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THE LITERARY CLASS WA

In the capitalist countries proletarian literature has as yet not
reached adulthood, its most active forees being at present chiefly
engaged in breaking ground for the sowing of the vital seed of
Marxism. From the October Revolution it received a tremendous
impetus, yet it is only with the late onrush of economic catastrophe
throughout the world that it began moving towards a determined
extirpation of all liberal, reformistic elements within itself. Tear-
ing asunder the last vestigial piece of bourgeois-esthete fancy-
drapery, it proclaimed its position to be that of irreconcilable
class-antagonism. True, a literature of social protest against
capitalism has always existed, but being based on the premisses
of Idealism—in the main without any overt awareness of its re-
sultant anti-Marxist orientation— it failed to formulate a clear
dialectico-materialistic world-view. Conscquently such expression
ean be placed undevr the category of proletavian literature only
when that concept is apprehended in extremely general terms.
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The urgent tusk of the Marxist eritic today is manifest. He
must carve out u road for the proletariun writer, who, living as
he does under the constant pressure of the prevailing ideas derived
from the property-relationships of existing society, is faced with
immense obstacles in his struggle to liberate himself from various
bourgeois preeonceptions which he still unconseiously adheres to.

It is the eritic’s task to indicate how the dynamies of dialectie
‘ materialism can vitalize the new proletarin expression, and what
| form their integration into the warp and woof of this expression
should take. A more definite frontier heteen the proletarian atid
the bourgeois in letters should be established.  This of course,
necessitates a thorough eritical serutiny of bourgeois trends in
this field; just ns every discussion of -cclalism implies a corre-
sponding discussjon of capitalism, o every dizeussion of prole-
letarian literature implivs a correspondin: discussion of hourgeois
literature: the latter is the thesis, the foomer the antithesiz, and
it is the elassloss society of the future that wiil ultimately resolve
the contradiction between the twoe by creating the ceonomice husis
for a new superstructural equilibriun,

——

lecognizing its present developmental tage os clementary, the
critic who attempts to build o theorctial scaffolding for prole-
rarian literature can but partially base his argument on what s
actually being produced in capitalizl countries at the present time,
A theoretical formulation wholly based on actual proletarian
practice would run contrary to dialectic because it would largely
ignore the dynramic mobility of elass-consciousness; henee, in writ-
ing of proletavian literature, the Marxist eritie has bhig eye on
the future as well as on the present, and the authenticity of his
analysis cannot be invalidated by the ecxamination of his stiate-
ments in the light of present-day facts alone,

The Idea of Katharsis Revitalized:

The Greek idea of katharsis in art i< one of the most fertile
conceptions cver devised. However, its classie formulation by
Aristotle as a process effecting a proper nurgation of the emotions
through pity and tervor, is a stalic, passive coneeption quite in
line with the needs of a slave-owning ecluss endowed with cultural
tastes and appreciative of the great art of tragedy, but unwilling
to permit the even tenor of its parasitic existence 1o be disturbed
by gruesome realities. Thus the “significant change” effected

r in the reader or spectator by the katharsis leaves him limp and
| reconeiled to the “immutable laws of life.”  After the grand spee-

b tacle of a Sophoclean tragedy, the Greek gentleman went home to
his slaves, stimulated indeed, but resigned to the whims of the
gods and “human nature.” This form of katharsis is merely a

' sort of transcendental mental laxative for a cutured leisure class.

Nevertheless, a consistent examination of the qualitative proper-
ties of artistic creation leaves one with the conviction that without
katharsis that creation loscs all significance, loses that high grav-
ity which is the most characteristic function of art. Within pro-
letarian literature one can discern the implicit form of a new
katharsis, likewise a purgation of the cmotions, a cleansing, but

altogether of a different
the dynamic viewpaint s
added to the Aristoth

senus: a eleansing thoough jire. Applying
dialectics, a synthesiziug third factor is
pity and terror—and that iz militancy,
combativeness,  The proletarian katharsis is a release through
action—something dinmerrieally opposed to the philosophical res-
ignation of the wvlder idea. Audaciously breaking through the
wall that separates literuture fromy lif

, it impels the reader to a

course of action, of militant struggle; it objectifies art to such .

a degree that it becones instrumental in aiding to change the
world. A proletarian drama, for instance, inspires the spectator
with pity as he identifics himself with the characters on the stage;

he is terrov-stricken by the horror of workers' existence under

capitalism; but these two emotions finally fused in the white heat
of battle into a revolutionary deed, with the weapon of prole-
tarian class-will in the hands of the masses. This is the vital
kathavsis by means of which the proletarian writer fecundates
his art,

