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It is tempting to say that in the immediate aftermath of 9-11, James Wood got it wrong. It 
is tempting to say because it sounds strong and is defensible. It is tempting to say because 
James Wood is one of the leading stars of literary criticism, genuinely. It is tempting to 
say because Wood is an editor at the New Republic, a magazine that has long mixed 
conventional political thought with thought on art. It is tempting to say that James Wood 
got it wrong on the state of the novel, especially as seen in light of the 9-11 al-Qaeda 
attacks on the financial and military-political centers of the United States. “Who would 
dare to be knowledgeable [in a novel] about politics and society now?” Wood wrote 
foolishly in the October 6 edition of the Guardian. The obvious answer is, Who would 
dare not be, especially now? And who, for that matter, dared not be long prior to 9-11? 
Wood likely came to think better, at least in part, of the notion of not being socially and 
politically knowledgeable in novels, since his pungent statement does not appear in the 
revised version of the article later published in his second book of essays, The 
Irresponsible Self. And so Wood got it wrong in parts small and large in writing on the 
novel in the immediate aftermath of 9-11, but this is not a statement that I care to make 
flat out, because it is important to note that in important ways, Wood only got it partly 
wrong. In general, he got something half right too about the state of the contemporary 
ambitious social novel. This curious and confused mix of judgment is summed in the 
closing of the Guardian article, “Tell Me How Does It Feel?”:  
 

It ought to be harder, now [after 9-11], either to bounce around in the false 
zaniness of hysterical realism or to trudge along in the easy fidelity of social 
realism. Both genres look a little busted. That may allow a space for the aesthetic, 
for the contemplative, for novels that tell us not “how the world works” but “how 
somebody felt about something” - indeed, how a lot of different people felt about 
a lot of different things (these are commonly called novels about human beings). 
A space may now open, one hopes, for the kind of novel that shows us that human 
consciousness is the truest Stendhalian mirror, reflecting helplessly the newly 
dark lights of the age. 
 

This paragraph consists of legitimate complaints mixed with unsupportable statements, 
presenting in summary the way some of Wood’s relatively clear perceptions too often 
become confused or vacuous (as novelist Zadie Smith partly implies, in her response) in 
regard to the social, didactic, and political potential of novels—as opposed, that is, to 
Wood’s often far more keen comments on largely aesthetic issues. 
 
Zadie Smith in her response to Wood in the Guardian a week later, notes that while she 
agrees with some of Wood’s criticisms of contemporary novels, including her own, she 



would also appreciate some “useful advice,” rather than repetition of old ideas or the 
assertion of ideas that are too ambiguous to be put into practice. Smith agrees with Wood 
that his notion of “hysterical realism” is a “painfully accurate term for the sort of 
overblown, manic prose to be found in novels like my own White Teeth…” and others, 
before noting that Wood’s thoughts nevertheless point in no practical direction that she 
can see—or that he can articulate in his criticism, or much demonstrate in his own novel. 
 
Wood’s main suggestion is to turn from “hysterical realism” and “social realism” to, first, 
the “aesthetic”—a meaningless descriptor given that social realism can surely be 
rendered aesthetic, and frequently is—and, second, to the “contemplative”—as if figures 
of society and the public (at the least) cannot be rendered in contemplative fashion, 
reflecting from personal and intimate and private experience on any number of greatly 
detailed social and public issues that press on individual and collective lives. Intensively 
public or social lines of novelistic art are no less able to be rendered in aesthetic or 
contemplative manner than intensively private or individual lines of the art form, since 
both public/social and private realms of life may manifest themselves, often strikingly so, 
in the personal, where fiction thrives. Knowledge (unconscious or otherwise) that public 
and social phenomena can just as easily as private phenomena make for incredibly 
compelling and personal drama is likely one of the main reasons why Smith, DeLillo, 
Franzen, Pynchon, and other ambitious social novelists are all significantly stronger 
novelists than the apparently publicly/socially blinkered, biased, and heedless Wood, 
despite any and all “hysterical realism”—public and private—that the work of such 
novelists suffers from. 
 
Similarly, it is not enough for novels to reveal “how somebody felt about something,” nor 
is it enough to reveal “how the world works” in part large or small, nor is it enough to 
reveal how people think, how they moralize, how they act, or speak, etc…. None of it is 
enough—it is all necessary in ambitious works, and it might all better be rendered 
aesthetic, ideally. Given many of his discouraging statements on the social novel, Wood 
seems to want to go beyond achieving aesthetic balance between society and human 
consciousness—he seems to want to largely amputate society, politics, “the world” from 
the novel, or at least minimize any such presence. Or possibly Wood is simply being 
sloppy with language. If so, if we factor out any such sloppiness, it is possible that Wood 
means that if novelists are going to write about society and the world, fine, but they 
should do it aesthetically in the sense that exploration of “the world” should at best be a 
secondary focus to a deep and heartfelt examination of the intimate, private elements of 
character—wherein, Wood seems to believe, lies the essential nature and primary 
strength of the novel form. We do not have to agree with any or all of this statement 
(which in part, I do not), but if Wood means something close to this, at least we have a 
coherent and sensible line of thought that can be examined further, a line of thought that, 
despite his denunciations otherwise of intense focus on politics and society in the novel, 
may be related to his passing laudatory comment on the socio-political novel, that “there 
has been great fiction” that “rails splendidly against capitalist iniquities,” works of fiction 
united in that “their foci are human and metaphysical before they are social and 
documentary. They are stories, above all, about individual consciousness, not about the 
consciousness of Manhattan” or the consciousness of any place or thing, were it possible. 
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They are stories, Wood continues, that attempt to embody “the dream of the Great 
American Novel that has for many years really been the dream of the Great American 
Social Novel - certainly since John Dos Passos and Sinclair Lewis” and since half a 
century before those two, at least, given that in 1868 The Nation magazine referred to 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, as “the nearest approach to the desired phenomenon, ‘the Great 
American Novel’,” containing “a national breadth to the picture, truthful outlining of 
character, natural speaking, and plenty of strong feeling. Though comeliness of form was 
lacking, the material of the work was in many respects admirable” despite, again, “very 
noticeable faults in…plot,” characterization, and “village twaddle,” commentary that 
seems as if it would be remarkably palatable to Wood, and in any case seems reasonable. 
Still, Wood may perceive Uncle Tom’s Cabin to be too bogged down by what he 
describes as the apparent phenomenon that “nowadays anyone in possession of a laptop” 
can whip up, a novel full of “essaylets and great displays of knowledge. Indeed,” Wood 
adds, with some annoyance, “’knowing about things’ has become one of the 
qualifications of the contemporary novelist. Time and again novelists are praised for their 
wealth of obscure and far-flung social knowledge…. The reviewer, mistaking bright 
lights for evidence of habitation, praises the novelist who knows about, say, the sonics of 
volcanoes” and other arcane and variously extraneous information, so that “the result - in 
America at least - is novels of immense self-consciousness with no selves in them at all, 
curiously arrested and very ‘brilliant’ books that know a thousand things but do not know 
a single human being”—a result perhaps of near constant media bombardment and a 
disjointed superficial educational system that floods people (including novelists) with 
trivia essentially, however complex, or the narrowly technical, not designed to yield 
much if any comprehensive, cohesive meaning of fundamental importance to human life. 
And so the various religions step in with their various fantasies and elite politicians step 
in with fundamentally fraudulent mythologies that serve mainly to protect and enhance 
concentrated undemocratic power, nationalistic and otherwise. And the most highly 
acclaimed social novelists do little more than replicate the writhing spectacle in a rather 
dull fashion—dull because dazzled? because non-confrontational with power? because 
non-analytic, non-didactic? because non-demythologizing, non-debunking? because non 
intellectually useful or even compelling? 
 
The latter statements of Wood, above, are largely well observed and stated but do not 
necessitate—contrary to what Wood implies—that many essaylets and much knowledge 
and even much information in general should be disgorged from contemporary novels, 
possibly quite the opposite. It may be—for interesting reasons—that the huge historical 
boom in available knowledge and information may well make it more and more crucial to 
envelop a great amount of the like in contemporary novels, so long as it is there to 
produce meaning and not frill, and is used aesthetically, and in a way that simultaneously 
facilitates understanding of subjectivity and intellect, of character, broadly understood, 
and what it means to be fully human—which, again, is crucial to the novel form, and in 
varying degrees to other forms of epic social fiction, such as epic satires, mysteries, 
thrillers and so on. Perhaps it should be noted that great fiction need not be primarily 
novelistic, given the many other rich possibilities: epic non-novelistic romance, comedy, 
fictive biography, fictive essay, fictive travelogue, etc., for example, the wonderful epic 
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satire and travelogue mix of Gulliver’s Travels. However, creating epic socio-political 
novels and other marvelous and powerful forms of expansive fiction (and film, TV, 
drama…) does require far more than highly accomplished aesthetic and character based 
judgment and focus by the creators; it requires keen judgments and developments of all 
sorts, social and political not least. Fiction of many kinds can benefit much from the 
inclusion of a substantial, even seemingly excessive amount of knowledge and judgment 
well beyond the aesthetic—so much so that traditional forms of narrative, along with 
traditional understandings of what is meant by the “personal,” might well be called into 
question on aesthetic grounds, ultimately, arising from shifts in the quality and quantity 
of new knowledge and experience (say, public, political, informational) needed in epic 
fiction that aims to convey the contemporary “full human condition.” 
 
At times, Wood seems to deny that novelists should analyze society nearly at all: “But 
this idea - that the novelist’s task is to go on to the street and figure out social reality - 
may well have been altered by the events of September 11, merely through the reminder 
that whatever the novel gets up to, the ‘culture’ can always get up to something bigger. 
Ashes defeat garlands.” That culture continuously evolves does not mean that novelists, 
let alone characters in novels, should give up trying to understand it at various moments 
and stages—quite the opposite. And, in fact, a lot that is vitally interesting and important 
about culture, requiring serious individual (not to mention collective) attention, remains 
relatively unchanged through long stretches of history: for example, that the powerful 
often prey on the weak—and in the case of U.S. policy in this regard, both foreign and 
domestic, much of it has not changed in general and even in many particular details in 
decades and even centuries. Ashes do not always defeat garlands, obviously (in a non-
morbid universe anyway. And if we want to go forward with silly metaphors, we can 
always say ashes may fertilize plants from which garlands are made—or, with more pith, 
life and “hope springs eternal.”) Socio-political and personal insight often allows for 
defense of the self or of a group. This is commonly called life, and living in a way that is 
sane, humane, and relatively wise—not to mention full—and it is crucial that it be found 
increasingly in novels, and just about everywhere else in culture, if life and civilization 
themselves are to be sustained much beyond this perilous point in history. 
 
The idea that “whatever the novel” or other great fiction “gets up to, the ‘culture’ can 
always get up to something bigger” is ludicrous. Has reality surpassed the level of 
imagination in, say, Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, or Callenbach’s Ecotopia, or Atwood’s 
The Handmaid’s Tale, or London’s The Iron Heel, or Butler’s The Parable of the Sower, 
or James Morrow’s This Is The Way The World Ends, and so on? Might culture surpass 
all this? I suppose so—when horses talk. More likely is that the world will be destroyed 
entirely, which even if such spectacle had not been imagined and rendered aesthetic in 
religious and other speculative writings would not be because of any artistic impossibility 
in doing so. Wood badly overstates his case, but he is no doubt sensibly trying to 
admonish much-praised authors for using cheap seemingly grand spectacle that reality 
frequently does belittle by comparison, already in the present—as is usually the case—or 
in the future. 
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“Topicality, relevance, reportage, social comment, preachy presentism, and sidewalk-
smarts - in short, the contemporary American novel in its current, triumphalist form,” 
despite Wood’s strenuous cries to the contrary, can all be made to work, as long as these 
modes are used aesthetically, dramatically, as long as they are made contingent upon 
satisfactory illumination of the human mind (character) and human condition—a manner 
in which they are very often not used, as Wood aptly notes. Much of the time largely 
arbitrary knowledge, information, and style are merely crammed into a novel-like space, 
not especially artfully or in any way that is particularly meaningful, or even interesting, 
which makes very many of such novels dreadful to read, to my taste, more dreadful than 
even Wood claims. In fact, far more dreadful—which is why it is worth reflecting on 
what Wood has to say—he has his finger on a huge problem, as Smith agrees—even 
though, as Smith notes, Wood’s suggested redirection is scarcely intelligible and 
apparently leads nowhere directly productive. At least Wood is exploring, however 
futilely, a key topic for thinking, writing, and acting—raising questions with far reaching 
consequences pertaining to the relation of fiction to society, of politics to art, of art to 
civilization, of civilization to life and survival. Wood sees a serious problem and knows 
the subject is vital—at least in its aesthetic domains, with social correlations. But like so 
many other critics, reviewers, and novelists who largely skip over entirely or treat poorly 
what Edmund Wilson has called “The Historical Interpretation of Literature” in an 
important essay, literature’s crucial “political, social, and economic aspects,” Wood also 
seems as if he would like to skip entirely over these aspects of literature, of life, of the 
personal, of his treasured focus: character. 
 
Even though so many of the highly acclaimed novels are dreadful—boring and hollow, 
for starters—Zadie Smith in her response to Wood notes (what may be more-or-less 
proved in a one-to-one comparison of her first novel to his first novel) that Wood does 
not know any more than she or the other prominent novelists about where to go next, or 
how. Wood sensibly emphasizes the need for more novelistic focus on the aesthetics of 
heartfelt characterization (whatever that means concretely) but to so greatly belittle the 
importance of focus on “the world” in a world that so vastly and endlessly contorts and 
enables our personal lives, minds, characters, actions seems to me to be a step backwards 
that major prominent novelists would be unwise, and in any case are unlikely, to take, at 
least insofar as they intend to strive toward creation of epic works. Possibly Wood is 
biased against epics or would simply prefer to see great works produced on a smaller 
scale, though I doubt it, mainly. It seems more evident that Wood has on-again-off-again 
mistaken notions of the possibilities of uniting politics and art, society and art, 
civilization and art. Any such bias or prejudice may account, for example, for Wood’s 
complete misinterpretation, and misjudgment otherwise, of “a passage near the end of 
[Franzen’s] The Corrections about the end of the American 20th century that is pure 
social novel, and which now [after 9-11] seems laughably archival” (when published in 
book form, Wood changes the adjective from “laughably” to “sadly,” for obvious 
appropriate reason, while remaining mistaken in the main judgment):  

It seemed to Enid that current events in general were more muted or insipid 
nowadays than they’d been in her youth. She had memories of the 1930s, she'd 
seen firsthand what could happen to a country when the world economy took its 
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gloves off... But disasters of this magnitude no longer seemed to befall the United 
States. Safety features had been put in place, like the squares of rubber that every 
modern playground was paved with, to soften impacts. 

Wood adds, “As McInerney might say, ‘I'm glad I don't have a novel coming out this 
month’.” 

First, this passage is not “pure social novel,” though it is in large part socially focused, 
and fairly well done, as far as it goes. It is also greatly psychological, capturing vividly 
the private intimate reflections and contemplations of a somewhat socially-sheltered 
seventy-five year old woman who is obviously misjudging, in part, the state of the world. 
Thus we have here a marriage of the private (Enid’s reflections and contemplations) with 
the public (“current events...”), a melding that is immensely and wondrously personal, 
and as Franzen renders it, personable and simultaneously disturbing, given that Enid has 
no idea how crucially distorted in part are her nice reflections. 

Post 9-11, Franzen has been critical of the (ostensibly) politically naïve reactions of 
novelists like McInerney, thus it seems unlikely that Franzen believes or intends for 
readers to believe that Enid’s impression of the world is anything approaching objective. 
If Franzen actually believes this then he has fooled himself, but there is no reason for 
knowledgeable readers to think for a second that this passage is to be understood as 
objective, as anything but personally and socially naïve on Enid’s part, at best. The 
passage seems socially naïve and therefore reasonably in character for the heretofore 
somewhat sheltered Enid, precisely what Wood should applaud. Granted, the phrase “the 
squares of rubber that every modern playground was paved with” seems to slip more into 
the voice of Franzen than Enid—a minor easily fixed aesthetic slip rather than a mistake 
in social observation on Franzen’s part, as Wood claims. 

This passage, far from being an example of socially focused fiction deserving of ridicule, 
regret, or avoidance on the part of readers and writers, is actually one of the best passages 
in the novel for studying and seeing the challenges and the incredibly lively and immense 
potential and actuality of social fiction, epic and otherwise, given the seamless 
simultaneous focus on both the private (the exploration of which is fundamental to the 
novelistic art) and on the public (an exploration of which is also fundamental to the 
novel, to our personal selves, and often to our private selves as well, and to our more 
fully human selves). An often indistinguishable mix of both the private and the public (or 
social) aspects of people makes up the personal, that is, character in all its motivations, 
intentions, personalities, mindsets…. I suppose it bears repeating: the private and the 
public parts of our selves and lives combine to make up the personal, our character, our 
whole being, and only by an exploration of both realms can authors begin to give an 
account of our fullest human selves and conditions. 

Wood apparently would amputate much of the public, the social, the political part of our 
selves and lives from our personal beings. Fortunately the relatively accomplished 
novelists that Wood critiques do not always make this mistake of truncation, though I 
would argue they make it more often than either they or Wood seem to think. What 
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Wood holds up as a solution is in large part a flaw—many contemporary novelists 
instinctively, if blindly, seem to sense this—and Wood’s mistake stems from his 
misdiagnosis of a main weakness in contemporary fiction, his belief that there is too 
much social and political emphasis. On the contrary there is probably too little, a situation 
aggravated by the reality that the vast majority of the existing socio-political focus is 
incredibly poorly accomplished and unfortunate in both aesthetics and substance. It 
seems that novelists sense this and thus—lacking the knowledge, will, or both, to be more 
necessarily social and political—devolve into frantic efforts of “hysterical realism” and 
hysterical (etc.) fantasy too, in a doomed effort to compensate, distract, etc. In addition to 
lacking much social and political depth, these novels often fail to adequately judge, 
integrate, and illuminate the social and political elements they do contain, despite (or 
because of) all the “perpetual motion,” “velocity,” and so called “brilliance,”1 and thus 
such novels and novelists fail to create whole people, full characters, let alone establish 
social and political insight otherwise in any rendering of the human condition. Why this 
may be seems to me interesting and important to explore. And toward this purpose, one 
solid way forward begins in realizing not that there is too much of the social and political 
incorporated into many passages of epic novels like The Corrections, as Wood believes 
and attempts to demonstrate, but instead too little skillful societal and public focus, too 
much that is ignored, overlooked, inadequately judged, or poorly integrated into character 
or narrative discourse. And so another look at the passage of Enid reflecting on current 
events in The Corrections further reveals some of the challenges and opportunities of 
writing socio-political fiction, along with its cultural, political, personal, and artistic 
necessity. 

