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Introduction

The Liberal Imagination made literary criticism matter to people
who were not literary critics. Lionel Trilling was forty-five
when his book came out, in 1950, and he was hardly unknown.
His doctoral dissertation, on Matthew Arnold, was published
in 1939 and reviewed with admiration by Edmund Wilson.
His study of E. M. Forster, in 1943, was the occasion for a piece
in Time. A novel, The Middle of the Journey, published in 1947,
had a less happy reception and disappointing sales, but it was
widely noticed. Triﬂing was a professor at Columbia and a
contributor to The New Yorker and The New York Times. Still,
The Liberal Imagination was a phenomenon. It sold seventy
thousand copies in hardcover and one hundred thousand in
paperback. And it changed the role of literature in American
intellectual life.

The first thing to say about The Liberal Imagination is that
it is a cold war book, though that is by no means the last thing
to say about it. It appeared around the same time as Arthur
Schlesinger Jr.’s The Vital Center, Richard Crossman’s The God
That Failed, and George Orwell's 1984—books that belong to
the case for a liberal anticommunism. Trilling was certainly a
liberal anticommunist. Orwell was one of his heroes: Trilling
reviewed 1984 in The New Yorker (where he called the book
“‘momentous”), and wrote an introduction to the 1952 reprint
of Orwell’s exposé of Stalinist hypocrisy and brutality, Homage
to Catalonia (where he called Orwell “a figure in our lives”).

vii
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He and his wife, Diana, were members of the American
Committee for Cultural Freedom, founded in 1951; and he was
prominently associated with Partisan Review, which had been,
since 1937, the journalistic home of the anticommunist left.
Anyone likely to pick up The Liberal Imagination in 1950
would have understood it as warning against the dogmatism
and philistinism of the fellow-traveling mentality, and, later in
his life, Trilling explicitly acknowledged that he had intended
the collection to be an attack on Stalinism.

But it’s significant that the term “liberal” is never defined
in The Liberal Imagination. There are, as a matter of political
theory, radically different types of liberals. There is, in Isaiah
Berlin’s famous distinction, the liberal who believes in negative
liberty, “freedom from,” and the liberal who believes in posi-
tive liberty, “freedom for.” There is the liberalism of markets
and individualism, and there is the liberalism of planning and
the collective. Someone who thinks that hate speech should
be banned is usually called a liberal, but someone who thinks
that freedom of speech should be absolute is usually a liberal,
too. In Trilling’s time, the division between liberal anticom-
munists and liberal anti-anticommunists, minor as it might
appear from a historical distance (most anti-anticommunists
were not pro-communist), scemed unbridgeable. Some liberals
argued that membership in the Communist Party disqualified
a person from teaching or from joining a labor union, and
some disagreed. So when, in the introduction to The Liberal
Imagination, Trilling says, “in the United States at this time
liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellec-
tual tradition,” he is indicating, in an elliptical fashion that
was characteristic of his style, that he is treating all liberals
alike.

For a key perception of the book is that most human beings
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are not ideologues; intellectual coherence is not a notable fea-
ture of their politics. People’s political views may be rigid but
they are not necessarily rigorous. They tend to derive from, or
to be reflections of, some mixture of sentiment, custom, and
moral aspiration. Trilling’s point is that this does not make
those views any less potent in the political world; on the con-
trary, it's the unexamined attitudes and assumptions—the
things that people take to be merely matters of manners or
taste, and nothing so consequential as political positions—that
require and repay critical analysis. “Unless we insist that poli-
tics is imagination and mind,” as he puts it in the essay on
Partisan Review, “we will learn that imagination and mind are
politics, and of a kind we will not like.”

In Trilling’s view, the assumption all liberals share, whether
they are Soviet apologists, Hayekian free marketers, or sub-
scribers to Partisan Review, is that people are perfectible.
A liberal is someone who believes that the right economic
system, the right political reforms, the right curriculum, the
right psychotherapy, and the right moral posture will do away
with unfairness, snobbery, resentment, prejudice, tragic con-
flict, and neurosis. A liberal is a person who thinks that there is
a straight road to health and happiness. The claim of The Lib-
eral Imagination is that literature teaches that life is not so
simple—for unfairness, snobbery, resentment, prejudice, tragic
conflict, and neurosis are literature’s particular subject matter.
This is why literary criticism has something to say about poli-
tics. Not every work of literature conduces to an awareness of
the kind ofcomplication that Trilling wants liberalism to con-
front, of course. The Liberal Imagination is a descendant of
Culture and Anarchy (1867), another book intended to chasten
the liberalism of its day, and Trilling uses “literature” in the
same way that Arnold used “culture” and “poetry”: as a general
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term that actually refers to a select canon. Patrolling the bound-
aries of that canon turns out to be one of the critic’s chief du-
ties. A generation of critics, many of them inspired by Trilling’s
example, rose to the task.

Two lessons can be drawn from the way literature is treated
in The Liberal Imagination, and they point in very different di-
rections. The first lesson, and the most influential, is that there
are more and less politically hygienic works of literature, and
the function of criticism is to identify them and to explain
why they tend to good or bad political consequences—a job
that requires special skill, since a book’s politics may be quite
different from its political consequences. “Dreiser and James:
with that juxtaposition we are immediately at the dark and
bloody crossroads where literature and politics meets. One does
not go there gladly, but nowadays it is not exactly a matter of
free choice whether one does or does not go.... The liberal
judgment of Dreiser and James goes back of politics, goes back
to the cultural assumptions that makes politics.” The business
about the dark and bloody crossroads, with its reminiscences
of Arnold’s ignorant armies and Oedipus’s parricidal moment,
is pretty dramatic: it makes it seem as though a lot is at stake
in getting books right. It assigns literary criticism a mission.
Although not much actual blood was spilled over James or
Frost or T. S. Eliot in the literary wars of the 1950s and ’Gos,
the spirit of battle animated criticism.

But the idea that people have some sort of moral obligation
to match up their taste in art and literature with their political
opinions exercised a much more powerful appeal in Triﬂing’s
time than it does today. When Partisan Review made its break
with the Popular Front, it did so by embracing modernist art
and literature. That gesture was intended as, in itself, a politi-
cal act. And the editors were not simply proposing that mod-
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ernist art and literature could be appreciated regardless of one’s
politics; they were committed to explaining why an apprecia-
tion for modernism was consistent with political progressivism.
The Liberal Imagination 1s one of the placcs where that case
was advanced, notably by the prominence given to Henry
James, generally regarded, at the time, as a writer infatuated
with the manners of the upper classes and as the practitioner
of rarefied aestheticism. The Partisan case was advanced as well
by Trilling’s insistence that what commends modernist writing
to progressive readers is, precisely, the challenge it often makes
to progressive belief: “The contemporary authors we most
wish to read and most wish to admire for their literary quali-
ties demand of us a great agility and ingenuity in coping with
their antagonism to our social and political ideals.”

Since the 1960s, though, cultural taste has largely been
liberated from politics. Magazines of opinion still use the back
of the book to restate the views expressed in the front, but,
in liberal societies, educated people tend to be culturally pro-
miscuous and permissive. They don’t use the language of ap-
proval and disapproval in their aesthetic responses; they simply
like some experiences and dislike other experiences. For most
people, it just doesn’t matter whether someone prefers Dreiser
or James. Art and literature are understood to be too poly-
semous to sustain a politics. This has given criticism less moral
and political work to do. If there are bloody crossroads out
there needing the attention of the critical intellect, the novel
does not seem to run through them.

Trilling agonized over his writing. He was a man of many
drafts, and his prose shows the trouble he took with it. It reads
as though it was written by a man who worried that an im-
perfectly balanced thought could create an opening, however
small, through which totalitarian impulses might creep. But
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balancing a thought was the essence of Trilling’s genius. His
characteristic sentences turn in on themselves; they can some-
times seem self-negating. “To suppose that we can think like
men of another time is as much of an illusion as to suppose
that we can think in a wholly different way.” “The poet, it is
true, is an effect of environment, but we must remember that

» o«

he is no less a cause.” “We who are liberal and progressive
know that the poor are our equals in every sense except that
of being equal to us.” On the Kinsey Report: “Perhaps only
science could undertake the task of freeing sexuality from sci-
ence itself.”

The cast of the mind that produced these sentences is not
paradoxical; it is dialectical. Trilling saw everything under a
double aspect: as cause and effect, progress and reaction, recog-
nition and self—deception. He saw that art and idea are func-
tions of what they define themselves against, that oppositional
attitudes are produced by, in a sense are complicit in, the atti-
tudes they oppose. Culture is a dog chasing its own tail: there
is a head and there is a tail, but they are always changing
places, and they are part of the same system. Yesterday’s scan-
dal is today’s sacred cow. This is not simply an irony of mo-
dernity; it is in the nature of art and ideas themselves. The
consequence—and this is the second and more difficult lesson
of the way Trilling treats literature in The Liberal Imagin-
ation—Iis that there is no stable point outside a culture from
which to critique it. The adversarial and the subversive have a
place within the system; they are creations of the system; the
system cannot survive without them. This is something that is
easy to see once you look at culture in the way anthropologists
do, and that is increasingly the way Trilling looked at it.

The anthropological perspective makes it a problem to
explain how novels and poems can supplement politics in
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straightforwardly beneficent ways. Trilling never dropped the
moralist aspiration of his criticism, and he did not abandon
his canon, but he fretted about the usefulness of it all. He saw
that the literature he admired could be readily enlisted in the
justification of developments he feared might be pernicious.
Laurentian sexual radicalism, for example, has one kind of
meaning in a society where sex is carefully regulated, since it
forces readers to confront their own prejudices and practices; it
has a completely different meaning in a sexually permissive
society, where it merely ratifies what has become frictionless
and, Trilling thought, deprived of the resistance that builds
character. But was Lawrence’s work, in its day, sirnply a step
in the process by which liberal society worked toward the ideal
of a relatively conscience-free sexual life? Even in The Liberal
Imagination, a book with a clear polemical purpose, ambiva-
lence about the educative value of literature lurks in the back-
ground of many of the essays. That ambivalence became
explicit in the books that followed— The Opposing Self (1955),
Beyond Culture (1965), Sincerity and Authenticity (1972), and
the posthumous collection, 7he Last Decade (1979).

Beginning with The Opposing Self, commentators regularly
accused Trilling of backing off from the spirit of political
engagement that distinguishes his carly essays. In the 1960s,
some of the criticisms came from Trilling’s own former Co-
lumbia students. But those critics were still wedded to the
belief that art is the advance guard of progress, that literature
can make the world ready for political change. Trilling was
only being true to the impulses of his temperament in follow-
ing out the logic of his dialectical thinking and applying it
to his own prescriptions. He still worried too much about
culture; he exaggerated the effect that fashions and taste can
have on ordinary life. He could be a cultural hypochondriac,
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anxious not to be infected by an unworthy experience. But he
also worried that worrying too much about culture misses
what matters to ordinary life. For me, Trilling’s skepticism
about the critical program for which he became celebrated, his
ability to think the limits of his own thought, is the finest
thing in his work, and the most valuable piece of his intellec-

tual legacy

—Loulis MENAND



Preface

The essays of this volume were written over the last ten years,
the greater number within the last three or four years. I have
substantially revised almost all of them, but I have not changed
the original intent of any. The bibliographical note indicates
the circumstances of their first publication. For permission to
reprint them here I am grateful to The American Quarterly,
Horizon, Kenyon Review, The Nation, The New Leader, The
New York Times Book Review, and Partisan Review, and
the Columbia University Press, The Dial Press, The Macmil-
lan Company, New Directions, and Rinehart and Company.

Although the essays are diverse in subject, they have, I be-
lieve, a certain unity. One way, perhaps the quickest way, of
suggesting what this unity is might be to say that it derives from
an abiding interest in the ideas of what we loosely call liberal-
ism, especially the relation of these ideas to literature.

