
CHAPTER V

General, Comparative, and National 'Literature

Within literary studies, we have distinguished between theory,

history, and criticism. Using another basis of division, we shall

now attempt a systematic definition of comparative, general, and

national literature. The term "comparative" literature is trouble-

some and doubtless, indeed, one of the reasons why this im-

portant mode of literary study has had less than the expected

academic success. Matthew Arnold, translating Ampere's use of

"kistoire comparative" was apparently the first to use the term

in English (1848). The French have preferred the term used

earlier by Villemain, who had spoken of "litterature comparee"

(1829), after the analogy of Cuvier's Analomie comparee

(1800). The Germans speak of "vergleichende Literaturge-

schichte."
1 Yet neither of these differently formed adjectives is

very illuminating, since comparison is a method used by all

criticism and sciences, and does not, in any way, adequately de-

scribe the specific procedures of literary study. The formal com-

parison between literatures—or even movements, figures, and

works—is rarely a central theme in literary history, though

such a book as F. C. Green's Minuet,2 comparing aspects of

French and English eighteenth-century literature, may be illu-

minating in defining not only parallels and affinities but also

divergences between the literary development of one nation and

that of another.

In practice, the term "comparative" literature has covered and

still covers rather distinct fields of studv and groups of problems.

It may mean, first, the study of oral literature, especiallv of

folk-tale themes and their migration 5 of how and when they

have entered "higher," "artistic" literature. This type of prob-

lem can be relegated to folklore, an important branch of learn-

ing which is only in part occupied with aesthetic facts, since it

studies the total civilization of a "folk," its costumes and customs,
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superstitions and tools as well as its arts. We must, however,

endorse the view that the study of oral literature is an integral

part of literary scholarship, for it cannot be divorced from the

study of written works, and there has been and still is a con-

tinuous interaction between oral and written literature. Without

going to the extreme of folklorists such as Hans Naumann 3 who
consider all oral literature as "gesunkenes Kuhurgut" we can

recognize that written upper-class literature has profoundly af-

fected oral literature. The incorporation into folklore of chivalric

romance and troubadour lyric is an indubitable fact. Though this

is a view which would have shocked the Romantic believers in

the creativity of the folk and the remote antiquity of folk art,

nevertheless popular ballads, fairy tales, and legends as we know
them are frequently of late origin and upper-class derivation.

Yet the study of oral literature must be an important concern

of every literary scholar who wants to understand the processes

of literary development, the origins and the rise of our literary

genres and devices. It is unfortunate that the study of oral lit-

erature has thus far been so exclusively preoccupied with the

study of themes and their migrations from country to country,

i.e., with the raw materials of modern literatures.
4 Of late, how-

ever, folklorists have increasingly turned their attention to the

study of patterns, forms, and devices, to a morphology of lit-

erary forms, to the problems of the teller and narrator and the

audience of a tale, and have thus prepared the way for a close

integration of their studies into a general conception of literary

scholarship.
5 Though the study of oral literature has its own

peculiar problems, those of transmission and social setting,
6

its

fundamental problems, without doubt, are shared with written

literature; and there is a continuity between oral and written

literature which has never been interrupted. Scholars in the

modern European literatures have neglected these questions to

their own disadvantage, while literary historians in the Slavic

and Scandinavian countries, where folklore is still—or was till

recently—alive, have been in much closer touch with these

studies. But "comparative literature" is hardly the term by

which to designate the study of oral literature.

Another sense of "comparative" literature confines it to the

study of relationships between two or more literatures. This is
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the use established by the flourishing school of French com-
faratistes headed by Fernand Baldensperger and gathered

around the Revue de Utterature comfaree. 1 The school has

especially given attention, sometimes mechanically but some-

times with considerable finesse, to such questions as the repu-

tation and penetration, the influence and fame, of Goethe in

France and England, of Ossian and Carlyle and Schiller in

France. It has developed a methodology which, going beyond
the collection of information concerning reviews, translations,

and influences, considers carefully the image, the concept of a

particular author at a particular time, such diverse factors of

transmission as periodicals, translators, salons, and travelers, and

the "receiving factor," the special atmosphere and literary sit-

uation into which the foreign author is imported. In total, much
evidence for the close unity, especially of the Western European
literatures, has been accumulated ; and our knowledge of the

"foreign trade" of literatures has been immeasurably increased.

But this conception of "comparative literature" has also, one

recognizes, its peculiar difficulties.
8 No distinct system can, it

seems, emerge from the accumulation of such studies. There is

no methodological distinction between a study of "Shakespeare

in France" and a study of "Shakespeare in eighteenth-century

England," or between a study of Poe's influence on Baudelaire

and one of Dryden's influence on Pope. Comparisons between

literatures, if isolated from concern with the total national lit-

eratures, tend to restrict themselves to external problems of

sources and influences, reputation and fame. Such studies do

not permit us to analyze and judge an individual work of art, or

even to consider the complicated whole of its genesis; instead,

they are mainly devoted either to such echoes of a masterpiece

as translations and imitations, frequently by second-rate authors,

or to the prehistory of a masterpiece, the migrations and the

spread of its themes and forms. The emphasis of "comparative

literature" thus conceived is on externals; and the decline of

"comparative literature" in recent decades reflects the general

turning away from stress on mere "facts," on sources and

influences.

A third conception obviates, however, all these criticisms, by

identifying "comparative literature" with the study of literature
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in Its totality, with "world-literature," with "general" or "uni-

versal" literature. There are certain difficulties with these sug-

gested equations. The term "world literature," a translation of

Goethe's Weltlheratur? is perhaps needlessly grandiose, imply-

ing that literature should be studied on all five continents, from

New Zealand to Iceland. Existing courses in world literature,

like the textbooks and handbooks written for them, often supply

us with snippets from famous authors and great books ranging

from the Rig-Veda to Oscar Wilde and encourage an indis-

criminate smattering, a vague, sentimental cosmopolitanism.

The possibly preferable term "general literature" has the disad-

vantage that Paul Van Tieghem 10 has tried to capture it for

a rather narrow conception in specific contrast to "comparative

literature." According to him, "general literature" studies those

movements and fashions of literature which transcend national

lines. In practice, however, it would be difficult to determine be-

forehand which movements are general and thus to draw a line

of distinction between the purely national and the general. Most
of Van Tieghem's own books are rather conventional investiga-

tions of a comparative sort, studying Ossian in France or the

international vogue of "graveyard poetry," or are handbooks of

external facts and interrelationships.
11

Whatever the difficulties into which a conception of universal

literary history may run, it is important to think of literature

as a totality and to trace the growth and development of litera-

ture without regard to linguistic distinctions. The practical result

of such thinking will be a general history, especially of the

Western tradition. One cannot doubt the continuity between

Greek and Roman literatures, the Western medieval world, and

the main modern literatures j and, without minimizing the im-

portance of Oriental influences, especially that of the Bible, one

must recognize a close unity which includes all Europe, Russia,

the United States, and the South American literatures. This ideal

was envisaged and, within their limited means, fulfilled, by the

founders of literary history in the early nineteenth century, such

men as the Schlegels, Sismondi, Bouterwek, and Hallam. 12

During the later nineteenth century, this ideal was more closely

defined and brought nearer to a coherent view through the in-

fluence of evolutionism. The first theories of comparative litera-
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ture, the books by Karayev and Posnett,
13 were largely under the

influence of the sociological conceptions of Herbert Spencer and

drew far too close a parallelism between the growth of institu-

tions and that of literature. But a return to the ideals and ambi-

tions of the great masters of general literary historiography is

overdue, whatever modifications we may make today in the de-

tails of their methods and however ampler our sources of infor-

mation may be. Literary history as a synthesis, literary history

on*a supernational scale, will have to be written again. The study

of comparative literature in this sense will make high demands
on the linguistic proficiencies of our scholars. It asks for a widen-

ing of perspectives, a suppression of local and provincial senti-

ments, not easy to achieve. Yet literature is one, as art and

humanity are one; and in this conception lies the future of his-

torical literary studies.

Within this enormous area—in practice, identical with all lit-

erary history—there are, no doubt, subdivisions sometimes run-

ning along linguistic lines. There are, first of all, the groups of

the three main linguistic families in Europe—the Germanic, the

Romance, and the Slavic literatures. The Romance literatures

have particularly frequently been studied in close interconnec-

tion, from the days of Bouterwek up to Leonardo Olschki's par-

tially successful attempt to write a history of them all for the

medieval period.
14 The Germanic literatures have been com-

parably studied, usually, only for the early Middle Ages, when
the nearness of a general Teutonic civilization can be still

strongly felt.
15 Despite the customary opposition of Polish

scholars, it would appear that the close linguistic affinities of the

Slavic languages, in combination with shared popular traditions

extending even to metrical forms, make up a basis for a common
Slavic literature.

16

The history of themes and forms, devices and genres, is ob-

viously an international history. While most of our genres de-

scend from the literature of Greece and Rome, they were very

considerably modified and augmented during the Middle Ages.

