Border’) in upsetting the solemn ceremony of death.  Here the hat becomes the ‘one note’ in the fugue that refuses to play its role, prompting laughter and releasing people, briefly, into a state of freedom.

To conclude these comments, note the strange developments that have affected the realms known as the public and the private.  It is as if that which was once legitimately public has now become private, and that which was once an intimate communication has become public.  When the secret police finally arrest Mirek, they are surprised that he has preserved all the notes and correspondence related to his political activities.  This material is that which incriminates him and not the love letters.  That which one might call the personal private is of little interest to the state, but that which is the social private—a private record of public activities—must be oppressed.  This reversal of values also can be seen in “The Border” where an orgy becomes a publicly scripted event.  The absurdity of this creates a liberating laughter, a laughter that affirms the belief that there is less order and oppression in the world than the state would like to believe.

4.  The End of History 
The story of the totalitarian regimes of the 20th century is that of the continual sacrifice of the present for the benefit of the future.  Yet in this electronic age, even citizens of democratic countries are continually being pushed toward that future.  As Kundera says in the first “Lost Letters,” “The bloody massacre in Bangladesh quickly covered over the memory of the Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia, the assassination of Allende drowned out the groans of Bangladesh, the war in the Sinai Desert made people forget Allende, the Cambodian massacre made people forget Sinai, and so on and so forth until ultimately everyone lets everything be forgotten” (7).  The question Kundera implicitly poses to the reader is, Will we let this happen?  The scandals of the Clinton administration are forgotten in the wake of the September 11th terrorist attacks, but what will make us forget the latter?  Some new attack or plague?  Events occur—or appear to occur—too rapidly for us to understand them.  It is as if we are standing on the platform as the train of history speeds by.  The devaluing of each life by the grand design of history is, perhaps, the quintessential experience of the last hundred years.  Kundera has no simple solutions, but he is politely requesting that we do our best not to let this happen again. 

Franz Kafka (1883-1924)

“The Metamorphosis” (1915)

“The Penal Colony” (1919)

1.  Historical Background

Franz Kafka was born in Prague, Czechoslovakia, in 1883, into a middle-class Jewish family.  After high school he attended the German University of Prague (Deutsche Universitat) where he studied chemistry and law.  His non-literary life was spent as a lawyer for a state-run insurance agency—a typical bureaucracy of its time—and there he gained some first-hand experience with the faceless state apparatus.  After his death, his friend and literary agent, Max Brod, published Kafka’s most important novels: The Trial (1925), The Castle (1926), and Amerika (1927).  However, the genius of Kafka was not recognized until after WWII.


As you might gather from his fiction, Kafka’s life was not exactly filled with joy.  Although twice engaged to be married to the same woman (one Felice Bauer), he was never able to fulfill that hope.  Most likely his being diagnosed with tuberculosis in 1917 was a decisive factor in terminating his engagements.  For the last seven years of his life, he was in and out of sanatoria.  It was then the prescribed treatment for tuberculosis patients that they be separated from others, ideally in an institution in the country or mountains, where it was thought that pure air aided treatment.  Antibiotics were not widely used as a treatment until the late 1940s, after which the disease nearly disappeared.


Franz Kafka is one of the most influential novelists of the early 20th century, on a par with Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, Virginia Woolf, or Thomas Mann.  Kafka’s subject matter is the plight of the modern human being alienated from the society in which he or she lives.


In some cases it is the society itself that has been warped out of true by an absurd ideology; in others, it is the man who has been so transformed that he is cut off from his world.  In either case, this dehumanization radically calls into question all traditional values, whether based on religious beliefs (such as Christianity) or political ideals (such as social contract theory).  Unlike T. S. Eliot, Kafka does not seem to think that these traditions can be saved—about whether they should be saved, Kafka is ambivalent.

2.  The Stories: Plot, Symbol, Allegory

Although he died before totalitarian systems of government became fully manifest, Kafka brilliantly captures the psychological desolation that prevails in such systems.  The primary action of his fiction is one in which a protagonist is thrown into an environment which is incompatible with life as he knows it.  To be cut off from the energies that normally sustain one’s life is to experience the essence of alienation—which is the emotion of not belonging to something or of not having a self which can belong.  Kafka argues that

alienation is becoming normative in modern life—if we have experienced it, we will understand; if we haven’t yet experienced it, our time will come.