In the United States at this time liberalism is not only the
dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition. For it is the
plain fact that nowadays there are no conservative or reaction-
ary ideas in general circulation. This does not mean, of course,
that there is no impulse to conservatism or to reaction. Such
impulses are certainly very strong, perhaps even stronger than
most of us know. But the conservative impulse and the re-
actionary impulse do not, with some isolated and some ecclesi-
astical exceptions, express themselves in ideas but only in
action or in irritable mental gestures which seek to resemble
ideas.
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This intellectual condition of conservatism and reaction
will perhaps seem to some liberals a fortunate thing. When we
say that a movement is “bankrupt of ideas™” we are likely to
suppose that it is at the end of its powers. But this is not so,
and it is dangerous for us to suppose that it is so, as the experi-
ence of Europe in the last quarter-century suggests, for in the
modern situation it is just when a movement despairs of hav-
ing ideas that it turns to force, which it masks in ideology.
What is more, it is not conducive to the real strength of liber-
alism that it should occupy the intellectual field alone. In the
course of one of the essays of this book I refer to a remark of
John Stuart Mill's in his famous article on Coleridge—Mill,
at odds with Coleridge all down the intellectual and political
line, nevertheless urged all liberals to become acquainted with
this powerful conservative mind. He said that the prayer of
every true partisan of liberalism should be, “ ‘Lord, enlighten
thou our enemies . . . ’; sharpen their wits, give acuteness to
their perceptions and consecutiveness and clearness to their
reasoning powers. We are in danger from their folly, not from
their wisdom: their weakness is what fills us with apprehen-
sion, not their strength.” What Mill meant, of course, was that
the intellectual pressure which an opponent like Coleridge
could exert would force liberals to examine their position for
its weaknesses and complacencies.

We cannot very well set about to contrive opponents who
will do us the service of forcing us to become more intelligent,
who will require us to keep our ideas from becoming stale,
habitual, and inert. This we will have to do for ourselves. It
has for some time seemed to me that a criticism which has at
heart the interests of liberalism might find its most useful
work not in confirming liberalism in its sense of general right-
ness but rather in putting under some degree of pressure the
liberal ideas and assumptions of the present time. If liberal-
ism is, as I believe it to be, a large tendency rather than a con-
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cise body of doctrine, then, as that large tendency makes itself
explicit, certain of its particular expressions are bound to be
relatively weaker than others, and some even useless and mis-
taken. If this is so, then for liberalism to be aware of the weak
or wrong expressions of itself would seem to be an advantage
to the tendency as a whole.

Goethe says somewhere that there is no such thing as a lib-
eral idea, that there are only liberal sentiments. This is true.
Yet it is also true that certain sentiments consort only with
certain ideas and not with others. What is more, sentiments
become ideas by a natural and imperceptible process. “‘Our
continued influxes of feeling,” said Wordsworth, “are modi-
fied and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed the repre-
sentatives of all our past feelings.” And Charles Péguy said,
“Tout commence en mystique et finit en politique”—every-
thing begins in sentiment and assumption and finds its issue
in political action and institutions. The converse is also true:
just as sentiments become ideas, ideas eventually establish
themselves as sentiments.

If this is so, if between sentiments and ideas there is a natural
connection so close as to amount to a kind of identity, then the
connection between literature and politics will be seen as a
very immediate one. And this will seem especially true if we
do not intend the narrow but the wide sense of the word poli-
tics. It is the wide sense of the word that is nowadays forced
upon us, for clearly it is no longer possible to think of politics
except as the politics of culture, the organization of human
life toward some end or other, toward the modification of sen-
timents, which is to say the quality of human life. The word
liberal is a word primarily of political import, but its political
meaning defines itself by the quality of life it envisages, by the
sentiments it desires to affirm. This will begin to explain why
a writer of literary criticism involves himself with political
considerations. These are not political essays, they are essays
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in literary criticism. But they assume the inevitable intimate,
if not always obvious, connection between literature and
politics.

The making of the connection requires, as I have implied,
no great ingenuity, nor any extravagant manipulation of the
word literature or, beyond taking it in the large sense speci-
fied, of the word politics. It is a connection which is quickly
understood and as quickly made and acted upon by certain
governments. And although it is often resisted by many very
good literary critics, it has for some time been accepted with
enthusiasm by the most interesting of our creative writers; the
literature of the modern period, of the last century and a half,
has been characteristically political. Of the writers of the last
hundred and fifty years who command our continuing atten-
tion, the very large majority have in one way or another turned
their passions, their adverse, critical, and very intense passions,
upon the condition of the polity. The preoccupation with the
research into the self that has marked this literature, and the
revival of the concepts of religion that has marked a notable
part of it, do not controvert but rather support the statement
about its essential commitment to politics.

When Mill urged liberals to read Coleridge, he had in mind
not merely Coleridge’s general power of intellect as it stood
in critical opposition to the liberalism of the day; he had also
in mind certain particular attitudes and views that sprang, as
he believed, from Coleridge’s nature and power as a poet. Mill
had learned through direct and rather terrible experience
what the tendency of liberalism was in regard to the sentiments
and the imagination. From the famous “crisis” of his youth he
had learned, although I believe he never put it in just this way,
that liberalism stood in a paradoxical relation to the emotions.
The paradox is that liberalism is concerned with the emotions
above all else, as proof of which the word happiness stands at
the very center of its thought, but in its effort to establish the
emotions, or certain among them, in some sort of freedom,
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liberalism somehow tends to deny them in their full possibil-
ity. Dickens’ Hard Times serves to remind us that the liberal
principles upon which Mill was brought up, although ex-
treme, were not isolated and unique, and the principles of
Mill’s rearing very nearly destroyed him, as in fact they did
destroy the Louisa Gradgrind of Dickens' novel. And nothing
is more touching than the passionate gratitude which Mill
gave to poetry for having restored him to the possibility of an
emotional life after he had lived in a despairing apathy which
brought him to the verge of suicide. That is why, although his
political and metaphysical disagreement with Coleridge was
extreme, he so highly valued Coleridge’s politics and meta-
physics—he valued them because they were a poet’s, and he
hoped that they might modify liberalism’s tendency to en-
visage the world in what he called a “prosaic” way and recall
liberals to a sense of variousness and possibility. Nor did he
think that there was only a private emotional advantage to be
gained from the sense of variousness and possibility—he be-
lieved it to be an intellectual and political necessity.
Contemporary liberalism does not depreciate emotion in
the abstract, and in the abstract it sets great store by variousness
and possibility. Yet, as is true of any other human entity, the
conscious and the unconscious life of liberalism are not always
in accord. So far as liberalism is active and positive, so far, that
is, as it moves toward organization, it tends to select the emo-
tions and qualities that are most susceptible of organization.
As it carries out its active and positive ends it unconsciously
limits its view of the world to what it can deal with, and it
unconsciously tends to develop theories and principles, par-
ticularly in relation to the nature of the human mind, that
justify its limitation. Its characteristic paradox appears again,
and in another form, for in the very interests of its great primal
act of imagination by which it establishes its essence and exist-
ence—in the interests, that is, of its vision of a general en-
largement and freedom and rational direction of human life—
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it drifts toward a denial of the emotions and the imagination.
And in the very interest of affirming its confidence in the power
of the mind, it inclines to constrict and make mechanical its
conception of the nature of mind. Mill, to refer to him a last
time, understood from his own experience that the imagina-
tion was properly the joint possession of the emotions and the
intellect, that it was fed by the emotions, and that without it
the intellect withers and dies, that without it the mind cannot
work and cannot properly conceive itself. I do not know
whether or not Mill had particularly in mind a sentence from
the passage from Thomas Burnet's Archaeologiae Philosoph-
icae which Coleridge quotes as the epigraph to The Ancient
Mariner, the sentence in which Burnet says that a judicious be-
lief in the existence of demcns has the effect of keeping the
mind from becoming “‘narrow, and lapsed entirely into mean
thoughts,” but he surely understood what Coleridge, who be-
lieved in demons as little as Mill did, intended by his citation
of the passage. Coleridge wanted to enforce by that quaint sen-
tence from Burnet what is the general import of The Ancient
Mariner apart from any more particular doctrine that exegesis
may discover—that the world is a complex and unexpected
and terrible place which is not always to be understood by the
mind as we use it in our everyday tasks.

It is one of the tendencies of liberalism to simplify, and this
tendency is natural in view of the effort which liberalism
makes to organize the elements of life in a rational way. And
when we approach liberalism in a critical spirit, we shall fail
in critical completeness if we do not take into account the value
and necessity of its organizational impulse. But at the same
time we must understand that organization means delegation,
and agencies, and bureaus, and technicians, and that the ideas
that can survive delegation, that can be passed on to agencies
and bureaus and technicians, incline to be ideas of a certain
kind and of a certain simplicity: they give up something of
their largeness and modulation and complexity in order to
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survive. The lively sense of contingency and possibility, and
of those exceptions to the rule which may be the beginning of
the end of the rule—this sense does not suit well with the im-
pulse to organization. So that when we come to look at liberal-
ism in a critical spirit, we have to expect that there will be a dis-
crepancy between what I have called the primal imagination
of liberalism and its present particular manifestations.

The job of criticism would seem to be, then, to recall liberal-
ism to its first essential imagination of variousness and possi-
bility, which implies the awareness of complexity and difficulty.
To the carrying out of the job of criticizing the liberal imagi-
nation, literature has a unique relevance, not merely because
so much of modern literature has explicitly directed itself
upon politics, but more importantly because literature is the
human activity that takes the fullest and most precise account
of variousness, possibility, complexity, and difficulty.

L.T.
New York
December, ro49
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Reality mn America

1

It is possible to say of V. L. Parrington that with his Main
Currentsin American T hought he has had an influence on our
conception of American culture which is not equaled by that
of any other writer of the last two decades. His ideas are
now the accepted ones wherever the college course in Ameri-
can literature is given by a teacher who conceives himself to
be opposed to the genteel and the academic and in alliance
with the vigorous and the actual. And whenever the liberal
historian of America finds occasion to take account of the
national literature, as nowadays he feels it proper to do, it is
Parrington who is his standard and guide. Parrington’s ideas
are the more firmly established because they do not have to
be imposed—the teacher or the critic who presents them is
likely to find that his task is merely to make articulate for his
audience what it has always believed, for Parrington formu-
lated in a classic way the suppositions about our culture which
are held by the American middle class so far as that class is at
all liberal in its social thought and so far as it begins to under-
stand that literature has anything to do with society.
Parrington was not a great mind; he was not a precise
thinker or, except when measured by the low eminences that
were about him, an impressive one. Separate Parrington from
his informing idea of the economic and social determination
of thought and what is left is a simple intelligence, notable for
its generosity and enthusiasm but certainly not for its accuracy
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or originality. Take him even with his idea and he is, once its
direction is established, rather too predictable to be continu-
ously interesting; and, indeed, what we dignify with the name
of economic and social determinism amounts in his use of it
to not much more than the demonstration that most writers
incline to stick to their own social class. But his best virtue
was real and important—he had what we like to think of as the
saving salt of the American mind, the lively sense of the prac-
tical, workaday world, of the welter of ordinary undistin-
guished things and people, of the tangible, quirky, unrefined
elements of life. He knew what so many literary historians do
not know, that emotions and ideas are the sparks that fly when
the mind meets difficulties.

Yet he had after all but a limited sense of what constitutes a
difficulty. Whenever he was confronted with a work of art that
was complex, personal and not literal, that was not, as it were,
a public document, Parrington was at a loss. Difficulties that
were complicated by personality or that were expressed in the
language of successful art did not seem quite real to him and
he was inclined to treat them as aberrations, which is one way
of saying what everybody admits, that the weakest part of Par-
rington’s talent was his aesthetic judgment. His admirers and
disciples like to imply that his errors of aesthetic judgment
are merely lapses of taste, but this is not so. Despite such mis-
takes as his notorious praise of Cabell, to whom in a remark-
able passage he compares Melville, Parrington’s taste was by
no means bad. His errors are the errors of understanding
which arise from his assumptions about the nature of reality.