The impotence of bourgeois literature is best evidenced by the
utter lack of katharsis within it; it is no longer capable of its
traditional static significution. In its place it substitutes disgust,
or simply a series of =hocks attendant upon the exhibition of
various watwralic.  The literature of the hourgenisie when it was
ctill a revolutionary class in society, was still capable of katharsis.
Now. however, in its =taze of decline and imminent collapse, the
signification of katharsis is manifestly impossible, for the reason
that the elass of whien this literature is a reflection has already
lost all belief in itself. Thus the novels of a writer like William
Faulkner leave the eeader with nothing: it is merely stylized
photography, the same old treadmill of naturalism, with the
wheels going around o dittle faster-—in the thickening twilight.

Commenting on Drciser’s aepioan Tragedy, Trting Babbitt
wpites: “He has stueessiod in producing in this wurk something
senuinely harrowing; bay one is harrowed to no purposze. One
tas miore than the full measure of tragie qualm but without the
final vreliof wwd enluvgement of spivit that true tragedy succeeds
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somchow in giving, and that without resort to explicit moralizing.
It is hardly worth while te styuwole through eight hundred very
pedestrian pages to be left at the end with a feeling of sheer
oppression.”  Quite true. But of rse such a confirmed Brahmin
and arch-defender of the staius uo as Prof. Babbitt cannot be
expected to think anything out e its logical conclusion. The Back
Bay aristoeraey does not believe in thinking things out to their
logicai conclusions.  From Balibnit'- idealistie postulates (this gen-
tleman considers Nature ur a phiiosopher in pursuit of an “inner
cheek —for the workers of ccuvs @ the greed of capitalism knows
no check suve the orvganized mizbt of the exploited masses) it
follows that if Dreiser has only ded he could have significated
his material: hence the bald acen-ation of deliberate willfulness.
The fact is, however, that no kot s can be effected by a writer
who iz not consciously up in oagainst capitalism, who does
not visualize the free, rational wicty of the future. When he
wrote The Americun Tragedy, fiveiser was still in his phase of
darkest pessimism, reducing shenomena to “physico-chemical
terms;" this point of view is just s much a refleetion of bourgeois
collapse as the philosophy of Spenoler, despite the fact that even
then Dreiser was already point to the moneytheistie spirit of
capitalism as the determining facior in the stultification of Amer-
ican life—Dbut lacking the dinleciie vevolutionary solution, he was
incapable of handling his material i any other way than the way
he did.  Literature iz the intezration of experience, but experience
canuot be integrated when the human signification is lacking: and
capitelism ied humease signiiicatiog don’t mie,  Proletarian litera-
ture, on the other hand, supplics that want with its own form of
kathavsis. Every instance of i class-uneonseious worker gaining
class-consciousness is katharsis, cvery strike, every militant action,
every aggression on the part of the proletariat is katharsis
Proletarian literature iz replefe with human signification,

In defining tragedy (and thiz definition iz generally applicable
to all works of art) Aristotle stuted: “It is an action that is
complete and whole, and of a certain magnitude; for there may
be a whole that is wanting in magnitude.” Here too we notice
the constitutional weakness of bourgeois literature and the founda-
tional conformity of proletarian Jiterature to the classie coneeption
of what an effeetive literary work should be, of course with the
important modifications voncomitant with the chunwes in cconomy.
Joyee's Ulysses, for example, ix marked with a certuin magnitude,
but only in a negative sense, 1t iz the magnitude of death, not of
life. - As to the eriterion of an organic whole, there is no question
that it does not exist.  Mrs. Bloom's long mental orgasm is quite
a proper ending for <uch a bourgeois labyrinth as Clysses. It has
neither a beginning nor an end. It jumps at life like a cat at a
canary, but the housewife arrives in the nick of time, und the
disgruntled cut jumps out of the window and slinks down to the
dungheap behind the gashouse by the bank of a slimy river, where
it sinks into a fetid dream. In direet contrast to these graveyard
¢ anties, proletavian lterature, by linking up the individual with
the colleetive, achicves that genuine magnitude which follows the
Marxian comprehension of the historieal process as a whole,

