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350 THE WESTERN HUMANITIES REVIEW

study and creation of fiction. The writer and the sociologist are engaged in a
similar activity, although the sociologist seems much readier to admit this than
the writer. That activity is the examination and elucidation of the human
condition in all its complexity. The questions about issues and troubles, or
similar questions in comparable terms, are inescapable, but this is not to say
that they are always dealt with in any work of literature. It is simply to say
that any problem, any human trouble, has its attachments to institutions and
issues, attachments which ought to be visible to the reader even when the
writer has ignored them. A reader’s awareness of these attachments would
constitute a sociological orientation and enable him to make, at least in one
area, certain meaningful judgments about books.

These remarks assume, of course, that the human condition is never
simply that, but always #4is human condition in these persons at this time and
place. To object to this assumption must be to suggest an eternally fixed hu-
man nature discontinuous with the events of human history, an object of rev-
elation, not elucidation. A writer ought to know in which mode he speaks.
Malraux’ famous novel of the Chinese revolution is intended, one thinks, to
deal in elucidation, but it seems often to ascribe some kind of eternality to
attitudes and concepts very much bound to the historical and social process.
In short, one is suspicious that his title, L Condition humaine, which ought
to be thought of as a convenient abbreviation for a complicated and very
worldly situation, has become for him a term with ontological attachments.

In the task of the examination of the worldly human condition, the so-
ciologist is presently doing a better job than most writers, and this is too bad.
It is too bad not because any ill will is intended toward the sociologist, but
because there is reason to fear that he has not so large a potential audience as
the writer. For all the seductions of television, lots of books are still being read
in the United States, and most of them are probably novels. Sociological
writing would seem to be read mostly by those who already have some degree
of sociological orientation, and while they are certainly not to be discouraged
from further study, it may well be that they are the ones presently least in
need of such reading. They are already concerned with troubles and issues.
But fiction can be concrete and immediate where sociology must be abstract
and theoretical, and fiction could speak, if it would, with a dramatic urgency
neither proper nor available to sociology. In the contemporary inquiry into
the human condition, the writer has lost the leading position which might
have been his, and — in a fit of petulance, it often seems — he usually refuses
to be a follower.

There was a time when writers seemed to be leading the inquiry into the
perplexities of the human condition. In 1873 it was significantly a novelist
who was able to anticipate what Mr. Mills has now had to say about troubles
and issues:
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produced novel after novel in which men are treated as isolated phenomena
without connections to the world of issues and troubles. Robert Jordan’s
radicalism is merely a narrative convenience, a vehicle which carries him to
his job and of which he is no more mindful than the bank clerk of his bus.
We are meant to consider some “eternal values” which reside in him and his
dignified comrades. The same is true in even greater degree of the dying
colonel and the old man who does battle with the sharks. A reader must have
the right to ask where these “values” have come from and even to wonder why
they are valued. We are left to assume that valor and dignity are like aficidn,
cither you have them or you don’t. We are further meant to think them
good, unlike ruthlessness and arrogance —but why? All such qualities must
be socially produced factors of large issues and even of physiological and
genetic influences. To treat them with utter disregard for such matters is to
proclaim the mystery of the human condition, not to plumb it.

When Hemingway writes about moral integrity as though it were a
Ding an sich, he does not elucidate, he prophesies; and the same must be said
about Graham Greene on sin and guilt or Archibald MacLeish on love and
compassion. “To blow on the coals of the heart” makes a lovely line, but what,
in terms of the world of troubles and issues in which we must live, can it pos-
sibly mean? The works of writers like these are all too often accepted as pro-
found revelations simply because they happen to be beautiful, as indeed they
frequently are —is it perhaps time to doubt the eternal congruity of beauty
and truth ? — and their supposed profundity has had a curious blurring effect
on many able younger writers. We cannot escape the conclusion that such
men as Styron, Bellow, Updike, yes, and even Salinger, know very well what
to write about but that they are uncertain what to make of it. But the “liter-
ary” tradition insists that they do make something of it, so that they are forced
into ambiguities and obfuscation to suggest that there is ever so much more
meaning in what they say than what they say. An extreme case of this re-
luctance to settle for “mere” facts is to be found in Kerouac and others like
him —I suppose there are others like him — in whose works ambiguity and
obfuscation actually are what is being said.

It may be objected that I am chastizing a certain kind of literature for fail-
ing to do what it never set out to do. A work of art, one may well contend, is
not life and is not meant to be life. It has a unity all its own and is to be judged
within its own frame of reference. This is a very respectable position for the
literary critic, a position which is called granting the writer his own point of
view and accepting, in our consideration of his work, whatever he chooses to
give. Because Coleridge once dignified this attitude with the term suspension
of disbelief we are likely to be too uncritical about its implications. It is an
attitude which I am willing to assume, if only for the sake of my respectability,
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