Of course, the premise that Gregor Samsa, putative hero of  “The Metamorphosis,” has been turned into a giant insect—perhaps a dung beetle—is not one we are meant to accept literally.  Indeed, if we try to rationalize this symbol, Gregor’s life degenerates into a condition that is one part pathos, one part physical comedy.  Yet I must observe that there is a sense in which the absurdly comic is present in “The Metamorphosis”—the reader’s sense of reality is threatened and laughter becomes a quite understandable physiological response to the incongruity.  As well, one should note that both “The Metamorphosis” and “The Penal Colony” are manifestations of surrealism, one of the dominant artistic movements in the early twentieth century.  It was founded by the French poet Andre Breton in 1924, ironically the year of Kafka’s death.


Kafka doesn’t intend for the reader to believe in the physical reality of his symbols; rather, he seeks their emotional and psychological resonance in the reader.  In doing so Kafka is writing an allegory, a narrative in which a conventional image (insect, execution apparatus) carries on its back an additional meaning, a symbolic meaning.  To illustrate the bewilderment and pain caused by being ‘the other’ or ‘the outsider,’ Kafka makes his protagonist the most generally repugnant creature he can imagine.  What makes Gregor’s condition even more pathetic is his continued capacity to understand human speech, while humans can’t understand his.  Thus Gregor is deprived of the one aspect of our being which, from a secular perspective at least, separates us from all other species: language.


The central symbol of  “The Penal Colony” is only slightly less bizarre than that in “The Metamorphosis”—it is a large execution machine.  This machine consists of three parts: the Designer, which conceptualizes the punishment, the Harrow (a harrow is a farm implement with sharp blades or spikes used for breaking rough ground), which carries out the punishment, and the Bed, which cradles the prisoner’s dying body.  The machine was conceived and built by the former commandant of the penal colony, and it has the unique feature of inscribing on the prisoner’s chest the law that he is guilty of transgressing.


The officer who operates the machine is both completely mad and completely devoted to the ideological legacy of the former commandant—the old commandant seems to have assumed a mythological significance for the officer.  Note that the officer even takes the explorer to view the commandant’s grave, rather strangely located underneath a table in the local cafe; and the inscription on the grave promises that the commandant will rise from the dead and reestablish the standards of the former times.  This, too, is important because the officer is worried that the current commandant doesn’t appreciate the beauty of the machine’s unique form of death.  This, however twisted it may be, gives the officer the strength to endure misunderstanding and criticism; his is a tough job but someone has to do it.


Like totalitarianism itself, the machine is thoroughly inhumane because, as it does its duty, it obliterates ethical standards.  By this I mean that what really concerns the officer is the working of the machine itself.  He is concerned—obsessed even—that all its gears, levers, ratchets, dials and needles do their work smoothly, elegantly, efficiently, with a formal, brutal beauty.  That the prisoner is to die for a trivial fault (for not saluting his commanding officer’s door every hour) is unimportant to the officer.  In fact, it matters so much that there be an execution this day—guilt or innocence being irrelevant—that the officer finally chooses to die himself.  Here note what Hannah Arendt says: What a totalitarian state needs is subjects perfectly trained either to be victims or executioners.  The act of execution, when properly carried out, is regulated and governed by internal standards of excellence.


Another strange aspect of the killing machine’s history is that, in the old days, people would come from everywhere—men, women and children—to observe an execution.  It was a ceremony which provided a kind of inspirational entertainment, because about halfway through the process the prisoner would, according to the officer, begin to experience “enlightenment.”  It began around the prisoner’s eyes and “radiated” over the whole face of the dying man.  Children would be brought near to see the beauty of this strange transfiguration; indeed, children were the preferred observers.  The officer also adds to the warped religiosity of the experience by proclaiming that the “guiding plans” for the machine—the sacred texts drawn by the old commandant—are his “most precious possessions.”


This and much else is told by the officer to the explorer, who has come to the island to observe, impartially, the judicial system of the colony; and to some extent, the explorer is meant to function as the conscience of the reader.  The explorer is caught between the dictate that he (as a stranger) not judge the penal colony’s system of justice by external standards, and by an instinctive need to halt what is an inhumane act.  The tension increases in the explorer as he unexpectedly finds himself caught up in the process.