The Higliest Degeee of Conseinasioaoss

The prime-phenomenon of Marxism is intense consclousness-——
the highest degree of social conscinusness as yet attained by man,
Proleturian literature, partaking of this quality, should also be
tested by this teuch=tone, Howevei. a literature that is a rancid
hotchpoteh of mvsuie subjective otrovert speculation, arbitrary
and hallucinatory, is b better suited to capitalist class pur-
poses than one that i animuted by o high degree of consciousness.
The proletaviat is the mest advianesd class in sceicty, the class
destined to bring about the s Pand the further deveispment
of western culture, vind since « cusness points the way to the
inevorable march of this elos {o power, it constitutes in itself
the hich secvet of the probtaricn solvanee, Not so the bowrgesisie:
to it ¢ : which the vetive civeumsiances inevitally
focus on anothe dominant ageregate in the
covial eor vouernicicuss it iz the dynamite
that oo ished illusions Consequently
bourgeeis :oa 7light from censciousness,
it firde a Thux the Revolution of the
Word standpoint. The hourgeois
ideoiowie Gothini th
the wior fated, and

they too are revolutionists, so
spectacle of grown-up people
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zing in the most fatuous and
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infantile delusions. These experiments with word-dismembering
are of no more value than the well-known experiments of children
with flies, yet the bourgeois illuminati take these word-revolution-
ists quite seriously. In the ultimate analysis the Revolution.of
the Word is a pretext for indulging in psychopathelogical orgies;
it represents a decp-seated craving for the prenatal stage, for
non-being. The vagaries of Jolas & Co. and the necromantic
method of producing literature through the immaculate conception
of automatic writing are quite proper end-phenomena of a dying
class, and of a crumbling hegemony.

Antithetical Psycliologies:

The psychology of the proletariat is in the very nature of its
class existence a psychology of production, the psychology of
makers, of ereators. It is a healthy psychology, in profound har-
mony with the rhythms of nature. After a rapid process of
development we obzerve in the bourgeoisie of the post-war epoch
the emergence of a psychology of pure consumption—particularly
in America (in Kurope this psychology gained ascendancy much
carlier).  Here we perceive how a change in the form of the
property-reiationships——the transition from industrial to finance
capitalism— onditicns the psychology of a c¢lass. Finance capital-
jsin ereates a finaneial aristoeraey, whose psychology is that of
coupon-cutters, of renticrs, of people totally removed from the
economic life.

In his book The Theory of the Leisure Class, N. 1. Bukharin
gives an illuminating portrayal of the role which this stratum of
the bourgeoisic plays in society: “We have already seen,” he
writes, “that the cluss of society here discussed is a product of
the deeline of the hourgeoisie.  This decline is closely connected
with the faet that the bourgeoisie has already lost its functions
of social utility. This peculinr position of the class within the
production process, or, to put it more correctly, without the pro-
duetion process, has led to the rise of a peeuliar social type that is
characterized particularly by its asociality. While the bour-
geoisic as such is individualistic from its very cradle . . . the
individualism in the case of the rentier becomes more and more
pronounced . . . There disappears not only the interest in capitalist
enterprise hut any interest in the social altogether. The ideology
of a stratum of this type is ncecessarily strongly individualistic.
This individualism expresses itself with peculiar sharpuess in the
estheties of this clusss any treatment of social themes appear to it
co ipso as ‘inartistie,” *eoarse, ‘tendencious’” (italics mine—P.R.)

In analyzing the bourgeoisic of his time, the American economist
Thornstein Veblen concluded that theirs was a psychology of
“conspicuous consumption.””  American erities of the left have been
strongly influenead by this thesis, which is undoubtedly true of the
American bourgeoisic of Veblen’s time. For the present, however,
1 think his thesis i« no lenger valid. The psychology of conspi-
cuous consumption is chiefly characteristic of the bourgeois in his
prime phase, when he is still an entrepreneur; but with the transi-
tion to finunece capitalism the industrial bourgcoisie, the entrepre-
neurs, begins to play a minor role in shaping the ideology of the
class: the industrinl bourgeoisie now forms the substratum of the
apitalist class, and generally tries to ape the life-pattern of the
upper stratum, the coupon-cutters. The vogue which pseudo-aris-
teeratic manners and ideas begin to enjoy during this phase is ex-
tremely syniptomatic of this shift; in short, the old straightforward
vulgarity of the brutal siave-driver in direet personal control of
the instruments of produetion is now replaced by the sophisticated
vulgarity of idiers and poscurs.

In the realm of superstructure this cvolution wiclds of course
a powerful influence in determining the metamorphosis of literary
ideology, both in the snhere of form and in the sphere of content.
The heroes of Frank Norris” novels of industrial life are captains
of industry, alive wad buoyant with the optimizr and vigor of a
claxs till relatively voung: they are in censtant touch with the
actual process of preduction: they are not coupon-cutters. This is
no longer true of the literature produced during the period of
finanee capitaliers.  The present asoeiality, blind anarchie indi-
vidualism. amorality, ave all essential factors of the new ideology,
which in its own right comprises one of those internal contradie,
tions of eapitalicin that operate for its destruction. Consider thi
statement by T. 8. Eliot: “The arts insist that a man shall dispog
of all thot he has, even of his family tree, and follow art alone
Tor they require that & man be not a member of a family or
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“«GENTLEMEN, 1 FEEL BETTER ALREADY!”

a caste or of a party or of a coterie, but simply and solely him-
self . .. ” This statement offers us a conventrated expression of
the asocial psychology of pure consumption. Herein we sec how
the cultural representatives of the bourgeoisie irresistibly gravitate
towards a complete acceptance of the ideslogy of that scetion of
the dominating class which is furthest advanced on the road to
extinction.