Even the history of metrics, though closely bound up with the

individual linguistic systems, is international. Furthermore, the

great literary movements and styles of modern Europe (the

Renaissance, the Baroque, Neo-Classicism, Romanticism, Real-
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ism, Symbolism) far exceed the boundaries of one nation, even

though there are significant national differences between the

workings out of these styles.
17 On the whole, the importance of

linguistic barriers was quite unduly magnified during the nine-

teenth century.

This emphasis was due to the very close association between

Romantic (mostly linguistic) nationalism and the rise of mod-
ern organized literary history. It continues today through such

practical influences as the virtual identification, especially in this

country, of the teaching of literature and the teaching of a

language. The result, in this country, has been an extraordinary

lack of contact between the students of English, German, and

French literature. Each of these groups bears a completely dif-

ferent imprint and uses different methods. These disjunctions are

in part, doubtless, unavoidable, simply because most men live

in but a single linguistic medium ; and yet they lead to grotesque

consequences when literary problems are discussed only with

regard to views expressed in the particular language and only

with reference to texts and documents in that language. Though
in certain problems of artistic style, meter, and even genre, the

linguistic differences between the European literatures will be

important, it is clear that for many problems of the history of

ideas, including critical ideas, such distinctions are untenable
j

artificial cross sections are drawn through homogeneous ma-
terials, and histories are written concerning ideological echoes by

chance expressed in English or German or French. The excessive

attention to one vernacular is especially detrimental to the study

of medieval literature, since in the Middle Ages Latin was the

foremost literary language, and Europe formed a very close

intellectual unity. A history of literature during the Middle

Ages in England which neglects the vast amount of writings in

Latin and Anglo-Norman gives a false picture of England's lit-

erary situation and general culture.

This recommendation of comparative literature does not, of

course, imply neglecting the study of individual national litera-

tures. Indeed, it is just the problem of "nationality" and of the

distinct contributions of the individual nations to this general

literary process which should be realized as central. Instead of

being studied with theoretical clarity, the problem has been
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blurred by nationalistic sentiment and racial theories. To isolate

the exact contributions of English literature to general literature,

a fascinating problem, might lead to a shift of perspective and

an altered evaluation, even of the major figures. Within each

national literature there arise similar problems of the exact

shares of regions and cities. Such an exaggerated theory as that

of Josef Nadler,18 who professes to be able to discern the traits

and characteristics of each German tribe and region and its

reflections in literature, should not deter us from the considera-

tion of these problems, rarely investigated with any command of

facts and any coherent method. Much that has been written on

the role of New England, the Middle West, and the South in

the history of American literature, and most of the writings on

regionalism, amounts to no more than the expression of pious

hopes, local pride, and resentment of centralizing powers. Any
objective analysis will have to distinguish questions concerning

the racial descent of authors and sociological questions concern-

ing provenience and setting from questions concerning the actual

influence of the landscape and questions of literary tradition

and fashion.

Problems of "nationality" become especially complicated if

we have to decide that literatures in the same language are dis-

tinct national literatures, as American and modern Irish as-

suredly are. Such a question as why Goldsmith, Sterne, and

Sheridan do not belong to Irish literature, while Yeats and Joyce

do, needs an answer. Are there independent Belgian, Swiss, and

Austrian literatures? It is not very easy to determine the point

at which literature written in America ceased to be "colonial

English" and became an independent national literature. Is it

the mere fact of political independence? Is it the national con-

sciousness of the authors themselves? Is it the use of national

subject matter and "local color"? Or is it the rise of a definite

national literary style?

Only when we have reached decisions on these problems shall

we be able to write histories of national literature which are not

simply geographical or linguistic categories, shall we be able

to analyze the exact way in which each national literature enters

into European tradition. Universal and national literatures im-

plicate each other. A pervading European convention is modified
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in each country: there are also centers of radiation in the individ-

ual countries, and eccentric and individually great figures who set

off one national tradition from the other. To be able to describe

the exact share of the one and the other would amount to know-

ing much that is worth knowing in the whole of literary history.



CHAPTER VIII

Literature and Psychology

By "psychology of literature," we may mean the psychological

study of the writer, as type and as individual, or the study of

the creative process, or the study of the psychological types and
laws present within works of literature, or, finally, the effects

of literature upon its readers (audience psychology). The fourth

we shall consider under "Literature and Society"; the other

three shall here be discussed in turn. Probably only the third

belongs, in the strictest sense, to literary study. The first two are

subdivisions of the psychology of art: though, at times, they

may serve as engaging pedagogic approaches to the study of lit-

erature, we should disavow any attempt to evaluate literary

works in terms of their origins (the genetic fallacy).

The nature of literary genius has always attracted speculation,

and it was, as early as the Greeks, conceived of as related to

"madness" (to be glossed as the range from neuroticism to psy-

chosis). The poet is the "possessed": he is unlike other men, at

once less and more; and the unconscious out of which he speaks

is felt to be at once sub- and superrational.

Another early and persistent conception is that of the poet's

"gift" as compensatory: the Muse took away the sight of

Demodocos' eyes but "gave him the lovely gift of song" (in

the Odyssey), as the blinded Tiresias is given prophetic vision.

Handicap and endowment are not always, of course, so directly

correlative j and the malady or deformity may be psychological

or social instead of physical. Pope was a hunchback and a dwarf;

Byron had a club-foot; Proust was an asthmatic neurotic of

partly Jewish descent; Keats was shorter than other men;
Thomas Wolfe, much taller. The difficulty with the theory is

its very ease. After the event, any success can be attributed to

compensatory motivation, for everyone has liabilities which

may serve him as spurs. Dubious, certainly, is the widespread
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view that neuroticism—and "compensation"—differentiate artists

from scientists and other "contemplatives" : the obvious distinc-

tion is that writers often document their own cases, turning

their maladies into their thematic material.
1

The basic questions are these: If the writer is a neurotic, does

his neurosis provide the themes of his work or only its motiva-

tion? If the latter, then the writer is not to be differentiated from

other contemplatives. The other question is: If the writer is neu-

rotic in his themes (as Kafka certainly is), how is it that his

work is intelligible to his readers? The writer must be doing far

more than putting down a case history. He must either be deal-

ing with an archetypal pattern (as does Dostoevsky, in The
Brothers Karamazov) or with a "neurotic personality" pattern

widespread in our time.

Freud's view of the writer is not quite steady. Like many of

his European colleagues, notably Jung and Rank, he was a man
of high general culture, with the educated Austrian's respect for

the classics and classical German literature. Then, too, he dis-

covered in literature many insights anticipating and corroborat-

ing his own—in Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov, in

Hamlet, in Diderot's Nephew of Rameau, in Goethe. But he

also thought of the author as an obdurate neurotic who, by his

creative work, kept himself from a crackup but also from any

real cure. "The artist," says Freud, "is originally a man who
turns from reality because he cannot come to terms with the

demand for the renunciation of instinctual satisfaction as it is

first made, and who then in phantasy-life allows full play to his

erotic and ambitious wishes. But he finds a way of return from

this world of phantasy back to reality; with his special gifts, he

moulds his phantasies into a new kind of reality, and men con-

cede them a justification as valuable reflections of actual life.

Thus by a certain path he actually becomes the hero, king,

creator, favorite he desired to be, without the circuitous path of

creating real alterations in the outer world." The poet, that is,

is a daydreamer who is socially validated. Instead of altering

his character, he perpetuates and publishes his phantasies.
2

Such an account presumably disposes of the philosopher and

the "pure scientist" along with the artist, and is, therefore, a

kind of positivist "reduction" of contemplative activity to an
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observing and naming instead of acting. It scarcely does justice

to the indirect or oblique effect of contemplative work, to the

"alterations in the outer world" effected by the readers of nov-

elists and philosophers. It also fails to recognize that creation is

itself a mode of work in the outer world ; that, while the day-

dreamer is content to dream of writing his dreams, one who is

actually writing is engaged in an act of externalization and of

adjustment to society.

Most writers have drawn back from subscription to orthodox

Freudianism or from completing—what some have begun—their

psychoanalytic treatment. Most of them have not wanted to be

"cured" or "adjusted," either thinking they would cease to write

if they were adjusted, or that the adjustment proposed was to

a normality or a social environment which they rejected as

philistine or bourgeois. Thus Auden has asserted that artists

should be as neurotic as they can endure ; and many have

agreed with such revisionist Freudians as Horney, Fromm, and

Kardiner, that Freud's conceptions of neurosis and normality,

drawn from turn-of-the-century Vienna, need to be corrected

by Marx and the anthropologists.
3

The theory of art as neurosis raises the question of imagina-

tion in relation to belief. Is the novelist analogous not only to

the romantic child who "tells stories"—i.e., reconstructs his

experience till it conforms to his pleasure and credit, but also to

the man who suffers from hallucinations, confounding the world

of reality with the phantasy world of his hopes and fears? Some
novelists (e.g., Dickens) have spoken of vividly seeing and

hearing their characters, and, again, of the characters as taking

over the control of the story, shaping it to an end different from

the novelist's preliminary design. None of the instances cited by

psychologists seem to bear out the charge of hallucination ; some

novelists may, however, have the capacity, common among chil-

dren, but rare thereafter, of eidetic imagery (neither after-

images nor memory-images yet perceptual, sensory, in char-

acter). In the judgment of Erich Jaensch, this capacity is symp-

tomatic of the artist's special integration of perceptual and con-

ceptual. He retains, and has developed, an archaic trait of the

race: he feels and even sees his thoughts.4

Another trait sometimes assigned to the literary man—more
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specifically, the poet—is synaesthesia, or the linking together of

sensory perceptions out of two or more senses, most commonly,

hearing and sight {audition coloree: e.g., the trumpet as scarlet).