Again, James Wood—who gets a lot of literary analysis right, who is incisive regarding 
much about the works of authors as various as Morrison, DeLillo, Pynchon, Wolfe, 
Coetzee, Rushdie, Updike, Roth…and Franzen himself—simply misreads the passage of 
Enid that opens the brief last section of Franzen’s The Corrections: 

The Correction, when it finally came, was not an overnight bursting of a bubble 
but a much more gentle letdown, a year-long leakage of value from key financial 
markets, a contraction too gradual to generate headlines and too predictable to 
seriously hurt anyone but fools and the working poor. 

It seemed to Enid that current events in general…. 

There is a shift from Franzen’s general authorial viewpoint in the first paragraph to 
Enid’s highly subjective viewpoint in the second: from the authorial narration, “The 
Correction, when it finally came, was not an overnight bursting of a bubble…” to the 
subjective characterization, “It seemed to Enid that current events in general….” (italics 
added). Enid is regaining confidence and energy in this last section following her 
husband’s death though she certainly has not miraculously come into possession of 

                                                 
1 Easy brilliance—it’s easy to sound smart; lingo hipsters are a dime a dozen; granted they may be 
preferable to narrative drudgery—both of which, easy brilliance and deterministic drudgery, usually stem 
from authors writing about something of which they have nothing vital to say. 
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utterly clear sight in her observations, thinking and judgment, the combination of which 
makes for great pathos. Franzen’s writing and knowledge is strongest when sticking close 
to the private aspects of character and weakest when venturing some distance into public 
and social aspects, where it is not atypical for him to approach a sort of socio-aesthetic 
illiteracy. This could not be demonstrated more glaringly (as Wood accurately points out) 
than in the massively confused essay, both the original and revised versions, that Franzen 
wrote on the social novel (titled, rather ludicrously in both cases, “Perchance to Dream” 
in Harpers, and “Why Bother?” in How to Be Alone). Wood rightly discounts Franzen’s 
authorial first paragraph of the last section in The Corrections (above) on its weak literary 
grounds, given that it is just dropped in there from out of the blue like a hiccough, so 
slight as to be most meaningful in its distracting interruptive quality. The paragraph is 
also fatally flawed, as we’ll see, socially and politically. 

When Enid’s subjectivity on society appears in the second paragraph (as is far more 
aesthetically appropriate because continuous with the rest of this largely non-socially let 
alone economically based novel), an author is faced with at least two options in any effort 
be lucid about the acuity of Enid’s social ruminations: 1) render her subjectivity in 
isolation of authorial comment, or 2) comment on it authoritatively—in the same 
paragraph, in surrounding paragraphs, or directly or indirectly somewhere somehow in 
the context of the entire text. Readers ignorant of relevant social knowledge will be left to 
flounder, in this regard, lacking any orientation to the objective, insofar, at least, as 
Enid’s perspective diverges from known facts and understandings. 

Without leaving Enid’s subjectivity, in the subsequent (third) paragraph, Franzen has her 
realize that even though current events seemed “more muted” possibly due to new “safety 
features,” “Nevertheless, the markets did collapse…” Thus, Enid fumbles with her own 
uncertain social judgment, which does not help readers achieve much social 
understanding. Nor is this deficiency much made up for anywhere in the novel. 
Elsewhere, Franzen makes clear that parts of society are rapacious, though it is not as 
clear as it might be to what extent such danger impacts people in the U.S. in general, 
people such as Enid; that is, Franzen does not give enough authorial commentary or other 
indirect information to clarify the sense in which Enid may be perceptive or not (aside 
from her fleeting confusions). Such lack of clarifying knowledge is no problem to readers 
who understand the relevant social and economic basics, but readers who do not 
understand have thus been discounted and may potentially be misled by what seems to be 
a knowing confident character, who nevertheless may be entirely and terribly mistaken in 
thought. One of the difficulties (and, conversely, opportunities) facing all novelists and 
especially writers of socio-political fiction is that extensive socio-political experience and 
knowledge is often missing in the readership. Therefore, it is the responsibility of socially 
concerned authors to craft such knowledge and experience intelligibly (and aesthetically) 
for readers—to frame it objectively—amid as much subjectivity as desired. Doing so can 
be difficult though is not impossible without a strong direct authorial presence, as was not 
uncommon in Victorian era novels. (Of course Franzen may be free, at least to an extent, 
to not render Enid’s views in objective perspective at all if his purpose is to write a novel 
focused mainly on private realms, as Wood at least prefers.)  
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We can see that Franzen has made hash of his opening authorial commentary that the 
contraction in financial markets had been “too gradual…and too predictable to seriously 
hurt anybody but fools and the working poor.” A “collapse” may be “predictable” but 
here it clashes with “gradual,” and Enid, though foolish in certain ways, like anyone, is 
neither a member of the “working poor” nor knowledgeable or active enough in regard to 
financial markets to be called a fool in relation to them, and if she did not get hurt, others 
like her did. In fact, many more people get hurt by the gyrations of the stock market than 
those who invest in it. Enid can hardly be held much responsible for the machinations of 
stocks. Franzen knows better but is not coming close to writing up to the level of what he 
knows. Think of the lack of concentration and care it must take to write (italics added) 
that the “collapse” of financial markets was—somehow—a “gentle letdown” that—
nevertheless—“seriously hurt…the working poor” but was—miraculously—too 
“gradual” of a “collapse” to hurt anyone but "fools" and the “working poor,” which 
ignores the unemployed poor, at least, who often suffer as much or more than anyone in 
economic downturns. This is slipshod and nonsensical, careless and unfortunate writing, 
even repellent, exactly the sort of thing one finds, for example, too often in Franzen’s 
essay on the social novel, as Wood notes in part, and as is far from unknown in Franzen’s 
often otherwise highly accomplished novel. These paragraphs are not only mind 
melting—because internally contradictory, in part—they also manage to give a false 
impression that the stock market damage was neither as widespread nor as devastating as 
it was, for many people far more worthy than implied—not being "fools" but innocent 
bystanders or people duped by public relations campaigns or perhaps desperate 
individuals of various classes gambling on the market due to other nefarious social 
pressures not of their own making…. Socio-political novels and other such fictions are 
more difficult to write than those that stick more to private realms because such 
ambitious works take on more. Authors had better be able to convey the known “world,” 
and with some aesthetic touch additionally. For similar reasons, such novels are 
obviously more difficult to critique. They make more demands on critics—experientially, 
ideologically, and aesthetically not least. 

And so in the paragraphs surrounding Enid’s partly naïve opening views on society, we 
get her subjective, if unwitting, correction of such views, along with Franzen’s weak 
attempt at authorial commentary, which is as “insipid” as Enid thinks current events have 
become. So, while there appears to be authorial commentary both direct and indirect 
related to Enid’s subjectivity, there really is none in effect, given both the careless 
confusion and the inaccuracy of what is put forth. Aside from the false impression, 
readers are left with Enid’s naïve commentary, which is, I suppose, fine, if an author does 
not mind leaving readers with a socially, politically, and personally impoverished 
experience. In this case at least there seems to me to be no compelling aesthetic reason 
for impoverishing readers in this regard, and there is every aesthetic reason—not to 
mention moral, intellectual, psychological, public…and dramatic/aesthetic reason—to 
extend to readers a socially and politically rich experience—to go along with the 
relatively intense private one—and thereby present all the characters and events in the 
light of a far more fully detailed context and condition. Of course it is not easy to 
achieve. It’s an art—fairly epic at that, and so built on broad knowledge of much detail—
and a far harder and even more admirable one than mastering the already considerable 
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difficulties of rendering aesthetic the private realms of character (which are not 
unreasonably trumpeted by Wood and often very skillfully rendered by Franzen). 

So what exactly is the “historical interpretation of literature” that Edmund Wilson details 
and Wood slights, either purposely or far more than he knows? And what exactly is 
meant by public realms of character as opposed to private realms, which together go far 
toward making up the full human person and condition? Toward this end, it may help to 
examine another intriguing passage in The Corrections that sheds light on the relationship 
of the world to character in the novel: “Gary, a stolid banking executive…is standing in a 
little corporate plaza, neatly planted with rows of corporate flowers,” Wood notes, and 
Franzen writes, “Gary had always enjoyed corporate gardens as backdrops for the 
pageant of privilege, as metonymies of pamperment, but it was vital not to ask too much 
of them. It was vital not to come to them need.” Wood believes this is “the best example” 
of where Franzen “errs” and “becomes the cultural ironist” as he “noses along the trail of 
his old love, the social novel. Whenever he does so, his tone begins to crack, and Franzen 
the clever journalist, the pocket theorist, peers through,” and though “there are readers 
who will enjoy” this, it merely “seems like good writing for about three seconds” until 
“one reflects that Gary would never think like this, would never formulate such language. 
So the thinking is Franzen’s. But it is hollow,” and “condescending to Gary a little, or 
perhaps to the reader—and this is surely not Franzen’s aim.”  

In “The War for the Soul of Literature,” Laura Miller of Salon writes that Wood 
“wrongly singles out” this passage as one that “reflects [Gary’s] wary attitude toward the 
business he works in. Minus one (admittedly too fancy) word, the passage conveys just 
the sort of revelation that Wood would marvel over if it instead described” life in times 
gone by. “’Who would ever “ask too much”’ of [a corporate garden], Wood asks 
furiously, when the answer is obvious: Someone who had no place else to go at the 
moment -- that is, a disconsolate white-collar worker, the sort of person this character 
half-fears he may one day be.” Miller corrects Wood well-enough here, though not only 
does the “admittedly too fancy” word she refers to, “metonymy,” sound like Franzen or 
an MFA hothouse rather than Gary, so does “pageant of privilege” and “pamperment,” at 
least when used one on top of the other, and so Franzen puts his finger square on an 
aspect of Gary’s character but warps Gary’s characterization. If Franzen wants to 
expound like Franzen, fine, but first he needs to artfully step out of Gary’s mind and then 
similarly afterwards step back in, which he fails to do (or he might create a figure with 
characteristically juiced-up language, which he has not done with Gary). Nevertheless, 
Miller is correct in her sense that this passage by Franzen is not deeply flawed writing, 
certainly not “the best example” of error, or even writing on the wrong track. Instead, it 
shows a marvelous level of observation and perception with a largely private focus, if too 
often sloppily laid out. Contrary to what Wood asserts, any focus on the social and 
political in this passage does not mar the focus on the private elements of character, quite 
the opposite, except for the aesthetically poor integration of the socio-political into 
character—the socio-political, which is greatly underdeveloped, if anything, rather than 
overblown, here in this resonant (but for the slop) imaginative moment. 
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For example, what if, at the very moment that Gary is having this potentially 
“disconsolate,” and yet intriguingly pitiful, moment of appreciation for corporate 
gardens, an obviously homeless person came by, albeit one who might normally more 
likely appear in a municipal plaza (or “garden”), a middle aged man missing many of his 
teeth, dressed in rudimentary clothes, obviously in various kinds of need, asking for a bit 
of money? Maybe the man is even outfitted in an article of clothing with a certain 
corporate logo on it. Why not go so far as to add a U.S. Senator come strolling by at the 
same time? It happens. And even if it does not…as Rebecca West once wrote regarding 
reality in relation to art, “One of the damn thing is ample.” Might such an encounter, 
more than a mere prettified thought or two, in a corporate garden—especially with some 
relevant authorial commentary—not reveal a lot more about Gary’s fuller character—
private and public—not to mention the nature of the corporate garden, the certain 
corporation, the nation state and much of the condition of the society and culture and 
citizenry at large?2 But with Gary as with the other characters in The Corrections, 
Franzen largely focuses on private troubles, intimately tied into characters’ professional 
and domestic domains which are rather circumscribed. The social and the political show 
up a bit, but often in a way that is poorly integrated or superficial, seemingly as window 
dressing or afterthought, which is a shame in many regards, because by starving the 
social and political moments that Franzen does introduce, he denies characters, readers, 
the culture, and himself via the novel a compelling and important fuller humanity, 
especially in this time of ongoing and increasingly dangerous social crises where 
threats—environmental, militaristic, and political—loom larger than ever, not least 
threats by the U.S. corporate-state against the world and the domestic citizenry, and 
decades-old social crises that both threaten and engage much more of what is personal 
and private both, unfortunately much more of what it means to be a full human being 
today than perhaps in Victorian times. Such conditions are little explored in great depth 
[or even accurately] from what passes for society and politics in “hysterical realism” and 
other types of contemporary fiction, as Wood has done readers the great, if ironic, service 
of showing in essay after essay, trying to wake authors and readers up to see that 
something crucial is missing in these socially ambitious novels but misguidely, in my 
view, all the while essentially pointing authors back to the strengths of an almost 
domestic fiction and other intimate private based fictions, a point from which authors 
have gone searching, not surprisingly, and to which they may well be urged to improve 
upon but cannot reasonably be restricted to. About the territory beyond, Wood has nearly 
nothing to say constructive and much to say that can only be retarding.3 About the 
                                                 
2 I don’t mean to suggest that Franzen should expand the corporate garden scene in this way in The 
Corrections itself of course, given that the novel apparently aims to be largely a study of the private sides 
of character rather than those more broadly social and political (though I don’t think the novel would have 
suffered from the inclusion of such public/political scenes, quite the opposite). But if Franzen really does 
remain interested in writing a great social novel, this suggested sort of elaboration can only prove fruitful, it 
seems to me, as he demonstrates to an extent in other parts of the novel. 
 
3 As of this writing, as far as I am aware, over two years after the massive military buildup and massive 
U.S. and global protests shortly preceding the U.S. invasion of Iraq, not a single anti-war-on-Iraq novel has 
been published in the U.S. (or anywhere?), which says a lot about the priorities especially of U.S. 
commercial publishers of which there are quite a few with relatively deep pockets. Independent progressive 
publishers have also not come forward with anti-war fiction in this regard, which is not to their credit but 
can far more easily be understood in the case of those (virtually all) who largely lack the resources or 
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territory behind, the hysterical realists seem equally callous. Thus, the hysterical realists 
seem to be looking only forward, while Wood seems to be looking only back, both using 
only one eye, an eye that is apparently weak. And where are the writers today that have 
greater vision? If epic contemporary writers do not learn to look well both forward and 
back and with strength, they will remain doomed to one-track weak perception, peering 
out as if from mono-directional hoods, capable of summoning a quarter candle-power, a 
mere flickering glimpse of life that allows for little or no depth perception, however 
(frantically) hyped. 

Wood is fractionally right that The Corrections “unwittingly enacts a fine argument 
against the viability of a certain kind of social novel”—that is, a sloppy and superficial, 
too-often sordid and ingrown one but not one that is challenging, urgent, and 
accomplished, which The Corrections makes little attempt to be, as Franzen notes. Wood 
can only be fractionally right when he adds that The Corrections “constitutes a fine case 
for the vivacity of another kind of book, the novel of character,” by which he means 
largely private elements of character, greatly (and artificially) withdrawn from near 
pervasive large public realms. Again, those of fullest humanity must focus at least as 
much on public/social aspects of character as on private aspects, for people—especially 
those with some time and leisure in the middle class and above—would be otherwise in 
many ways dead to the world and to themselves and others near and far if they have no 
socio-political sides and revelatory aspects—of which either they or a revealing narrator 
is conscious and enlightening. If the world is stocked with many figures who desperately 
lack such highly personal public features, then it is the responsibility of authors who care 
much about craft and humanity both, to supply the vital characters who do have such 
sides and/or the necessary authorial commentary to make up for where it may be lacking. 
People in general greatly need and could enjoy and benefit by such work (and the art 
form itself deserves such treatment). Those who suffer most might benefit much as well, 
possibly as direct experience or from indirect positive effects of such work, for as 
philosopher John Dewey notes in Art as Experience (1934), “A particular work of art 
may have a definite effect upon a particular person or upon a number of persons. The 
social effect of the novels of Dickens or of Sinclair Lewis is far from negligible,” even as 
“a less conscious and more massed constant adjustment of experience proceeds from the 
total environment that is created by the collective art” and criticism, it might be 
emphasized, “of a time…”    

                                                                                                                                                 
scheduling flexibility to produce such works. Nevertheless, as far as I am aware, no publishers are seeking 
such fiction, at least publicly, nor accepting what is sent their way. Meanwhile, established authors who 
one would think could craft something reasonably well in challenging depth along these lines have not so 
far stepped forward, to my knowledge. Not that no more-or-less anti-war novels are published. Regarding 
Vietnam, some years ago, Tim O’Brien rather gothicly and indirectly attempted some such work with In 
the Lake of the Woods. A somewhat stronger though skimpy and self-undermining effort more recently, 
also on Vietnam, has been Peter Dimock’s A Short Rhetoric for Leaving the Family. Given the large recent 
success of polemic non-fiction film and books, it would seem savvy publishers would jump at the 
opportunity to add at least one anti-war novel to their lists, if only in the hope of gaining publicity merely 
by the potential controversy. On the other hand, a general corporate loyalty to power, that is to itself, is 
obviously strong. 
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Where does Franzen’s The Corrections—one of the most accomplished works of fiction 
in recent memory, in my opinion—stand in this regard? Where does Wood’s generally 
accomplished critical writing stand? How do these two, as highly successful novelist and 
critic, begin to affect the times? Wood writes of The Corrections, “When [the character] 
Alfred, in a moving final scene, is dying, trapped on his bed, desperate to undo the belts 
that are tying him to the bed but unable to, Franzen finely writes: ‘He was like a person 
of two dimensions seeking freedom in a third.’ It might be Alfred’s epitaph.” It might 
similarly be said that Franzen and Wood themselves are trapped in their respective 
novelistic and critical beds, writing in and along a limited dimension, and while Franzen 
seems to be half-heartedly seeking a fuller humanity in a more expansive dimension, 
Wood does not even seem to care to look. Too harsh? Scanning their work (and 
interviews) for signs of growing interest, let alone cogent thought, toward socio-political 
art is not heartening (though Franzen has grown well as a craftsman of the private and 
Wood remains sharp in many ways). And so despite their relative youth—Wood is not 
quite forty, Franzen is not far past—Alfred’s epitaph might be something akin to their 
own much less excusable epitaph—these two, who at least in a technical sense rank 
among the leading lights of contemporary English and American literature, of which they 
are not un-representative. Alfred’s epitaph might to an extent be the epitaph of the large 
body of professional and literary workers, and that of the entire species, as well, if it is 
not more careful. But again, the comparison is unfair to Alfred, and also to people in 
general, because as far as is evident, Franzen and Wood are choosing some of their most 
severe limitations, whereas Alfred’s degraded condition, like much of the public’s current 
degraded condition, was imposed by external forces—biological disease in Afred’s case, 
and brute illegitimate social and political power in the case of the public at home and 
abroad.        