Parrington does not often deal with abstract philosophical
ideas, but whenever he approaches a work of art we are made
aware of the metaphysics on which his aesthetics is based.
There exists, he believes, a thing called reality; it is one and
immutable, it is wholly external, it is irreducible. Men’s minds
may waver, but reality is always reliable, always the same, al-
ways easily to be known. And the artist’s relation to reality he
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conceives as a simple one. Reality being fixed and given, the
artist has but to let it pass through him, he is the lens in the
first diagram of an elementary book on optics: Fig 1, Reality;
Fig. 2, Artist; Fig. 1/, Work of Art. Figs. 1 and 1’ are normally
in virtual correspondence with each other. Sometimes the
artist spoils this ideal relation by “turning away from™ reality.
This results in certain fantastic works, unreal and ultimately
useless. It does not occur to Parrington that there is any other
relation possible between the artist and reality than this pas-
sage of reality through the transparent artist; he meets evi-
dence of imagination and creativeness with a settled hostility
the expression of which suggests that he regards them as the
natural enemies of democracy.

In this view of things, reality, although it is always reliable,
is always rather sober-sided, even grim. Parrington, a genial
and enthusiastic man, can understand how the generosity of
man'’s hopes and desires may leap beyond reality; he admires
will in the degree that he suspects mind. To an excess of
desire and energy which blinds a man to the limitations of
reality he can indeed be very tender. This is one of the many
meanings he gives to romance or romanticism, and in spite of
himself it appeals to something in his own nature. The praise
of Cabell is Parrington’s response not only to Cabell’s ele-
gance—for Parrington loved elegance—but also to Cabell’s
insistence on the part which a beneficent self-deception may
and even should play in the disappointing fact-bound life of
man, particularly in the private and erotic part of his life.!

The second volume of Main Currents is called The Ro-
mantic Revolution in America and it is natural to expect that
the word romantic should appear in it frequently. So it does,
more frequently than one can count, and seldom with the
same meaning, seldom with the sense that the word, although

1 See, for example, how Parrington accounts for the “idealizing mind"—

Melville’s—by the discrepancy between “a wife in her morning kimono™ and
“the Helen of his dreams.” Vol. 11, p. 259.
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scandalously vague as it has been used by the literary his-
torians, is still full of complicated but not wholly pointless
ideas, that it involves many contrary but definable things; all
too often Parrington uses the word romantic with the word
romance close at hand, meaning a romance, in the sense that
Graustark or Treasure Island is a romance, as though it
signified chiefly a gay disregard of the limitations of everyday
fact. Romance is refusing to heed the counsels of experience
p. iil); it is ebullience (p. iv); it is utopianism (p. iv); it is
individualism (p. vi); it is self-deception (p. 59)—"romantic
faith . . . in the beneficent processes of trade and industry”
(as held, we inevitably ask, by the romantic Adam Smith?); it
is the love of the picturesque (p. 49); it is the dislike of innova-
tion (p. 50) but also the love of change (p. iv); it is the senti-
mental (p. 192); it is patriotism, and then it is cheap (p. 235).
It may be used to denote what is not classical, but chiefly it
means that which ignores reality (pp. ix, 136, 143, 147, and
passim); it is not critical (pp. 225, 235), although in speaking
of Cooper and Melville, Parrington admits that criticism can
sometimes spring from romanticism.

Whenever a man with whose ideas he disagrees wins from
Parrington a reluctant measure of respect, the word roman-
tic is likely to appear. He does not admire Henry Clay, yet
something in Clay is not to be despised—his romanticism,
although Clay’s romanticism is made equivalent with his
inability to ““come to grips with reality.” Romanticism is thus,
in most of its significations. the vemal sin of Main Currents;
like carnal passion in the Inferno, it evokes not blame but
tender sorrow. But it can also be the great and saving virtue
which Parrington recognizes. It is ascribed to the transcen-
dental reformers he so much admires; it is said to mark two
of his most cherished heroes, Jefferson and Emerson: “they
were both romantics and their idealism was only a different
expression of a common spirit.” Parrington held, we may say,
at least two different views of romanticism which suggest two
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different views of reality. Sometimes he speaks of reality in
an honorific way, meaning the substantial stuff of life, the
ineluctable facts with which the mind must cope, but some-
times he speaks of it pejoratively and means the world of es-
tablished social forms; and he speaks of realism in two ways:
sometimes as the power of dealing intelligently with fact,
sometimes as a cold and conservative resistance to idealism.

Just as for Parrington there is a saving grace and a venial
sin, there is also a deadly sin, and this is turning away from
reality, not in the excess of generous feeling, but in what he
believes to be a deficiency of feeling, as with Hawthorne, or
out of what amounts to sinful pride, as with Henry James. He
tells us that there was too much realism in Hawthorne to al-
low him to give his faith to the transcendental reformers:
“he was too much of a realist to change fashions in creeds”;
“he remained cold to the revolutionary criticism that was
eager to pull down the old temples to make room for nobler.”
It is this cold realism, keeping Hawthorne apart from his en-
thusiastic contemporaries, that alienates Parrington’s sympa-
thy—*Eager souls, mystics and revolutionaries, may propose
to refashion the world in accordance with their dreams; but
evil remains, and so long as it lurks in the secret places of the
heart, utopia is only the shadow of a dream. And so while the
Concord thinkers were proclaiming man to be the indubi-
table child of God, Hawthorne was critically examining the
question of evil as it appeared in the light of his own experi-
ence. It was the central fascinating problem of his intellec-
tual life, and in pursuit of a solution he probed curiously
into the hidden, furtive recesses of the soul.” Parrington’s
disapproval of the enterprise is unmistakable.

Now we might wonder whether Hawthorne’s questioning
of the naive and often eccentric faiths of the transcendental
reformers was not, on the face of it, a public service. But Par-
rington implies that it contributes nothing to democracy, and
even that it stands in the way of the realization of democracy.



8 The Liberal Imagination

If democracy depends wholly on a fighting faith, I suppose
he is right. Yet society is after all something that exists at the
moment as well as in the future, and if one man wants to
probe curiously into the hidden furtive recesses of the con-
temporary soul, a broad democracy and especially one devoted
to reality should allow him to do so without despising him.
If what Hawthorne did was certainly nothing to build a party
on, we ought perhaps to forgive him when we remember that
he was only one man and that the future of mankind did not
depend upon him alone. But this very fact serves only to
irritate Parrington; he is put out by Hawthorne’s loneliness
and believes that part of Hawthorne’s insufficiency as a writer
comes from his failure to get around and meet people. Haw-
thorne could not, he tells us, establish contact with the “Yan-
kee reality,” and was scarcely aware of the “‘substantial world
of Puritan reality that Samuel Sewall knew.”

To turn from reality might mean to turn to romance, but
Parrington tells us that Hawthorne was romantic “only in a
narrow and very special sense.” He was not interested in the
world of, as it were, practical romance, in the Salem of the
clipper ships; from this he turned away to create “‘a romance
of ethics.” This is not an illuminating phrase but it is a catch-
ing one, and it might be taken to mean that Hawthorne was
in the tradition of, say, Shakespeare; but we quickly learn
that, no, Hawthorne had entered a barren field, for although
he himself lived in the present and had all the future to mold,
he preferred to find many of his subjects in the past. We learn
too that his romance of ethics is not admirable because it re-
quires the hard, fine pressing of ideas, and we are told that
“a romantic uninterested in adventure and afraid of sex is
likely to become somewhat graveled for matter.” In short,
Hawthorne's mind was a thin one, and Parrington puts in
evidence his use of allegory and symbol and the very severity
and precision of his art to prove that he suffered from a sadly
limited intellect, for so much fancy and so much art could
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scarcely be needed unless the writer were trying to exploit to
the utmost the few poor ideas that he had.

Hawthorne, then, was “forever dealing with shadows, and
he knew that he was dealing with shadows.” Perhaps so, but
shadows are also part of reality and one would not want a
world without shadows, it would not even be a “real” world.
But we must get beyond Parrington’s metaphor. The fact is
that Hawthorne was dealing beautifully with realities, with
substantial things. The man who could raise those brilliant
and serious doubts about the nature and possibility of moral
perfection, the man who could keep himself aloof from the
“Yankee reality”’ and who could dissent from the orthodoxies
of dissent and tell us so much about the nature of moral
zeal, is of course dealing exactly with reality.

Parrington’s characteristic weakness as a historian is sug-
gested by his title, for the culture of a nation is not truly
figured in the image of the current. A culture is not a flow,
nor even a confluence; the form of its existence is struggle,
or at least debate—it is nothing if not a dialectic. And in any
culture there are likely to be certain artists who contain a
large part of the dialectic within themselves, their meaning
and power lying in their contradictions; they contain within
themselves, it may be said, the very essence of the culture, and
the sign of this is that they do not submit to serve the ends
of any one ideological group or tendency. It is a significant
circumstance of American culture, and one which is suscep-
tible of explanation, that an unusually large proportion of
its notable writers of the nineteenth century were such re-
positories of the dialectic of their times—they contained both
the yes and the no of their culture, and by that token they
were prophetic of the future. Parrington said that he had
not set up shop as a literary critic; but if a literary critic is
simply a reader who has the ability to understand literature
and to convey to others what he understands, it is not exactly
a matter of free choice whether or not a cultural historian shall
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be a literary critic, nor is it open to him to let his virtuous
political and social opinions do duty for percipience. To
throw out Poe because he cannot be conveniently fitted into
a theory of American culture, to speak of him as a biological
sport and as a mind apart from the main current, to find his
gloom to be merely personal and eccentric, “only the atra-
bilious wretchedness of a dipsomaniac,” as Hawthorne's was
“no more than the skeptical questioning of life by a nature
that knew no fierce storms,” to judge Melville's response to
American life to be less noble than that of Bryant or of
Greeley, to speak of Henry James as an escapist, as an artist
similar to Whistler, a man characteristically afraid of stress
—this is not merely to be mistaken in aesthetic judgment;
rather it is to examine without attention and from the point
of view of a limited and essentially arrogant conception of
reality the documents which are in some respects the most
suggestive testimony to what America was and is, and of
caurse to get no answer from them.

Parrington lies twenty years behind us, and in the interven-
ing time there has developed a body of opinion which is aware
of his inadequacies and of the inadequacies of his coadjutors
and disciples, who make up what might be called the literary
academicism of liberalism. Yet Parrington still stands at the
center of American thought about American culture because,
as I say, he expresses the chronic American belief that there
exists an opposition between reality and mind and that one
must enlist oneself in the party of reality.

11

This belief in the incompatibility of mind and reality is
exemplified by the doctrinaire indulgence which liberal in-
tellectuals have always displayed toward Theodore Dreiser,
an indulgence which becomes the worthier of remark when
it is contrasted with the liberal severity toward Henry James.
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Dreiser and James: with that juxtaposition we are immedi-
ately at the dark and bloody crossroads where literature and
politics meet. One does not go there gladly, but nowadays
it is not exactly a matter of free choice whether one does
or does not-go. As for the particular juxtaposition itself, it
is inevitable and it has at the present moment far more sig-
nificance than the juxtaposition which once used to be made
between James and Whitman. It is not hard to contrive facti-
tious oppositions between James and Whitman, but the real
difference between them is the difference between the moral
mind, with its awareness of tragedy, irony, and multitudinous
distinctions, and the transcendental mind, with its passionate
sense of the oneness of multiplicity. James and Whitman are
unlike not in quality but in kind, and in their very opposi-
tion they serve to complement each other. But the difference
between James and Dreiser is not of kind, for both men ad-
dressed themselves to virtually the same social and moral
fact. The difference here is one of quality, and perhaps noth-
ing is more typical of American liberalism than the way it has
responded to the respective qualities of the two men.