In American literature the transition from the psychology of
conspicuous consumption to that of pure consumption took place
during the twenties. H. L. Mencken concretely exemplifies this
change. The ferocious warfare he waged against democracy, his
extreme individualism, his organic inability to think in socio-eco-
nomie terms—all are indications of the change. Sinclair Lewis
militated against the “standavdized philistinism” of George F.
Babbitt and helped to bring about the individualistic philistinism
of the people in The Sun Also Rises. George I Babbitt is a veg-
imented bourgeois, a garrulous booster, social with the hypoeritical
sociality of industrial capitalism; the protagonists in Heming-
way’s novel are effete hypochondriacs, cataleptic individualists—
the human dust of financc capitalism. The writers of the carly
twenties fought for sophistication, i.e., for individualistic philistin-
ism. (The Babbitts of the era of pure consumption are generally
known as sophisticates.) Booth Tarkington could still describe the
plutocrat with relish, with a certain amount of health, but the
writers of the late twenties and the thirties, never. To them the
plutocrat is a coarse animal; only when he spends his holidays
in Southern France, patronizes the arts, and under the influence
of numerous cocktails becomes capable of philosophic discourses
on life, death, and the immortal soul is he worthy of respect.

Even in the commereial trash dumped by the tons on the market
this transition is patent. In the thousands of novels turned out
annually the heroes and heroines seem to exist in an economic
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vaeunim—they all have woney, they ave all dressed up in the height
of fashion, they are present at all the smart events—-but where
and how they amassed their fortunes is not mentioned. The as-
suraption is that their tfuthers or grandfathers did well by their
children, but this is not atlowed to intrude into the texture of the
novel.

In England the arvvival of the historie moment of pure consump-
tion for the bourgeoisic oecurred much carlier, and aided by the
nobility and other atavistic feudal elements its assimilation into
ideology was quickly cilected.  Aldous Huxley typifies in himself
the position of a writer who has accepted this psychology in toto.
The charvacters in his novels, psychice louts most of them, are con-
stantly peregrinating from one country-house to another, forever
talking, but under no civcumstances concerned with productive
work, In twutic Hay one of them, a female adventurer, is re-
clining on a couch and medidating in this profound fashion: “We
on the sofas, ruthless, lovely and fastidious.” Huxley was ironiz-
ing in this passage, but unconsciously he was formulating his own
class-position.  On the sofa, febrile, inept, entangled in intellectual
cobwebs, vet deeming himself exceedingly ruthicss, and of course
<o esthetic (lovely) aud sophisticated (fastidious). Nobody works
except the lower clusses (the servants). Mr. Huxley and his in-
tellectual eompanions are all coupon-cutters, hence it is not hard
to understand why he wrote Brave New World, The civilization
of the coupon-cutters is in jeopardy, the Nirvana of pure con-
sumption is threatened, and Mr. Huxley, like the good ideologue
of his class that he is, hastens to the rescue.

The cconomics and sociology of the capitalists are Ptolemaie in
nature. Once man rcgarded the earth as the fixed center of the
universe, now the bourgeois regards capitalism as the fixed center
of economic life for all cternity. Therefore, having accepted this
position, the bourgeois littérateur feels free to relegate it to the
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Foellow-trarcdors and the Claxs Lo

Since the expulsion of the veencinie romanticism prevailing in
Americn Ul the erash in the autisnn of the year 1929, American
writers have increasingly shown a tendency to think in social
terms, turning 1o the left for ideational substance. It would, how-
ever, be the sheerest wish-thinking to suppose that his can be taken
at fuce value as an indication of a fundamental trend. It i quite
cortain that following the ceunoniiv interests of theiv class, most
hourgeols writers will swing fageism, while only a few,
the mnost honest, the least domi d by delusions, will join the
proletariat.