Almost everything written by Wood on the “social” novel rings hollow or resounds with 
unintended irony. For example, from “Tell Me How Does It Feel”: “Fiction may well be, 
as Stendhal wrote, a mirror carried down the middle of a road; but the Stendhalian mirror 
would explode with reflections were it now being walked around Manhattan” 
immediately post 9-11. As Franzen asked of supposedly surprised fellow novelists after 
9-11, “Where have you been?” Setting aside the fact that the U.S. itself has wreaked 
incredibly unjust and catastrophic military devastation across the world, laying waste 
entire countries and international regions—major “unbelievable” terrorist threats and 
attacks upon and within the U.S. have been depicted in film, at least, with fairly 
remarkable aesthetic skill and impact going back, in recent times, to the first repulsively 
nationalistic but dramatically alive Die Hard film with Bruce Willis in 1988, for one 
mainstream example, and going even further back to any number of older such films like, 
say, the work of nuclear brinksmanship that is Dr. Strangelove in 1964, a year before 
James Wood was born. Fred Kaplan writes in the October 10, 2004 edition of the New 
York Times:  
 

“Dr. Strangelove,” Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 film about nuclear-war plans run 
amok, is widely heralded as one of the greatest satires in American political or 
movie history. For its 40th anniversary, Film Forum is screening a new 35 
millimeter print for one week, starting on Friday, and Columbia TriStar is 
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releasing a two-disc special-edition DVD next month. One essential point should 
emerge from all the hoopla: “Strangelove” is far more than a satire. In its own 
loopy way, the movie is a remarkably fact-based and specific guide to some of the 
oddest, most secretive chapters of the Cold War.... Those in the know watched 
“Dr. Strangelove” amused, like everyone else, but also stunned. Daniel Ellsberg, 
who later leaked the Pentagon Papers, was a RAND analyst and a consultant at 
the Defense Department when he and a mid-level official took off work one 
afternoon in 1964 to see the film. Mr. Ellsberg recently recalled that as they left 
the theater, he turned to his colleague and said, “That was a documentary!”  
 

Of course, there is no reason why marvelously aesthetic films or novels cannot be 
constructed to put everyone also “in the know”—only moreso, in many vital ways—
about critical social and political issues, including our personal and inescapable 
connections to them, the unpleasant implications regarding ourselves and our 
inescapable, if too often unseen or denied, responsibilities. 

Do the artistic capacities of film so greatly outstrip fiction? In these examples, Stendhal’s 
famous mirror seems to be serving film quite well, on aesthetic grounds, if not on 
progressive or didactic (as in educational) grounds. Octavia Butler in The Parable of the 
Sower shows, in a fantastic vein, that Stendhal’s mirror can serve fiction quite well too 
when it comes to conveying a picture of apocalypse. In a realistic vein, Robert Newman 
brings alive the explosive 1999 “Battle of Seattle” World Trade Organization protests and 
militarized chaos in his remarkable geo-political epic, The Fountain at the Center of the 
World. And Orwell’s novelistic though non-fiction narrative Homage to Catalonia 
similarly explores warfare, politics and society at a high aesthetic level. And so as it turns 
out, Stendhal’s mirror when employed well in fiction can more than handle reality—both 
the realm of inward consciousness that Wood emphasizes and very much of the outward 
objective reality of the world. And there is no reason to think that it cannot be used to do 
so far moreso and to greater effect. In fact there is every reason to think that it not only 
can but must if fiction, the novel, art is to regain much lost prestige, and to augment its 
standing and use even further. 

Though the fate of the human species (and nearly every other one) has been positioned 
dangerously close to the brink of extermination in recent decades, civilization and vast 
amounts of life were far less close to being ended on 9-11-2001 by the al-Qaeda bombing 
of Washington and New York than it was in 1962 when the Kennedy administration was 
taking poor odds in gambling against Khrushchev’s willingness to use Soviet missiles in 
Cuba. Or, in light of the horror of 9-11, we can consider the 1984 massacre in Bhopal, 
India by Union Carbide (for which the company continues to attempt to evade 
responsibility, currently through Dow Chemical which now owns it), when its pesticide 
factory self-destructed killing 5,000 people within three days and at least 20,000 people 
within fifteen years. If the Stendhalian mirror is exploding it is nothing new, and 
imaginative efforts to render such experience aesthetic—if not often progressive efforts—
have been quite successful, particularly in film. If there is a “social” or political novel in 
the second half of the twentieth century that equals the aesthetic power and human 
importance—psycho-socio and otherwise—of the tremendous social and (overtly) 
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political film Romero (1989), I don’t know it. In fact, if there is any work of art at all that 
surpasses Romero, I am not aware of it. Once a work of art reaches a certain level of 
greatness, wholesale ( if not particular) comparisons are ridiculous. Romero like 
Gulliver’s Travels, Middlemarch, and War and Peace is at that level, and Romero is 
explicitly political, damning the decisive U.S. support for vicious mass murder and 
destruction of democratic movements in El Salvador. Whether he intends to or not, in 
large effect, Wood winds up attempting to argue novels and novelists away from where 
they most need to go (aesthetically and otherwise), away from where they are greatly 
needed—in explicit, detailed political, public realms. 

Wood: “For who would dare to be knowledgeable about politics and society now? Is it 
possible to imagine Don DeLillo today writing his novel Mao II—a novel that proposed 
the foolish notion that the terrorist now does what the novelist used to do, that is, ‘alter 
the inner life of the culture’?” The only thing foolish here is that Wood and, I would 
argue, DeLillo too, do not understand why DeLillo’s point may not need be true. Surely 
terrorists affect society. And so do novelists, still. DeLillo and Wood apparently doubt to 
what great extent literature may well “be viewed both as a branch of the fine arts and as 
an instrument of social influence...” in the observation of novelist and critic James T. 
Farrell, who continues in A Note on Literary Criticism (1936), “I suggest that in the field 
of literature the formula ‘All art is propaganda’ be replaced by another: ‘Literature is an 
instrument of social influence’…. [Literature] can be propaganda…and it can sometimes 
perform an objective social function that approaches agitation,” which creates no 
necessary aesthetic problem, as critic Bernard Smith notes in Forces in Literary Criticism 
(1939): “It is possible that conventional critics have learned by now that to call a literary 
work ‘propaganda’ is to say nothing about its quality as literature. By now enough critics 
have pointed out that some of the world’s classics were originally ‘propaganda’ for 
something.”  

W.E.B. DuBois goes further (1926):  

…all art is propaganda and ever must be, despite the wailing of the purists. I stand 
in utter shamelessness and say that whatever art I have for writing has been used 
always for propaganda for gaining the right of black folk to love and enjoy. I do 
not care a damn for any art that is not used for propaganda. 

Also along these lines, in “The Nature of Art Under Capitalism,” from The Philosophy of 
Literary Form, Kenneth Burke concludes (1941): 

Art cannot safely confine itself to merely using the values which arise out of a 
given social texture and integrating their conflicts, as the soundest, ‘purest’ art 
will do. It must have a definite hortatory function, an educational element of 
suasion or inducement; it must be partially forensic. Such a quality we consider to 
be the essential work of propaganda. 

In “Literature as Equipment for Living,” Burke notes (1941): 
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Here I shall put down, as briefly as possible, a statement in behalf of what might 
be catalogued, with a fair degree of accuracy, as a sociological criticism of 
literature. Sociological criticism is certainly not new. I shall try to suggest what 
partially new elements or emphasis I think should be added to this old approach. 
And to make the ‘way in’ as easy as possible, I shall begin with a discussion of 
proverbs. Examine random specimens in The Oxford Dictionary of English 
Proverbs. You will note, I think, that there is no ‘pure’ literature here. Everything 
is ‘medicine.’ Proverbs are designed for consolation or vengeance, for admonition 
or exhortation, for foretelling.  
 

Similarly Frank Norris in The Responsibilities of the Novelist states (1903):  
 

[the novel] may be a great force, that works together with the pulpit and the 
universities for the good of the people, fearlessly proving that power is abused, 
that the strong grind the faces of the weak, that an evil tree is still growing in the 
midst of the garden, that undoing follows hard upon unrighteousness, that the 
course of Empire is not yet finished, and that the races of men have yet to work 
out their destiny in those great and terrible movements that crush and grind and 
rend asunder the pillars of the houses of the nations.  
 

Finally, in The Liberation of American Literature (1932), V. F. Calverton adds, “As a 
group” revolutionary writers or progressive social and political novelists 

are convinced that present-day industrial society is based upon exploitation and 
injustice; that it creates distress and misery for the many and brings happiness 
only to the few; that its dedication to the ideal of profit instead of use is 
destructive of everything fine and inspiring in life…. More than that, [these 
writers] believe that their literature can serve a greater purpose only when it 
contributes…toward the creation of a new society which will embody…a social, 
instead of an individualistic ideal. Unlike Ibsen, they do not ask questions and 
then refuse to answer them. Unlike the iconoclasts, they are not content to tear 
down the idols and stop there. Their aim is to answer questions as well as ask 
them, and to provide a new order to replace an old one. Their attitude, therefore, 
is a positive instead of a negative one. 

After remembering, or discovering, the nearly apocalyptic socio-political history of the 
past decades and century, and reflecting on many of the powerful social films that have 
been produced throughout this time (few, unfortunately, fundamentally progressive), and 
after considering some of the perceptive, inspiring ideas on the social and political novel 
from more forward-looking years gone by, the vacuity and unintended irony of Wood’s 
admonishing novelists post 9-11 is even more striking: “Surely, for a while, novelists will 
be leery of setting themselves up as analysts of society, while society bucks and charges 
so helplessly. Surely they will tread carefully over their generalisations. It is now very 
easy to look very dated very fast.” It certainly is. The importance of the relationship 
between imaginative literature and social and political issues has been understood in 
critical circles since at least the eighteenth century, notes Edmund Wilson in “The 
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Historical Interpretation of Literature”; nor are these understandings and explorations 
devoid of aesthetic concerns and qualities. This tradition is far richer and more sound 
than Wood—and many other critics—acknowledge, though Wood does at least note the 
existence of quality social novels (though by way of non-contemporary reference and not 
by name), “great fiction” that “rails splendidly against capitalist iniquities,” works of 
fiction united in that “their foci are human and metaphysical before they are social and 
documentary,” while remaining essentially discouraging of the creation of socio-
politically challenging and explicit works in regard to the contemporary novel. This 
seems to me to be analogous to a physician remaining silent or discouraging the 
population about the role of nutrition and exercise, if not emotional well-being and 
particular medicines, in regard to health.  
 
Does this touch of figurative language of critic as physician and the other occasional 
turns of phrase in this essay help make the points clear and prevent the import of what 
I’m saying from seeming too “simplistic,” too “adult,” too strong? Wood thinks that 
“Metaphor is how the critic avoids bullying fiction with adult simplicities”—whatever 
that means. Never mind that straight talk need neither be simplistic nor bullying, that it 
may well be the polar opposite: thoughtful and freeing. 
 
When Wood brings up the social novel, he characteristically does so to dismiss it, or to 
encourage authors to deviate from it in meaningful ways, so as to get “stories, above all, 
about individual consciousness, not about the consciousness of Manhattan” or about, say, 
Ruralville. This seems to be dubious advice, as contemporary epic novelists obviously 
sense. It scarcely takes prominent twentieth century philosopher John Dewey to note in 
The Public and Its Problems (1927) that “Even if ‘consciousness’ were the wholly 
private matter that the individualistic tradition in philosophy supposes it to be, it would 
still be true that consciousness is of objects, not of itself.” Just so, many leading novelists 
apparently intuit that if they are to fully represent personal consciousness they had better 
dramatically incorporate not only people but places and things on a global level in a 
world were by now entire societies and the persons within them are greatly globally 
interdependent and interactive, in myriad visible and invisible ways. Along with the near-
sighted but needed goading that Wood provides, novelists apparently could use a great 
deal of encouragement, support, and further criticism for creating novels far more fully 
human and social both. Steeping novels in socio-political detail made personal, by way of 
radically challenging knowledge and experience, progressive and otherwise, could vastly 
aid in this effort of creating the more fully human and be of great cultural consequence 
otherwise. 

While many novelists heedless of Wood sensibly pursue drama in broadly social and 
public arenas, a contemporary reader can easily despair at their apparently self imposed 
limits, at how poorly they nibble and flit about at great expanse, how trivially they 
“enforce connections which are finally merely conceptual rather than human,” as Wood 
keenly notes and details in remarkable depth and breadth, a service regarding the novel, 
social or otherwise, for which criticism and readers are significantly in his debt. “The 
forms of these novels tell us that we are all connected—by the bomb (DeLillo), or by 
myth (Rushdie), or by our natural multiracial multiplicity (Smith); but it is a formal 
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lesson rather than an actual enactment.” And it should be noted further that even these 
“formal lessons” are almost entirely unnecessarily superficial—in part because there are 
often so many of them so superficially crammed together, again, as Wood notes, a 
phenomenon that he describes as, among other things, “hysterical,” as well as shallow, 
however energetic—tediously so (because largely meaningless). 

 “What are these busy stories and substories evading?” Wood logically asks, and asserts: 
an aesthetic “representation of character.” After all: 

human beings generate stories. It might be said that these recent novels are full of 
inhuman stories, whereby that phrase is precisely an oxymoron, an impossibility, 
a wanting-it-both-ways… They are stories which defy the laws of persuasion… 
These stories are unconvincing…. Characters are forever seeing connections and 
links and hidden plots, and paranoid parallels.  

Confine Wood to this limited but important patch of critical turf and he is tough to beat. 
Nor would you want to or could you seriously overrule him. His efforts are valuable 
enough that one hopes he will in due course move to critiquing more accomplished, if 
less hyped, work—not that it is necessarily easy to find. Due to the remarkable quality 
and fairly substantial heft of Don DeGrazia’s standout coming-of-age epic, American 
Skin—a worthy successor to Huckleberry Finn, The Catcher in the Rye, and 
Housekeeping—it might well be useful and important, to have a critique of the book by 
Wood, a book that I would think he could in large part glory in, a big throwback tale 
fairly rich with what Wood craves, so rich (if overdone on occasion) that he might likely 
forgive the resonant notes of the sometimes explicitly (yet aesthetically) public selves and 
the social novel that simultaneously exists therein. DeGrazia’s first novel contains 
noticeable flaws but stands ups favorably to anything by Pynchon and DeLillo, given 
their too-often schizophrenic work, and their manic, frantic, cardboard and otherwise 
affected moments of “hysterical realism” that Wood necessarily derides. It can be argued 
that DeGrazia’s American Skin compares well with some highly accomplished coming-
of-age novels—Huckleberry Finn, The Catcher in the Rye, Housekeeping—exceeding 
them in certain ways perhaps and falling short in others. As I see it, American Skin is 
essentially a coming-of-age story with far more of a primary focus on the largely private 
aspects of character than it is a social, let alone political, novel. Nevertheless the social 
side of the novel is not insignificant or wholly undeveloped, and in that regard, American 
Skin easily rivals The Corrections. Given its ample and rich private personal realms, the 
novel would seem to appeal to Wood and variously provide him much opportunity to 
work his sharp critical blade. Point being, there do exist—contrary to the impression one 
might get from Wood—some contemporary big ambitious novels with some serious 
social ambitions that are thoroughly novelistic and not drenched in hysteria. 
 
As Wood occasionally notes, the works of “hysterical realism” are not devoid of steps in 
the direction of high quality social novels. Same goes for The Corrections. American Skin 
adds its own contribution. The last thing American Skin evades is aesthetic 
“representation of character” or a story generated by a human being. It would be great to 
get Wood’s take on this, on the achieved depth of character and story. Beyond that, in the 
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direction of fuller humanity (sometimes portrayed in the negative but portrayed 
nevertheless), there is much largely untapped potential in the socio-political side of 
American Skin, and it would be interesting (though likely frustrating) to know if Wood 
can acknowledge any of the important and powerful social elements that are present and 
latent in the novel, the artfully dramatized elements of the social, public self. 
 
In the essay “Jonathan Franzen and the ‘Social Novel’,” Wood restates his core 
complaint, a legitimate one, regarding current fiction: The “characteristic products of 
contemporary American fiction are books of great self-consciousness with no selves in 
them; curiously arrested books which know a thousand different things…but do not know 
a single human being.” This statement is largely accurate, in my opinion, and nicely 
stated, so much so that I find it difficult to resist turning the words partly back upon their 
author, in regard to what he slights, Wood, who “know[s] a thousand different things,” as 
a literary critic, about the fictional portraiture of largely private and intimate 
psychological realms, “but do[es] not know a single” thing, it often seems, about the 
potential of portraying the necessary non-private realms of what it means to be something 
approaching “fully human.” Given this lack, it might be said with some exaggeration that 
Wood himself, as critic, does “not know a single human being,” or have any idea of the 
like that might approach what is called the full human condition. 

Though Salon critic Laura Miller is not altogether coherent or convincing in her lead-up, 
she gets metaphorically to a sense of this regrettable and increasingly egregious lack on 
Wood’s part when she notes that “the accommodations” that is, Wood’s “critical 
structure[s],” thoughts and essays, regarding contemporary fiction and the social novel 
“turn out to be pretty Spartan and the window shades are always pulled down”—Spartan 
in regard to a full person, a full humanity; with shades pulled down on the world. 

 “After all,” if you believe, as Wood claims he does, that “hell is other people, actually; 
real humans disaggregate more often than congregate,” then it is no wonder if things tend 
to quickly get Spartan—in this case both in the sense of austerity and, one would think, 
militancy. Every prison warden has known since the beginning of time that isolation, 
solitary confinement, is one of the cruelest most severe punishments that can be taken 
against a person. Even if Wood tends to “aloneness,” as he says, “of having contact only 
with books,” he still remains apparently by marriage and profession and even personality 
(“extremely personable and easy to talk to”) a most connected and connectable person, 
and in these ways at least quite gregarious, even profoundly gregarious, just like the vast 
majority of people, even if more prone to aloneness than is typical in other ways. It seems 
to me that hell is more a product of extensive isolation, that the major opportunity for life 
lies in interacting with other people—and even at modest levels that means interaction 
not only privately but also socially, politically, “publicly.” 