As a physiological trait, it is apparently, like red-green color

blindness, a survival from an earlier comparatively undifferen-

tiated sensorium. Much more frequently, however, synaesthesia

is a literary technique, a form of metaphorical translation, the

stylized expression of a metaphysical-aesthetic attitude towards

life. Historically, this attitude and style are characteristic of the

Baroque and the Romantic periods and correspondingly distaste-

ful to rationalist periods in search of the "clear and distinct"

rather than "correspondences," analogies, and unifications.
5

Since his earliest critical writing, T. S. Eliot has urged an

inclusive view of the poet as recapitulating—or, better, preserv-

ing intact—his strata of the race-history, of keeping his commu-
nication open with his own childhood and that of the race while

reaching forward into the future: "The artist," he wrote in 19 18,

"is more primitive, as well as more civilized, than his contem-

poraries. . . ." In 1932, he recurs to this conception, speaking

particularly of the "auditory imagination" but also of the poet's

visual imagery, and especially his recurrent images, which "may
have symbolic value, but of what we cannot tell, for they have

come to represent the depths of feeling into which we cannot

peer." Eliot cites with approval the work of Cailliet and Bede
on the relation of the Symbolist Movement to the primitive

psyche, summarizing: "the pre-logical mentality persists in civi-

lized man, but becomes available only to or through the poet."
G

In these passages it is not difficult to discover the influence of

Carl Jung and a restatement of the Jungian thesis that beneath

the individual "unconscious"—the blocked-off residue of our

past, particularly our childhood and infancy—lies the "collective

unconscious"—the blocked-off memory of our racial past, even

of our pre-humanity.

Jung has an elaborate psychological typology, according to

which "extravert" and "introvert" subdivide the four types

based upon the dominance respectively of thinking, feeling,

intuition, sensation. He does not, as one might have supposed,

assign all writers to the intuitive-introverted category, or, more
generally, to the category of the introvert. As a further guard
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against simplification, he remarks that some writers reveal their

type in their creative work, while others reveal their anti-type,

their complement. 7

Homo scriftor, it should be conceded, is not a single type. If

we devise a romantic blend of Coleridge, Shelley, Baudelaire,

and Poe, we must presently remember Racine, Milton, and

Goethe, or Jane Austen and Anthony Trollope. We may begin

by differentiating lyric poets, and Romantic poets, from dra-

matic and epic poets and their partial equivalents, the novelists.

One of the German typologists, Kretschmer, separates the poets

(who are leptosomatic and incline to schizophrenia) from the

novelists (who are pyknic of physical structure and manic-

depressive or "cycloid" of temperament). There is certainly a

typological pair of the "possessed," i.e., the automatic or obses-

sive or prophetic poet, and the "maker," the writer who is pri-

marily a trained, skillful, responsible craftsman. This distinction

seems partly historical: the "possessed" is the primitive poet,

the shaman j then the Romantic, the Expressionist, the Surreal-

ist, we say. The professional poets, trained in the bardic schools

of Ireland and Iceland, the poets of the Renaissance and neo-

classicism, are "makers." But of course these types must be

understood as not mutually exclusive but polar ; and in the in-

stances of great writers—including Milton, Poe, James, and

Eliot as well as Shakespeare and Dostoevsky—we have to think

of the writer as both "maker" and "possessed," as combining

an obsessively held vision of life with a conscious, precise care

for the presentation of that vision.
8

Perhaps the most influential of modern polarities is Nietzsche's

in The Birth of Tragedy (1872), that between Apollo and

Dionysus, the two art-deities of the Greeks, and the two kinds

and processes of art which they represent: the arts of sculpture

and of music j the psychological states of the dream and of

ecstatic inebriation. These correspond approximately to the clas-

sical "maker" and the romantic "possessed" (or foeta vates).

Though he does not avow it, the French psychologist Ribot

must owe to Nietzsche the basis for his own division of literary

artists between the two chief types of imagination. The former

of these, the "plastic," characterizes the sharp visualizer who is

primarily incited by observation of the outside world, by per-
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ception, while the "diffluent" (the auditory and symbolic) is that

of the symbolist poet or the writer of Romantic tales (Tieck,

Hoffmann, Poe), who starts from his own emotions and feelings,

projecting them through rhythms and images unified by the

compulsion of his Stimmung. It is doubtless from Ribot that

Eliot starts in his contrast of Dante's "visual imagination" and

Milton's "auditory."

One more specimen may be offered, that of L. Rusu, a con-

temporary Rumanian scholar, who distinguishes three basic

types of artist: the "type sympathique" (conceived of as gay,

spontaneous, bird-like in its creativity), the "type detnoniaque

anarchique" and the "type demoniaque equilibre." The exam-

ples are not always fortunate ; but there is a general suggestive-

ness to the thesis and antithesis of "sympathetic" and "anarchic"

with a synthesizing greatest type in which the struggle with the

daemon has ended in triumph, an equilibrium of tensions. Rusu
cites Goethe as the example of this greatness ; but we shall have

to assign it all our greatest names—Dante, Shakespeare, Balzac,

Dickens, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky. 9

The "creative process" should cover the entire sequence from

the subconscious origins of a literary work to those last revisions

which, with some writers, are the most genuinely creative part

of the whole.

There is a distinction to be made between the mental struc-

ture of a poet and the composition of a poem, between impres-

sion and expression. Croce has not won the assent of writers and

critics to his reduction of both to aesthetic intuition; indeed,

something like the contrary reduction has plausibly been argued

by C. S. Lewis. But any attempt to dualize the pair as "Erlebnis"

and "Dichtung," after the fashion of Dilthey, also fails to sat-

isfy. The painter sees as a painter; the painting is the clarifica-

tion and completion of his seeing. The poet is a maker of poems;

but the matter of his poems is the whole of his percipient life.

With the artist, in any medium, every impression is shaped by

his art ; he accumulates no inchoate experience. 10

"Inspiration," the traditional name for the unconscious factor

in creation, is classically associated with the Muses, the daugh-

ters of memory, and in Christian thought with the Holy Spirit.

By definition, the inspired state of a shaman, prophet, or poet,
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1

differs from his ordinary state. In primitive societies the shaman

may voluntarily be able to put himself into a trance, or he may
involuntarily be "possessed" by some ancestral or totemic spirit-

control. In modern times, inspiration is felt to have the essential

marks of suddenness (like conversion) and impersonality: the

work seems written through one.
11

May not inspiration be induced? Creative habits there assur-

edly are, as well as stimulants and rituals. Alcohol, opium, and

other drugs dull the conscious mind, the overcritical "censor,"

and release the activity of the subconscious. Coleridge and De
Quincey made a more grandiose claim—that through opium, a

whole new world of experience was opened up for literary

treatment ; but in the light of modern clinical reports it appears

that the unusual elements in the work of such poets derive from

their neurotic psyches and not from the specific effect of the

drug. Miss Elizabeth Schneider has shown that De Quincey's

"literary 'opium dreams,' so influential on later writing, actually

differ little, save in elaborateness, from an entry made in his

diary in 1 803 before his use of opium began. . . ." 12

As the mantic poets of primitive communities are taught

methods of putting themselves into states conducive to "posses-

sion" and as, by spiritual disciplines of the East, the religious

are advised to use set places and times for prayer, and special

"ejaculations" or mantras, so writers of the modern world learn,

or think they learn, rituals for inducing the creative state.

Schiller kept rotten apples in his work-desk; Balzac wrote

dressed in the robes of a monk. Many writers think "hori-

zontally," and even write in bed—writers as different as Proust

and Mark Twain. Some require silence and solitude ; but others

prefer to write in the midst of the family or the company at a

cafe. There are instances, which attract attention as sensational,

of authors who work through the night and sleep during the

day. Probably this devotion to the night (time of contempla-

tion, the dream, the subconscious) is the chief Romantic tradi-

tion; but there is, we must remember, a rival Romantic tradi-

tion, the Wordsworthian, which exalts the early morning (the

freshness of childhood). Some authors assert that they can write

only at certain seasons, as did Milton, who held that his poetic

vein never flowed happily but from the autumnal equinox to the
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vernal. Dr. Johnson, who found all such theories distasteful,

believed that a man might write at any time if he would set

himself doggedly to it : he himself wrote confessedly under eco-

nomic compulsion. But one can suppose that these seemingly

capricious rituals have in common that, by association and habit,

they facilitate systematic production. 13

Does the mode of transcription have any demonstrable effect

on the literary style? Does it matter whether one writes a first

draught with pen and ink or composes directly on the type-

writer? Hemingway thinks that the typewriter "solidifies one's

sentences before they are ready to print," hence makes revision

as an integral part of writing difficult j others suppose the in-

strument has made for overfluent or journalistic style. No em-
pirical investigation has been made. As for dictation, it has been

used by authors of very various quality and spirit. Milton dic-

tated to an amanuensis verses of Paradise Lost already com-

posed in his head. More interesting, however, are the instances

of Scott, Goethe in his old age, and Henry James in his, in

which, though the structure has been thought out in advance,

the verbal texture is extemporized. In the case of James, at least,

it seems possible to make some causal connection between dic-

tation and the "later manner," which, in its own complexly elo-

quent way, is oral and even conversational. 14

Of the creative process itself, not much has been said at the

degree of generalization profitable to literary theory. We have

the individual case histories of particular authors; but these of

course will be authors from comparatively recent times only,

and authors given to thinking and writing analytically about

their art (authors like Goethe and Schiller, Flaubert, James,

Eliot and Valery) ; and then we have the long-distance gener-

alizations made by psychologists concerning such topics as origi-

nality, invention, imagination, finding the common denominator

between scientific, philosophical, and aesthetic creation.