If it weren't for the objeet | o1 of proletarian elass-rale in
TRussia and the vesurgence of Miarxisni all along the front, those
writers who did take the final step would have probably sought an
outlet from the confusion attendant upon the collapse of prox’p&)'ih’
in mysticism or some type of neo-religion. It is preeisely the iron
dynamic of the Marxian philusophy that effected the apostasy of
such writers as Fdmund Wilson, Newton Arvin and Granville
Hicks., I belicve it is a mistake to think that it is the \vnl('\proud
misery and economic chaos that ix the chief cause of these w riters’
espouszl of colleetivism.  The widespread mixery aund the ecco-
nomie chaos merely impelled them to approach Marxism for a way
out; without Marxism this misery wnd chaos would have simply
thrown them into the arms of Mr. Eiiot and M. Maritain.

With regard to fellow-travelers a lenient attitude is more or
less in order. They cannot be expeeted to aceept cnmpl(rtcly the
proletarian viewpoint in one bound, but caution is necessary. If
they make the Marxian world-view their own and evidence a L com-
prehensive understanding of it, they can be counted on to integrate
themselves into the proletariat. 16 they fail to do so, it is almost
certain that =ooner or later they will desert and re-join the
bourgeoisie, as many socialistz did during the war.  The emo-
tional, romantic approach to Communizm is @ paper bridge for
anyone who wants to eross over into the camp of revelution.
Lenin once censurcd Upton Sinclair for his pacifism, deseribing him
as an “cmotional Soeialist without theoretical grounding.”  Only
their ability and willingness 1o master Marxian theory will insure
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their loyalty. The view on the Rursian Revolution they adhere
to is a good test. Thus we find =ome fellow-travelers persisting
in a pscudo-liberal attitude to the Sowviet Union, perpetually

deploring “the Jack of frecdom in Ruszia.” Is it really so diflicult
to understand that the concept freedon under the capitalist regime
is merely formal? “Freedom is the recognition of necessity.”
(Engels)  Everything should of course be dene to facilitate a
fellow-traveler's assimilation, but opee it beeomes clear thut his
bonrgeeis class-roots are too xtrane, he should be neatly and rapid-
Iy dispatched on the voad buek, beenuse he will only bring confu-
sion inte the ranks of the read militants,
Class Pulnt-of-170

his esxay The
advice as to
he wrote,

Lenin left us some good
tacties in this respect. The party of the proletaviug,”
“must deavn o eateh oy liberal just at the moment
when he is prepge A to move Terward an ineh, and compel him to
move forwani @ ovard. I he s ebaunate and won't, we shall go

forward without hom, and over his body”
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A Writer’s Notes

When 1 wis recently in New York the New Yerk papers were
plaving up a phase ot Walde Frank’s new bock on Rus that
speaks ot the difficulty the artist must mect in e civilization de-
voted to giving new life and heaith to workers. 1 haven’t read
Mr. Frank's book but I intend to. He would agree with me
in this—that any ulty the artist or proseman may meet in
w civilization under \ht' dictatorship of workers could easily be
capped in any moncy civilization.

One of the saddest experiences to be had by any
America now ix % go'into the oftice of almost any
or magazine publishing house.  Lord, what
despair,

writer in
American book
cioom, what deep

Why? No advertising. book sales dropping off, subscriptions to
magazines almost inpossible to get.

I went ubout the city, stepping often to listen wo yvoung Com-
munist men and women speaking on street corners, and was a bit
ashamed of my white suit, my Panama hat. my walking stick.
A tittle girl Communist speaker at Ninth Street and Second Avenue
came to me ax } osteed listening. This at night. “Are yeu a com-
rade out of work?" ~he asked with charming innoeence. I swear

God T was ashivaed,

The white linen suit, the Panama hat, the swagger walking stick,

“My dear child, men out of work are rot rigged out hke this”

As for Anerican writers—God help the new man cut now with
w4 new book having pectie strength. Helll find restrictions enough,
God knows,

Among the youny
noe gloonn

My own feeling is that if it be necessary, in order to
bring about the end of a money civilization and set up something
new, healthy and strong, we of the so-called avtist class have to
be submerged, let us be submerged.  Down with us. A little
poverty and shaking down won't hurt us and 1 believe in my own
clags, the artists” clars, I believe in our ability to survive. The
world is old.  Changes have swept over the world before.  If new,
worthwhile and significunt men are to arise now in America the
chances are a hundred to one that they will in any event come up
out of the masses. It's in the air.

If the movement to free all men from the rule of money means
the submerging of our class, let us be submerged.  Down with us.
Let’s have no starving workers to save us. We'll survive,  We'll
swin, Wo will in the long run be healthier and better if we get
it in the neek now alung with the workers,

fighting Communists I fowrtd puverty, yvouth,

W

“HE

WANTED A BONUS” Herbort Kruckman
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