Few critics, I suppose, no matter what their political dis-
position, have ever been wholly blind to James’s great gifts,
or even to the grandiose moral intention of these gifts. And
few critics have ever been wholly blind to Dreiser’s great
faults. But by liberal critics James is traditionally put to the
ultimate question: of what use, of what actual political use,
are his gifts and their intention? Granted that James was de-
voted to an extraordinary moral perceptiveness, granted too
that moral perceptiveness has something to do with politics
and the social life, of what possible practical value in our
world of impending disaster can James’s work be? And James’s
style, his characters, his subjects, and even his own social origin
and the manner of his personal life are adduced to show that
his work cannot endure the question. To James no quarter is
given by American criticism in its political and liberal aspect.
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But in the same degree that liberal criticism is moved by
political considerations to treat James with severity, it treats
Dreiser with the most sympathetic indulgence. Dreiser’s lit-
erary faults, it gives us to understand, are essentially social
and political virtues. It was Parrington who established the
formula for the liberal criticism of Dreiser by calling him a
“peasant”: when Dreiser thinks stupidly, it is because he has
the slow stubbornness of a peasant; when he writes badly.
it is because he is impatient of the sterile literary gentility of
the bourgeoisie. It is as if wit, and flexibility of mind, and
perception, and knowledge were to be equated with aristoc-
racy and political reaction, while dullness and stupidity must
naturally suggest a virtuous democracy, as in the old plays.
The liberal judgment of Dreiser and James goes back of
politics, goes back to the cultural assumptions that make
politics. We are still haunted by a kind of political fear of
the intellect which Tocqueville observed in us more than a
century ago. American intellectuals, when they are being
consciously American or political, are remarkably quick to
suggest that an art which is marked by perception and knowl-
edge, although all very well in its way, can never get us
through gross dangers and difficulties. And their misgivings
become the more intense when intellect works in art as it
ideally should, when its processes are vivacious and interest-
ing and brilliant. It is then that we like to confront it with
the gross dangers and difficulties and to challenge it to save
us at once from disaster. When intellect in art is awkward or
dull we do not put it to the test of ultimate or immediate
practicality. No liberal critic asks the question of Dreiser
whether kis moral preoccupations are going to be useful in
confronting the disasters that threaten us. And it is a judg-
ment on the proper nature of mind, rather than any actual
political meaning that might be drawn from the works of
the two men, which accounts for the unequal justice they
have received from the progressive critics. If it could be con-
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clusively demonstrated—by, say, documents in James’s hand-
writing—that James explicitly intended his books to be un-
derstood as pleas for co-operatives, labor unions, better hous-
ing, and more equitable taxation, the American critic in
his liberal and progressive character would still be worried by
James because his work shows so many of the electric quali-
ties of mind. And if something like the opposite were proved
of Dreiser, it would be brushed aside—as his doctrinaire anti-
Semitism has in fact been brushed aside—because his books
have the awkwardness, the chaos, the heaviness which we as-
sociate with “reality.” In the American metaphysic, reality
is always material reality, hard, resistant, unformed, impene-
trable, and unpleasant. And that mind is alone felt to be trust-
worthy which most resembles this reality by most nearly re-
producing the sensations it affords.

In The Rise of American Civilizalion, Professor Beard
uses a significant phrase when, in the course of an ironic
account of James's career, he implies that we have the clue
to the irrelevance of that career when we know that James
was “a whole generation removed from the odors of the
shop.” Of a piece with this, and in itsell even more signifi-
cant, is the comment which Granville Hicks makes in The
Great Tradition when he deals with James's stories about
artists and remarks that such artists as James portrays, so con-
cerned for their art and their integrity in art, do not really
exist: “After all, who has ever known such artists? Where are
the Hugh Verekers, the Mark Ambients, the Neil Paradays, the
Overts, Limberts, Dencombes, Delavoys?” This question, as
Mr. Hicks admits, had occurred to James himself, but what
answer had James given to it? “'If the life about us for the last
thirty years refused warrant for these examples,” he said in
the preface to volume xir of the New York Edition, “then so
much the worse for that life. . . . There are decencies that
in the name of the general self-respect we must take for
granted, there's a rudimentary intellectual honor to which
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we must, in the interest of civilization, at least pretend.” And
to this Mr. Hicks, shocked beyond argument, makes this re-
ply, which would be astonishing had we not heard it before:
“But this is the purest romanticism, this writing about what
ought to be rather than what is!”

The “odors of the shop™ are real, and to those who breathe
them they guarantee a sense of vitality from which James is
debarred. The idea of intellectual honor is not real, and to
that chimera James was devoted. He betrayed the reality of
what is in the interests of what ought to be. Dare we trust
him? The question, we remember, is asked by men who them-
selves have elaborate transactions with what ought to be.
Professor Beard spoke in the name of a growing, developing,
and improving America. Mr. Hicks, when he wrote The
Great Tradition, was in general sympathy with a nominally
radical movement. But James's own transaction with what
ought to be is suspect because it is carried on through what
I have called the electrical qualities of mind, through a com-
plex and rapid imagination and with a kind of authoritative
immediacy. Mr. Hicks knows that Dreiser is “clumsy” and
“stupid” and “bewildered” and ‘“‘crude in his statement of
materialistic monism”’; he knows that Dreiser in his personal
life—which is in point because James’s personal life is al-
ways supposed to be so much in point—was not quite eman-
cipated from “his boyhood longing for crass material suc-
cess,” showing “again and again a desire for the ostentatious
luxury of the successful business man.” But Dreiser is to be
accepted and forgiven because his faults are the sad, lovable,
honorable faults of reality itself, or of America itself—huge,
inchoate, struggling toward expression, caught between the
dream of raw power and the dream of morality.

“The liability in what Santayana called the genteel tradi-
tion was due to its being the product of mind apart from
experience. Dreiser gave us the stuff of our common experi-
ence, not as it was hoped to be by any idealizing theorist,
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but as it actually was in its crudity.” The author of this state-
ment certainly cannot be accused of any lack of feeling for
mind as Henry James represents it; nor can Mr. Matthiessen
be thought of as a follower of Parrington—indeed, in the
preface to American Renaissance he has framed one of the
sharpest and most cogent criticisms of Parrington’s method.
Yet Mr. Matthiessen, writing in the New York Times Book
Review about Dreiser’s posthumous novel, The Bulwark, ac-
cepts the liberal cliché which opposes crude experience to
mind and establishes Dreiser’s value by implying that the
mind which Dreiser’s crude experience is presumed to con-
front and refute is the mind of gentility.

This implied amalgamation of mind with gentility is the
rationale of the long indulgence of Dreiser, which is ex-
tended even to the style of his prose. Everyone is aware that
Dreiser’s prose style is full of roughness and ungainliness,
and the critics who admire Dreiser tell us it does not matter.
Of course it does not matter. No reader with a right sense of
style would suppose that it does matter, and he might even
find it a virtue. But it has been taken for granted that the
ungainliness of Dreiser’s style is the only possible objection to
be made to it, and that whoever finds in it any fault at all wants
a prettified genteel style (and is objecting to the ungainliness
of reality itself). For instance, Edwin Berry Burgum, in a
leaflet on Dreiser put out by the Book Find Club, tells us that
Dreiser was one of those who used—or, as Mr. Burgum says,
utilized—"the diction of the Middle West, pretty much as
it was spoken, rich in colloquialism and frank in the sim-
plicity and directness of the pioneer tradition,” and that this
diction took the place of “the literary English, formal and
bookish, of New England provincialism that was closer to
the aristocratic spirit of the mother country than to the tang
of everyday life in the new West.” This is mere fantasy. Haw-
thorne, Thoreau, and Emerson were for the most part re-
markably colloquial—they wrote, that is, much as they spoke;
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their prose was specifically American in quality, and, except
for occasional lapses, quite direct and simple. It is Dreiser
who lacks the sense of colloquial diction—that of the Mid-
dle West or any other If we are to talk of bookishness, it is
Dreiser who is bookish; he is precisely literary in the bad
sense; he is full of flowers of rhetoric and shines with paste
gems; at hundreds of points his diction is not only genteel
but fancy. It is he who speaks of "‘a scene more distingué than
this,” or of a woman "“artistic in form and feature,” or of a
man who, although ‘“‘strong, reserved, aggressive, with an air
of wealth and experience, was soi-disant and not particularly
eager to stay at home.” Colloquialism held no real charm for
him and his natural tendency is always toward the *“fine:”

. . . . Moralists come and go; religionists fulminate and declare
the pronouncements of God as to this; but Aphrodite still reigns.
Embowered in the festal depths of the spring, set above her altars
of porphyry, chalcedony, ivory and gold, see her smile the smile
that is at once the texture and essence of delight, the glory and
despair of the worldl Dream on, oh Buddha, asleep on your lotus
leaf, of an undisturbed Nirvana! Sweat, oh Jesus, your last agoniz-
ing drops over an unregenerate world! In the forests of Pan still
ring the cries of the worshippers of Aphrodite! From her altars
the incense of adoration ever rises! And see, the new red grapes
dripping where votive hands new-press them!

Charles Jackson, the novelist, telling us in the same leaflet
that Dreiser's style does not matter, remarks on how much
still comes to us when we have lost by translation the stylistic
brilliance of Thomas Mann or the Russians or Balzac. He
is in part right. And he is right too when he says that a cer-
tain kind of conscious, supervised artistry is not appropriate
to the novel of large dimensions. Yet the fact is that the great
novelists have usually written very good prose, and what
comes through even a bad translation is exactly the power of
mind that made the well-hung sentence of the original text.
In literature style is so little the mere clothing of thought—
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need it be insisted on at this late date>~—that we may say that
from the earth of the novelist’s prose spring his characters,
his ideas, and even his story itself.?

To the extent that Dreiser’s style is defensible, his thought
is also defensible. That is, when he thinks like a novelist, he
is worth following—when by means of his rough and ungainly
but no doubt cumulatively effective style he creates rough,
ungainly, but effective characters and events. But when he
thinks like, as we say, a philosopher, he is likely to be not
only foolish but vulgar. He thinks as the modern crowd
thinks when it decides to think: religion and morality are
nonsense, “religionists” and moralists are fakes, tradition is
a fraud, what is man but matter and impulses, mysterious
“chemisms,” what value has life anyway? “What, cooking,
eating, coition, job holding, growing, aging, losing, win-
ning, in so changeful and passing a scene as this, important?
Bunk! It is some form of titillating illusion with about as
much import to the superior forces that bring it all about as
the functions and gyrations of a fly. No more. And maybe
less.” Thus Dreiser at sixty. And yet there is for him always
the vulgarly saving suspicion that maybe, when all is said

2 The latest defense of Dreiser’s style, that in the chapter on Dreiser in the
Literary History of the United States, is worth noting: “Forgetful of the
integrity and power of Dreiser’s whole work, many critics have been distracted
into a condemnation of his style. He was, like Twain and Whitman, an organic
artist; he wrote what he knew—what he was. His many colloquialisms were
part of the coinage of his time, and his sentimental and romantic passages
were written in the language of the educational system and the popular litera-
ture of his formative years. In his style, as in his material, he was a child of
his time, of his class. Self-educated, a type or model of the artist of plebeian
origin in America, his language, like his subject matter, is not marked by
internal inconsistencies.” No doubt Dreiser was an organic artist in the sense
that he wrote what he knew and what he was, but so, I suppose, is every artist;
the question for criticism comes down to what he knew and what he was.
That he was a child of his time and class is also true, but this can be said
of everyone without exception; the question for criticism is how he transcended
the imposed limitations of his time and class. As for the defense made on the
ground of his particular class, it can only be said that liberal thought has come
to a strange pass when it assumes that a plebeian origin is accountable for a
writer’s faults through all his intellectual life.
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tury a good many people understood its meaning. If it was
Dreiser’'s own emotion at the end of his life, who would not
be happy that he had achieved it? I am not even sure that our
civilization would not be the better for more of us knowing
and desiring this emotion of grave felicity. Yet granting the
personal validity of the emotion, Dreiser’s exposition of it
fails, and is, moreover, offensive. Mr. Matthiessen has warned
us of the attack that will be made on the doctrine of The Bul-
wark by “those who believe that any renewal of Christianity
marks a new ‘failure of nerve.” ” But Dreiser’s religious avowal
is not a failure of nerve—it is a failure of mind and heart. We
have only to set his book beside any work in which mind and
heart are made to serve religion to know this at once. Ivan
Karamazov’s giving back his ticket of admission to the *‘har-
mony’’ of the universe suggests that The Bulwark is not mor-
allyadequate, for we dare not, as its hero does, blandly “accept”
the suffering of others; and the Book of Job tells us that it does
not include enough in its exploration of the problem of evil,
and is not stern enough. I have said that Dreiser’s religious
affirmation was offensive; the offense lies in the vulgar ease of
its formulation, as well as in the comfortable untroubled way
in which Dreiser moved from nihilism to pietism.?