Any modern treatment of the creative process will chiefly con-

cern the relative parts played by the unconscious and the con-

scious mind. It would be easy to contrast literary periods: to

distinguish romantic and expressionistic periods which exalt the

unconscious from classical and realistic periods which stress in-

telligence, revision, communication. But such a contrast may
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readily be exaggerated: the critical theories of classicism and
romanticism differ more violently than the creative practice of

their best writers.

The authors most given to discussing their art wish naturally

to discuss their conscious and technical procedures, for which

they may claim credit, rather than their "given," the unelected

experience which is their matter or their mirror or their prism.

There are obvious reasons why self-conscious artists speak as

though their art were impersonal, as though they chose their

themes either by editorial compulsion or as a gratuitous aesthetic

problem. The most famous document on the topic, Poe's "Phi-

losophy of Composition," professes to explain by what methodo-
logical strategies, proceeding from what initial aesthetic axioms,

his "Raven" was constructed. To defend his vanity against the

charge that his horror tales were literary imitations, Poe wrote

that their horrors were not of Germany but of the soul; yet that

they were of his own soul he could not admit: he professed to

be a literary engineer, skilled at manipulating the souls of

others. In Poe, the division is terrifyingly complete between the

unconscious, which provides the obsessive themes of delirium,

torture, and death, and the conscious, which literarily develops

them. 15

Were we to set up tests for the discovery of literary talent,

they would doubtless be of two sorts: one, that for poets in the

modern sense, would concern itself with words and their com-
bination, with image and metaphor, with linkages semantic and
phonetic (i.e., rhyme, assonance, alliteration) ; the latter, for

narrative writers (novelists and dramatists) would concern itself

with characterization and plot-structure.

The literary man is a specialist in association ("wit"), disso-

ciation ("judgment"), recombination (making a new whole out

of elements separately experienced). He uses words as his me-
dium. As a child, he may collect words as other children col-

lect dolls, stamps, or pets. For the poet, the word is not pri-

marily a "sign," a transparent counter, but a "symbol," valuable

for itself as well as in its capacity of representative ; it may even

be an "object" or "thing," dear for its sound or look. Some nov-

elists may use words as signs (Scott, Cooper, Dreiser), in which

case they may be read to advantage translated into another Ian-
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guage, or remembered as mythic structure; poets normally us&

words "symbolically." 16

The traditional phrase, the "association of ideas," is an in-

accurate name. Beyond the associative linkage of word with word
(marked in some poets) there is the association of the objects

to which our mental "ideas" refer. The chief categories of such

association are contiguity in time and place, and similarity or

dissimilarity. The novelist operates primarily, perhaps, in terms

of the former j the poet, in terms of the latter (which we may
equate with metaphor) ; but—especially in recent literature

—

the contrast must not be made too strong.

In his Road to Xanadu, Lowes reconstructs with the acumen

of a brilliant detective the process of association by which the

vastly and curiously read Coleridge moved from one quotation

or allusion to another. As for theory, however, he is soon con-

tent: a few purely figurative terms serve him to describe the

creative process. He speaks of the "hooked atoms" or (in the

phrase of Henry James) of images and ideas as dropping for

a time "into the deep well of unconscious cerebration," to

emerge having undergone (in the favorite quotation of scholars)

a "sea-change." When Coleridge's recondite reading reappears,

we sometimes get "marquetry" or "mosaic," sometimes a

"miracle." Lowes formally acknowledges that "at the zenith of

its power the creative energy is both conscious and unconscious

. . . controlling consciously the throng of images which in the

reservoir [the "well" of the unconscious] have undergone un-

conscious metamorphosis" j but he scarcely attends to or attempts

to define the really purposive and constructive in the creative

process.
17

In the narrative writer, we think of his creation of characters

and his "invention" of stories. Since the Romantic period, both

have undoubtedly been conceived of too simply as either

"original" or copied from real people (a view read back also

into the literature of the past) or plagiarism. Yet even in the

most "original" novelists like Dickens, character types and nar-

rative techniques are chiefly traditional, drawn from the profes-

sional, the institutional literary stock.
ls

The creation of characters may be supposed to blend, in vary-

ing degrees, inherited literary types, persons observed, and the
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self. The realist, we might say, chiefly observes behavior or

"empathizes," while the Romantic writer "projects"; yet it is

to be doubted that mere observation can suffice for life-like

characterization. Faust, Mephistopheles, Werther, and Wilhelm
Meister are all, says one psychologist, "projections into fiction

of various aspects of Goethe's own nature." The novelist's po-

tential selves, including those selves which are viewed as evil,

are all potential fersonae. "One man's mood is another man's

character." Dostoevsky's four brothers Karamazov are all aspects

of Dostoevsky. Nor should we suppose that a novelist is neces-

sarily limited to observation in his heroines. "Madame Bovary,

c'est moi" says Flaubert. Only selves recognized from within

as potential can become "living characters," not "flat" but

"round." Whatever characters a novelist has succeeded with

must be parts of himself, since only from himself, and not

ex nihiloy could he give them life.
19

What kind of relation have these "living characters" to the

novelist's actual self? The more numerous and separate his char-

acters, the less definite his own "personality," it would seem.

Shakespeare disappears into his plays; neither in them, nor in

anecdote, do we get any sense of a sharply defined and indi-

viduated character comparable to that of Ben Jonson. The char-

acter of the poet, Keats once wrote, is to have no self: "it is

everything and nothing. ... It has as much delight in con-

ceiving an lago as an Imogen. ... A Poet is the most un-

poetical of any thing in existence, because he has no Identity

—

he is continually informing and filling some other body." 20

All these theories we have discussed belong actually to the

psychology of the writer. The processes of his creation are the

legitimate object of the psychologists' investigative curiosity.

They can classify the poet according to physiological and psy-

chological types; they can describe his mental ills; they may
even explore his subconscious mind. The evidence of the psy-

chologist may come from unliterary documents or it may be

drawn from the works themselves. In the latter case, it needs

to be checked with the documentary evidence, to be carefully

interpreted.

Can psychology, in its turn, be used to interpret and evaluate

the literary works themselves? Psychology obviously can illumi-
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nate the creative process. As we have seen, attention has been

given to the varying methods of composition, to the habits of

authors in revising and rewriting. There has been study of the

genesis of works: the early stages, the drafts, the rejected read-

ings. Yet the critical relevance of much of this information,

especially the many anecdotes about writers' habits, is surely

overrated. A study of revisions, corrections, and the like has

more which is literarily profitable, since, well used, it may help

us perceive critically relevant fissures, inconsistencies, turnings,

distortions in a work of art. Analyzing how Proust composed

his cyclic novel, Feuillerat illuminates the later volumes, ena-

bling us to distinguish several layers in their text. A study of

variants seems to permit glimpses into an author's workshop. 21

Yet if we examine drafts, rejections, exclusions, and cuts more
soberly, we conclude them not, finally, necessary to an under-

standing of the finished work or to a judgment upon it. Their

interest is that of any alternative, i.e., they may set into relief

the qualities of the final text. But the same end may very well

be achieved by devising for ourselves alternatives, whether or

not they have actually passed through the author's mind. Keats'

verses in the "Ode to the Nightingale":

The same [voice] that oft-times hath

Charmed magic casements opening on the foam

Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn,

may gain something from our knowing that Keats considered

"ruthless seas" and even "keelless seas." But the status of

"ruthless" or "keelless," by chance preserved, does not essen-

tially differ from "dangerous," "empty," "barren," "shipless,"