So how to lift the window shades on the world and avoid a deadened and deadening 
experience in both criticism and the novel (and other forms of fiction, narrative, art, and 
for that matter, life)? How to avoid hysteria and superfluity? How to achieve meaningful, 
accomplished, compelling, human experience in this day and age (or any other)? As 
Wood wonders: 
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How to create something permanent whose subject—modern culture—is 
ephemeral? Franzen rightly asked the question, perhaps the most tormenting one 
for contemporary novelists, of how to write a novel both of its time and properly 
resistant to its time: “how can you achieve topical ‘relevance’ without drawing on 
an up-to-the-minute vocabulary of icons and attitudes and thereby, far from 
challenging the hegemony of overnight obsolescence, confirming and furthering 
it?” By the end of his essay, Franzen had decided that there was “something 
wrong with the whole model of the novel of social engagement,” and had 
admitted to a “conviction that bringing ‘meaningful news’ is no longer so much a 
defining function of the novel as an accidental product.” The solution, it seemed, 
was aesthetic. “Expecting a novel to bear the weight of our whole disturbed 
society—to help solve our contemporary problems—seems to me a peculiarly 
American delusion. To write sentences of such authenticity that refuge can be 
taken in them: isn't this enough? Isn't it a lot?” It certainly is. 

The paragraph starts out on somewhat sound footing but quickly moves to easy and 
incomplete claims and falls off a cliff. The question of how to make something 
permanent out of something ephemeral is important, though not phrased as well as it 
could be, and so the answer perhaps as a consequence is feeble. Also, the question is by 
no means necessarily “tormenting” but rather can be seen to be greatly stimulating and 
challenging, if not necessarily difficult to answer, at least at first approximations—though 
this of course does not render the subsequent artistic task easy. The question all but 
answers itself: “How to create something permanent whose subject—modern culture—is 
ephemeral?” Simply, crucially: Don’t focus on ephemeral aspects of culture, except 
insofar as they touch on and can be shown to touch on more enduring elements. (This is a 
basic challenge of virtually all fiction, socio-political or otherwise.) And in any event, 
much of the most evident and powerful components of modern culture and society are the 
furthest thing from ephemeral, for example: civic quietism, and civic activism, corporate 
propaganda and scandal, workplace and other economic authoritarianism, anti-
educational schooling, exceptional learning, inequality, deep commitments to social 
compassion and cooperation, governmental scandal and anti-democratic maneuverings, 
environmental degradation, regenerative activities, bestial foreign policy, centuries old 
traditions of dissent…and so on. There is nothing ephemeral about any of these deep-
rooted and wholly present traits of culture and society, readily observable in their 
contemporary manifestations. The question that might more reasonably torment many 
contemporary novelists is why do they write about cultural ephemera rather than the 
overwhelmingly evident opposite phenomena, or without drawing the connections 
between what is ephemeral and what is longstanding, innate, universal? 

This seems to me to be a question that is not all that difficult to begin to answer. Insofar 
as novelists are not merely ignorant and therefore incapable, there are obvious advantages 
to thinking ephemerally—it may free novelists to be hip and fashionable and enable them 
to flatter and avoid confronting readers and publishers with challenging realities they 
prefer to not face. It seems clear however that a novelist who is at all serious about 
exploring much of personality and personhood, let alone culture and society, cannot 
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afford either aesthetically or morally (etc., emotionally, intellectually…) to run from 
painful realities and seek refuge in spectacular bursts of dazzling…ephemera. 

Wood is glad that “Franzen had decided that there was ‘something wrong with the whole 
model of the novel of social engagement’”—though no such “model” exists, since there 
are many possibilities and examples—and Wood is glad that Franzen has arrived at “a 
‘conviction that bringing “meaningful news” is no longer so much a defining function of 
the novel as an accidental product’,” though Wood laments, “it is never entirely clear that 
Franzen is not declaring the social novel dead just because his social novels died.” Wood 
worries that Franzen in his heart still believes the novel should bring “social news, social 
instruction” and “Address the Culture and Bring News to the Mainstream” and that it has 
“a responsibility to dramatize important issues of the day,” as if this were some hopeless 
or fearful undertaking. Yet virtually every novel can be said to “address the culture” in 
some way, bringing at least some sort of “social news, social instruction” in any number 
of ways—implicitly, explicitly, consciously, unconsciously, didactically, figuratively, 
literally, and so authors cannot totally decide whether to write socially conscious novels 
or not. Because writing a novel with some degree of significant social and political 
implications is inevitable, authors can only decide in what ways their novels will be 
socially and politically conscious or not, and to what extent—very great and explicitly, or 
very little and implicitly.  
      
But Wood and Franzen both have apparently come to despair at being able to 
aesthetically develop the social in any meaningful way—so much so that Franzen thinks, 
again, “Expecting a novel to bear the weight of our whole disturbed society—to help 
solve our contemporary problems—seems to me a peculiarly American delusion. To 
write sentences of such authenticity that refuge can be taken in them: isn't this enough? 
Isn't it a lot?” “It certainly is,” Wood resounds, but first, who in their sane mind would 
expect any novel “to bear the weight of our whole disturbed society”? Second, that a 
novel might “help solve our contemporary problems” is neither a “delusion” nor a 
“peculiarly American” one. As Edmund Wilson notes in “The Historical Interpretation of 
Literature”: The insistence that the man of letters should play a political role [in his 
literary works]…happened [largely] by way of Russia,” home of, arguably, the very 
greatest novels:  

In Russia there have been very good reasons why the political implications of 
literature should particularly occupy the critics [and imaginative writers]. The art 
of Pushkin itself, with its marvelous power of implication, had certainly been 
partly created by the censorship of Nicholas I, and Pushkin set the tradition for 
most of the great Russian writers that followed him. Every play, every poem, 
every story, must be a parable of which the moral is implied. If it were stated, the 
censor would suppress the book as he tried to do with Pushkin’s [highly 
aesthetically praised] “Bronze Horseman, where it was merely a question of the 
packed implications protruding a little too plainly. Right down through the 
writings of Chekhov and up almost to the Revolution, the imaginative literature of 
Russia presents the peculiar paradox of an art that is technically objective and yet 
charged with social messages. In Russia under the Tsar, it was inevitable that 
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social criticism should lead to political conclusions, because the most urgent need 
from the point of view of any kind of improvement was to get rid of the tsarist 
regime. Even the neo-Christian moralist Tolstoy, who pretended to be non-
political, was to exert a subversive influence.… Even after the Revolution had 
destroyed the tsarist government, this state of things did not change…. 

The political stakes and situation in America today are no less high than they were in 
Russia, though the circumstances are different since there is little or no overt state 
censorship. In fact the social and political stakes are far greater in America today than 
they have been at any time anywhere in the history of earth, given that socio-political 
forces are driving the planet to both a potentially terminal environmental collapse and/or 
a civilization-ending weapons of mass destruction outburst, as many analysts and groups 
have continued to observe, warn, and work against over not only the past few years but 
decades. This state of affairs has become no small part of contemporary human 
consciousness, with tightly related cultural, social, political, economic roots and 
awareness extending back centuries through the consciousnesses and actions of 
individuals and masses of people in the world. This is not ephemera. This is the state of 
culture and society today, though not the only state worthy of novelistic focus. Much of 
this consciousness is not private but public and highly personal, and novelists would do 
well, as at least Franzen at one time sensed, to “give meaning,” to deeply explore, much 
of these extraordinary circumstances, which form and inform large parts of “our 
experiences,” conditions, and consciousnesses as must increasingly occur if people are to 
make increasingly viable efforts to stave off ultimate destruction. At this stage, the 
importance of such art, consciousness, and work goes far beyond “making it easier to 
survive” and extends to the very possibility of survival itself. For the novel to exist far 
apart from such reality is to condemn the novel to a fatalistic, prejudiced, false, otherwise 
degraded, and partly irrelevant condition—aesthetically not least, if aesthetics are to be 
understood in anything but a piteously narrow sense. 
 
In short, fiction matters, not only to the private aspects of our persons but to the public 
aspects of our persons, cultures, civilizations, those aspects that are intimately if 
indirectly affected by the actions of other individuals, groups, organizations. Fiction 
matters to our culture and society because as with any powerful or even merely engaging 
experience it affects both individual and mass perceptions, attitudes, motivations, 
knowledge and thus actions and environments—socio-political and biological. And so 
efforts to write great social novels are perfectly reasonable and worthy, despite Wood’s 
essentially incoherent and in any case indefensible remark that such efforts are somehow 
not “aesthetic.” Given aesthetic control and public awareness, imaginative authors have 
done well throughout history to “address the culture” and to take seriously “a 
responsibility to dramatize important issues of the day” and to convey “social news, 
social instruction” of wide and deep variety that provides insight in the exploration of the 
personal and collective human drama and condition. To advocate otherwise is a 
prescription for lobotomy, a mutilation of the nature and potential of much fiction and 
life, for as Edmund Wilson notes in regard to not only imaginative literature: 
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In my view, all our intellectual activity, in whatever field it takes place, is an 
attempt to give a meaning to our experience—that is, to make life more 
practicable; for by understanding things we make it easier to survive and get 
around among them.… And this brings us back to the historical point of view. 
The experience of mankind on the earth is always changing as man develops and 
has to deal with new combinations of elements; and the writer who is to be 
anything more than an echo of his predecessors must always find expression for 
something which has never yet been expressed, must master a new set of 
phenomena which has never yet been mastered…. 

While “a new set of phenomena,” social and otherwise, is always available for analysis, a 
person would be hard-pressed to find an important novel or novelist that did not also 
simultaneously embed any given narrative in older, often age-old, personal situations and 
conditions that inevitably have roots deeply intertwined with culture and society, as 
inevitably explored and revealed, often in no small part, in major novels. A specifically 
political novel often explores public aspects of life as they impinge upon persons (and 
vice-versa) more deeply than a novel that has no such particular focus or purpose. 
 
Failure to explore public issues in the contemporary novel, especially in an age when the 
public affects the private to such tremendous and life-threatening extents is to risk 
irrelevance at least—exactly what epic political novelist Robert Newman avoids, as Ian 
Samson notes in The Guardian, without too much exaggeration, about Newman’s lively 
and important third novel, the recent socio-political epic: 

The Fountain at the Centre of the World is a serious and intelligent book [and 
highly comic]. It's a novel that confronts everything that is wrong with the world 
and demands that which is right, and it therefore makes a lot of British fiction 
seem rather tender-minded in comparison.”  

Quoting Mathew Arnold, Samson indicates that The Fountain at the Center of the World 
is so remarkable that it is worthy of “The great men of culture…those who have had a 
passion for diffusing, for making prevail, for carrying from one end of society to the 
other, the best knowledge, the best ideas of their time, who have laboured to divest 
knowledge of all that was harsh, uncouth, difficult, abstract, professional, exclusive; to 
humanise it, to make it efficient outside the clique of the cultivated and learned.” 
Newman’s book represents “a resuscitation of the English ‘literary political novel’,” Jean 
McNeil comments in The Independent, and adds that the political novel’s “great 
achievement [is] the marriage of the internal and subjective with external processes.” 
 
Simply because some contemporary epic social novels, in fact most, fail to adequately 
interrelate and explore the “internal and subjective” and the “external” and objective is no 
reason to write off the social novel. Merely because the social novels of “Tom Wolfe” 
and his “barely literate plea for more of just this kind of fiction…in the age of Joyce 
Carol Oates, Philip Roth, Don DeLillo, Richard Powers, and most recently [Zadie Smith] 
and Jonathan Franzen” are deeply flawed does not of course mean there is anything 
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inherently weak in the social novel itself. “Some books are books, others—newspapers,” 
Wood remarks in The Broken Estate, and continues: 

In recent years, the large American novel has frequently aspired to the condition 
of journalism. The great quarry of the last decade, and sometimes the great 
cemetery, has been the social novel, the vast report on the way we live now, the 
stuffed dossier, the thriving broadsheet streaming with contemporary 
brightnesses…. We have too much socially and politically obsessed fiction, not 
too little. Mimesis deserves a holiday. The bright book of life need not include all 
of life.  

Where Wood’s arguments flag logically and empirically he tends to lift off into flights of 
what might be termed hysterical hyperbole, along with sometimes obfuscating metaphors. 
It is commonplace knowledge that a great novel may include basically all of life that it 
pleases itself to use, a great flooding lot of it. See Stendhal, Balzac, Tolstoy, Dostoievsky, 
Eliot, Dickens, etc…. The trick is to use so much well. Likely these authors did use less 
information in their novels in their time of producing some of the world’s greatest novels, 
but of course today’s times are somewhat different, with much more information easily 
and internationally accessible and highly relevant to daily personal life, in diverse ways. 
Simply because today’s epic novelists struggle to dramatically and meaningfully 
incorporate daily reality into fiction—they seem to be ideologically blocked in their 
attempts—is no reason to abandon efforts to incorporate into the novel the incredibly 
effusive and diverse phenomena of today that is so intertwined with private realms of life, 
no reason at all, as Wood would have it, to pull back from the modern deluge of global 
information and the vital web of meanings and classic narrative opportunity that may be 
found in it. As if aesthetic epic novels of character today (or ever) are possible without 
delving deep into the social, the global facts of life that may be found in many modes, 
including journalism—much of which also uses narrative techniques to reveal large and 
important expanses of human consciousness—journalism, which is one highly 
accomplished part of contemporary life that may reasonably be expected to influence and 
inform epic novels, in part. Of course novels must transcend journalism, and there is 
scarcely a novelist that Wood refers to who intends less, or achieves less if only in part, 
though with grating infrequency, as Wood and others readily observe. 
 
Reasonable judgment remains that the most highly acclaimed socially ambitious novels 
are not far from dreadful, but as Irving Howe thoughtfully cautions in his classic work on 
this topic in Politics and the Novel, it may well be “easy to slip into a mistake here,” as 
Wood apparently does, and as do, I claim further, most contemporary social novelists, 
though they commit this mistake in ways less obvious than does Wood: 

precisely the mistake that many American novelists make: the notion that abstract 
ideas invariably contaminate a work of art and should be kept at a safe distance 
from it. No doubt, when the armored columns of ideology troop in en masse, they 
do imperil a novel’s life and liveliness, but ideas, be they in free isolation or 
hooped into formal systems, are indispensable to the serious novel. For in modern 
society ideas raise enormous charges of emotion, they involve us in our most 
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feverish commitments and lead us to our most fearful betrayals. The political 
novelist may therefore have to take greater risks than most others, as must any 
artist who uses large quantities of ‘impure’ matter; but his potential reward is 
accordingly all the greater. The novel, to be sure, is inconceivable without an 
effort to present and to penetrate human emotion in its most private, irreducible 
aspects; but the direction in which the emotion moves, the weight it exerts, the 
objects to which it attaches itself, are all conditioned, if not indeed controlled, by 
the pressures of abstract thought. 

And not only is abstract thought vital to rendering full human consciousness, so are other 
types of “’impure’ matter,” such as information, because, as we may be reminded by 
Dewey, “Even if ‘consciousness’ were the wholly private mater that the individualistic 
tradition in philosophy supposes it to be, it would still be true that consciousness is of 
objects, not of itself.” Consciousness may consist of more than objects, information, 
ideas, emotions, values, and so on; consciousness may even consist of “itself” for all I 
know—I leave that to philosophers and “theorists” to sort out—but it seems negligent to 
presume that objects, information, and ideas may not play a greatly prominent role in any 
novel, let alone socio-political novels; after all, people are far more than the sum of their 
private emotions and sensory perceptions; we are human after all:  

we have climbed up from an inhuman a-human existence, clambered out of the 
primordial swamp, for we are more than mere leaves fallen from trees, more than 
crickets pre-programmed to chirp… We are not solely drops of water pulled by 
gravity frozen by cold, sublimated dissipated evaporated. We are all that we are 
more. We are human though we arose from the swamps and retain forever some 
amalgam of our origins—energy from stars, drink and breath from atmosphere, 
minerals from earth. We are most of all the thinking creature Homo Sapiens 
though we remain the earth-plant-animal progeny of the cosmos, marked by a 
hardwired instinct-driven reptilian core of a brain, a mammalian emotional inner 
layer, and a computing coiled cerebral sheath. May even be true. We are filaments 
spun of the great vast web of creation—creatures risen and rising from swamp, 
slipping back, digging forward, and all the while seeking to prove that we did not 
make a fatal mistake coming up from the oceans and then down from the trees 
hundreds of millennia ago, part of that incomprehensible advance from cosmic 
conception—inert dust bolted electric into organic being, then sentience. 

I’ll make the presumptive judgment that this is fiction of reasonable quality (an excerpt 
from my short novel, Ganoga). Despite all the information therein, it is fiction. It is also 
science. It is also journalism. For that matter, it is also poetry. And so I would hope that 
this excerpt, though it is completely stuffed, absolutely chock-full, of information from 
anthropology, biology, physics, geology, and though it is also essentially a sprawling 
idea, I would hope that Wood and any critic would grant that nevertheless it does work 
well enough novelistically to reveal a significant part of human consciousness and even 
part of what is called the full human condition, that it is a novelistically worthy “effort to 
present and to penetrate human” consciousness and even “emotion in its most private, 
irreducible aspects.” I hope that Wood would agree that this array of objects and 
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information rendered as idea at least begins to satisfy the condition of “discovery,” one 
hallmark that fiction must reach as Wood endeavors to explain (somewhat awkwardly, 
due to unclear metaphors and strange and melodramatic word choice: “facts,” “plaintive 
stalk,” “whisper of conspiracy,” “false bottom”…) at the end of his essay “Julian Barnes 
and the Problem of Knowing Too Much”: 

Narrative must discover. The facts that it “discovers” already exist, of course, but 
great fiction is not daunted by the prior existence of the world. Great fiction 
appears to discover facts by giving us the impression that our reading of the text 
completes the bottom half of a discovery whose plaintive stalk the writer has 
merely uncovered. Fiction should seem to offer itself to the reader’s completion, 
not to the writer’s. This whisper of conspiracy is one of fiction’s necessary 
beauties. Perhaps this illusion of discovery, the uncovering of a world which is 
related to, but not continuous with, the known world, is fiction’s greatest beauty: 
fiction’s false bottom. It cannot be said enough: this is not, as in the fiction of 
Julian Barnes, the false bottom of fact, by which we learn one certainty only to 
have it replaced by another, brighter, or more complicated certainty. It is the false 
bottom of truth, whereby we learn many things, all of them bottomless. Fiction 
must not stroke the known but distress the undiscovered. A literature of fact, of 
knowingness, like Barnes’s, like too much recent English fiction, knows too much 
and speaks too much. But a literature that discovers, that dares to know less, is 
always on the verge of what is not sayable, rather than at the end of what has just 
been said. 