It is not that the explorer ever really approves of the penal colony’s system of justice.  Rather, the process acquires a momentum of its own that is hard to resist.  Fortunately for the explorer, he is never put to the final test, which would be to forcefully intervene and stop the prisoner’s execution.  Instead, the machine malfunctions, releasing the prisoner from his sentence, but rather than witness the end of an era (since the machine symbolizes the old regime), the officer sacrifices himself to his ideology.  Who knows, just as legend says that the old commandant will return, so might the officer hope for his own future resurrection.  With the officer’s death and the self-destruction of the machine, the explorer, like the reader, can return to that which Freud called the realm of “normal human unhappiness.”


James Baldwin (1924-1987)

“Notes of a Native Son”  (1955)

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968)

“Letter from Birmingham Jail” (1963)

Historical Background:


Even though these two authors did their most important work over a half century after W. E. B. DuBois wrote The Souls of Black Folk, they are of a piece in that they represent a singular theme of American history: immigrant settlement.  Whether voluntary or forced, whether effected in a mass or dribbling in over the course of many decades, the nation-state we call home consists almost exclusively of non-indigenous people.  Obviously, the story of Black Americans is not the exact story of Asian, Irish, or Polish Americans, yet each immigrant group has had to run a gauntlet of persecution and exclusion.  Many years ago I remember seeing a photograph of a sign that had been posted on the wall of a Boston factory in the 1890s.  The sign said No Negroes or Irish Need Apply—an indication that prejudice runs deeper than skin color, as noted more recently in Bosnia where brutality is sanctioned primarily by religious affiliation.  So in reading Baldwin and King (as earlier with DuBois) I would like you to look beyond the obvious historical contexts and try to understand how each writer connects with the reader, as human beings alone—not as black or white, male or female, Muslim or Jew.  


While I will be leading off with an analysis of each work, I would like to offer a very condensed version of the Civil Rights movement in the United States as it applies to the Afro-American community.  I should say that there are many versions of this history.  While what follows is my own interpretation of history, it is accurate in its general thrust, though undoubtedly open to criticism with respect to selected details.


Abolition (1830-1861): A movement advocating the eradication of slavery in the United States, which found its strength in New England and the Upper Midwest.  Frederick Douglass’ Autobiography, a slave narrative, and Harriet B. Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin are the two most representative texts of the period.  As well as the obvious moral problems with slavery, Northern abolitionists were motivated by religious, apocalyptic energies, which saw slavery as the manifestation of sin that had to be cleansed before the Second Coming.  So at least in some members of the Abolitionist Movement we see more than a little self-interest.


Civil War (1861-1865): The motivations for which are many and confusing: the desire of Lincoln to preserve the Union; the greed of the industrialized North to impose its will on the agricultural South; the need to rid the land of the curse of slavery.  In victory the North did free the slaves, but it would be one hundred years before the South, as an economic and political entity, could stand on its own two feet.


Reconstruction (1865-1885): A well-intentioned but incompetent effort to rebuild what had been destroyed by three centuries of oppression and war.  For the first time, American Negroes were elected to city and state offices in the South, but a lack of legislative experience allowed most of these representatives to be manipulated by traditional Southern interest groups.  As well, shady entrepreneurs from the North (carpetbaggers) rushed south to get their cuts of federal dollars.


Counter Reconstruction (1885-1920): The failures noted above provided the needed rationalization for Southern whites to reassert their control over blacks.  During this period we see the introduction of the “Jim Crow” laws (segregation laws), the crippling of black social movements, and the emigration of black Americans out of the South to Chicago, New York, Detroit and other large northern cities.  This had two effects: 1) the Blues and its upscale relative, Jazz, made their way into the souls of white Americans and 2) for the first time, as a result of working in the auto, steel or other factory jobs, some Afro-Americans had middle-class incomes, which meant stable, safe neighborhoods.


Repressive Stability (1920-1950): The Jim Crow laws in the South continued to oppress Afro-Americans and the Great Depression (1929-1941) made it difficult for blacks to hold on to the economic gains of the earlier period (last hired, first fired).  The Ku Klux Clan (which, interestingly, had its origin in Indiana) prospered in the wake of the Depression, lynchings in the South became commonplace (during some years, an average of three per day), and black communities in the North became more ghettoized.  The participation of blacks in the Second World War inspired in them (as Baldwin notes) a new sense of entitlement: how could they be asked to fight for freedom in Europe without expecting freedom at home?