The Bulwark is the fruit of Dreiser’s old age, but if we
speak of it as a failure of thought and feeling, we cannot sup-
pose that with age Dreiser weakened in mind and heart. The
weakness was always there. And in a sense it is not Dreiser
who failed but a whole way of dealing with ideas, a way in
which we have all been in some degree involved. Our liberal,
progressive culture tolerated Dreiser's vulgar materialism
with its huge negation, its simple cry of “Bunk!,” feeling

3 This ease and comfortableness seem to mark contemporary religious con-
versions. Religion nowadays has the appearance of what the ideal modern house
has been called, “a machine for living,” and seemingly one makes up one's
mind to acquire and use it not with spiritual struggle but only with a growing
sense of its practicability and convenience. Compare The Seven Storey Mountain,
which Monsignor Sheen calls “a twentieth-century form of the Confessions of
St. Augustine,” with the old, the as it were original, Confessions of St. Augustine.
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that perhaps it was not quite intellectually adequate but cer-
tainly very strong, certainly very real. And now, almost as a
natural consequence, it has been given, and is not unwilling
to take, Dreiser’s pietistic religion in all its inadequacy.

Dreiser, of course, was firmer than the intellectual culture
that accepted him. He meant his ideas, at least so far as a man
can mean ideas who is incapable of following them to their
consequences. But we, when it came to his ideas, talked about
his great brooding pity and shrugged the ideas off. We are
still doing it. Robert Elias, the biographer of Dreiser, tells
us that “it is part of the logic of [Dreiser’s] life that he should
have completed The Bulwark at the same time that he joined
the Communists.” Just what kind of logic this is we learn
from Mr. Elias’s further statement. “When he supported left-
wing movements and finally, last year, joined the Communist
Party, he did so not because he had examined the details of
the party line and found them satisfactory, but because he
agreed with a general program that represented a means for
establishing his cherished goal of greater equality among
men.” Whether or not Dreiser was following the logic of his
own life, he was certainly following the logic of the liberal
criticism that accepted him so undiscriminatingly as one of
the great, significant expressions of its spirit. This is the lib-
eral criticism, in the direct line of Parrington, which estab-
lishes the social responsibility of the writer and then goes on
to say that, apart from his duty of resembling reality as much
as possible, he is not really responsible for anything, not even
for hisideas. The scope of reality being what it is, ideas are held
to be mere “details,”” and, what is more, to be details which, if
attended to, have the effect of diminishing reality. But ideals
are different from ideas; in the liberal criticism which descends
from Parrington ideals consort happily with reality and they
urge us to deal impatiently with ideas—a “cherished goal”
forbids that we stop to consider how we reach it, or if we may
not destroy it in trying to reach it the wrong way.



Sherwood Anderson

I find it hard, and I think it would be false, to write about
Sherwood Anderson without speaking of him personally and
even emotionally. I did not know him; I was in his company
only twice and on neither occasion did I talk with him. The
first time I saw him was when he was at the height of his
fame; I had, I recall, just been reading 4 Story-Teller's Story
and Tar, and these autobiographical works had made me fully
aware of the change that had taken place in my feelings since
a few years before when almost anything that Anderson wrote
had seemed a sort of revelation. The second time was about
two years before his death; he had by then not figured in my
own thought about literature for many years, and 1 believe
that most people were no longer aware of him as an immediate
force in their lives. His last two novels (Beyond Desire in
1932 and Kit Brandon in 1936) had not been good; they were
all too clearly an attempt to catch up with the world, but the
world had moved too fast; it was not that Anderson was not
aware of the state of things but rather that he had suffered the
fate of the writer who at one short past moment has had a
success with a simple idea which he allowed to remain sim-
ple and to become fixed. On both occasions—the first being
a gathering, after one of Anderson’s lectures, of eager Wis-
consin graduate students and of young instructors who were
a little worried that they would be thought stuffy and aca-
demic by this Odysseus, the first famous man of letters most
of us had ever seen; the second being a crowded New York
party—I was much taken by Anderson’s human quality, by
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a certain serious interest he would have in the person he was
shaking hands with or talking to for a brief, formal moment,
by a certain graciousness or gracefulness which seemed to
arise from an innocence of heart.

I mention this very tenuous personal impression because
it must really have arisen not at all from my observation of
the moment but rather have been projected from some un-
conscious residue of admiration 1 had for Anderson’s books
even after I had made all my adverse judgments upon them.
It existed when I undertook this notice of Anderson on the
occasion of his death, or else I should not have undertaken it.
And now that I have gone back to his books again and have
found that I like them even less than I remembered, I find too
that the residue of admiration still remains; it is quite vague,
yet it requires to be articulated with the clearer feelings of
dissatisfaction; and it needs to be spoken of, as it has been, first.

There is a special poignancy in the failure of Anderson's
later career. According to the artistic morality to which he
and his friends subscribed—Robert Browning seems to have
played a large if anonymous part in shaping it—Anderson
should have been forever protected against artistic failure by
the facts of his biography. At the age of forty-five, as every-
one knows, he found himself the manager of a small paint
factory in Elyria, Ohio; one day, in the very middle of a sen-
tence he was dictating, he walked out of the factory and gave
himself to literature and truth. From the wonder of that
escape he seems never to have recovered, and his continued
pleasure in it did him harm, for it seems to have made him
feel that the problem of the artist was defined wholly by the
struggle between sincerity on the one hand and commercial-
ism and gentility on the other. He did indeed say that the
artist needed not only courage but craft, yet it was surely the
courage by which he set the most store. And we must some-
times feel that he had dared too much for his art and there-
fore expected too much merely from his boldness, believing
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that right opinion must necessarily result from it. Anderson
was deeply concerned with the idea of justification; there was
an odd, quirky, undisciplined religious strain in him that
took this form; and he expected that although Philistia might
condemn him, he would have an eventual justification in the
way of art and truth. He was justified in some personal way, as
I have tried to say, and no doubt his great escape had some-
thing to do with this, but it also had the effect of fatally fixing
the character of his artistic life.

Anderson’s greatest influence was probably upon those who
read him in adolescence, the age when we find the books we
give up but do not get over. And it now needs a little forti-
tude to pick up again, as many must have done upon the news
of his death, the one book of his we are all sure to have read,
for Winesburg, Ohio is not just a book, it is a personal sou-
venir. It is commonly owned in the Modern Library edition,
very likely in the most primitive format of that series, even
before it was tricked out with its vulgar little ballet-Prome-
theus; and the brown oilcloth binding, the coarse paper, the
bold type crooked on the page, are dreadfully evocative. Even
the introduction by Ernest Boyd is rank with the odor of the
past, of the day when criticism existed in heroic practical
simplicity, when it was all truth against hypocrisy, idealism
against philistinism, and the opposite of “‘romanticism” was
not ‘“classicism” but “realism,” which—it now seems odd—
negated both. As for the Winesburg stories themselves, they
are as dangerous to read again, as paining and as puzzling, as
if they were old letters we had written or received.

It is not surprising that Anderson should have made his
strongest appeal, although by no means his only one, to ado-
lescents. For one thing, he wrote of young people with a
special tenderness; one of his best-known stories is called “I
Want To Know Why”: it is the great adolescent question,
and the world Anderson saw is essentially, and even when it
is inhabited by adults, the world of the sensitive young per-
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preface consists of a little story about an old man who is writ-
ing what he calls “The Book of the Grotesque.” This is the old
man’s ruling idea:

That in the beginning when the world was young there were a
great many thoughts but no such thing as a truth. Man made the
truths himself and each truth was a composite of a great many
vague thoughts. All about in the world were truths and they were
all beautiful.

The old man listed hundreds of the truths in his book. I will not
try to tell you all of them. There was the truth of virginity and the
truth of passion, the truth of wealth and of poverty, of thrift and
of profligacy, of carelessness and abandon. Hundreds and hun-
dreds were the truths and they were all beautiful.

And then the people came along. Each as he appeared snatched
up one of the truths and some who were quite strong snatched up
a dozen of them.

It was the truths that made the people grotesques. The old man
had quite an elaborate theory concerning the matter. It was his
notion that the moment one of the people took one of the truths
to himself, called it his truth, and tried to live his life by it, he be-
came a grotesque and the truth he embraced became a falsehood.

Anderson snatched but a single one of the truths and it
made him, in his own gentle and affectionate meaning of
the word, a “‘grotesque”; eventually the truth itself became a
kind of falsehood. It was the truth—or perhaps we must
call it a simple complex of truths—of love-passion-freedom,
and it was made up of these “vague thoughts’: that each in-
dividual is a precious secret essence, often discordant with
all other essences; that society, and more particularly the in-
dustrial society, threatens these essences; that the old good val-
ues of life have been destroyed by the industrial dispensa-
tion; that people have been cut off from each other and even
from themselves. That these thoughts make a truth is cer-
tain; and its importance is equally certain. In what way could
it have become a falsehood and its possessor a “‘grotesque’?
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The nature of the falsehood seems to lie in this—that An-
derson’s affirmation of life by love, passion, and freedom had,
paradoxically enough, the effect of quite negating life, mak-
ing it gray, empty, and devoid of meaning. We are quite used
to hearing that this is what excessive intellection can do; we
are not so often warned that emotion, if it is of a certain
kind, can be similarly destructive. Yet when feeling is under-
stood as an answer, a therapeutic, when it becomes a sort of
critical tool and is conceived of as excluding other activities of
life, it can indeed make the world abstract and empty. Love
and passion, when considered as they are by Anderson as a
means of attack upon the order of the respectable world, can
contrive a world which is actually without love and passion
and not worth being “free” in.*

In Anderson’s world there are many emotions, or rather
many instances of a few emotions, but there are very few
sights, sounds, and smells, very little of the stuff of actuality.
The very things to which he gives moral value because they
are living and real and opposed in their organic nature to the
insensate abstractness of an industrial culture become, as he
writes about them, themselves abstract and without life. His
praise of the racehorses he said he loved gives us no sense of
a horse; his Mississippi does not flow; his tall corn grows out
of the soil of his dominating subjectivity. The beautiful or-

11In the preface of The Sherwood Anderson Reader, Paul Rosenfeld, Ander-
son’s friend and admirer, has summarized in a remarkable way the vision of
life which Anderson’s work suggests: ‘“Almost, it seems, we touch an absolute
existence, a curious semi-animal, semi-divine life. Its chronic state is banality,
prostration, dismemberment, unconsciousness; tensity with indefinite yearning
and infinitely stretching desire. Its manifestation: the non-community of cranky
or otherwise asocial solitaries, dispersed, impotent and imprisoned. . . . Its
wonders—the wonders of its chaos—are fugitive heroes and heroines, mutilated
like the dismembered Osiris, the dismembered Dionysius. . . . Painfully the
absolute comes to itself in consciousness of universal feeling and helplessness.
. . . It realizes itself as feeling, sincerity, understanding, as connection and
unity; sometimes at the cost of the death of its creatures. It triumphs in any-
one aware of its existence even in its sullen state. The moment of realization

is tragically brief. Feeling, understanding, unity pass. The divine life sinks
back again, dismembered and unconscious.”
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ganic things of the world are made to be admirable not for
themselves but only for their moral superiority to men and
machines. There are many similarities of theme between An-
derson and D. H. Lawrence, but Lawrence’s far stronger and
more sensitive mind kept his faculty of vision fresh and true;
Lawrence had eyes for the substantial and even at his most
doctrinaire he knew the world of appearance.

And just as there is no real sensory experience in Ander-
son’s writing, there is also no real social experience. His peo-
ple do not really go to church or vote or work for money, al-
though it is often said of them that they do these things. In
his desire for better social relationships Anderson could never
quite see the social relationships that do in fact exist, how-
ever inadequate they may be. He often spoke, for example, of
unhappy, desperate marriages and seemed to suggest that they
ought to be quickly dissolved, but he never understood that
marriages are often unsatisfactory for the very reasons that
make it impossible to dissolve them.