I have not read Barnes so cannot judge if Wood’s critique of the English novelist holds, 
that his writing is too much of a flat statement that does not lend itself to “discoveries” of 
much significance by the reader beyond what the author explicitly lays out, that Barnes 
writing is not in this way intellectually provocative or challenging, and therefore not 
“bright” or “beautiful” or alive, that it does not prove fertile enough to allow, enable, or 
push readers to conceive of much beyond what is rendered upfront by the author, but 
surely Wood is right to stipulate that such co-creative capacity is something to be greatly 
desired in a novel for the sake of inclusion, liveliness, and the opportunity for thought.  

Nevertheless, a recitation of facts that may have little significance beyond itself, beyond 
the facts, has its place even in fiction, for such facts may be valuable or intriguing outside 
of the novel’s world and therefore worth including, if it is possible to do so relatively 
unobtrusively or even excitingly in a story, in passing. Meanwhile the form of fiction at 
its best can be a great summons to our imaginations and other aspects of our minds to 
come alive far beyond simple levels of perception, let alone memorization of fact and 
trivia. Wood rightly emphasizes this crucial aspect of fiction and rightly calls novelists on 
their too frequent failings to craft fiction at this level, but it is nonsensical to note 
generally, as Wood does repeatedly in his essays and books, that such great fiction can be 
engendered mainly by largely fleeing information, fleeing ideas, fleeing the social (let 
alone the political). After all, it is not possible to “discover,” to “uncover” reality by way 
of anything but “the known,” much of which in daily life is information and idea and 
social and public and political—whether particular people or characters are cognizant of 
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this in myriad ways or not. Of course Wood is right that authors must not merely “stroke 
the known,” as he puts it, not solely enjoy neat or intriguing known facts and ideas in and 
of themselves—although it should be emphasized that fiction has every reason to go 
ahead and make lively with what is known—the same holds for criticism, as Alfred 
Kazin remarks in On Native Grounds (1942) Edmund Wilson’s “capacity for exposition 
was such that as he presented it the mere summary of a novel seemed to draw light at 
every point”—as long as the exposition, even if it is something as rudimentary as a list or 
other collection of facts, is always or almost always simultaneously pushing through into 
realms of the unknown, to “discovery,” that key hallmark of great fiction, of great and 
even ordinary thought and experience generally, imaginative or otherwise. There is 
nothing necessarily debilitating in novels, or criticism, making lively with what is known 
largely for its own sake—as sort of running footnotes or, call them, compelling tangent-
notes. Rather, doing so is often a necessary, though never a sufficient condition, of great 
fiction. This is worth emphasizing for its own sake. Additionally, the fact of the matter 
remains that the only way to push through into the unknown is via the known, which 
seems to be a problem for contemporary social novelists not because they use too much 
fact and information and idea and object and politics but because they do not use it well. 
 
Why is this? Why is the known world so often so poorly used? Wood thinks novelists 
should use less information and less social reality and abstraction because such 
phenomena do not function aesthetically in fiction, since they are not closely related to 
the essence and depths of character and the human condition, at least not in revealing 
ways. On contrary, if handled well, selected well, arranged well, and inspired, virtually 
all of the known world can be shown in powerful revelatory relation to the depths of 
character and the human condition as many great epic novelists have shown, the 
Victorian epic writers not least. 
 
So why is the known world so often not handled well, in regard to illuminating character 
and the human condition, as Wood and many others see clearly? For making some claims 
and general statements, it should be useful to look at a couple more examples of social 
fiction weak and strong, excerpts in this case from the important contemporary socio-
political epic novel, Robert Newman’s The Fountain at the Center of the World. As the 
many reviewers note just below, novels don’t get much more social and political than 
Newman’s third novel:  

"It reads like what you'd get if Tom Wolfe clambered inside the head of Noam 
Chomsky -- it elegantly and angrily scorches a lot of earth...the talismanic 'Catch-
22' of the antiglobalization protest movement, the fictional complement to Naomi 
Klein's influential treatise ''No Logo'"—Dwight Garner, The New York Times.  

"War novels need not revel in bloodshed and closely document inhumane horrors 
to be viscerally effective. Nor must they even be about war in the conventional 
shock-and-awe sense. So you could say the best war novel on the shelves now is 
Robert Newman's The Fountain at the Center of the World"–Sam McManis, 
Tacoma Tribune.  
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" … [a] spirited attempt to reconcile the larger forces at work in the world through 
fiction. Could this herald a resuscitation of the English ‘literary political novel’, 
almost dead in the water since the best work of Malcolm Lowry and Graham 
Greene? [Newman] has … taken a rare risk for our mortgage-panic, leather-sofa 
era, to remind us how the personal is political – and vice versa"—Jean McNeil, 
The Independent.  

"The Fountain At The Centre Of The World is perhaps the first novel to really 
explore the human story behind the placard waving and polemics of globalisation 
… it is fiction that tells a truth about a world that is only too real"—The Ecologist.  

"It's like bootleg Chomsky … The Fountain at the Centre of the World is a 
serious and intelligent book. It's a novel that confronts everything that is wrong 
with the world and demands that which is right, and it therefore makes a lot of 
British fiction seem rather tender-minded in comparison"—The Guardian.  

"It is rare to find such a politically engaged novel. There has been plenty of 
fiction that has had a political edge or implications, but this book is much more 
than that. It is openly partisan... uncomfortable reading for advocates of the 
current global set-up"—Nicolai Gentchev, The Socialist Review.  

"Newman has written a big, generous book, filling canisters with facts and 
philosophy from the likes of Noam Chomsky, Greg Palast, Susan George, and 
Bill Hicks, then igniting them with keen observations of everyday life in Mexican 
villages where international factories suck up all the water…in border jails, and 
on police-lined streets. Finally, he hurls them at the shock troops of globalization. 
The troops and everyone else -- Radical Cheerleaders and TV correspondents, 
National Guardsmen and international activists -- are blanketed in a cloud of 
truth-and-laughing gas that stings, burns, and, yes, brings tears"—Suzanne 
Charlé, The American Prospect.  

"After absorbing this tale, you’ll be left with an obvious question. Is globalisation 
our future, or an attack on the human race? Too weighty for you? It shouldn’t be. 
The author’s style and the flowing sense of foreign adventure alone make it a 
good yarn. Learning Spanish to influence a story is real commitment. Incredibly, 
his descriptions create similar feelings to those left by Gabriel Garcia Marquez. 
The story is intricately constructed, told from the heart and definitely worth a go, 
whatever your viewpoint"—Adam Corres, Diverse Books. 

I quote these many brief excerpts from reviews to make the point plain that contrary to 
the impression one easily gets from Wood, Franzen, et al, it turns out to be quite possible, 
as well as desirable, to find and write intensively social and political novels that are not 
only lively but literary, that not only incorporate information and ideas and issues of the 
contemporary world into the overall story but heavily depend upon such objective 
phenomena to plumb the living depths of the human condition—made up in no small part 
of an inseparable mix of internal human awareness and external socio-political reality, 
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the private and the public. I quote all the excerpts to emphasize that it is possible to find 
and write even radically social and political fiction that is as highly affective and 
effective as any great novel, affective and effective to the point that Newman’s novel 
“stings, burns, and brings tears,” that it is “serious and intelligent” rather than “tender-
minded,” that it is “intricately constructed and told from the heart,” that it “really 
explores the human story behind…globalisation,” that it “tells a truth about a world that 
is only too real” and that may make ideologues “uncomfortable,” a novel that is “rare” to 
be so “politically engaged,” far beyond having merely “a political edge or implications,” 
like “plenty of fiction,” that it takes “a rare risk to remind us”—“elegantly and angrily”—
“how the personal is political – and vice versa,” that it is so “viscerally effective,” that it 
is in other words great fiction, greatly revealing of human consciousness and the human 
condition and the world, a social and political novel of justice and injustice that measures 
up to such great epic non-fiction narratives of the previous century as, say, Orwell’s 
Homage to Catalonia and both Mailer’s Armies of the Night and The Executioner’s Song. 

As Howe notes in Politics and the Novel, “a political novel can enrich our sense of 
human experience…it can complicate and humanize our human commitments.” Howe 
remarks not unreasonably that “The criteria for evaluating a political novel must finally 
be the same as those for any other novel: how much of our life does it illuminate? how 
ample a moral vision does it suggest?” He cautions: 

For both the writer and the reader, the political novel provides a particularly 
severe test: politics rakes our passions as nothing else, and whatever we may 
consent to overlook in reading a novel, we react with an almost demonic rapidity 
to a detested political opinion. For the writer the great test is, how much truth can 
he force through the sieve of his opinions? For the reader the great test is, how 
much of that truth can he accept though it jostle his opinions? 

We can apply these standards to a couple excerpts from The Fountain at the Center of the 
World, along with some thoughts on how a novelist might best use “impure matter,” such 
as ideas and information, in a narrative. Howe explains that “once ideas” (and 
information, it might be added), rather than “pure” sensory and emotional experience 

are set to work within the novel they cannot long remain more lumps of 
abstraction. At its best, the political novel generates such intense heat that the 
ideas it appropriates are melted into its movement and fused with the emotions of 
its characters. George Eliot, in one of her letters, speaks of “the severe effort of 
trying to make certain ideas incarnate, as if they had revealed themselves to me 
first in the flesh” 

though of course Eliot does not hesitate to render many other ideas and bits of 
information explicit, as with Tolstoy and many other Victorian greats. Howe continues: 

This is one of the great problems, but also one of the supreme challenges, for the 
political novelist: to make ideas or ideologies come to life, to endow them with 
the capacity for stirring characters into passionate gestures and sacrifices, and 
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even more, to create the illusion that they have a kind of independent motion, so 
that they themselves—those abstract weights of idea or ideology—seem to 
become active characters in the political novel. 

Obvious questions arise. How much information, how many ideas should remain how 
long, as “lumps of abstraction,” rendered explicit, rather than be made “incarnate…in the 
flesh”? Ultimately, it seems to me that any answers must be derived from considerations 
that are both aesthetic and social, and also, perhaps from considerations that are to a 
significant degree an individual matter of taste; whereas, Wood stresses that such 
considerations should basically be made on aesthetic grounds and that social and political 
and informational realms had better be abandoned as much as possible, especially that 
which is lumped in, in an undigested manner of sorts, because all this is taken to conflict 
with focus on character, the development of which best reveals the human condition. 
Then let’s consider these concerns about the nature and potential pitfalls of such novels, 
and of novels in general, finally, in light of examples from Newman’s socio-political 
epic. 

The portrayal, if it can be called that, of a very minor character named Yessica early in 
the novel, is a simple example of what appears to me to be an obvious weakness and is 
emblematic of what Wood rightly decries, the imposition of information in a way that 
destroys narrative flow, that snaps the sense of ongoing novelistic discovery. Exactly four 
paragraphs are devoted to Yessica in a 340 page book, so expectation for character 
development in her regard should be minimal; however, skillful authors can give vivid 
insight into the most extraneous characters in a mere brief phrase, line, sentence, 
anecdote or paragraph, but in the case of Yessica, readers get essentially nothing of her 
character, which is introduced simply as a device to tell readers about the disease Chagas 
(which she dies of), the plot-driving disease that has been contracted by one of the 
novel’s main characters, Evan Hatch. This brief section on Yessica does little more than 
describe the disease. It’s a lump of information dropped in and attached with essentially 
no artistry or character insight at all onto a stick figure named Yessica. There is no 
Yessica—no values, thoughts, views, feelings, nothing internal, but there she is, 
supposedly. Four paragraphs does not an epic make or break but this microscopic failing 
is telling of the problem that the novel has especially in the beginning in trying to melt 
from the inanimate lumpiness of fact and idea into the living flesh, blood and nerves of 
character and the human story. (Ironically, though, as we will see, the very opening of the 
novel has the exact opposite problem; it can be seen to undermine character development 
and dramatic import by providing too little social and political information and 
understanding.) 

The sentence style in The Fountain is not acrobatic for the most part and so in its weakest 
moments the novel reads not as hysterical realism but how-to realism, with a tedious 
connect-the-dots feel, like a manual, an itinerary being checked off, a report skimpy with 
stick figure characters, the lines of dialogue ringing anything but “incarnate.” These are 
some of the comments I wrote alongside the text leading up to page 52 and the report on 
the cause of the death of Yessica where in parts the text reads more like a factel than a 
novel. Wood, I suspect, would scowl (at least cerebrally) at such passages, and perhaps 
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understandably. But then something begins to happen shortly thereafter—the novel 
comes more alive as the worthy but not in-themselves-novelistic lumps of information 
and ideas seem to begin to “melt” and sear and burn “generating intense heat” that “fuses 
with the emotions of the characters” until readers arrive at this remarkable paragraph of 
British corporate propagandist (public relations advisor) Evan Hatch as he clicks through 
a SmartSlide display of international grassroots activists—Kenyans, Indians, 
Kurds…Spanish—to whom he is opposed. Evan Hatch thinks: 

It is a matter of keen regret to us all that whereas our own political beliefs have 
been founded on detached observation to arrive at the logical conclusion of 
common-sense consensus, the beliefs of other people have so obviously been 
molded from some sort of social basis. We have often had occasion to remark 
how views unlike our own are invariably the result of some kind of unhappy 
accident—dusty climate, colonial legacy, historical hangover, religious influence, 
distant mothers, overbearing fathers, sloppy potty-training, class, race, fatty diet, 
haphazard education, excitable fundamentalist temperaments, personality 
disorders, chalky soil, peer pressure, over-exposure to emotionally irresponsible 
propaganda, the sectarian gene, or just plain bad luck. Ah, if only others, we 
think, could detach themselves like we have, and, following our example, 
consider the facts on their merits alone, then they would surely come to the same 
conclusions we have. But alas, we sigh, they cannot; and therein, we conclude, 
lies the central tragedy of human affairs! 

Possibly Newman was channeling James Wood here, and in so doing taking direct aim at 
this blinkered Wood-like mindset. The mix of actual tragedy, comedy, satire and other 
irony in this paragraph is tremendous, as is the bulking and listing of simple information 
that both renders vibrant and colorful and penetrates to the ideological core of the 
psychology of the character of Evan Hatch, and those like him, as well as rendering 
vibrant and colorful and penetrating to the core of the culture and rationalizing mindsets 
of corporate-state capitalism. This is “topicality, relevance, reportage, social 
comment…presentism” that is not preachy “and sidewalk-smarts” at its finest in the 
novel, call it pure psycho-socio novel, or simply social and political novel. This is 
Newman showing that he is a talented storyteller, “cultural ironist,” intellect and 
tragedian who powerfully “noses along the trail of his…love, the social novel.” This is an 
example where “his tone” does not “begin to crack,” where Newman as “the clever 
journalist, the pocket theorist,” never once “peers through” the mindset of the character 
Evan, and certainly “there are readers who will enjoy” this, because it “seems like good 
writing for” as long as anyone might regard it, since it is good writing, great writing 
“reflecting” convincingly the way Even Hatch thinks and “formulates his language. So 
the thinking is” Hatch’s, and it is tragic and comic and not at all “condescending to” 
Hatch, no matter how indicting or humorous, nor is it condescending to the reader but 
enlightening and possibly inspiring—“and this is surely” Newman’s “aim.” Just because 
the most highly acclaimed social novels are often shoddy in their social and political 
aspects does not mean that all socio-political novels cannot work. The solution is not to 
jettison the socio-political elements but to refashion them so that they function 
aesthetically in the novel (as well as function socially, personally, etc.). 
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This passage of Newman’s does deliver “news of the world” in aesthetic form, preserved 
partly raw and also transmuted into character. This is intensely literary and engaging 
socio-political fiction that does not “bounce around in the false zaniness of hysterical 
realism or trudge along in the” ostensibly “easy fidelity of social realism.” This is “the 
aesthetic, the contemplative,” the sort of “novel that tells us” both “’how the world 
works’” and “’how somebody felt about something’ - indeed, how a lot of different 
people felt about a lot of different things (commonly called novels about human beings)” 
in society, in the political world, indeed, “the kind of novel that shows us that human 
consciousness” may well serve as a “Stendhalian mirror” but one that reflects accurately 
and powerfully rather than “helplessly the newly dark” and bright “lights of the age.” The 
Stendhalian mirror is carried down the “road” and aimed at the world, after all, rather 
than being directed solely at people and characters themselves. 

In other words, this passage of Newman’s represents much, if not all, of the novelistic 
world that Wood would prefer be largely gouged out of novels, but this is valuable 
material that must be maintained and mined, which is obvious to many contemporary 
novelists however poorly handled by them. It must be used especially if, as Wood desires 
most of all, human consciousness and condition is to be rendered in whole and the novel 
is therefore given the chance to be made fully aesthetic. Wood apparently would pluck 
out his eyes to spite his ears in the desperate hope that he might escape the awesome 
bucking world and any renditions of it, poor or otherwise. Fortunately, the social cannot 
often be much done without in great fiction, including as appropriate, great bulks and lists 
of information and ideas, sometimes appropriately lumped and otherwise sensibly melted, 
fused and made incarnate, crafted to illuminate the human condition, just as has been 
done since the time of Don Quixote, Robinson Crusoe, and almost any of Balzac’s works, 
etc., or for that matter since the time of The Odyssey, The Satyricon, the great Icelandic 
Sagas, The Praise of Folly, and so on—morally visionary (as Howe emphasizes) and idea 
and information packed epics that contain plenty of novelistic features and other 
marvelous traits of great imaginative social and political narrative. 