Modern Civil Rights Movement (1950-1980): Beginning in the South and spreading to the North, this cry for equality resulted in the end of legalized segregation and, finally, the more equitable distribution of opportunity and reward within a capitalist economy.  There were three kinds of social action groups in this period: 1) Non-separatist and moderate (National Assn. for the Advancement of Colored People, Southern Christian Leadership Conference), 2) Non-separatist and radical (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, Congress of Racial Equality) and 3) Separatist and radical (Black Muslims, Black Panthers).  It is ironic that in a time of international violence (the cold war, the Vietnam War), the most successful of these groups were the most peaceful, the NAACP and the SCLC, the latter being Dr. King’s group.

James Baldwin


Intellectually, James Baldwin came of age in the 1950s.  Having been raised in New York City, he could speak from personal experience about what was then called the “Negro Problem,” and his essays and fiction appeared in the leading liberal publications of the day: Commentary, Harpers, Partisan Review, and The New Yorker.  He became a trusted source of guidance for the white community and used his considerable intellectual gifts to shape the response of northern whites to the first phase of the modern Civil Rights movement.  It was not until the late 1960s, when Eldridge Cleaver, the Black Panthers and other radical voices began attracting more media attention, that Baldwin’s star began to slip.  It is thus with some understandable bitterness that Baldwin responded to the accusations of radical black leaders that he was too conservative.  Yet I think that Baldwin’s relationship to his critics is analogous to that of the relationship of Dr. King to, for instance, Malcolm X: the latter accused the former of being weak, too passive, and thus morally suspect.  Yet the black activists of the late 1960s seemed to have forgotten that their voices were heard only because of the intellectual revolution wrought by Baldwin, Richard Wright (Native Son) and Ralph Ellison (Invisible Man).


The single essay “Notes of a Native Son” represents Baldwin at his best, as in it he correlates personal with social history.  Simply put, Baldwin’s essay is divided into three sections: 1) Baldwin’s individual life as overshadowed by the presence of his father; 2) tension in Harlem coinciding with his father’s death watch, and 3) rioting in Harlem preceding the funeral of his father.  The strength of the essay lay in Baldwin’s ability to make all three elements flow together in a continuous stream of history.  What ties everything together for the Afro-American is the concept of madness, which, Baldwin says, is akin to “some dread, chronic disease, the unfailing symptom of which is a kind of blind fever, a pounding in the skull and fire in the bowels.”  Like the illness afflicting Shakespeare’s King Lear, this is a madness that connotes both anger and insanity, and can “recur at any moment . . . wreck[ing] more important things than race relations” (94).  Baldwin observes events simultaneously through the eyes of the little boy he once was and those of the ‘angry young man’ he has become after living within, and barely surviving, the early phases of the Civil Rights Movement.  Yet in all this expression of anger Baldwin realizes—as his father did not—that while hatred may kill the object of the hate it inevitably kills the hater.


Perhaps the core of the essay is Baldwin’s account of what happened one evening when he’d gone to New Jersey for a movie and dinner.  The irony of just having seen This Land Is Mine (the story of the German occupation of France) just prior to being refused service in the restaurant is not lost on the reader as Baldwin, finally, is unable to control his rage.  The words of the waitress, “We don’t serve Negroes here,” provoke a “click at the nape of my neck as though some interior string connecting my head to my body had been cut.”  He throws a pitcher of water at the waitress (who is unhurt) and flees the restaurant with, it seems, the whole of the angry, white world at his heels.  The act prompting his outburst was, in itself, trivial, but it represented the culmination of every instance of discrimination he’d experienced.  That he could have killed someone or could have been killed reminds him of the deep divisions that existed in America at the time. 

Martin Luther King, Jr.


Dr. King came to the attention of the public somewhat later than did Baldwin, but once he did, his actions focused a nation’s attention on social injustice as had not been done since the years before the Civil War.  King inherited the leadership of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (based in Atlanta) from his father and used its many branches in southern cities as foci for nonviolent social action.  We tend to remember Dr. King from his “I Have a Dream Speech” and thus sometimes forget that beneath the preacher rhetoric was a very fine mind which, in “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” sets forth the theological and philosophical basis of his vision of equality and justice.  Because this is such a profound piece of writing, I have taken the time to express, in rough outline, my interpretation of it.