"cruel," or any other adjective the critic might invoke. They do

not belong to the work of art; nor do these genetic questions

dispense with the analysis and evaluation of the actual work. 22

There remains the question of "psychology" in the works

themselves. Characters in plays and novels are judged by us

to be "psychologically" true. Situations are praised and plots

accepted because of this same quality. Sometimes, a psycho-

logical theory, held either consciously or dimly by an author,

seems to fit a figure or a situation. Thus Lily Campbell has

argued that Hamlet fits the type of "sanguine man's suffering
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from melancholy adust" known to the Elizabethans from their

psychological theories. In like fashion Oscar Campbell has tried

to show that Jaques, in As You Like It, is a case of "unnatural

melancholy produced by adustion of phlegm." Walter Shandy

could be shown to suffer from the disease of linguistic associa-

tionism described in Locke. Stendhal's hero Julien Sorel is de-

scribed in terms of the psychology of Destutt de Tracy, and the

different kinds of love relationship are obviously classified ac-

cording to Stendhal's own book De l
yAmour. Rodion Raskol-

nikov's motives and feelings are analyzed in a way which sug-

gests some knowledge of clinical psychology. Proust certainly

has a whole psychological theory of memory, important even

for the organization of his work. Freudian psychoanalysis is

used quite consciously by novelists such as Conrad Aiken or

Waldo Frank.23

The question may be raised, of course, whether the author

has really succeeded in incorporating psychology into his figures

and their relationships. Mere statements of his knowledge or

theories would not count. They would be "matter" or "content,"

like any other type of information to be found in literature,

e.g., facts from navigation, astronomy, or history. In some cases,

the reference to contemporary psychology may be doubted or

minimized. The attempts to fit Hamlet or Jaques into some

scheme of Elizabethan psychology seem mistaken, because

Elizabethan psychology was contradictory, confusing, and con-

fused, and Hamlet and Jaques are more than types. Though
Raskolnikov and Sorel fit certain psychological theories, they do

so only incompletely and intermittently. Sorel sometimes be-

haves in a most melodramatic manner. Raskolnikov's initial

crime is inadequately motivated. These books are not primarily

psychological studies or expositions of theories but dramas or

melodramas, where striking situations are more important than

realistic psychological motivation. If one examines "stream of

consciousness" novels, one soon discovers that there is no "real"

reproduction of the actual mental processes of the subject, that

the stream of consciousness is rather a device of dramatizing the

mind, of making us aware concretely what Benjy, the idiot in

Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury, is like, or what Mrs.
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Bloom is like. But there is little that seems scientific or even

"realistic" about the device.
24

Even if we assume that an author succeeds in making his fig-

ures behave with "psychological truth," we may well raise the

question whether such "truth" is an artistic value. Much great

art continuously violates standards of psychology, either con-

temporary with it or subsequent. It works with improbable situa-

tions, with fantastic motifs. Like the demand for social realism,

psychological truth is a naturalistic standard without universal

validity. In some cases, to be sure, psychological insight seems

to enhance artistic value. In such cases, it corroborates important

artistic values, those of complexity and coherence. But such in-

sight can be reached by other means than a theoretical knowl-

edge of psychology. In the sense of a conscious and systematic

theory of the mind and its workings, psychology is unnecessary

to art and not in itself of artistic value.
25

For some conscious artists, psychology may have tightened

their sense of reality, sharpened their powers of observation or

allowed them to fall into hitherto undiscovered patterns. But,

in itself, psychology is only preparatory to the act of creation
;

and in the work itself, psychological truth is an artistic value

only if it enhances coherence and complexity—if, in short, it

is art.



CHAPTER IX

Literature and Society

Literature is a social institution, using as its medium language,

a social creation. Such traditional literary devices as symbolism

and meter are social in their very nature. They are conventions

and norms which could have arisen only in society. But, fur-

thermore, literature "imitates" "life" 3 and "life" is, in large

measure, a social reality, even though the natural world and

the inner or subjective world of the individual have also been

objects of literary "imitation." The poet himself is a member
of society, possessed of a specific social status: he receives some

degree of social recognition and reward} he addresses an audi-

ence, however hypothetical. Indeed, literature has usually arisen

in close connection with particular social institutions} and in

primitive society we may even be unable to distinguish poetry

from ritual, magic, work, or play. Literature has also a social

function, or "use," which cannot be purely individual. Thus a

large majority of the questions raised by literary study are, at

least ultimately or by implication, social questions: questions of

tradition and convention, norms and genres, symbols and myths.

With Tomars, one can formulate: "Esthetic institutions are not

based upon social institutions: they are not even part of social

institutions: they are social institutions of one type and inti-

mately interconnected with those others." x

Usually, however, the inquiry concerning "literature and so-

ciety" is put more narrowly and externally. Questions are asked

about the relations of literature to a given social situation, to an

economic, social, and political system. Attempts are made to

describe and define the influence of society on literature and to

prescribe and judge the position of literature in society. This

sociological approach to literature is particularly cultivated by

those who profess a specific social philosophy. Marxist critics not

only study these relations between literature and society, but

89
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also have their clearly defined conception of what these relations

should be, both in our present society and in a future "classless"

society. They practice evaluative, "judicial" criticism, based on

non-literary political, and ethical criteria. They tell us not only

what were and are the social relations and implications of an

author's work but what they should have been or ought to be.
2

They are not only students of literature and society but prophets

of the future, monitors, propagandists; and they have difficulty

in keeping these two functions separate.

The relation between literature and society is usually discussed

by starting with the phrase, derived from De Bonald, that

"literature is an expression of society." But what does this axiom

mean? If it assumes that literature, at any given time, mirrors

the current social situation "correctly," it is false ; it is common-
place, trite, and vague if it means only that literature depicts

some aspects of social reality.
3 To say that literature mirrors or

expresses life is even more ambiguous. A writer inevitably ex-

presses his experience and total conception of life ; but it would

be manifestly untrue to say that he expresses the whole of life

—

or even the whole life of a given time—completely and exhaus-

tively. It is a specific evaluative criterion to say that an author

should express the life of his own time fully, that he should

be "representative" of his age and society. Besides, of course,

the terms "fully" and "representative" require much interpre-

tation: in most social criticism they seem to mean that an author

should be aware of specific social situations, e.g., of the plight

of the proletariat, or even that he should share a specific attitude

and ideology of the critic.

But it seems best to postpone the problem of evaluative criti-

cism till we have disengaged the actual relations between lit-

erature and society. These descriptive (as distinct from norma-

tive) relations admit of rather ready classification.

First, there is the sociology of the writer and the profession

and institutions of literature, the whole question of the economic

basis of literary production, the social provenience and status of

the writer, his social ideology, which may find expression in

extraliterary pronouncements and activities. Then there is the

problem of the social content, the implications and social pur-

pose of the works of literature themselves. Lastly, there are the
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1

problems of the audience and the actual social influence of lit-

erature. The question how far literature is actually determined

by or dependent on its social setting, on social change and de-

velopment, is one which, in one way or another, will enter into

all the three divisions of our problem: the sociology of the

writer, the social content of the works themselves, and the in-

fluence of literature on society. We shall have to decide what is

meant by dependence or causation ; and ultimately we shall ar-

rive at the problem of cultural integration and specifically at how
our own culture is integrated.

Since every writer is a member of society, he can be studied

as a social being. Though his biography is the main source, such

a study can easily widen into one of the whole milieu from

which he came and in which he lived. It will be possible to ac-

cumulate information about the social provenience, the family

background, the economic position of writers. We can show what

was the exact share of aristocrats, bourgeois, and proletarians in

the history of literature; for example, we can demonstrate the

predominant share which the children of the professional and

commercial classes take in the production of American litera-

ture.
4
Statistics can establish that, in modern Europe, literature

recruited its practitioners largely from the middle classes, since

aristocracy was preoccupied with the pursuit of glory or leisure

while the lower classes had little opportunity for education. In

England, this generalization holds good only with large reser-

vations. The sons of peasants and workmen appear infrequently

in older English literature: exceptions such as Burns and Car-

lyle are partly explicable by reference to the democratic Scottish

school system. The role of the aristocracy in English literature

was uncommonly great—partly because it was less cut off from

the professional classes than in other countries, where there was

no primogeniture. But, with a few exceptions, all modern Rus-

sian writers before Goncharov and Chekhov were aristocratic in

origin. Even Dostoevsky was technically a nobleman, though his

father, a doctor in a Moscow Hospital for the Poor, acquired

land and serfs only late in his life.

It is easy enough to collect such data but harder to interpret

them. Does social provenience prescribe social ideology and

allegiance? The cases of Shelley, Carlyle, and Tolstoy are ob-
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vious examples of such "treason" to one's class. Outside of Russia,

most Communist writers are not proletarian in origin. Soviet and

other Marxist critics have carried out extensive investigations to

ascertain precisely both the exact social provenience and the social

allegiance of Russian writers. Thus P. N. Sakulin bases his treat-

ment of recent Russian literature on careful distinctions between

the respective literatures of the peasants, the small bourgeoisie,

the democratic intelligentsia, the declasse intelligentsia, the

bourgeoisie, the aristocracy, and the revolutionary proletariat.
5

In the study of older literature, Russian scholars attempt elab-

orate distinctions between the many groups and sub-groups of

the Russian aristocracy to whom Pushkin and Gogol, Turgenev

and Tolstoy may be shown to have belonged by virtue of their

inherited wealth and early associations.
6 But it is difficult to prove

that Pushkin represented the interests of the impoverished

landed nobility and Gogol those of the Ukrainian small land-

holder ; such a conclusion is indeed disproved by the general

ideology of their works and by the appeal the works have made
beyond the confines of a group, a class, and a time. 7

The social origins of a writer play only a minor part in the

questions raised by his social status, allegiance, and ideology; for

writers, it is clear, have often put themselves at the service of

another class. Most Court poetry was written by men who,

though born in lower estate, adopted the ideology and taste of

their patrons.