Newman’s paragraph on Evan Hatch, which is indicative of the section in which it is 
found and of the overall composition and tenor of the novel, shows that epic social and 
political fiction need not be composed of “curiously arrested books which know a 
thousand different things…but do not know a single human being,” and proves that there 
is nothing at all “wrong with…the novel of social engagement,” or the “conviction to 
bring ‘meaningful news’” of social and political variety to readers. How else to explore 
so much of the human condition? The more intriguing question is, how do so many of the 
most highly praised contemporary epic social novelists so deftly evade conveying well so 
very much of vital social and political import? A question to which we will return. 

“The solution” to crafting great fiction is undoubtedly in part “aesthetic.” It is also largely 
“social, political, economic,” psychological, and more. Successful incorporation of many 
key and pressing elements of contemporary life and consciousness is necessary for 
creating novels that can enter powerfully and uniquely, even indispensably, into the 
ongoing transformations and understandings of reality that can “help us get along,” that 
can even contribute to the effort of trying to save the neck of the entire human species, 
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and bring mighty American and corporate thought and actions at home and abroad into 
more sane and humane and survivable order. “Expecting a novel to bear the weight of our 
whole disturbed society—to help solve our contemporary problems” may seem to 
Franzen “to be a peculiarly American delusion” but in reasonable formulation it did not 
and does not seem so to the great critic Edmund Wilson or to great artists of all times 
(least of all that of great religious artists—which Wood, for one, must know more than a 
little something about—great artists secular and religious whose influence extends to 
today). To seek refuge in a mystical “authenticity” of “sentences” and a largely asocial 
notion of aesthetics sounds a lot like escapist fantasy and despair or paranoid and near 
hysteric revulsion regarding not only social engagement and illumination but fully human 
interaction and insight itself. Such abdication is non-sensical and can only serve to 
dispirit and depress contemporary fiction, to the extent that such thinking is not simply 
ignored as broadly debilitating. 

In American Social Fiction (1964), Michael Millgate asserts: 

In the last analysis, what we ask of the social novelist is not so much that he 
should reflect our view of society, but that he should make us see society his 
way…[and that such novelists] look beyond [the national experience] to the 
universal human experience of which it is inevitably a part…. In admiring the 
novels of George Eliot, we need to remember that what seems to us the accuracy 
of her social observation is in some degree an indication of her greatness as a 
novelist, of her power to make us accept the image of society she presents. It 
matters little whether or not William Faulkner’s novels give an “accurate” picture 
of the South; what matters supremely is that Faulkner presents his South, the 
world of Yoknapatawpha County, solidly and vividly, both as a setting and as a 
conditioning environment…. 

Of course, in the equally difficult case of novels of social realism “it matters” greatly 
“whether or not,” say, Newman presents an accurate and lively picture of the global south 
and north (in his novel concerning “globalization”), as well as an accurate and lively 
picture of key mindsets, lives and conditions therein, just as much as it matters that “in 
the last analysis…the social novelist…should make us see society his way…” so that we 
may compare it to our own sight and way of seeing and then think and react as we would 
to any fresh experience, perhaps modifying or questioning our own views or the nature of 
the reality and consciousness presented. And of course it matters very much that great 
novelists “look beyond” the national experience “to the universal human experience of 
which it” and we are “inevitably a part….” This can’t be done in epic fashion without 
deep, considered and informationally accurate immersion in the “political, social, and 
economic aspects” of life. 

Not quite halfway through The Fountain at the Center of the World, readers may sense 
the presence, if they have not already, of a strikingly vital consciousness: 

In 1886 a single, wacky U.S. Supreme Court case (Santa Clara County v. 
Southern Pacific Railroad) decided for all time that a private corporation was a 
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natural person. And as modern corporations became transnational they soon 
enjoyed “the legal right of persons” worldwide. Or rather, what used to be the 
rights of persons before corporations had them as well. 
 
It is to the great and eternal shame of so-called humanity, however, that for so 
long corporations were seen as no more than objects of use. Having suffered years 
of abuse and cruel denial of their civil liberties before 1886, we can perhaps 
understand the modern corporation if he (or she) is still furious and insistent on 
getting his (or her) proper respect. And if this means that people now have to fit 
into a world made by and for these easily offended minorities…well, now we 
know what it feels like. To our credit, conscientious human legislators (acting for 
us all, impelled by our collective guilt) have done their level best to set right this 
historic injustice. 

Old habits, however, persist. Even in the workplace there is still the bacteria of 
human contact, of company-time chatter and office friendships—even here where 
it should be clear who has the legal right of persons and who has not. (And this 
despite the best efforts of newsreaders reporting the tragic waste of “man-hours,” 
which costs billions each year.) Thus it was that Rosa, who worked in the 
Nahualhuas Tel-Mex caseta telefónica had been phoning her friend Yolanda on 
the free, op-to-op switchboard line ever since she first heard Oscar had been 
murdered [by (Mexican) state police acting on behalf of corporate interests]. 

Again, the social and political satire here, along with the direct history and sociology are 
crucial to exploring and creating human consciousness and examining a significant part 
of the contemporary human condition—the often murderous legal, historical, social, and 
personal assault that the rise of the undemocratic and anti-democratic corporate structure 
brings against much of humanity and specifically against these characters, Oscar, Rosa, 
Yolanda and many others in the novel who are quite conscious of what is being done to 
them. They are conscious largely because they have to be to protect themselves and their 
families and then also to actively engage in fighting back and in otherwise working for 
change. This is great writing, great art, great satire, as far as it goes, lively and deeply 
social engaged, and important in ways that Edmund Wilson and scores of other critics 
and novelists have understood fiction to be effective, as a living, enlightening and 
influential mode of knowledge and experience. 

Though an otherwise accomplished and urgent novel, much of The Fountain at the 
Center of the World exists in a sort of nether region between character and setting with a 
mild sort of action-adventure feel that weakens the novel. If the novel had focused on 
intensely evoking character within setting or minutely exploring setting around character 
or gone into exceptional action thriller mode the experience likely would have been more 
distinct. As it is, the novel flits around, sometimes evoking setting and milieu 
wonderfully—particularly but not only in the impressionistic fourth and final part of the 
book, the Seattle WTO protest section. Other times, the novel conjures up characters 
marvelously, often but not only in the case of the tragi-comic and pitiful Evan Hatch 
wherever he goes—London, Tamaulipas Mexico, Seattle. Still other times the basic plot 
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actions, events, and dialogic moments are gripping. A fourth distinct strength is a 
compelling authorial and narrative voice that asserts itself periodically throughout. 

Unfortunately these four types of strong effects are watered down by what feels like in 
comparison, filler—filler characters, filler conversations, filler actions, filler descriptions 
that seem merely sketched or patched in and fail to convince or impress. The structural 
source (though not necessarily the only source) of these weaknesses are the distractions 
imposed on the novel by a needlessly complex plot. Whether the elaborate plot seems too 
real or too fantastic misses the point that it is greatly irrelevant to the main aesthetic and 
substantive focus. As the Odyssey shows, it is enough in an epic to have a single main 
character (though other epics easily support several dominant characters). The epic that is 
The Fountain has three main characters and can only support two: Evan and Chano. 
Having been adopted from Mexico as an infant, British corporate public relations flak 
Evan Hatch travels to northern Mexico to seek his brother Chano Salgado in the hope of 
getting the bone marrow he thinks he needs to combat a serious illness. “Upon Evan's 
arrival in Mexico, the action,” Dwight Garner of The New York Times notes, “grows 
almost absurdly complicated.” As Ian Samson in The Guardian notes concisely: 

To summarise a plot that swings long and hard between the symbolic and the 
naturalistic: Chano Salgado is a Mexican political dissident; his wife has been 
shot in the head by armed militia for having had the temerity to attend a political 
meeting; he is persuaded to blow up a big corporation's pipelines that are sucking 
the local groundwater dry; his young son Daniel has disappeared; on the run, 
Chano miraculously meets up with his long-lost brother Evan Hatch, who is a PR 
executive advising the very corporations that are ensuring Chano's continuing 
oppression.  

Evan is dying of a beetle-borne disease called chagas, and has travelled to Mexico 
in search of a bone-marrow match with his brother. Daniel and Chano and Evan 
all end up at the WTO protests in Seattle. The book is about power and 
powerlessness, about Latin America and North America, and about evil, harm, 
suffering and pain. 

The structure of the novel—facilitating the conflict, interest, and drama of character, 
society, and theme—is set up to be most fertile within and between the brothers Chano 
and Evan, one poor and oppressed, the other rich and oppressive (to be simplistic but 
telling), and both highly politically conscious, made different, separate, and opposed not 
by accident of birth but by accident of adoption. Unfortunately this structurally intense 
focus and sharp clash is diluted by the many plot gyrations and distractions imposed by 
the epic-in-itself story of Chano’s son Daniel who has also been separated from Chano 
since infancy, but when the novel stays focused and goes deep into the vital exposition 
and interplay of Chano and Evan—spanning oceans, continents, peoples, classes, 
cultures, economies, politics, ideas and various archetypal themes in the process, 
providing all the epic range needed—then the novel finds its most vibrant reality. In this 
regard, The Fountain at the Center of the World seems to me to be one of the more 
crucial novels of recent times, a novel that mainstream publishers spurned, because, as 
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noted by Richard Nash of Soft Skull Press, the novel’s U.S. publisher, “big corporate 
publishers [acted] like big corporate publishers,” rejecting the novel on ideological 
grounds, sometimes by way of “five-page, single-spaced screeds about the book's 
politics,” Suzanne Charlé reports in The American Prospect. 

Despite the novel’s strengths, it seems that much could have been done to improve it 
aesthetically. Daniel and his story, much of which reads as perfunctory, could have been 
developed and sectioned off into its own book within the epic, or used as a stand-alone 
work. Evan and Chano could have been developed far more, separately, contrapuntally, 
and in fuller interaction with one another. As it is, Newman draws these two back—
almost, it seems, fearfully—from much progression and interaction regarding Evan’s 
disease, their brotherhood, their politics, their various states of exile, and their modes and 
capacities for wielding various sorts of power. These are large missed opportunities, 
given that the novel is most heartfelt, intelligent and rich in experience and idea when 
these two get together or the novel otherwise expands upon who they are individually in 
relation to the public, power, society. The heart of the story and the potential of revelation 
for much more of contemporary reality and consciousness lies within and between these 
brothers of worlds both greatly alien and antagonistic and greatly connected and 
interdependent one upon the other. 

Though the occasional frenzy of plot seems to be a vestige of “hysterical realism,” and 
though a number of stretches of action-adventure unspool in a consciousness regrettably 
thin and flat, Newman’s novel elsewhere, especially when fully embodied in its socio-
political, cultural, economic modes, solves most of the problems that, as Wood has 
demonstrated, typically eviscerate socially ambitious contemporary novels. In large part, 
The Fountain is a novel that succeeds in stretching far outside the greatly limited, 
hardened genre of hysterical realism. Wood states that: 

one’s objections [to hysterical realism] should be made not at the level of 
verisimilitude but at the level of morality: this [frenetic, acrobatic, crazily 
tangential, insanely exuberant—that is, “hysterical”] style of writing is not to be 
faulted because it lacks reality—the usual charge—but because it seems evasive 
of reality while borrowing from realism itself. It is not a cock-up but a cover-
up…. These books share a bonhomous, punning, traveling serenity of spirit…[as 
does even DeLillo’s] Underworld, the darkest of these books.… Their mode of 
narration seems to be almost incompatible with tragedy or anguish… Bright lights 
are taken as evidence of habitation… The existence of vitality is mistaken for the 
drama of vitality. 

These charges do not stick to much of The Fountain, apart from the excessive distracting 
plot dynamics. At the sentence level, Newman’s writing is usually quite simply put, and 
when occasionally not, it seems as if Newman sometimes gets charged up when the 
meaning of the sentences becomes strong and biting in revealing a moral point. Thus, the 
writing when it gets excited is not evasive—there is usually something especially 
substantive there, unlike, quite the opposite of, typical hysterical realism, of which Wood 
wonders: “What are these busy stories and substories evading?” It seems to me these 
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authors are evading much the thing Wood himself would have them evade: the world, 
that is, much of the most crucial elements of the world that control and shape our lives, 
our consciousnesses, our conditions. What could possibly compel ambitious authors to 
evade such dramatic and vital phenomena? A too often apolitical or anti-political culture, 
for one—including the threat, stated or not, of “big corporate publishers acting like big 
corporate publishers,” and rejecting novels on ideological grounds, sometimes by way of 
“five-page, single-spaced screeds about the politics” but more often by polite demurrals, 
or an offering of tepid doubts about the appropriateness of form, or simple silence that 
results in denial of publication or publicity—not a very attractive possibility to the most 
ambitious fiction writers, as Jonathan Franzen for one makes clear in his personal 
ruminations. 

In Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said notes that “Herbert Schiller’s most recent 
study, Culture, Inc.: The Corporate Takeover of Public Expression, descries how it is that 
all departments of culture, not just news broadcasting, have been invaded by or enclosed 
within an ever-expanding but small circle of privately held corporations.” This is 
common knowledge. What image of themselves through their products do corporations 
frequently try to project if not essentially what Wood justly accuses fictive hysterical 
realism of projecting?: “all shiny externality,” even though it may well be known to be “a 
caricature”—also, “an excess of storytelling…the contemporary” read, corporate “way of 
shrouding, in majesty, a lack; it is the Sun King principle,” an attempt to obscure the 
reality of the Emperor with No Clothes. “That lack is the human.” Thus, in large part the 
big ambitious social novel of today is a rather typical and quintessential corporate 
product, the majestic lack that Wood feels and partly comprehends. 

The Fountain at the Center of the World largely cuts directly through any majestic shiny 
externality by simply dispensing with it to powerfully and appropriately blister that 
reality, the Evan Hatch corporate reality, one of the very central “realities” of today—a 
realm that Robert Newman knows inside out, having himself for a time been a star in the 
corporate world, impacting at least English culture not inconsiderably through prominent 
comedy series on radio, television and projects on video, before consciously turning away 
from even higher ascension in the corporate world, and moving on to writing serious 
novels (however comic), culminating in currently in his socially and politically ambitious 
epic that transcends hysterical realism and elevates the achievement of the contemporary 
social novel. For dispatching hysterical realism and moving into a considerably more 
novelistic realism, and lifting readers to some of the more compelling and important 
comic and tragic heights that fiction can reach, socio-political fiction not least, one need 
look no farther than the very opening of the novel, which serves as an example of how 
simple, yet wholly substantial and engaging, such fiction can be—how lively and 
scathing—with roots driving deep into understated and instantaneous comedy, tragedy, 
and moral critique, not to mention the deft novelistic quality of characterization that 
Wood so highly and reasonably values: 

Evan Hatch is listening to the radio in his kitchen. He is standing in an azure 
cotton shirt and blue silk tie. He likes to be dressed before he has breakfast. The 

 37



white coffee cup hangs in midair. He is listening the way a piano teachers listens 
to her pupil play a nocturne. 

Evan knows this story because he’s read it in the original. It’s the one where all 
your preconceived ideas about a Colombian ruling elite turn out to be very wrong. 
It’s the one where the president’s in strategy meetings with the British 
government (joint ventures, shared concerns, acting together), where he’s asking 
the drug tsar for help against the narco-traffickers and the death squads. 

He has his coat on and stands holding keys and case, still waiting for the story to 
end. He jingles the keys in his hand. The acoustics in his flat are like they are 
when you first move into a new place before you’ve unpacked the boxes. 

It’s the story that ends when Reporter asks Defence Minister why for God’s sake 
Britain doesn’t increase military aid to Columbia. 

A possible problem with this opening is that it cannot be understood by readers who do 
not understand some basic facts about the world currently (or are ideologically set against 
understanding, as are, all too often, writers in the frequently politically retrograde New 
Republic, for example), in this case the basic facts about the Colombian elite, the British 
elite, and the relationship between them. With the employment of some basic technical 
skill, there is no aesthetic reason why Newman could not provide pithy background 
information before or within the scene, the sort of thing he does well occasionally 
elsewhere in the novel. In fact such background would seem to be a requirement if 
Newman intends the novel to be widely popular, let alone educational, and therefore all 
the more politic. Again, there is no aesthetic problem with incorporating such 
background, as long as the author takes care to meet necessary aesthetic standards, a 
process that presents further substantive and aesthetic opportunity, which, handled well, 
cannot help but expand and enhance the already considerable accomplishments of the 
scene and novel. 

If anything, aesthetic problems often arise from giving too little social and political 
knowledge in this novel and many others. In the opening scene, readers have to assume 
that by president, Newman means the president of Columbia (an American audience 
especially may assume, especially at first glance, that Newman means the U.S. president, 
and may not even know Columbia has a president rather than say a prime minister or a 
ruling general, or other dictator). And it would be rather easy after writing “all your 
preconceived ideas about a Colombian ruling elite turn out to be very wrong” to simply 
use a lively list to portray some of the possible preconceived ideas that happen to be fact, 
such as the fact that Columbian ruling elites both governmental and financial have long 
allied themselves with narco-traffickers and death squads and other forces of violent 
oppression, including elements of the Columbian police and the Columbian military, 
which Britain and the U.S. have been allied with for years, as studied and concluded by 
many scholars and human rights organizations, and here noted by Noam Chomsky in Z 
Magazine, “The Columbia Plan: April 2000”: 
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Each year, some 300,000 new refugees are driven from their homes [in 
Colombia], with a death toll of about 3,000 and many horrible massacres. The 
great majority of atrocities are attributed to the paramilitary forces that are closely 
linked to the military as documented in detail once again in February 2000 by 
Human Rights Watch, and in April 2000 by a UN study… Through the 1990s 
Colombia has been the leading recipient of U.S. military aid in Latin America, 
and also compiled the worst human rights record, in conformity with a well-
established correlation. 

By way of direct narration or other character perspective, or simply by way of Hatch 
himself (since corporate operatives by reading independent media can lift and distort their 
rhetoric and knowledge both), Newman could drop such information dramatically, 
skillfully into the opening of the novel causing the aesthetic and affective impact of the 
scene to likely to rise a good bit, in intelligibility and intelligence both. Corporate editors 
who write political screeds or go mute or otherwise dismiss such work would disparage 
the contents and the aesthetics, as would James Wood apparently, regarding the aesthetics 
at least, but on what grounds? There is no necessary aesthetic problem in this opening 
that Wood typically objects to—quite the opposite—nothing “hysterical” or “lacking” or 
“cocked-up or covered-up” or falsely “bonhomous, punning” or “serene,” nothing 
“incompatible with tragedy or anguish”—far from it—no “spectacle,” no “false zaniness” 
nor “easy fidelity” to anything that lowers the aesthetic quality. And obviously such 
socio-political narrative has a lot to offer about “’how the world works’ and ‘how 
somebody felt about something’ - indeed, how a lot of different people felt about a lot of 
different things,” including how entire classes and other segments of various populations 
feel and perceive, motivate and calculate “(these are commonly called novels about 
human beings)” where “a space…opens…for the kind of novel that shows us that human 
consciousness” is marvelously adequate to the task of understanding and dramatizing 
powerfully and aesthetically, and importantly, how very much of the world works and 
how variously wondrous and astounding (in ways both inspiring and devastating) are the 
hearts and minds of the many people in this wide world. Such novels of social and 
political emphasis are important and inspiring to read.  