His people have passion without body, and sexuality with-
out gaiety and joy, although it is often through sex that they
are supposed to find their salvation. John Jay Chapman said
of Emerson that, great as he was, a visitor from Mars would
learn less about life on earth from him than from Italian
opera, for the opera at least suggested that there were two
sexes. When Anderson was at the height of his reputation, it
seemed that his report on the existence of two sexes was the
great thing about him, the thing that made his work an ad-
vance over the literature of New England. But although the
visitor from Mars might be instructed by Anderson in the
mere fact of bisexuality, he would still be advised to go to
the Italian opera if he seeks fuller information. For from the
opera, as never from Anderson, he will acquire some of the
knowledge which is normally in the possession of natives of
the planet, such as that sex has certain manifestations which
are socially quite complex, that it is involved with religion,
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politics, and the fate of nations, above all that it is frequently
marked by the liveliest sort of energy.

In their speech his people have not only no wit, but no
idiom. To say that they are not “real” would be to introduce
all sorts of useless quibbles about the art of character crea-
tion; they are simply not there. This is not a failure of art;
rather, it would seem to have been part of Anderson's inten-
tion that they should be not there. His narrative prose is con-
trived to that end; it is not really a colloquial idiom, although
it has certain colloquial tricks; it approaches in effect the
inadequate use of a foreign language; old slang persists in it
and elegant archaisms are consciously used, so that people
are constantly having the “fantods,” girls are frequently re-
ferred to as “maidens,” and things are “like unto” other
things. These mannerisms, although they remind us of some
of Dreiser’s, are not the result, as Dreiser’s are, of an effort to
be literary and impressive. Anderson’s prose has a purpose to
which these mannerisms are essential—it has the intention of
making us doubt our familiarity with our own world, and not,
we must note, in order to make things fresher for us but only
in order to make them seem puzzling to us and remote from
us. When a man whose name we know is frequently referred
to as “‘the plowmaker,” when we hear again and again of *a
kind of candy called Milky Way” long after we have learned, if
we did not already know, that Milky Way is a candy, when we
are told of someone that “He became.a radical. He had radical
thoughts,” it becomes clear that we are being asked by this
false naiveté to give up our usual and on the whole useful
conceptual grasp of the world we get around in.

Anderson liked to catch people with their single human
secret, their essence, but the more he looks for their essence
the more his characters vanish into the vast limbo of meaning-
less life, the less they are human beings. His great American
heroes were Mark Twain and Lincoln, but when he writes
of these two shrewd, enduring men, he robs them of all their
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savor and masculinity, of all their bitter resisting mind; they
become little more than a pair of sensitive, suffering happy-
go-luckies. The more Anderson says about people, the less alive
they become—and the less lovable. Is it strange that, with all
Anderson’s expressed affection for them, we ourselves can
never love the people he writes about? But of course we do
not love people for their essence or their souls, but for their
having a certain body, or wit, or idiom, certain specific rela-
tionships with things and other people, and for a dependable
continuity of existence: we love them for being there.

We can even for a moment entertain the thought that An-
derson himself did not love his characters, else he would not
have so thoroughly robbed them of substance and hustled
them so quickly off the stage after their small essential mo-
ments of crisis. Anderson’s love, however, was real enough;
it is only that he loves under the aspect of his “truth”; it is
love indeed but love become wholly abstract. Another way
of putting it is that Anderson sees with the eyes of a religiosity
of a very limited sort. No one, I think, has commented on
the amount and quality of the mysticism that entered the
thought of the writers of the twenties. We may leave Willa
Cather aside, for her notion of Catholic order differentiates
her; but in addition to Anderson himself, Dreiser, Waldo
Frank, and Eugene O’Neill come to mind as men who had re-
course to a strong but undeveloped sense of supernal powers.

It is easy enough to understand this crude mysticism as a
protest against philosophical and moral materialism; easy
enough, too, to forgive it, even when, as in Anderson, the
second births and the large revelations seem often to point
only to the bosom of a solemn bohemia, and almost always to
a lowering rather than a heightening of energy. We forgive
it because some part of the blame for its crudity must be
borne by the culture of the time. In Furope a century be-
fore, Stendhal could execrate a bourgeois materialism and
yet remain untempted by the dim religiosity which in Amer-
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i

The Freudian psychology is the only systematic account of the
human mind which, in point of subtlety and complexity, of
interest and tragic power, deserves to stand beside the chaotic
mass of psychological insights which literature has accumu-
lated through the centuries. To pass from the reading of a
great literary work to a treatise of academic psychology is to
pass from one order of perception to another, but the human
nature of the Freudian psychology is exactly the stuff upon
which the poet has always exercised his art. It is therefore not
surprising that the psychoanalytical theory has had a great ef-
fect upon literature. Yet the relationship is reciprocal, and the
effect of Freud upon literature has been no greater than the
effect of literature upon Freud. When, on the occasion of the
celebration of his seventieth birthday, Freud was greeted as
the ““discoverer of the unconscious,” he corrected the speaker
and disclaimed the title. ““The poets and philosophers before
me discovered the unconscious,” he said. “What I discovered
was the scientific method bii which the unconscious can be
studied.”

A lack of specific evidence prevents us from considering the
particular literary “influences” upon the founder of psycho-
analysis; and, besides, when we think of the men who so clearly
anticipated many of Freud’s own ideas—Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche, for example—and then learn that he did not read
their works until after he had formulated his own theories, we

34
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must see that particular influences cannot be in question here
but that what we must deal with is nothing less than a whole
Zeitgeist, a direction of thought. For psychoanalysis is one of
the culminations of the Romanticist literature of the nine-
teenth century. If there is perhaps a contradiction’in the idea
of a science standing upon the shoulders of a literature which
avows itself inimical to science in so many ways, the contradic-
tion will be resolved if we remember that this literature, de-
spite its avowals, was itself scientific in at least the sense of
being passionately devoted to a research into the self.

In showing the connection between Freud and this Roman-
ticist tradition, it is difficult to know where to begin, but there
might be a certain aptness in starting even back of the tradi-
tion, as far back as 1762 with Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew. At
any rate, certain men at the heart of nineteenth-century
thought were agreed in finding a peculiar importance in this
brilliant little work: Goethe translated it, Marx admired it,
Hegel—as Marx reminded Engels in the letter which an-
nounced that he was sending the book as a gift—praised and
expounded it at length, Shaw was impressed by it, and Freud
himself, as we know from a quotation in his Introductory
Lectures, read it with the pleasure of agreement.

The dialogue takes place between Diderot himself and a
nephew of the famous composer. The protagonist, the younger
Rameau, is a despised, outcast, shameless fellow; Hegel calls
him the “disintegrated consciousness” and credits him with
great wit, for it is he who breaks down all the normal social
values and makes new combinations with the pieces. As for
Diderot, the deuteragonist, he is what Hegel calls the “honest
consciousness,” and Hegel considers him reasonable, decent,
and dull. It is quite clear that the author does not despise his
Rameau and does not mean us to. Rameau is lustful and
greedy, arrogant yet self-abasing, perceptive yet “wrong,” like
a child. Still, Diderot seems actually to be giving the fellow a
kind of superiority over himself, as though Rameau represents
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the elements which, dangerous but wholly necessary, lie be-
neath the reasonable decorum of social life. It would perhaps
be pressing too far to find in Rameau Freud’s id and in Diderot
Freud’s ego; yet the connection does suggest itself; and at least
we have here the perception which is to be the common char-
acteristic of both Freud and Romanticism, the perception of
the hidden element of human nature and of the opposition
between the hidden and the visible. We have too the bold per-
ception of just what lies hidden: “If the little savage [i.e., the
child] were left to himself, if he preserved all his foolishness
and combined the violent passions of a man of thirty with the
lack of reason of a child in the cradle, he’d wring his father’s
neck and go to bed with his mother.”

From the self-exposure of Rameau to Rousseau’s account of
his own childhood is no great step: society might ignore or
reject the idea of the “immorality” which lies concealed in the
beginning of the career of the “good” man, just as it might
turn away from Blake struggling to expound a psychology
which would include the forces beneath the propriety of social
man in general, but the idea of the hidden thing went forward
to become one of the dominant notions of the age. The hidden
element takes many forms and it is not necessarily “dark” and
“bad”; for Blake the “bad” was the good, while for Words-
worth and Burke what was hidden and unconscious was wis-
dom and power, which work in despite of the conscious intel-
lect.

The mind has become far less simple; the devotion to the
various forms of autobiography—itself an important fact in
the tradition—provides abundant examples of the change that
has taken place. Poets, making poetry by what seems to them
almost a freshly discovered faculty, find that this new power
may be conspired against by other agencies of the mind and
even deprived of its freedom; the names of Wordsworth, Cole-
ridge, and Arnold at once occur to us again, and Freud quotes
Schiller on the danger to the poet that lies in the merely ana-
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lytical reason. And it is not only the poets who are threatened;
educated and sensitive people throughout Europe become
aware of the depredations that reason might make upon the
affective life, as in the classic instance of John Stuart Mill.

We must also take into account the preoccupation—it be-
gan in the eighteenth century, or even in the seventeenth—
with children, women, peasants, and savages, whose mental
life, it is felt, is less overlaid than that of the educated adult
male by the proprieties of social habit. With this preoccupa-
tion goes a concern with education and personal development,
so consonant with the historical and evolutionary bias of the
time. And we must certainly note the revolution in morals
which took place at the instance (we might almost say) of the
Bildungsroman, for in the novels fathered by Wilhelm Meister
we get the almost complete identification of author and hero
and of the reader with both, and this identification almost in-
evitably suggests a leniency of moral judgment. The autobio-
graphical novel has a further influence upon the moral sensi-
bility by its exploitation of all the modulations of motive and
by its hinting that we may not judge a man by any single mo-
ment in his life without taking into account the determining
past and the expiating and fulfilling future.

It is difficult to know how to go on, for the further we look
the more literary affinities to Freud we find, and even if we
limit ourselves to bibliography we can at best be incomplete.
Yet we must mention the sexual revolution that was being
demanded—by Shelley, for example, by the Schlegel of Lu-
cinde, by George Sand, and later and more critically by Ibsen;
the belief in the sexual origin of art, baldly stated by Tieck,
more subtly by Schopenhauer; the investigation of sexual mal-
adjustment by Stendhal, whose observations on erotic feel-
ing seem to us distinctly Freudian. Again and again we
see the effective, utilitarian ego being relegated to an in-
ferior position and a plea being made on behalf of the anarchic
and self-indulgent id. We find the energetic exploitation of
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the idea of the mind as a divisible thing, one part of which can
contemplate and mock the other. It is not a far remove from
this to Dostoevski’s brilliant instances of ambivalent feeling,.
Novalis brings in the preoccupation with the death wish, and
this is linked on the one hand with sleep and on the other hand
with the perception of the perverse, self-destroying impulses,
which in turn leads us to that fascination by the horrible which
we find in Shelley, Poe, and Baudelaire. And always there is
the profound interest in the dream—"Our dreams,” said
Gerard de Nerval, “are a second life”—and in the nature of
metaphor, which reaches its climax in Rimbaud and the later
Symbolists, metaphor becoming less and less communicative
as it approaches the relative autonomy of the dream life.

But perhaps we must stop to ask, since these are the com-
ponents of the Zeitgeist from which Freud himself developed,
whether it can be said that Freud did indeed produce a wide
literary effect. What is it that Freud added that the tendency
of literature itself would not have developed without him? If
we were looking for a writer who showed the Freudian influ-
ence, Proust would perhaps come to mind as readily as anyone
else; the very title of his novel, in French more than in Eng-
lish, suggests an enterprise of psychoanalysis and scarcely less
so does his method—the investigation of sleep, of sexual de-
viation, of the way of association, the almost obsessive interest
in metaphor; at these and at many other points the “influence”
might be shown. Yet I believe it is true that Proust did not
read Freud. Or again, exegesis of The Waste Land often reads
remarkably like the psychoanalytic interpretation of a dream,
yet we know that Eliot's methods were prepared for him not by
Freud but by other poets.