The social allegiance, attitude, and ideology of a writer can be

studied not only in his writings but also, frequently, in biograph-

ical extra-literary documents. The writer has been a citizen, has

pronounced on questions of social and political importance, has

taken part in the issues of his time.

Much work has been done upon political and social views of

individual writers; and in recent times more and more attention

has been devoted to the economic implications of these views.

Thus L. C. Knights, arguing that Ben Jonson's economic attitude

was profoundly medieval, shows how, like several of his fellow-

dramatists, he satirized the rising class of usurers, monopolists,

speculators, and "undertakers."
s Many works of literature—e.g.,

the "histories" of Shakespeare and Swift's Gulliver's Travels—
have been reinterpreted in close relation to the political context
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of the time. 9 Pronouncements, decisions, and activities should

never be confused with the actual social implications of a writer's

works. Balzac is a striking example of the possible division j for,

though his professed sympathies were all with the old order, the

aristocracy, and the Church, his instinct and imagination were

far more engaged by the acquisitive type, the speculator, the new
strong man of the bourgeoisie. There may be a considerable dif-

ference between theory and practice, between profession of faith

and creative ability.

These problems of social origins, allegiance, and ideology will,

if systematized, lead to a sociology of the writer as a type, or as

a type at a particular time and place.
10 We can distinguish be-

tween writers according to their degree of integration into the

social process. It is very close in popular literature, but may
reach the extremes of dissociation, of "social distance," in Bo-

hemianism, with the foete maudit and the free creative genius.

On the whole, in modern times, and in the West, the literary

man seems to have lessened his class ties. There has arisen an

"intelligentsia," a comparatively independent in-between class

of professionals. It will be the task of literary sociology to trace

its exact social status, its degree of dependence on the ruling

class, the exact economic sources of its support, the prestige of

the writer in each society.

The general outlines of this history are already fairly clear. In

popular oral literature, we can study the role of the singer or

narrator who will depend closely on the favor of his public: the

bard in ancient Greece, the scop in Teutonic antiquity, the pro-

fessional folk-tale teller in the Orient and Russia. In the ancient

Greek city state, the tragedians and such composers of dithyrambs

and hymns as Pindar had their special, semireligious position,

one slowly becoming more secularized, as we can see when we
compare Euripides with Aeschylus. Among the Courts of the

Roman Empire, we must think of Virgil, Horace, and Ovid as

dependent on the bounty and good will of their Caesar and

Maecenas.

In the Middle Ages, there are the monk in his cell, the

troubadour and Minnes'dnger at the Court or baron's castle, the

vagrant scholars on the roads. The writer is either a clerk or

scholar, or he is a singer, an entertainer, a minstrel. But even
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kings like Wenceslaus II of Bohemia or James I of Scotland are

now poets—amateurs, dilettantes. In the German Meistersang,

artisans are organized in poetic guilds, burghers who practice

poetry as a craft. With the Renaissance there arose a compara-

tively unattached group of writers, the Humanists, who wan-

dered sometimes from country to country and offered their

services to different patrons. Petrarch is the first modern foeta

laureatuSy possessed of a grandiose conception of his mission,

while Aretino is the prototype of the literary journalist, living

on blackmail, feared rather than honored and respected.

In the large, the later history is the transition from support by

noble or ignoble patrons to that afforded by publishers acting as

predictive agents of the reading public. The system of aristo-

cratic patronage was not, however, universal. The Church and,

soon, the theater supported special types of literature. In Eng-
land, the patronage system apparently began to fail early in the

eighteenth century. For a time, literature, deprived of its earlier

benefactors and not yet fully supported by the reading public,

was economically worse off. The early life of Dr. Johnson in Grub
Street and his defiance of Lord Chesterfield symbolize these

changes. Yet a generation earlier, Pope was able to amass a for-

tune from his translation of Homer, lavishly subscribed by nobil-

ity and university men.

The great financial rewards, however, came only in the nine-

teenth century, when Scott and Byron wielded an enormous

influence upon taste and public opinion. Voltaire and Goethe had

vastly increased the prestige and independence of the writer on

the Continent. The growth of the reading public, the founding

of the great reviews like the Edinburgh and the Quarterly, made
literature more and more the almost independent "institution"

which Prosper de Barante, writing in 1822, claimed it to have

been in the eighteenth century. 11

As Ashley Thorndike urged, the "outstanding characteristic

of the printed matter of the nineteenth century is not its vul-

garization, or its mediocrity, but rather its specialization. This

printed matter is no longer addressed to a uniform or homo-
geneous public: it is divided up among many publics and conse-

quently divided by many subjects, interests, and purposes." 12 In

Fiction and the Reading Public, which might well be considered
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a homily on Thorndike's text, Mrs. Q. D. Leavis 13 points out

that the eighteenth-century peasant who learned to read had to

read what the gentry and the university men read ; that the nine-

teenth century readers, on the other hand, are properly spoken of

not as "the public" but as "publics." Our own time knows still

further multiplications in publishing lists and magazine racks:

there exist books for 9-10-year olds, books for boys of high school

age, books for those who "live alone" j trade journals, house or-

gans, Sunday School weeklies, Westerns, true-story romances.

Publishers, magazines, and writers all specialize.

Thus a study of the economic basis of literature and of the

social status of the writer is inextricably bound up with a study of

the audience he addresses and upon which he is dependent finan-

cially.
14 Even the aristocratic patron is an audience and fre-

quently an exacting audience, requiring not only personal adula-

tion but also conformity to the conventions of his class. In even

earlier society, in the group where folk poetry flourishes, the

dependence of the author on the audience is even greater: his

work will not be transmitted unless it pleases immediately. The

role of the audience in the theater is, at least, as tangible. There

have been even attempts to trace the changes in Shakespeare's

periods and style to the change in the audience between the

open-air Globe, on the South Bank, with its mixed audience,

and Blackfriars, a closed hall frequented by the higher classes.

It becomes harder to trace the specific relation between author

and public at a later time when the reading public rapidly ex-

pands, becomes dispersed and heterogeneous, and when the rela-

tionships of author and public grow more indirect and oblique.

The number of intermediaries between writers and the public

increases. We can study the role of such social institutions and

associations as the salon, the cafe, the club, the academy, and the

university. We can trace the history of reviews and magazines as

well as of publishing houses. The critic becomes an important

middleman ; a group of connoisseurs, bibliophiles, and collectors

may support certain kinds of literature ; and the associations of

literary men themselves may help to create a special public of

writers or would-be writers. In America especially, women, who,
according to Veblen provide vicarious leisure and consumption
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of the arts for the tired businessman, have become active deter-

minants of literary taste.

Still, the old patterns have not been completely replaced. All

modern governments support and foster literature in various

degrees ; and patronage means, of course, control and super-

vision.
15 To overrate the conscious influence of the totalitarian

state during the last decades would be difficult. It has been both

negative—in suppression, book-burning, censorship, silencing,

and reprimanding, and positive—in the encouragement of "blood

and soil" regionalism or Soviet "socialist realism." The fact that

the state has been unsuccessful in creating a literature which,

conforming to ideological specifications, is still great art, cannot

refute the view that government regulation of literature is effec-

tive in offering the possibilities of creation to those who identify

themselves voluntarily or reluctantly with the official prescrip-

tions. Thus, in Soviet Russia, literature is, at least, in theory

again becoming a communal art and the artist has again been

integrated into society.

The graph of a book's success, survival, and recrudescence, or

a writer's reputation and fame is, mainly, a social phenomenon.

In part it belongs, of course, to literary "history," since fame and

reputation are measured by the actual influence of a writer on

other writers, his general power of transforming and changing

the literary tradition. In part, reputation is a matter of critical

response: till now, it has been traced chiefly on the basis of more
or less formal pronouncements assumed to be representative of

a period's "general reader." Hence, while the whole question of

the "whirligig of taste" is "social," it can be put on a more defi-

nitely sociological basis: detailed work can investigate the actual

concordance between a work and the specific public which has

made its success ; evidence can be accumulated on editions, copies

sold.

The stratification of every society is reflected in the stratifica-

tion of its taste. While the norms of the upper classes usually

descend to the lower, the movement is sometimes reversed: in-

terest in folklore and primitive art is a case in point. There is no

necessary concurrence between political and social advancement

and aesthetic: leadership in literature had passed to the bour-

geoisie long before political supremacy. Social stratification may
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be interfered with and even abrogated in questions of taste by

differences of age and sex, by specific groups and associations.

Fashion is also an important phenomenon in modern literature,

for in a competitive fluid society, the norms of the upper classes,

quickly imitated, are in constant need of replacement. Certainly,

the present rapid changes of taste seem to reflect the rapid social

changes of the last decades and the general loose relation between

artist and audience.