Integrating a great amount of social and political reality into fiction is so obviously 
potentially invigorating (personally, socially, aesthetically, politically…) that it is hardly 
worth pointing out, let alone explaining at great length, except for the ideological 
fixation, the often religiously apolitical or retrograde mindset of otherwise perceptive 
critics and much of the intellectual culture and corporate culture not least. Robert 
Newman’s The Fountain at the Center of the World is a strong example of a fruitful step 
forward in the creation of badly needed social and political imaginative narrative 
discourse. Much more by way of criticism could be expanded on in regard to Newman’s 
continent-crossing epic (and political fiction and criticism in general)—by way of 
Edward Said not least. Throughout the course of his incredibly valuable literary and 
political efforts, Edward Said explored in great detail the “urgent conjunction of art and 
politics” and how “crossing borders” of diverse kinds, including genre, “as well as the 
representative deprivations and exhilarations of migration has become a major theme in 
the art of the post-colonial era”:  
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Much of what was so exciting for four decades about Western modernism and its 
aftermath—in, say, the elaborate interpretative strategies of critical theory or the 
self-consciousness of literary and musical forms—seems almost quaintly abstract, 
desperately Eurocentric today. More reliable now are the reports from the front 
line where struggles are being fought between domestic tyrants and idealist 
oppositions, hybrid combinations of realism and fantasy, cartographic and 
archeological descriptions, explorations in mixed forms (essay, video or film, 
photograph, memoir, story, aphorism) of unhoused exilic experiences. 

The major task, then, is to match the new economic and socio-political 
dislocations and configurations of our time with the startling realities of human 
interdependence on a world scale…. 

The fact is, we are mixed in with one another in ways that most national systems 
of education have not dreamed of. To match knowledge in the arts and sciences 
with these integrative realities is, I believe, the intellectual and cultural challenge 
of the moment…. 

Surely it is one of the unhappiest characteristics of the age to have produced more 
refugees, migrants, displaced persons, and exiles than ever before in history, most 
of them as an accompaniment to and, ironically enough, as afterthoughts of great 
post-colonial and imperial conflicts.  

The émigré consciousness—a mind of winter, in Wallace Steven’s phrase—
discovers in its marginality that ‘a gaze averted from the beaten track, a hatred of 
brutality, a search for fresh concepts not yet encompassed by the general pattern, 
is the last hope for thought’. 

Furthermore, “The modern history of literary study has been bound up with the 
development of cultural nationalism, whose aim was first to distinguish the national 
canon, then to maintain its eminence, authority, and aesthetic autonomy,” so that today 
more than ever, Said argues, crossing borders in geography, ideology, culture, genre, etc., 
is of paramount importance to counter the myths, the narrative frauds, often generated by 
a dominating inegalitarian and unjust system of rule, where there has been and remains: 

an absolute requirement for the Western system of ideology that a vast gulf be 
established between the [ostensibly] civilized West, with its traditional 
commitment to human dignity, liberty, and self-determination, and the [supposed] 
barbaric brutality of those who for some reason—perhaps defective genes—fail to 
appreciate the depth of this historic commitment, so well revealed by America’s 
Asian wars, for example. 

The scathing, appropriate nature of Said’s remarks correlates with Newman’s sharp 
words at various points in the novel, such as in the opening—“when Reporter asks 
Defence Minister why for God’s sake Britain doesn’t increase military aid to 
Columbia”—and though Newman’s and Said’s passages are found in what are thought of 
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as different genres they are both well placed, both aesthetically and affectively powerful, 
full of insight, reflecting and encapsulating useful compelling experience. I think Wood is 
correct that hysterical realism cannot make nearly the same claim, that the dominant 
nature of the most highly acclaimed social novels today do not measure up to these 
standards of Said and Newman, which are among the highest, most professional 
standards of  contemporary thought, experience, intelligence, and art, revealing some of 
the most vital elements of human consciousness and culture. Authors have to be willing 
to cross certain perhaps difficult borders to get there—national, informational, cultural, 
political—borders put up directly and indirectly by various corporate, academic, 
governmental, social and cultural ideologies, structures and powers: 

It is no exaggeration to say that liberation as an intellectual mission, born in the 
resistance and opposition to the confinements and ravages of imperialism, has 
now shifted from the settled, established, and domesticated dynamics of culture to 
its unhoused, decentered, and exilic energies, energies whose incarnation today is 
the migrant, and whose consciousness is that of the intellectual and artist in exile, 
the political figure between domains, between forms, between homes, and 
between languages. From this perspective then all things are indeed “counter, 
original, spare, strange” [Gerard Manley Hopkins]. From this perspective also, 
one can see “the complete consort dancing together” contrapuntally… 

an exciting, even fascinating, and needed prospect. Reviewing The Fountain at the 
Center of the World in The Texas Observer, Karen Olsson notes that in Politics and the 
Novel Irving Howe observes a similar “contrapuntal,” transgressive dynamic in political 
novels:  

Because it exposes the impersonal claims of ideology to the pressures of private 
emotion, the political novel must always be in a state of internal warfare…. The 
political novelist…establishes a complex system of intellectual movements, in 
which his own opinion is one of the most active yet not entirely dominating 
movers. 

In relation to The Fountain at the Center of the World, Olsson adds: 

A political novel whose lines are drawn too starkly—say, one in which the 
characters the novelist agrees with are sympathetic and their political opponents 
unsympathetic—would be tiresome. Newman has for the most part avoided that 
trap, though it’s never in doubt which side he’s on. He allows ideology to hit up 
against its opposition and its own failings. 

Howe continues where Olsson left off: 

Are we not close here to one of the “secrets” of the novel in general?—I mean the 
vast respect which the great novelist is ready to offer to the whole idea of 
opposition, the opposition he needs to allow for in his book against his own 
predispositions and yearnings and fantasies. 
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Even Hatch meets Chano Salgado, and crosses borders to do so. Chano Salgado meets 
international businessmen in Seattle, and crosses borders to do so. Country meets city, 
poverty meets wealth—the so often politically opposed and humanly bound. There can 
scarcely be a more structurally sound set-up (aesthetic basis) or a more political set-up for 
a novel. Thus, both Irving Howe’s Politics and the Novel and Edward Said’s powerful 
and important critique in Culture and Imperialism seem particularly useful in relation to 
Robert Newman’s political fiction and other such narratives. Nowhere is it apparent that 
James Wood or Jonathan Franzen has a better or even equivalent understanding of what 
is crucially to be found lacking in the ambitious contemporary social and political novel. 
“Moral responsibilities” along with aesthetic responsibilities are of great concern, but to 
simply invoke the past achievements of the traditional genre of the novel, its Victorian 
heights and character-centered demands, is insufficient given the great diversity of such 
fiction (some of which also represents a type of hysterical realism, parts of Dostoievsky 
perhaps most notably), just as insufficient, Said notes, as relying too heavily on the 
modernist and postmodernist approaches to the novel with which the genre continues to 
struggle. Besides that, we live in another era, though deeply connected to the past. 

Calling for less information, especially in social and political novels, about how the 
world works also seems to me to be a grave mistake, as I’ve demonstrated. The need for 
such material in novels seems to me to be greater than ever, and so it may be beneficial to 
reconsider some roots deeper than Victorian times of contemporary novels, as does 
Lennard J. Davis in “A Social History of Fact and Fiction” (found in Literature and 
Society (1980), edited by Edward Said). Davis quotes Harry Levin’s remark that “Fiction 
approximates truth, not by concealing but by exposing artifice.” It may, at least—
exposing such artifice as (Noam Chomsky suggests) the “endless webs of deceit” 
propagated by powerful myth makers that serve to confuse the public (and of course 
individuals within the public) not infrequently causing them to act against their own 
values and interests. On factual issues, good independent journalism and study, research, 
are most useful for clarifying matters. Such knowledge may then be well incorporated—
must be increasingly, I argue—into socio-political novels, at least and especially, to most 
fully reveal human condition and consciousness, to most powerfully, rewardingly, 
insightfully narrate particular dramatic situations. The novel has long used information 
for such vital purposes, as Davis has shown: 

In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century…the word novel seems to have 
been used interchangeably with the word news—and both were applied freely to 
writings about true or fictional events… [although by the eighteenth-century] 
what we have seen is that the novel, at least in semantic terms, seems to have 
moved from a parity with journalism to a separate identity as a fictional 
work…[yet] the primacy of centrality of language as representation in eighteenth-
century novels [such as Robinson Crusoe]  shows us how fictional narrative is 
actually part of powerful discourse associated with journalism…transcribing 
reality into language…with the aim of increasing the number of those privy to 
information, of creating political ideologies, and of embodying social 
consciousness in the printed word. The nexus between news and novels is a 
powerful one because it allows us to see that fictional narratives, by participating 
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in a journalistic discourse, are also parts of an information-disseminating system 
that is by definition social. Raymond Williams has aptly referred to literature as 
social language and social practice—and I think by showing that novels were part 
of the journalistic discourse, we can add dimensions to the concept of ‘social 
language.’ 

For the eighteenth-century novelists the factual side of public things was not 
entirely outside their realm of interest. With the advent of the category of the 
purely fictional and its antithetical category of the purely factual—a division our 
modern world acknowledges and relies upon—has also come a weakening and an 
isolation to the novelistic discourse. Fiction is now perceived for the most part as 
a separate and specialized discourse that has been canonized and valorized as 
aesthetic, and therefore removed from the world of public events. Even those 
contemporary novelists who oppose this limitation are working against a general 
and widely accepted view of fiction. Novels still report on the ideologies of our 
cultural moment, but they are treated as being part of a discourse that is no longer 
immanent, no longer energized as is news by its continual impingement on the 
world of things… This is all the more ironic when we consider that before 1725 
the literary and the journalistic elements of newspapers were virtually 
indistinguishable, serialized novels resting cheek by jowl with fabricated news 
stories, invented biographies, and the details of continental wars. The price we 
have paid for pure fiction is that now novels are regarded as supplementary, and 
authors who openly profess to be writing fictions are treated as people who are in 
a major sense not telling the truth. 

There is no reason, aesthetic or otherwise (and in any event, no total possibility) for 
novels to consist of “pure fiction,” devoid of factual or journalistic discourse, a mode of 
non-fiction literature which—as Tom Wolfe famously showed in The New Journalism 
(1973)—has long since reached lofty aesthetic heights and real power, often quite 
novelistic in manner. Despite Wolfe’s weaknesses as novelist, which Wood ably 
documents, in The New Journalism he makes important observations and claims that by 
at least the latter half of the twentieth century: 

the most serious, ambitious and, presumably, talented novelists had abandoned 
the richest terrain of the novel: namely, society, the social tableau, manners and 
morals, the whole business of ‘the way we live now,’ in Trollope’s phrase. There 
is no novelist who will be remembered as the novelist who captured the Sixties in 
America, or even in New York, in the sense that Thackeray was the chronicler of 
London in the 1840’s and Balzac was the chronicler of Paris and all of France 
after the fall of the Empire. Balzac prided himself on being ‘the secretary of 
French society.’ Most serious American novelists would rather cut their wrists 
than be known as the ‘secretary of American society,’ and not merely because of 
ideological considerations. With fable, myth and the sacred office to think about – 
who wants such a menial role? 
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That was marvelous for journalists – I can tell you that. The Sixties was one of the 
most extraordinary decades in American history in terms of manners and 
morals… 

and “in terms of” larger social and political issues as well, which Wolfe apparently does 
not largely grasp, or with which he otherwise refuses to much involve the novel. But his 
point, as far as it goes, is important. He notes that historically: 

Novelists routinely accepted the unpleasant task of doing reporting, legwork, 
‘digging,’ in order to get it just right. That was part of the process of writing 
novels. Dickens travels to three towns in Yorkshire using a false name and 
pretending to be looking for a school for the son of a widowed friend – in order to 
get inside the notorious Yorkshire boarding schools to gather material for 
Nicholas Nickleby. 

Social realists like Dickens and Balzac seemed so often to delight in realism pure 
and simple that it was held against them throughout their careers. Neither was 
regarded as a literary artist in his own lifetime (Balzac was not even invited into 
the French Academy). 

Wolfe goes on and continues to emphasize that as far as he is concerned the more realism 
in art the better, whereas I agree more with Rebecca West’s comment regarding realism 
in art that “one of the damn thing is ample.” Nevertheless, as I demonstrated in regard to 
Franzen’s work and even in regard to some of Newman’s novel, too little fact and 
information can seriously limit or undermine what might otherwise be adequate or more 
highly compelling and beneficial fiction—on grounds socio-political, aesthetic, private, 
personal and otherwise.  

Serving as a chronicler of Paris or London, or New York or Washington D.C., or Rio de 
Janeiro, Abuja, or Jakarta is no doubt an important task for both non-fiction and fiction, if 
well done—especially if emphasizing in fiction, as Wood urges, the role of character and 
human consciousness, and doing so, to my tastes, by getting at reality to a significant 
extent via some manner other than wholesale realism. Yet a task that is in every way 
complimentary to this one, and even more important and more compelling, in my view, is 
accounting for some major movements and other elements of the “world” (not necessarily 
mainly or even much geographically) in ways that reveal an understanding of the 
extraordinarily great quantities and types of social injustice—and the growing threat to 
life everywhere—and the observed and imagined consciousnesses and conditions of 
countering such inhumanity. This does involve quite a bit of research or investigative 
journalism—no matter the mode, realistic or fantastic, of the eventual imaginative work. 

It may seem that hysterical realists are greatly concerned with conveying much socio-
political information and insight in key relation to exploring human conditions and 
consciousness but as I’ve touched on here and have explained in more detail in another 
essay, “Fiction and Social Change,” this is largely not the case. Rather, today’s hysterical 
realists are the highly acclaimed remnants and descendants of Joseph Heller, Thomas 
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Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., John Barth and others, those who have written, what was at 
least once called, “black humor,” of which Robert Alter makes telling observations in 
“History and the New American Novel” (1975)—in Motives for Fiction (1984)—to a 
degree that in part not only foreshadow but surpass Wood’s critique of today’s hysterical 
realism: 

If much of this fiction has been obsessed with the war and the terrible revelation 
of the nature of history embodied in the war, the writers, following the general 
logic of obsessions, have addressed themselves more to the materials of recurrent 
fantasy than to their ostensibly objective referents. What I am suggesting is that 
these novelists, even (or perhaps especially) when their surface details are most 
insistently historical, have been concerned with something very different from 
history. Indeed, one frequently finds their adversary impulse toward 
contemporary reality accompanied by a predisposition to dismiss it impatiently, 
not to bother with imagining it in any complex way. This quality was shrewdly 
observed a number of years ago by Burton Feldman in a trenchant critique of 
black humor (Dissent, March-April 1968): “For all the violence of its assault on 
American culture, black Humor gives no sense that this enemy is worth attacking. 
It is only there, a middle-class moonscape; and then Black Humor slips off into 
fantasy and parody.” 

“Middle-class moonscape” is an apt description of the America evoked in the 
fiction of Kurt Vonnegut, where outraged social criticism, sentimental moralism, 
and science-fiction fantasy form a piquant if not altogether credible ménage a 
trios. The case of Vonnegut is an instructive one because the comic-strip clarity of 
his novels lucidly illustrates a conception of history largely shared by Pynchon 
and Barth, though perhaps partly camouflaged through the complicated 
elaboration of design in their more ambitious work. Vonnegut’s stylistic, 
structural, and psychological simplicity, coupled with a genuine verve of narrative 
inventiveness, makes him the most easily accessible of these writers and thus the 
most widely read. I would attribute at least some of his popularity, however, to 
the need of many readers over the past decade for a novelist who could write 
away history while seeming to write about it. 

Despite the weaknesses and limitations of Newman’s The Fountain, his geo-political epic 
essentially avoids nearly all the weaknesses perceptively and clearly detailed here by 
Alter. Like today’s hysterical realists, their predecessors, “Pynchon, Barth, Barthelme, 
and Vonnegut…finally [do not take] history very seriously,” Alter concludes, “despite 
the overwhelming density of actual historical detail in the [novels].” Consequently: 

If the end of history is at hand, historical time being only a welter of statistical 
events, without causal links, all bent on destruction, there is no objective ground 
for narrative structure; calculated formal design must substitute for anything like 
development in the novel; and perhaps most critical, there are no criteria for 
selectivity in the novelist’s shuttle between history and invention… 
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which often results today in the “Hysterical Realism,” as Wood notes in his aptly titled 
essay "Human, All Too Inhuman" of work like that of Zadie Smith, “who does not lack 
for powers of invention. The problem is there is too much of it” creating such a welter of 
details that “as realism, it is incredible; as satire, it is cartoonish; as cartoon, it is too 
realistic; and anyway, we are not led toward…consciousness…” but instead are deluged 
in a sort of haphazard narrative schizophrenia that “is all shiny externality,” the too-often 
shallow or chaotic or boring juvenilia that Alter finds in Pynchon, et al, and that Wood 
notes of a passage in Smith’s White Teeth, which: 

might stand, microcosmically, for her novel’s larger dilemma of storytelling: on 
its own, almost any of these details (except perhaps the detail about passing the 
shit and piss through the cat-flap) might be persuasive. Together, they vandalize 
each other: the Presbyterian dipsomaniacs and the Mormon aunt make impossible 
the reality of the fanatical Muslim. 

In a remarkably similar observation almost thirty years prior, Robert Alter notes that 
Pynchon’s highly acclaimed novel Gravity’s Rainbow is also greatly marred, because: 

If history is no longer a realm of concatenation, if there are no necessary 
connections among discrete events and no possibility of a hierarchy of materials 
ranged along some scale of significance, any associative chain of fantasies, any 
crotchety hobbyistic interest, any technical fascination with the rendering of odd 
trivia, can be pursued by the novelist as legitimately as the movement of 
supposedly “significant” actions. The end of history [in novels], in other words, is 
a writer’s license for self-indulgence, and Pynchon utilizes that license for page 
after dreary page of Gravity’s Rainbow as he describes at incredible length 
varieties of turds in a sewer, varieties of revolting wine-jelly candies in a British 
cupboard, varieties of bizarre sexual combinations in a very long daisy-chain, and 
so forth. 