Nevertheless, it is of course true that Freud’s influence on
literature has been very great. Much of it is so pervasive that
its extent is scarcely to be determined; in one form or another,
frequently in perversions or absurd simplifications, it has been
infused into our life and become a component of our culture
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is the control of the night side of life. It is “to strengthen the
ego, to make it more independent of the super-ego, to widen
its field of vision, and so to extend the organization of the id.”
“Where id was,”’—that is, where all the irrational, non-logical,
pleasure-seeking dark forces were—‘‘there shall ego be,”—that
is, intelligence and control. “It is,” he concludes, with a rem-
iniscence of Faust, “‘reclamation work, like the draining of the
Zuyder Zee.” This passage is quoted by Mann when, in taking
up the subject of Freud a second time, he does indeed speak
of Freud’s positivistic program; but even here the bias induced
by Mann'’s artistic interest in the “night side” prevents him
from giving the other aspect of Freud its due emphasis. Freud
would never have accepted the role which Mann seems to give
him as the legitimizer of the myth and the dark irrational
ways of the mind. If Freud discovered the darkness for science
he never endorsed it. On the contrary, his rationalism supports
all the ideas of the Enlightenment that deny validity to myth
or religion; he holds to a simple materialism, to a simple deter-
minism, to a rather limited sort of epistemology. No great
scientist of our day has thundered so articulately and so fiercely
against all those who would sophisticate with metaphysics the
scientific principles that were good enough for the nineteenth
century. Conceptualism or pragmatism is anathema to him
through the greater part of his intellectual career, and this,
when we consider the nature of his own brilliant scientific
methods, has surely an element of paradox in it.

From his rationalistic positivism comes much of Freud's
strength and what weakness he has. The strength is the fine,
clear tenacity of his positive aims, the goal of therapy, the de-
sire to bring to men a decent measure of earthly happiness.
But upon the rationalism must also be placed the blame for
the often naive scientific principles which characterize his
early thought—they are later much modified—and which
consist largely of claiming for his theories a perfect corre-
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spondence with an external reality, a position which, for those
who admire Freud and especially for those who take seriously
his views on art, is troublesome in the extreme.

Now Freud has, I believe, much to tell us about art, but
whatever is suggestive in him is not likely to be found in those
of his works in which he deals expressly with art itself. Freud
is not insensitive to art—on the contrary—nor does he ever
intend to speak of it with contempt. Indeed, he speaks of it
with a real tenderness and counts it one of the true charms
of the good life. Of artists, especially of writers, he speaks
with admiration and even a kind of awe, though perhaps
what he most appreciates in literature are specific emotional
insights and observations; as we have noted, he speaks of
literary men, because they have understood the part played in
life by the hidden motives, as the precursors and coadjutors of
his own science.

And yet eventually Freud speaks of art with what we must
indeed call contempt. Art, he tells us, is a “‘substitute grati-
fication,” and as such is ““an illusion in contrast to reality.”
Unlike most illusions, however, art is “‘almost always harm-
less and beneficent” for the reason that “it does not seek to
be anything but an illusion. Save in the case of a few peo-
ple who are, one might say, obsessed by Art, it never dares
make any attack on the realm of reality.” One of its chief
functions is to serve as a “narcotic.” It shares the character-
istics of the dream, whose element of distortion Freud calls
a “sort of inner dishonesty.” As for the artist, he is virtually
in the same category with the neurotic. By such separation
of imagination and intellectual capacity,” Freud says of the
hero of a novel, “he is destined to be a poet or a neurotic, and
he belongs to that race of beings whose realm is not of this
world.”

Now there is nothing in the logic of psychoanalytical
thought which requires Freud to have these opinions. But
there is a great deal in the practice of the psychoanalytical
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therapy which makes it understandable that Freud, unpro-
tected by an adequate philosophy, should be tempted to take
the line he does. The analytical therapy deals with illusion.
The patient comes to the physician to be cured, let us say, of
a fear of walking in the street. The fear is real enough, there
is no illusion on that score, and it produces all the physical
symptoms of a more rational fear, the sweating palms, pound-
ing heart, and shortened breath. But the patient knows that
there is no cause for the fear, or rather that there is, as he
says, no ‘real cause’: there are no machine guns, man traps,
or tigers in the street. The physician knows, however, that
there is indeed a “real” cause for the fear, though it has noth-
ing at all to do with what is or is not in the street; the cause
is within the patient, and the process of the therapy will be
to discover, by gradual steps, what this real cause is and so
free the patient from its effects.

Now the patient in coming to the physician, and the phy-
sician in accepting the patient, make a tacit compact about
reality; for their purpose they agree to the limited reality
by which we get our living, win our loves, catch our trains
and our colds. The therapy will undertake to train the pa-
tient in proper ways of coping with this reality. The patient,
of course, has been dealing with this reality all along, but
in the wrong way. For Freud there are two ways of deal-
ing with external reality. One is practical, effective, positive;
this is the way of the conscious self, of the ego which must be
made independent of the super-ego and extend its organiza-
tion over the id, and it is the right way. The antithetical way
may be called, for our purpose now, the “fictional” way. In-
stead of doing something about, or to, external reality, the
individual who uses this way does something to, or about,
his affective states. The most common and “normal” example
of this is daydreaming, in which we give ourselves a certain
pleasure by imagining our difficulties solved or our desires
gratified. Then, too, as Freud discovered, sleeping dreams
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are, in much more complicated ways, and even though quite
unpleasant, at the service of this same “fictional” activity. And
in ways yet more complicated and yet more unpleasant, the
actual neurosis from which our patient suffers deals with an
external reality which the mind considers still more unpleas-
ant than the painful neurosis itself.

For Freud as psychoanalytic practitioner there are, we may
say, the polar extremes of reality and illusion. Reality is an
honorific word, and it means what is there; illusion is a pejo-
rative word, and it means a response to what is not there.
The didactic nature of a course of psychoanalysis no doubt
requires a certain firm crudeness in making the distinction; it
is after all aimed not at theoretical refinement but at practical
effectiveness. The polar extremes are practical reality and
neurotic illusion, the latter judged by the former. This, no
doubt, is as it should be; the patient is not being trained in
metaphysics and epistemology.

This practical assumption is not Freud’s only view of the
mind in its relation to reality. Indeed what may be called
the essentially Freudian view assumes that the mind, for good
as well as bad, helps create its reality by selection and evalua-
tion. In this view, reality is malleable and subject to creation;
it is not static but is rather a series of situations which are
dealt with in their own terms. But beside this conception of
the mind stands the conception which arises from Freud'’s
therapeutic-practical assumptions; in this view, the mind
deals with a reality which is quite fixed and static, a real-
ity that is wholly “given” and not (to use a phrase of Dewey’s)
“taken.” In his epistemological utterances, Freud insists on
this second view, although it is not easy to see why he should
do so. For the reality to which he wishes to reconcile the neu-
rotic patient is, after all, a “taken” and not a ““given” reality.
It is the reality of social life and of value, conceived and
maintained by the human mind and will. Love, morality,
honor, esteem—these are the components of a created real-
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ity. If we are to call art an illusion then we must call most
of the activities and satisfactions of the ego illusions; Freud,
of course, has no desire to call them that.

What, then, is the difference between, on the one hand,
the dream and the neurosis, and, on the other hand, art? That
they have certain common elements is of course clear; that
unconscious processes are at work in both would be denied
by no poet or critic; they share too, though in different de-
grees, the element of fantasy. But there is a vital difference
between them which Charles Lamb saw so clearly in his de-
fense of the sanity of true genius: ““The . . . poet dreams be-
ing awake. He is not possessed by his subject but he has domin-
ion overit.”

That is the whole difference: the poet is in command of
his fantasy, while it is exactly the mark of the neurotic that he
is possessed by his fantasy. And there is a further difference
which Lamb states; speaking of the poet’s relation to reality
(he calls it Nature), he says, “He is beautifully loyal to that
sovereign directress, even when he appears most to betray
her”; the illusions of art are made to serve the purpose of
a closer and truer relation with reality. Jacques Barzun, in
an acute and sympathetic discussion of Freud, puts the mat-
ter well: ‘A good analogy between art and dreaming has led
him to a false one between art and sleeping. But the differ-
ence between a work of art and a dream is precisely this, that
the work of art leads us back to the outer reality by taking
account of it.” Freud’s assumption of the almost exclusively
hedonistic nature and purpose of art bar him from the per-
ception of this.

Of the distinction that must be made between the artist
and the neurotic Freud is of course aware; he tells us that the
artist is not like the neurotic in that he knows how to find a
way back from the world of imagination and “once more get
a firm foothold in reality.” This however seems to mean no
more than that reality is to be dealt with when the artist sus-
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by the author in a dreamlike obscurity because it touched so
deeply both his personal life and the moral life of the world;
what Shakespeare intended to say is that Hamlet cannot act
because he is incapacitated by the guilt he feels at his uncon-
scious attachment to his mother. There is, 1 think, nothing to
be quarreled with in the statement that there is an Oedipus
situation in Hamlet; and if psychoanalysis has indeed added
a new point of interest to the play, that is to its credit.* And,
just so, there is no reason to quarrel with Freud’s conclusion
when he undertakes to give us the meaning of King Lear by
a tortuous tracing of the mythological implications of the
theme of the three caskets, of the relation of the caskets to the
Norns, the Fates, and the Graces, of the connection of these
triadic females with Lear’s daughters, of the transmogrifica-
tion of the death goddess into the love goddess and the iden-
tification of Cordelia with both, all to the conclusion that
the meaning of King Lear is to be found in the tragic refusal
of an old man to “renounce love, choose death, and make
friends with the necessity of dying.” There is something both
beautiful and suggestive in this, but it is not the meaning of
King Lear any more than the Oedipus motive is the meaning
of Hamlet.

It is not here a question of the validity of the evidence,
though that is of course important. We must rather object to
the conclusions of Freud and Dr. Jones on the ground that
their proponents do not have an adequate conception of what
an artistic meaning is. There is no single meaning to any
work of art; this is true not merely because it is better that it
should be true, that is, because it makes art a richer thing,

1 However, A. C. Bradley, in his discussion of Hamlet (Shakespearean
Tragedy), states clearly the intense sexual disgust which Hamlet feels and
which, for Bradley, helps account for his uncertain purpose; and Bradley was
anticipated in this view by Loning. It is well known, and Dover Wilson has
lately emphasized the point, that to an Elizabethan audience Hamlet's mother
was not merely tasteless, as to a modern audience she seems, in hurrying to
marry Claudius, but actually adulterous in marrying him at all because he
was, as her brother-in-law, within the forbidden degrees.
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but because historical and personal experience show it to be
true. Changes in historical context and in personal mood
change the meaning of a work and indicate to us that artistic
understanding is not a question of fact but of value. Even
if the author’s intention were, as it cannot be, precisely de-
terminable, the meaning of a work cannot lie in the author’s
intention alone. It must also lie in its effect. We can say of a
volcanic eruption on an inhabited island that it “‘means ter-
rible suffering,” but if the island is uninhabited or easily
evacuated it means something else. In short, the audience
partly determines the meaning of the work. But although
Freud sees something of this when he says that in addition
to the author’s intention we must take into account the mys-
tery of Hamlet’s effect, he nevertheless goes on to speak as if,
historically, Hamlet's effect had been single and brought
about solely by the “magical” power of the Oedipus motive
to which, unconsciously, we so violently respond. Yet there
was, we know, a period when Hamlet was relatively in eclipse,
and it has always been scandalously true of the French, a peo-
ple not without filial feeling, that they have been somewhat
indifferent to the “magical appeal” of Hamlet.

I do not think that anything I have said about the inade-
quacies of the Freudian method of interpretation limits the
number of ways we can deal with a work of art. Bacon re-
marked that experiment may twist nature on the rack to
wring out its secrets, and criticism may use any instruments
upon a work of art to find its-meanings. The elements of art
are not limited to the world of art. They reach into life, and
whatever extraneous knowledge of them we gain—for ex-
ample, by research into the historical context of the work—
may quicken our feelings for the work itself and even enter
legitimately into those feelings. Then, too, anything we may
learn about the artist himself may be enriching and legiti-
mate. But one research into the mind of the artist is simply
not practicable, however legitimate it may theoretically be.
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That is, the investigation of his unconscious intention as it
exists apart from the work itself. Criticism understands that
the artist’s statement of his conscious intention, though it is
sometimes useful, cannot finally determine meaning. How
much less can we know from his unconscious intention con-
sidered as something apart from the whole work? Surely very
little that can be called conclusive or scientific. For, as Freud
himself points out, we are not in a position to question the
artist; we must apply the technique of dream analysis to his
symbols, but, as Freud says with some heat, those people do
not understand his theory who think that a dream may be
interpreted without the dreamer’s free association with the
multitudinous details of his dream.