The modern writer's isolation from society, illustrated by

Grub Street, Bohemia, Greenwich Village, the American ex-

patriate, invites sociological study. A Russian socialist, Georgi

Plekhanov, believes that the doctrine of "art for art's sake" de-

velops when artists feel a "hopeless contradiction between their

aims and the aims of the society to which they belong. Artists

must be very hostile to their society and they must see no hope of

changing it."
16 In his Sociology of Literary Taste, Levin L.

Schiicking has sketched out some of these problems j elsewhere,

he has studied in detail the role of the family and women as an

audience in the eighteenth century.
17

Though much evidence has been accumulated, well-substan-

tiated conclusions have rarely been drawn concerning the exact

relations between the production of literature and its economic

foundations, or even concerning the exact influence of the public

on a writer. The relationship is obviously not one of mere de-

pendence or of passive compliance with the prescriptions of

patron or public. Writers may succeed in creating their own spe-

cial public ; indeed, as Coleridge knew, every new writer has to

create the taste which will enjoy him.

The writer is not only influenced by society: he influences it.

Art not merely reproduces Life but also shapes it. People may
model their lives upon the patterns of fictional heroes and

heroines. They have made love, committed crimes and suicide

according to the book, be it Goethe's Sorrows of Werther or

Dumas' Musketeers. But can we precisely define the influence

of a book on its readers? Will it ever be possible to describe the

influence of satire? Did Addison really change the manners of

his society or Dickens incite reforms of debtors' prisons, boys'

schools, and poorhouses? 1S Was Mrs. Stowe really the "little

woman who made the great war"? Has Gone with the Wind
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changed Northern readers' attitudes toward Mrs. Stowe's war?

How have Hemingway and Faulkner affected their readers?

How great was the influence of literature on the rise of modern
nationalism? Certainly the historical novels of Walter Scott in

Scotland, of Henryk Sienkiewicz in Poland, of Alois Jirasek in

Czechoslovakia, have done something very definite to increase

national pride and a common memory of historical events.

We can hypothesize—plausibly, no doubt—that the young
are more directly and powerfully influenced by their reading

than the old, that inexperienced readers take literature more
naively as transcript rather than interpretation of life, that those

whose books are few take them in more utter seriousness than do

wide and professional readers. Can we advance beyond such

conjecture? Can we make use of questionnaires and any other

mode of sociological enquiry? No exact objectivity is obtainable,

for the attempt at case histories will depend upon the memories

and the analytic powers of the interrogated, and their testimonies

will need codification and evaluation by a fallible mind. But the

question, "How does literature affect its audience?" is an em-
pirical one, to be answered, if at all, by the appeal to experience;

and, since we are thinking of literature in the broadest sense, and

society in the broadest, the appeal must be made to the experi-

ence not of the connoisseur alone but to that of the human race.

We have scarcely begun to study such questions.
19

Much the most common approach to the relations of literature

and society is the study of works of literature as social documents,

as assumed pictures of social reality. Nor can it be doubted that

some kind of social picture can be abstracted from literature.

Indeed, this has been one of the earliest uses to which literature

has been put by systematic students. Thomas Warton, the first

real historian of English poetry, argued that literature has the

"peculiar merit of faithfully recording the features of the times,

and of preserving the most picturesque and expressive represen-

tation of manners"
j

20 and to him and many of his antiquarian

successors, literature was primarily a treasury of costumes and

customs, a source book for the history of civilization, especially

of chivalry and its decline. As for modern readers, many of them
derive their chief impressions of foreign societies from the read-
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ing of novels, from Sinclair Lewis and Galsworthy, from Balzac

and Turgenev.

Used as a social document, literature can be made to yield

the outlines of social history. Chaucer and Langland preserve

two views of fourteenth-century society. The Prologue to the

Canterbury Tales was early seen to offer an almost complete

survey of social types. Shakespeare, in the Merry Wives of

Windsor, Ben Jonson in several plays, and Thomas Deloney

seem to tell us something about the Elizabethan middle class.

Addison, Fielding, and Smollett depict the new bourgeoisie of

the eighteenth century
5 Jane Austen, the country gentry and

country parsons early in the nineteenth century ; and Trollope,

Thackeray, and Dickens, the Victorian world. At the turn of the

century, Galsworthy shows us the English upper middle classes
;

Wells, the lower middle classes ; Bennett, the provincial towns.

A similar series of social pictures could be assembled for

American life from the novels of Mrs. Stowe and Howells to

those of Farrell and Steinbeck. The life of post-Restoration

Paris and France seems preserved in the hundreds of characters

moving through the pages of Balzac's Human Comedy; and

Proust traced in endless detail the social stratifications of the de-

caying French aristocracy. The Russia of the nineteenth-century

landowners appears in the novels of Turgenev and Tolstoy 5 we
have glimpses of the merchant and the intellectual in Chekhov's

stories and plays and of collectivized farmers in Sholokhov.

Examples could be multiplied indefinitely. One can assemble

and exposit the "world" of each, the part each gives to love

and marriage, to business, to the professions, its delineation of

clergymen, whether stupid or clever, saintly or hypocritical j or

one can specialize upon Jane Austen's naval men, Proust's arri-

vistes
y
Howells' married women. This kind of specialization

will offer us monographs on the "Relation between Landlord

and Tenant in Nineteenth-Century American Fiction," "The
Sailor in English Fiction and Drama," or "Irish Americans in

Twentieth-Century Fiction."

But such studies seem of little value so long as they take it for

granted that literature is simply a mirror of life, a reproduction,

and thus, obviously, a social document. Such studies make sense

only if we know the artistic method of the novelist studied, can
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say—not merely in general terms, but concretely—in what rela-

tion the picture stands to the social reality. Is it realistic by inten-

tion? Or is it, at certain points, satire, caricature, or romantic

idealization? In an admirably clearheaded study of Aristocracy

and the Middle Classes in Germany , Kohn-Bramstedt rightly

cautions us: "only a person who has a knowledge of the structure

of a society from other sources than purely literary ones is able

to find out if, and how far, certain social types and their behavior

are reproduced in the novel. . . . What is pure fancy, what

realistic observation, and what only an expression of the desires

of the author must be separated in each case in a subtle man-
ner." 21 Using Max Weber's conception of ideal "social types,"

the same scholar studies such social phenomena as class hatred,

the behavior of the parvenu, snobbery, and the attitude toward

the Jews; and he argues that such phenomena are not so much
objective facts and behavior patterns as they are complex atti-

tudes, thus far much better illustrated in fiction than elsewhere.

Students of social attitudes and aspirations can use literary mate-

rial, if they know how to interpret it properly. Indeed, for older

periods, they will be forced to use literary or at least semiliterary

material for want of evidence from the sociologists of the time:

writers on politics, economics, and general public questions.

Heroes and heroines of fiction, villains and adventuresses, af-

ford interesting indications of such social attitudes.
22 Such studies

constantly lead into the history of ethical and religious ideas. We
know the medieval status of the traitor and the medieval attitude

towards usury, which, lingering on into the Renaissance, gives

us Shylock and, later, Moliere's L'Avare. To which "deadly sin"

have later centuries chiefly assigned the villain; and is his vil-

lainy conceived of in terms of personal or social morality? Is he,

for example, artist at rape or embezzler of widows' bonds?

The classic case is that of Restoration English comedy. Was it

simply a realm of cuckoldom, a fairyland of adulteries and mock

marriages as Lamb believed? Or was it, as Macaulay would have

us believe, a faithful picture of decadent, frivolous, and brutal

aristocracy?
23 Or should we not rather, rejecting both alterna-

tives, see what particular social group created this art for what

audience? And should we not see whether it was a naturalistic or

a stylized art? Should we not be mindful of satire and irony,
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self-ridicule and fantasy? Like all literature, these plays are not

simply documents ; they are plays with stock figures, stock situa-

tions, with stage marriages and stage conditions of marriage

settlements. E. E. Stoll concludes his many arguments on these

matters: "Evidently this is not a 'real society,' not a faithful

picture even of the 'fashionable life': evidently it is not England,

even 'under the Stuarts,' whether since or before the Revolution

or the Great Rebellion." 24
Still, the salutary emphasis upon con-

vention and tradition to be found in writing like Stoll's cannot

completely discharge the relations between literature and society.

Even the most abstruse allegory, the most unreal pastoral, the

most outrageous farce can, properly interrogated, tell us some-

thing of the society of a time.

Literature occurs only in a social context, as part of a culture,

in a milieu. Taine's famous triad of race, milieu, and moment has,

in practice, led to an exclusive study of the milieu. Race is an un-

known fixed integral with which Taine operates very loosely, and

moment can be dissolved into the concept of milieu. A difference

of time means simply a different setting, but the actual question

of analysis arises only if we try to break up the term "milieu."

The most immediate setting of a work of literature, we shall

then recognize, is its linguistic and literary tradition, and this tra-

dition in turn is encompassed by a general cultural "climate."

Only far less directly can literature be connected with concrete

economic political and social situations. Of course there are inter-

relationships between all spheres of human activities. Eventually

we can establish some connection between the modes of produc-

tion and literature, since an economic system usually implies

some system of power and must control the forms of family life.