Paragraphs 1-4: Because he knows white Southerners might fear and resent his presence in “their” town, he calmly explains that he is in Birmingham because he was “invited there,” because “injustice is here,” and because “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”  The eloquent formality of this section echoes the Epistles that St. Paul contributed to the New Testament.  A stylistic quality of King’s essay is that he never gives only one reason for an action or one piece of evidence to support a theological position.


Paragraphs 5-11: After explaining why he is in Birmingham, he explains what he intends to do.  Here he introduces the concept of “nonviolent direct action,” emphasizing that the SCLC is not some wild-eyed, radical sect, but a rational and compassionate organization intent on pursuing truth and justice.  He would never act before the “facts” are gathered and injustice is found to exist; and when they do act, they do so peacefully, vowing never to respond violently no matter how much provoked.


Paragraphs 12-14: The theme of this section is that of “time,” emphasizing how the Negro has been told repeatedly to “wait” until the time is right for protest, to “wait” until the time is right to claim their rights.  King responds by noting that always in the past, “wait” has meant “never,” and he promises not to be deluded again.  The emotional center of the entire Letter is paragraph fourteen, where he gives examples of how discrimination and segregation have affected Afro-Americans; notice as well that he personalizes this plea to the reader, asking “you,” the reader, to imagine yourself into King’s life—to walk a mile in his shoes.


Paragraphs 15-22: Coming directly after the emotional plea of the preceding paragraph, paragraph fifteen is the most complex, the most intellectual, statement of the essay.  King presents the crucial challenge of separating just laws from unjust laws, for it is only the latter that can legitimately be broken; hence, not to know the difference would be to undermine the whole theory of nonviolent protest.  Here he offers theological, ethical, political and practical distinctions between just and unjust laws.

In paragraph fifteen, he draws theological arguments from St. Thomas Aquinas (Catholic), Martin Buber (Jewish) and Paul Tillich (Protestant), each of whom points out the ways in which an unjust law dehumanizes a person.  It is not by chance that King has done this, seeing as how the eight clergymen who criticized his presence in Birmingham are represented by these faiths.  Then he tackles other aspects of the law.  An unjust law is, in effect, “difference made legal” while a just law is “sameness [or equality under law] made legal.”  A law also can be unjust if all the populace to which it might apply is not present in the law-making process.  Finally, a law might be just on the surface (requiring a permit to parade) but unjust in its application (denying all people equal access to the permit).  In sum, King presents manifold ways of defining an unjust law, thereby assuring his readers that the SCLC is always acting within the scope of justice.

Paragraphs 23-32: Herein he expresses his first “disappointment,” that being with the political entity known as the “white moderate.”  This person is one who desires “order” more than “justice” and hence will accept the presence of Jim Crow laws because he is afraid of the social turmoil that the fight for justice might present.  King does understand their fear—for we all desire to protect our own self-interest—but he urges this kind of person to attach himself to a higher good than one’s own well-being.  The white moderate is wont to say that the time isn’t quite right for civil disobedience, that time will heal all wounds.  But King politely responds that time itself is “neutral” and produces nothing beneficial without the good acts of human beings.

The second phase of this section involves King’s response to the white moderate’s charge that the SCLC is “extreme.”  At first, King is tempted to respond by saying that the Civil Rights movement is not extreme: rather, it occupies a middle ground between the  “‘do-nothingism’ of the complacent [and] the hatred and despair of the black nationalist.”  Then he reflects on what true extremism might also represent.  Shouldn’t one, instead, be concerned with the goal of one’s extremity?  So King asks, “Was not Jesus an extremist for love . . . Was not Amos an extremist for justice . . . Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel [?]”  Obviously, the point is that King cannot be ashamed of being an extremist if he is fighting for the civil rights of all Americans, for if Negroes can be denied theirs, might this not happen as well to others? 