We have so far ignored the aspect of the method which finds
the solution to the “mystery” of such a play as Hamlet in the
temperament of Shakespeare himself and then illuminates
the mystery of Shakespeare’s temperament by means of the
solved mystery of the play. Here it will be amusing to re-
member that by 1935 Freud had become converted to the
theory that it was not Shakespeare of Stratford but the Earl
of Oxford who wrote the plays, thus invalidating the im-
portant bit of evidence that Shakespeare's father died shortly
before the composition of Hamlet. This is destructive enough
to Dr. Jones’s argument, but the evidence from which Dr.
Jones draws conclusions about literature fails on grounds
more relevant to literature itself. For when Dr. Jones, by
means of his analysis of Hamlet, takes us into “the deeper
workings of Shakespeare’s mind,” he does so with a perfect
confidence that he knows what Hamlet is and what its rela-
tion to Shakespeare is. It is, he tells us, Shakespeare’s “‘chief
masterpiece,” so far superior to all his other works that it
may be placed on “an entirely separate level.” And then,
having established his ground on an entirely subjective
literary judgment, Dr. Jones goes on to tell us that Hamlet
“probably expresses the core of Shakespeare’s philosophy and
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outlook as no other work of his does.” That is, all the con-
tradictory or complicating or modifying testimony of the
other plays is dismissed on the basis of Dr. Jones’s acceptance
of the peculiar position which, he believes, Hamlet occupies
in the Shakespeare canon. And it is upon this quite inad-
missible judgment that Dr. Jones bases his argument: “It may
be expected therefore that anything which will give us the
key to the inner meaning of the play will necessarily give us
the clue to much of the deeper workings of Shakespeare’s
mind.” (The italics are mine.)

I should be sorry if it appeared that I am trying to say that
psychoanalysis can have nothing to do with literature. I am
sure that the opposite is so. For example, the whole notion of
rich ambiguity in literature, of the interplay between the ap-
parent meaning and the latent—not “hidden”—meaning, has
been reinforced by the Freudian concepts, perhaps even re-
ceived its first impetus from them. Of late years, the more
perceptive psychoanalysts have surrendered the early preten-
sions of their teachers to deal “scientifically” with literature.
That is all to the good, and when a study as modest and pre-
cise as Dr. Franz Alexander’s essay on Henry IV comes along,
an essay which pretends not to *‘solve” but only to illuminate
the subject, we have something worth having. Dr. Alexander
undertakes nothing more than to say that in the development
of Prince Hal we see the classic struggle of the ego to come to
normal adjustment, beginning with the rebellion against the
father, going on to the conquest of the super-ego (Hotspur,
with his rigid notions of honor and glory), then to the con-
quests of the id (Falstaff, with his anarchic self-indulgence),
then to the identification with the father (the crown scene)
and the assumption of mature responsibility. An analysis of
this sort is not momentous and not exclusive of other mean-
ings; perhaps it does no more than point up and formulate
what we all have already seen. It has the tact to accept the
play and does not, like Dr. Jones's study of Hamlet, search
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for a “hidden motive” and a “deeper working,” which implies
that there is a reality to which the play stands in the rela-
tion that a dream stands to the wish that generates it and
from which it is separable; it is this reality, this “deeper work-
ing,” which, according to Dr. Jones, produced the play. But
Hamdlet is not merely the product of Shakespeare’s thought, it
is the very instrument of his thought, and if meaning is in-
tention, Shakespeare did not intend the Oedipus motive or
anything less than Hamlet; if meaning is effect then it is Ham-
let which affects'us, not the Oedipus motive. Coriolanus also
deals, and very terribly, with the Oedipus motive, but the
effect of the one drama is very different from the effect of the
other.

iv

If, then, we can accept neither Freud’s conception of the
place of art in life nor his application of the analytical method,
what is it that he contributes to our understanding of art or
to its practice? In my opinion, what he contributes outweighs
his errors; it is of the greatest importance, and it lies in no
specific statement that he makes about art but is, rather, im-
plicit in his whole conception of the mind.

For, of all mental systems, the Freudian psychology is the
one which makes poetry indigenous to the very constitution
of the mind. Indeed, the mind, as Freud sees it, is in the
greater part of its tendency exactly a poetry-making organ.
This puts the case too strongly, no doubt, for it seems to make
the working of the unconscious mind equivalent to poetry
itself, forgetting that between the unconscious mind and the
finished poem there supervene the social intention and the
formal control of the conscious mind. Yet the statement has
at least the virtue of counterbalancing the belief, so com-
monly expressed or implied, that the very opposite is true, and
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those aspects of the child’s life which were most unpleasant
and threatening to his happiness.

To explain such mental activities Freud evolved a theory
for which he at first refused to claim much but to which, with
the years, he attached an increasing importance. He first
makes the assumption that there is indeed in the psychic
life a repetition-compulsion which goes beyond the pleasure
principle. Such a compulsion cannot be meaningless, it must
have an intent. And that intent, Freud comes to believe, is
exactly and literally the developing of fear. “These dreams,”
he says, “are attempts at restoring control of the stimuli by
developing apprehension, the pretermission of which caused
the traumatic neurosis.” The dream, that is, 1s the effort to re-
construct the bad situation in order that the failure to meet
it may be recouped; in these dreams there is no obscured in-
tent to evade but only an attempt to meet the situation, to
make a new effort of control. And in the play of children it
seems to be that “the child repeats even the unpleasant ex-
periences because through his own activity he gains a far
more thorough mastery of the strong impression than was
possible by mere passive experience.”

Freud, at this point, can scarcely help being put in mind of
tragic drama; nevertheless, he does not wish to believe that
this effort to come to mental grips with a situation is involved
in the attraction of tragedy. He is, we might say, under the
influence of the Aristotelian tragic theory which emphasizes
a qualified hedonism through suffering. But the pleasure in-
volved in tragedy is perhaps an ambiguous one; and some-
times we must feel that the famous sense of cathartic resolu-
tion is perhaps the result of glossing over terror with beautiful
language rather than an evacuation of it. And sometimes the
terror even bursts through the language to stand stark and
isolated from the play, as does Oedipus’s sightless and bleed-
ing face. At any rate, the Aristotelian theory does not deny
another function for tragedy (and for comedy, too) which is
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suggested by Freud’s theory of the traumatic neurosis—what
might be called the mithridatic function, by which tragedy
is used as the homeopathic administration of pain to inure
ourselves to the greater pain which life will force upon us.
There is in the cathartic theory of tragedy, as it is usually un-
derstood, a conception of tragedy’s function which is too
negative and which inadequately suggests the sense of active
mastery which tragedy can give.

In the same essay in which he sets forth the conception of the
mind embracing its own pain for some vital purpose, Freud
also expresses a provisional assent to the idea (earlier stated,
as he reminds us, by Schopenhauer) that there is perhaps a
human drive which makes of death the final and desired goal.
The death instinct is a conception that is rejected by many
of even the most thoroughgoing Freudian theorists (as, in his
last book, Freud mildly noted); the late Otto Fenichel in his
authoritative work on the neurosis argues cogently against it.
Yet even if we reject the theory as not fitting the facts in any
operatively useful way, we still cannot miss its grandeur, its
ultimate tragic courage in acquiescence to fate. The idea of
the reality principle and the idea of the death instinct form
the crown of Freud's broader speculation on the life of man.
Their quality of grim poetry is characteristic of Freud’s system
and the ideas it generates for him.

And as much as anything else that Freud gives to literature,
this quality of his thought is important. Although the artist
is never finally determined in his work by the intellectual
systems about him, he cannot avoid their influence; and it
can be said of various competing systems that some hold more
promise for the artist than others. When, for example, we
think of the simple humanitarian optimism which, for two
decades, has been so pervasive, we must see that not only has
it been politically and philosophically inadequate, but also
that it implies, by the smallness of its view of the varieties
of human possibility, a kind of check on the creative facul-
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ties. In Freud’s view of life no such limitation is implied.
To be sure, certain elements of his system seem hostile to the
usual notions of man’s dignity. Like every great critic of hu-
man nature—and Freud is that—he finds in human pride the
ultimate cause of human wretchedness, and he takes pleas-
ure in knowing that his ideas stand with those of Copernicus
and Darwin in making pride more difficult to maintain. Yet
the Freudian man is, I venture to think, a creature of far
more dignity and far more interest than the man which any
other modern system has been able to conceive. Despite
popular belief to the contrary, man, as Freud conceives him,
is not to be understood by any simple formula (such as sex)
but is rather an inextricable tangle of culture and biology.
And not being simple, he is not simply good; he has, as Freud
says somewhere, a kind of hell within him from which rise
everlastingly the impulses which threaten his civilization. He
has the faculty of imagining for himself more in the way of
pleasure and satisfaction than he can possibly achieve. Every-
thing that he gains he pays for in more than equal coin; com-
promise and the compounding with defeat constitute his
best way of getting through the world. His best qualities are
the result of a struggle whose outcome is tragic. Yet he is a
creature of love; it is Freud's sharpest criticism of the Ad-
lerian psychology that to aggression it gives everything and
to love nothing at all.

One is always aware in reading Freud how little cynicism
there is in his thought. His desire for man is only that he
should be human, and to this end his science is devoted. No
view of life to which the artist responds can insure the quality
of his work, but the poetic qualities of Freud’s own principles,
which are so clearly in the line of the classic tragic realism, sug-
gest that this is a view which does not narrow and simplify the
human world for the artist but on the contrary opens and
complicates it.
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In 1888, on the second of January, which in any year is likely
to be a sad day, Henry James wrote to his friend William Dean
Howells that his reputation had been dreadfully injured by
his last two novels. The desire for his productions, he said,
had been reduced to zero, editors no longer asked for his
work, they even seemed ashamed to publish the stories they
had already bought. But James was never without courage.
“However, I don’t despair,” he wrote, “for I think I am now
really in better form than I ever have been in my life and 1
propose yet to do many things.” And then, no doubt with the
irony all writers use when they dare to speak of future rec-
ognition, but also, surely, with the necessary faith, he con-
cludes the matter: “'Very likely too, some day, all my buried
prose will kick off its various tombstones at once.”

And so it happened. The “some day” has arrived and we
have been hearing the clatter of marble as James’s buried
prose kicks off its monuments in a general resurrection. On
all sides James is being given the serious and joyous interest
he longed for in his lifetime.

One element of our interest must be the question of how
some of James's prose ever came to be buried at all. It is not
hard to understand why certain of James’s books did not catch
the contemporary fancy. But the two books on which James
placed the blame for his diminishing popularity were The
Bostonians and The Princess Casamassima, and of all James'’s
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“Trilling’s best and most influential collection of essays
shows how criticism, written with grace, style, and a
self-questioning cast of mind, can itself become a form
of literature, as well as a valuable contribution to how
we think about society.”

— MORRIS DICKSTEIN

The Liberal Imagination is one of the most admired and
influential works of criticism of the last century, a work
that is not only a masterpiece of literary analysis but
an important statement about politics and society.
Published in 1950, one of the chillier moments of the
cold war, Trilling’s essays examine the promise—and
limits—of liberalism, challenging the complacency of
a naive liberal belief in rationality, progress, and the
panaceas of economics and other social sciences,
and asserting in their stead the irreducible complexity
of human motivation and the tragic inevitability of
tragedy. Only the imagination, Trilling argues, can give
us access and insight into these realms and only the
imagination can ground a reflective and considered,
rather than programmatic and dogmatic, liberalism.
Writing with acute intelligence about classics like
Huckleberry Finn and the novels of Henry James and
F. Scott Fitzgerald, but also on such varied matters
as the Kinsey Report and the place of money in the
American imagination, Trilling presents a model of
the critic as both part of and apart from his society,
a defender of the reflective life that, in our ever more
rationalized world, seems ever more necessary—and
ever more remote.
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