And the family plays an important role in education, in the con-

cepts of sexuality and love, in the whole convention and tradition

of human sentiment. Thus it is possible to link even lyric poetry

with love conventions, religious preconceptions, and conceptions

of nature. But these relationships may be devious and oblique.

It seems impossible, however, to accept a view constituting

any particular human activity the "starter" of all the others,

whether it be the theory of Taine, who reduces all creativity to

a mysterious biological factor, "race," or that of Hegel and the

Hegelians, who consider "spirit" the only moving force in his-
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tory, or that of the Marxists, who derive everything from the

mode of production. No radical technological changes took

place in the many centuries between the early Middle Ages

and the rise of Capitalism, while cultural life, and literature in

particular, underwent most profound transformations. Nor does

literature always show, at least immediately, much awareness of

an epoch's technological changes: the Industrial Revolution

penetrated English novels only in the forties of the nineteenth

century (with Mrs. Gaskell, Kingsley, and Charlotte Bronte),

long after its symptoms were plainly visible to economists and
social thinkers.

The social situation, one should admit, seems to determine

the possibility of the realization of certain aesthetic values, but

not the values themselves. We can determine in general outlines

what art forms are possible in a given society and which are im-

possible, but it is not possible to predict that these art forms will

actually come into existence. Many Marxists—and not Marxists

only—attempt far too crude short cuts from economics to litera-

ture. For example, John Maynard Keynes, not an unliterary

person, has ascribed the existence of Shakespeare to the fact that

"we were just in a financial position to afford Shakespeare at the

moment when he presented himself. Great writers flourished in

the atmosphere of buoyancy, exhilaration, and the freedom of

economic cares felt by the governing class, which is engendered

by profit inflations."
25 But profit inflations did not elicit great

poets elsewhere—for instance, during the boom of the twenties

in the United States—nor is this view of the optimistic Shake-

speare quite beyond dispute. No more helpful is the opposite

formula, devised by a Russian Marxist: "Shakespeare's tragic

outlook on the world was consequential upon his being the

dramatic expression of the feudal aristocracy, which in Eliza-

beth's day had lost their former dominant position."
26 Such con-

tradictory judgments, attached to vague categories like optimism

and pessimism, fail to deal concretely with either the ascertain-

able social content of Shakespeare's plays, his professed opinions

on political questions (obvious from the chronicle plays), or his

social status as a writer.

One must be careful, however, not to dismiss the economic

approach to literature by means of such quotations. Marx him-
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self, though on occasion he made some fanciful judgments, in

general acutely perceived the obliqueness of the relationship

between literature and society. In the Critique of Political Econ-
omy, he admits that "certain periods of highest development of

art stand in no direct connection with the general development
of society, nor with the material basis and the skeleton structure

of its organization. Witness the example of the Greeks as com-
pared with the modern nations or even Shakespeare." 2T He also

understood that the modern division of labor leads to a definite

contradiction between the three factors ("moments" in his Hegel-
ian terminology) of the social process—"productive forces,"

"social relations," and "consciousness." He expected, in a manner
which scarcely seems to avoid the Utopian, that in the future

classless society these divisions of labor would again disappear,

that the artist would again be integrated into society. He thought

it possible that everybody could be an excellent, even an original,

painter. "In a communist society there are no painters, but at

most men who, among other things, also paint." 2S

The "vulgar Marxist" tells us that this or that writer was a

bourgeois who voiced reactionary or progressive opinions about

Church and State. There is a curious contradiction between this

avowed determinism which assumes that "consciousness" must

follow "existence," that a bourgeois cannot help being one, and

the usual ethical judgment which condemns him for these very

opinions. In Russia, one notes, writers of bourgeois origin who
have joined the proletariat have constantly been subjected to

suspicions of their sincerity, and every artistic or civic failing has

been ascribed to their class origin. Yet if progress, in the Marxist

sense, leads directly from feudalism via bourgeois capitalism to

the "dictatorship of the proletariat," it would be logical and con-

sistent for a Marxist to praise the "progressives" at any time. He
should praise the bourgeois when, in the early stages of capi-

talism, he fought the surviving feudalism. But frequently Marx-
ists criticize writers from a twentieth-century point of view, or,

like Smirnov and Grib, Marxists very critical of "vulgar sociol-

ogy," rescue the bourgeois writer by a recognition of his universal

humanity. Thus Smirnov comes to the conclusion that Shake-

speare was the "humanist ideologist of the bourgeoisie, the ex-

ponent of the program advanced by them when, in the name of
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humanity, they first challenged the feudal order." 29 But the con-

cept of humanism, of the universality of art, surrenders the cen-

tral doctrine of Marxism, which is essentially relativistic.

Marxist criticism is at its best when it exposes the implied, or

latent, social implications of a writer's work. In this respect it is

a technique of interpretation parallel to those founded upon the

insights of Freud, or of Nietzsche, or of Pareto, or to the

Scheler-Mannheim "sociology of knowledge." All these intel-

lectuals are suspicious of the intellect, the professed doctrine, the

mere statement. The central distinction is that Nietzsche's and
Freud's methods are psychological, while Pareto's analysis of

"residues" and "derivatives" and the Scheler-Mannheim tech-

nique of the analysis of "ideology" are sociological.

The "sociology of knowledge," as illustrated in the writings of

Max Scheler, Max Weber, and Karl Mannheim, has been worked

out in detail and has some definite advantages over its rivals.
30

It not only draws attention to the presuppositions and implica-

tions of a given ideological position, but it also stresses the hidden

assumptions and biases of the investigator himself. It is thus self-

critical and self-conscious, even to the extreme of morbidity. It

is also less prone than either Marxism or psychoanalysis to isolate

one single factor as the sole determinant of change. Whatever
their failure at isolating the religious factor, the studies of Max
Weber in the sociology of religion are valuable for their attempt

to describe the influence of ideological factors on economic be-

havior and institutions—for earlier emphasis had been entirely

upon the economic influence on ideology.31 A similar investiga-

tion of the influences of literature on social change would be very

welcome, though it would run into analogous difficulties. It

seems as hard to isolate the strictly literary factor as the religious

factor and to answer the question whether the influence is due to

the particular factor itself, or to other forces for which the factor

is a mere "shrine" or "channel." 82

The "sociology of knowledge" suffers, however, from its exces-

sive historicism; it has come to ultimately skeptical conclusions

despite its thesis that "objectivity" can be achieved by synthe-

sizing, and thus neutralizing, the conflicting perspectives. It suf-

fers also, in application to literature, from its inability to connect

"content" with "form." Like Marxism, preoccupied with an ir-
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rationalistic explanation, it is unable to provide a rational founda-

tion for aesthetics and hence criticism and evaluation. This is, of

course, true of all extrinsic approaches to literature. No causal

study can do theoretical justice to the analysis, description, and

evaluation of a literary work.

But the problem of "literature and society" can obviously be

put in different terms, those of symbolic or meaningful rela-

tions: of consistency, harmony, coherence, congruence, struc-

tural identity, stylistic analogy, or with whatever term we want

to designate the integration of a culture and the interrelationship

among the different activities of men. Sorokin, who has analyzed

the various possibilities clearly,
33 has concluded that the degree

of integration varies from society to society.

Marxism never answers the question of the degree of de-

pendence of literature on society. Hence many of the basic prob-

lems have scarcely begun to be studied. Occasionally, for ex-

ample, one sees arguments for the social determination of genres,

as in the case of the bourgeois origin of the novel, or even the

details of their attitudes and forms, as in E. B. Burgum's not

very convincing view that tragicomedy "results from the impact

of middle class seriousness upon aristocratic frivolity."
34 Are

there definite social determinants of such a broad literary style as

Romanticism, which, though associated with the bourgeoisie, was

anti-bourgeois in its ideology, at least in Germany, from its very

beginning? 35 Though some kind of dependence of literary ide-

ologies and themes on social circumstances seems obvious, the

social origins of forms and styles, genres and actual literary

norms have rarely been established.
36

It has been attempted most concretely in studies of the social

origins of literature: in Bucher's one-sided theory of the rise of

poetry from labor rhythms ; in the many studies by anthropolo-

gists of the magic role of early art; in George Thomson's very

learned attempt to bring Greek tragedy into concrete relations

with cult and rituals and with a definite democratic social revolu-

tion at the time of Aeschylus; in Christopher Caudwell's some-

what naive attempt to study the sources of poetry in tribal emo-
tions and in the bourgeois "illusion" of individual freedom.37

Only if the social determination of forms could be shown con-

clusively could the question be raised whether social attitudes
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cannot become "constitutive" and enter a work of art as effective

parts of its artistic value. One can argue that "social truth," while

not, as such, an artistic value, corroborates such artistic values as

complexity and coherence. But it need not be so. There is great

literature which has little or no social relevance j social literature

is only one kind of literature and is not central in the theory of

literature unless one holds the view that literature is primarily

an "imitation" of life as it is and of social life in particular. But

literature is no substitute for sociology or politics. It has its own
justification and aim.
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