Paragraphs 33-41: Here King voices his second “disappointment,” this being with the white Christian churches, particularly of the South.  Basically, King cannot understand why churches that proclaim their allegiance to Jesus’ message of love and understanding do not help organizations such as the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  Congregations represented by the eight clergymen who objected to his presence in Birmingham have too long viewed the world through the “anesthetizing security of stained-glass windows.”  Instead of being a “thermostat” (a thing which changes the world) they have sunk to being merely a “thermometer” (a thing which passively registers changes in the world).  With friends like this, he seems to be saying, one doesn’t need enemies.

Paragraphs 42-44: One more final point before the formal closing of the letter is to remind his readers that the tenets of civil disobedience can be misused for immoral purposes.  His example is the sheriff of Albany, Georgia, who instructed his deputies to use peaceable means to disrupt civil rights demonstrations.  On the surface, he warns, this may appear good, but the sheriff is using moral means (peaceful dispersal) to effect an immoral end (segregation).  Instead, both the means and the ends must be moral for the act as a whole to also be moral.

Paragraphs 45-47: He has no more substantive points to make but this does give him the opportunity to display his marvelous gift of rhetoric, especially as he talks about being in “a narrow jail cell,” where all he can do is “write long letters, think long thoughts, and pray long prayers.”  Yes, he is saying, this has been a long letter, but it has been directed to a worthwhile end.  King does not close off the possibility of being helped by the ministers who first criticized him, and to this end he extends his hopes for their understanding and his good wishes for their continued faith.  He fully expects them to realize he is using the epistolary model of St. Paul and hopes they will be educated as to the truth just as the people of Corinth were helped by Paul’s letters to them.  They attacked him and he responded with love.  What else could attest so well to his moral purpose?





Hannah Arendt (1906-1975)



 “Ideology and Terror: A Novel Form of Government” 



             The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951)
Historical Background

Although relatively unknown outside the fairly rarified field of political philosophy, Ms. Arendt is, by all accounts, one of the most important social theorists of the 20th century.  The overall goal of The Origins of Totalitarianism is to examine how this new form of government could have come into being at a time when citizens of the Western world should have been enjoying the fruits of democracy.  After all, slavery had been abolished, women had won the right to vote, unions had done much to assure the skilled laborer a decent wage, the car was giving people an unheard of mobility, and electricity was being delivered to even remote enclaves of America.  Yet it is within this era of material abundance that totalitarianism was born.  Literally.  This form of government never existed before the 20th century, and on its head must be placed the blame for over 100 million deaths between, approximately, 1920 and 1980.

The two examples Arendt uses as case studies are the Nazi regime established by Hitler in Germany and the Communist regime established by Lenin, in the Soviet Union, and later ‘refined’ by Stalin.  Had she waited a bit longer, Arendt could have used as a third example the Chinese Communist government of Mao.  Although Arendt, for a variety of reasons we needn’t delve into here, differentiates between Hitler’s system and that of Stalin—arguing that only the latter is purely totalitarian—for all practical purposes both regimes exhibit the psychotic characteristics of this form of government.  The excerpt from her book that I’ve asked you to read is very dense—Arendt, after all, comes from the tradition of Germanic philosophy that has given us Hegel, Nietzsche, and Heidegger—but it reveals the essence of totalitarian thinking.  Given the destruction wrought by such ideology in the fairly recent past, we had best be cognizant of the danger such ‘true believers’ pose for a democratic nation.

Basic Ideas

Although challenging reading, Arendt’s essay is logically structured.  In each of the four sections of this chapter she illustrates the connection between totalitarianism and one other concept: law, terror, ideology, logic and the conjoined notions of isolation and loneliness.  Of these, I think her contributions to our understanding of law, ideology and logic represent the most unusual—because largely unanticipated—developments in political theory.


She begins by challenging our labeling of totalitarian systems as “lawless.”  That is, to people raised within a system of Anglo-American jurisprudence, Soviet Communism appears lawless, but this is only because the latter entertains a much different conception of law than we do.  To Hegel (who, remember, gave Marx the dialectic), the Law of History signified the primary regulating power of the social world, from which “positive” laws derived.  (A positive law, of course, is a code written to reflect a specific decision made by a jury.)  Positive Law, in contrast, represents the accumulation of thousands of such particular decisions that, as a whole, form the precedents of future decisions.  As Arendt says, the dedicated Communist sees his nation’s legal system directly reflecting these macrocosmic laws without needing mere positive laws as transitions from the general to the specific.  More to the point, the Communist (or the Nazi, with his Law of Nature which deemed Jews unfit to live) would think that his system was responsive to a ‘higher’ and therefore ‘better’ system of laws than ours.  

Along with “terror,” the Laws of History and Nature “stabilize” the human being and enable History to express its verdict in response to human actions.  What an allegiance to such ‘objective’ mechanisms does is remove the executioner from the moral equation, for, as he pulls the trigger, he can always say that “I” am not the killer, History is.  This neat bit of psychological delusion cannot but have deleterious effects on he who buys into the system, though probably not until the mound of corpses reaches a Promethean height.  Arendt argues that what supports, at a fundamental level, all types of totalitarian action and thought is its unique blending of ideology and logic.


Arendt specifies three elements in ideological thinking: 1) ideology offers a total explanation of historical events; 2) its conclusions are independent of empirical confirmation and 3) its thought processes demand consistency, above all.  The Communist dogma of dialectic materialism, for example, argues that no element of social, cultural, economic or political history is exempt from scrutiny by its ideology—everything can and will be explained through reference to a single idea system.  Moreover, dialectical materialism demands that all aspects of history be understood through a priori (before experience) premises; no mere datum has more authority than the truth contained within the system.  Finally, the preliminary observations or conclusions must lead, necessarily and univocally, to ultimate conclusions which themselves are imbedded in the premises (in other words, circular reasoning).


The latter, of course, reflects the dedication to formal logic demanded of dialectical materialism.  Which is to say, given certain premises, certain conclusions must follow, regardless of whether they are supported by objective evidence.  Twelve pages into the excerpt from The Origins of Totalitarianism, in a paragraph that begins, “The preparation of victims and executioners,” Arendt offers an excellent example of the deadliness of such logic.  Assume, for instance, that the Central Committee of the Communist Party knows that a crime is to be committed in a certain year.  While the Party doesn’t know who the criminal is, it is necessary that someone be punished, since “without such punishment, History will not be advanced . . . You [a loyal Party member], therefore either have committed the crime or have been called by the Party to play the role of criminal . . . .”  If you don’t confess and embrace the role of criminal, you become a true enemy of the Party.  Hence, you confess and are executed because you don’t want everything your life has stood for to become meaningless, which would have been the case had you declined to play the role of criminal.

My example, presented in the form of interlocked syllogisms, is as follows:


All workers are oppressed.  (Major Premise on which everything depends)


John is a worker.  (Minor Premise)


John is oppressed.  (Conclusion, which becomes major premise of second 

                                             syllogism)


John is an oppressed worker. (Variant of 1st conclusion with identical meaning.)


All oppressed workers are good communists.


John is a good communist.   (Second Conclusion.)


John is a good communist.


All good communists will sacrifice their lives for the Party.


John will sacrifice his life for the Party. (Third Conclusion)

There is, of course, trickery involved in such an absurdly consistent line of thinking, and that appears in the first Major Premise, claiming all workers are oppressed.  The “all” makes the statement universal, and if not challenged immediately by empirical evidence, virtually guarantees the conclusion I have reached.  A similar argument made by the Nazis was that Jews were genetically unfit to live.  And how was this supported?  By reference to Laws of Nature (supposedly objective laws) that ‘proved’ Jews were inferior to Aryans (a catch-all term for Northern European peoples).  Did the Nazis use ‘science’ to support their a priori assumptions?  Of course, but it was a science that violated the most basic laws of the discipline whose objectivity they invoked to justify murder.


Arendt concludes her piece with some sociological observations that suggest the 20th century had, quite on its own, become a fertile breeding ground for destructive political systems.  Here she argues that isolation (a political concept) and loneliness (a social concept) created millions of people who were predisposed toward needing a system that would answer all of their questions and meet all of their needs.  I would suggest that the displacement of people through wars, the dismemberment of the extended family, and new economic hierarchies that rewarded people for company loyalty were factors which propelled human beings along the path leading to the “dark wood.”  Seven hundred years ago, Dante found himself in a similar predicament, yet was able to work his way out of problems created by the political and economic changes wrought by the Renaissance.  Of course, he relied upon a set of deeply held religious convictions.  The question for the readers is, What might we rely on to save us?
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