The lack of selectivity leads to local flaws; the unwillingness to make differential 
judgments about historical events results in a larger inadequacy of the novel as a 
whole. 

Later, Alter adds, “I have no quarrel at all with fantasy or flaunted artifice in the novel 
but only with their deployment in ways that are ultimately self-indulgent and 
mechanically repetitious, that tend to turn the imaginative energies of fiction into a 
crackling closed circuit.”  Five years later (1980) in “The American Political Novel,” 
while critiquing Robert Coover’s The Public Burning, Alter notes: 

What is particularly troubling about this book—and virtually the same could be 
said about the political novels of Pynchon and Barth—is the astonishing degree of 
puerility it exhibits, [including an ending that] like much of the sexual and 
scatological imaginings of Pynchon, Barth, and others, finally directs us more to 
the psychology of the writer than to any political referent, expressing ultimately a 
child’s fantasy of a brutal, threatening father, based on paranoid fear and 
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resentment…. One may wonder why so many gifted and serious novelists have 
chosen to treat politics in such a fundamentally unserious fashion…. 

One would think that the political novel, perhaps more than other kinds of fiction, 
requires adult intelligence…. The novel’s great strength as a mode of 
apprehension is in its grasp of character, and the political novel at its best can 
show concretely and subtly what politics does to character, what character makes 
of politics. 

Alter critiques Norman Mailer’s attempts to craft effective political fiction and concludes 
that (as of over three decades ago) he seems to come closest to this in The Deer Park 
where: 

What he confronts centrally for the first time is the special power of American 
society to mask, sham, evade, forget reality, to seduce its individual members into 
giving up on engagement in the real world; and the ultimately political nature of 
his moral imagination is reflected in his effort here to show how this American 
style of cotton-candy insulation from reality allows a society to perpetrate horror 
and obscenity at home and abroad with hardly a twinge of conscience. 

If only the novel did greatly reveal such reality. Unfortunately, The Deer Park seems to 
me to be regrettably dry and in any case far more focused on characters’ private lives and 
relationships than on any public realms within which they exist. Perceptive mid-century 
critic Maxwell Geismar in American Moderns—From Rebellion to Conformity (1958) 
also found this novel to be largely if not wholly bankrupt, with weak political gestures. 
Surely it is the case, as Alter notes contemporaneously, that the non-fiction but highly 
novelist The Armies of the Night is not only Mailer’s “most fully achieved book”4 it is 
also “certainly his most successful engagement of politics through a narrative form” and 
where political novelists likely have the most to learn from Mailer, though Alter’s view is 
that “the implications of this achievement for the future of the political novel are at best 
ambiguous….” Alter reasonably concludes: 

It may well be that at this point in history we all need the aid of the novelist’s 
imagination simply to help us imagine what seems to be more and more 
unimaginable—the real world in which we have to live, make decisions 
individually and collectively, and still struggle to shape a livable political future. 

Certainly there is no reason why novels (and much else) cannot contribute mightily to the 
task of creating “a livable political future,” but to do so novelists and their novels will 
have to dramatically engage, present, and explore how people interact with history in its 
crucial “social, political, and economic aspects” in far more accomplished detail—and 
not shrink from what might be thought of as “lumpy” and non-novelistic materials more 
often associated with non-fiction but that are actually indispensable and comprehensively 

                                                 
4 In my view, only Mailer’s similarly novelistic but largely non-fiction The Executioner’s Song would 
come to rival The Armies of the Night in its accomplishment. 
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beneficial to many types of intensely social and political novels—geo-political national 
and global epics probably especially. 

Robert Newman’s epic novel The Fountain at the Center of the World is a crucial recent 
example of progressive political art that in combining human drama with “news of the 
world” functions in many of its most political moments at a high level, contrary to what 
Wood and Franzen believe fiction can do well. And so Newman’s novel is a much 
needed counter-example and corrective to the dominant degraded apolitical and anti-
political and otherwise regressive ethos and beliefs that prevail within establishment 
literary circles. Coming from two of the brightest most influential talents in literature 
today, the best work of James Wood and Jonathan Franzen is not to be dismissed, but in a 
day and age when the literal fate of the world hangs in the balance, neither Wood nor 
Franzen nor the larger literary establishment currently does much work in realms as epic 
and urgent—and in my view, as interesting and otherwise meaningful—as, for example, 
may be found in The Fountain at the Center of the World, in the work of the great literary 
critic Edward Said, and in the rest of the rich and vital tradition of literature that explores 
“the urgent conjunction of art and politics,” historically and currently, an invaluable 
tradition that includes Barbara Harlow’s Resistance Literature (1987), in which she 
notes:  

Resistance literature, as this study has attempted to show, has in the past played a 
vital role in the historical struggle of the resistance movements in the context of 
which it was written. That same literature continues to enlist readers and critics in 
the First as in the Third Worlds in the active reconstruction of interrupted 
histories. Omar Cabezas, former FSLN guerrilla and author of The Mountain is 
Something More than a Great Expanse of Green (published in English as Fire 
from the Mountain), and now head of the Nicaraguan Ministry of the Interior’s 
Political Section, still maintains that: 

To have participated as a guerrilla, to have written this book, son of a 
bitch: it’s dealt a real blow to the enemy. You feel like you could die after 
something like that. After that book and one more. Or that book and two 
more. Or that book and five more. Or just that book. What I want to say is 
it’s dealt a blow to imperialism. I saw a photo, once, of a dead guerrilla in 
a Latin American country, and they showed everything he had in his 
knapsack: his plate, his spoon, his bedroll, his change of clothing, and The 
Mountain is Something More than a Great Expanse of Green. And I think 
back to when I was a guerrilla; when a guerrilla carries a book in his 
knapsack, it really means something. 

The empowering tradition of political criticism of literature also includes Michael 
Hanne’s The Power of the Story: Fiction and Political Change (1994) in which he 
observes:  
 

To anyone who is skeptical about the assertion that narrative fiction, in certain 
circumstances, plays a central role in the lives and political thinking of ordinary 
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people, I recommend the earthy reminder provided in a letter to Solzhenitsyn by a 
reader of One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich living in the Ukraine, who wrote 
to the author: “In Kharkov I have seen all kinds of queues—for the film Tarzan, 
butter, women’s drawers, chicken giblets and horse-meat sausage. But I cannot 
remember a queue as long as the one for your book in the libraries.” 

One of the earliest, and best known, examples of a novel which is claimed to have 
exercised a massive, direct, social influence is Goethe’s story of hopeless love, 
The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), which is said to have so stirred the 
feelings of a whole generation of young readers all over Western Europe that a 
number were recorded as committing suicide in imitation of its lovesick hero. Of 
a very different kind is the impact claimed for the novels of Dickens and Charles 
Kingsley, which have been credited with contributing, through the exposure of 
some of the social evils of mid-nineteenth century Britain, to the most important 
pieces of reform legislation enacted in the later part of the century. Perhaps the 
most specific (and best-documented) claim for a novel’s leading to significant 
legislative change relates to the publication in 1906 of Upton Sinclair’s The 
Jungle, which, through its depiction of the lives of workers in the Chicago 
meatpacking industry, is reliably said to have been instrumental in ensuring the 
passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act in the U.S. Congress a few months 
later…. (A curious knock-on effect of the widespread anxiety about the health 
risks associated with canned foods provoked by The Jungle was the immediate 
collapse of whole communities based on canning quite remote from Chicago—
including those in my country, New Zealand.) 

Obviously such social and political relevance is not possible without including in novels 
a significant amount of fact and topicality—broadly but pointedly and particularly 
understood. Again, James Wood argues that there is too much of this in socially (let alone 
politically) ambitious fiction and therefore for novels to retain integrity they must 
emphasize character more, along with (some vague notion of) aesthetics; however, if 
characters, if people, are understood, self-evidently in my view, as being largely 
composed of both private and public aspects, then socio-political elements of character 
are inescapable in fiction and may be emphasized successfully to any degree as extreme 
as private aspects of character may be successfully emphasized, that is, for novelists who 
remain “interested in character (which means in human society),” as Mary McCarthy puts 
it in “Characters in Fiction” (1961) (On the Contrary). Acknowledgement of public 
components of personhood may help explain what McCarthy means when she notes that 
characters are largely knowable in relation to “human society,” which must include both 
private and public politics if it includes anything. 

Then how does one know “human society” and the political, cultural, and economic 
realms that make it up, both private and public? Through narrative ultimately, for 
novelists at least, narratives composed of sensations, perceptions, facts, discourse, 
analysis of people in/and the world.5 In “Characters in Fiction,” in which McCarthy 
                                                 
5  For the effect of a political novel by Dos Passos on Mary McCarthy personally, see her essay 
“Politics and the Novel” (1984) in Occasional Prose (1985). 
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thoughtfully considers the evident (peculiarly lively) decline of the novel since Victorian 
times, she concludes that novels have been weakened by “the loss of the hero [in the 
novel, which] upset a balance of nature…and the languishing of the ‘characters’ 
followed”; that is, novels have been weakened by the abandonment of an authorial 
presence, “the power of the author to speak in his own voice or through the undisguised 
voice of an alter ego, the hero, at once a known and an unknown, a bearer of human 
freedom.” This conclusion has large implications and seems to me to be mainly accurate. 
In other words, novelists have given up too much critique of character (possibly by 
withdrawing from novels, and thus characters, much deep understanding of the world); 
they have disengaged too much from the root of the form, giving up dramatic thought for 
the (ostensible) 

experiments of the twentieth century that went in two directions: sensibility and 
sensation. To speak very broadly, the experiments in the recording of sensibility 
were made in England (Virginia Woolf, Katherine Mansfield, Dorothy 
Richardson, Elizabeth Bowen, Forster), and America was the laboratory of 
sensation (Hemingway and his imitators, Dos Passos, Farrell). The novel of 
sensibility was feminine, and the novel of sensation was masculine. In Paris, there 
was a certain meeting and merging: Gertrude Stein (a robust recorder of the data 
of sensibility) influenced and encouraged Hemingway; Joyce, who experimented 
in both directions, influenced nearly everyone…. The effect of these two 
tendencies on the subject matter of the novel was identical. Sensation and 
sensibility are the poles of each other, and both have the effect of abolishing the 
social. Sensibility, like violent action, annihilates the sense of character. 
Beginning with our own…. 

Sensation and sensibility are at their height in the child; its thin, tender membrane 
of perception is constantly being stabbed by objects, words, and events that it 
does not understand. In lieu of understanding, the child ‘notices’…. Now two 
characteristics of the child are that he cannot act (to any purpose) and he cannot 
talk (expressively); hence he is outside, dissociated. And it is just this state, or the 
dissociated outsider, that is at the center of modern literature of sensibility and 
sensation alike…. It is modern but it is not new. The inability to say the 
appropriate thing or to feel the appropriate thing, combined with a horrible faculty 
of noticing, is an almost clinical trait in the character of Julien Sorel and in most 
of the Stendhalian heroes. 

—and a clinical trait also, it might be noted, in the massively propagated jingoistic 
utterance of politicians and corporate public relations, advertising campaigns—much 
sensation and so-called sensibility (and plenty of fraud) and essentially no thought— 

Tolstoy was a master of the tragicomedy of inappropriate feelings, gestures, and 
sensations…. [But] the difference between Tolstoy (Stendhal too) and the 
fragmented impressionism [or shall we say, the “hysterical realism”] of twentieth-
century literature, where the real world is broken up into disparate painterly 
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images out of focus and therefore hypnotic and trancelike [is that with Tolstoy 
and Stendhal] the point, however, is there, inescapably so… 

In other words, McCarthy claims that past masters of the novel would more-or-less 
explain anything bizarre by a “border” of sorts, “the frame of an idea,” which is put 
around the bizarre, however brilliant, precisely the sort of perspective a child—or for that 
matter an adult—may not have access too, thus enabling actual discourse, that is, thought, 
in the novel, and the means of avoiding hysteria, puerility, schizophrenia, self-
indulgence, dissociation, pointlessness, meaninglessness, etc., in the novel, and life.  

“Once these discoveries had been made [Woolf, Joyce] in the recording of the perceptual 
field (i.e. of pure subjectivity)” that is, sensation and sensibility that obliterates or at least 
competes with thought, character, “the novel could not ignore them; there was no turning 
back,” McCarthy argues, and so in her own novelistic thought, as she explains, she tried 
to incorporate the “fragmented impressionism” by way of “a curious back door” for the 
novelist like herself “who is interested in character (which means in human society)”: 

That is the entry found by Joyce in Ulysses, where by a humorous stratagem 
character is shown, as it were inside out, from behind the screen of consciousness. 
The interior monologue every human being conducts with himself, sotto voce, is 
used to create a dramatic portrait. 

That McCarthy and so many other authors of this past century have chosen to fixate on 
this method is in my view extremely unfortunate, since as she notes such a technique 
“restricts readers to a narrow field of vision or to several narrow fields in succession” and 
has the added affect of confusing readers, since: 

These books are impersonations, ventriloquial acts [including two of her own 
novels, she points out, The Groves of Academe, and A Charmed Life]; the author, 
like some prankster on the telephone, is speaking in an assumed voice—high or 
deep, hollow or falsetto…[and so] the reader, tuned in, is left in no doubt as to 
where he is physically, and yet in many of these books he finds himself puzzled 
by the very vocal consciousness he has entered: it is good or bad, impartial or 
biased? Can it be trusted…? [The reader] senses the author, cramped inside the 
character like a contortionist in a box, and suspects (often rightly) some trick. 

McCarthy is in fact uneasy about heavy reliance on this technique, sensing that “there is 
something burglarious” about the method: 

Or so I feel when I do it myself. It is exhilarating but not altogether honest…. All 
fictions, of course are impersonations, but it seems to me somehow less dubious 
to impersonate the outside of a person…. These impersonations, moreover, are 
laborious; to come at a character circuitously, by a tour de force, means spending 
great and sometimes disproportionate pains on the method of entry…. One is 
reminded of certain young actors whose trademark is doing character parts, or 
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vice versa, of certain old actresses whose draw can be summed up in the sentence 
‘You would never guess she was sixty.’ 

In other words, it’s seductive spectacle, rather than cutting-edge intelligence and insight, 
and so as it turns out, here even by explanation McCarthy herself, such purposefully 
puzzling and narrow techniques present no solution at all to reversing the decline of the 
novel. What has McCarthy missed? What else might be undermining the power of 
narrative? A willful inattention to the aesthetics of character on the one hand mainly by 
the imposition of too much flashy (to the point of chaotic) extraneous social information, 
in James Wood’s view? Or an ahistorical, childish, non-serious view of the social 
environment, as Robert Alter describes it? Or simply the sort of neglect of society and 
character, due to a focus on pure subjectivity and/or a missing masterful authorial 
intelligence that McCarthy sees? Or was classicist Gilbert Highet onto something during 
one of his weekly radio addresses on literature, “The Pleasures of Satire” (given in 1952, 
later collected in People, Places, and Books (1953)), when he commented on McCarthy’s 
novel The Groves of Academe and other satires: 

They are very amusing and penetrating, these contemporary satires. The only 
trouble is this: they don’t seem to matter much. Miss McCarthy spends a lot of 
care and observation on proving that the Dandelion League colleges are eccentric, 
confused, and hyper-emotional. Mr. Waugh exposes the burial ceremonies of the 
Californians with an odd blend of charm and callousness, like sweet-and-sour 
sauce. But such subjects are not terribly important. This, I regret to say, is the 
mid-twentieth century.  

Also the twenty-first century—a state of affairs reflected recently in the decision of the 
New York Times to begin focusing less on fiction in its books and culture sections, as 
Margo Hammond and Ellen Heltzel report: “...if you're perplexed or simply bored with 
what passes for smart fiction these days, the Times feels your pain.” The new “recipe” for 
the books and culture sections is “Emphasize non-fiction books. Demote literary 
fiction…. In the views expressed by [the Times] decision-makers, too few works of 
fiction rise to the level of a 'novel of ideas' — that is, stories that express the concerns and 
issues of the day….” It is almost amusing, though largely warranted, it seems to me, how 
much criticism fiction is receiving in regard to its intellectual, aesthetic and/or social 
weaknesses. In Wisconsin’s The Capitol Times, journalist Heather Lee Schroeder writes: 

So much of the fiction that crosses my desk has turned inward to focus on issues 
of interpersonal relationships. Frankly, I find the endless round of ‘coming of age’ 
novels and intensely focused stories about individuals rather boring. If the heart of 
every story is conflict, then I think the difference between a memorable story and 
a forgettable story lies in the author’s ability to weigh the internal conflicts of the 
characters against the greater and external struggles of the world around them. 
Not only does political fiction entertain readers, but it also will bring them to a 
place they have never been or never dared venture. Great political fiction also can 
spur them on to learn more or think more about greater social issues. Think, for 
example, of the enduring popularity of Charles Dickens. His writing was of the 
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moment - relevant and sharply focused on both the struggles of individuals and 
the larger machine in which they toiled - yet it speaks to us today about all sorts 
of social ills we’re still trying to manage. 

Lamenting the pyrotechnics of style that serve to mask a near vacuum of meaning, B.R. 
Meyers comments in A Reader’s Manifesto: An Attack on the Growing Pretentiousness in 
American Literary Prose (2002) “that some of the most acclaimed contemporary prose is 
the product of mediocre writers availing themselves of trendy stylistic gimmicks.” He 
opens the book with an epigraph from Schopenhauer:  

Those who write preciously are like people who get dolled up to avoid being 
confused and confounded with the mob, a danger run by no gentleman even in the 
worst clothes. As a certain sartorial pomp…betrays the plebian, so does a precious 
style betray the commonplace mind. 

Novelist and critic Dale Peck notes some ironies of the current state of the novel in 
Hatchet Jobs: Writings on Contemporary Fiction (2004):  

[When modernist writing overrode the Victorian,] it seemed that the old guard 
yielded to the avant only when the former had exhausted its aesthetic possibilities 
and, as well, no longer reflected or commented on the changing world. Nowadays, 
however, the world is changing every five minutes or so, or so it would seem, 
given how often literature is said to change. But let’s face it: the world may be 
changing but literature hasn’t done much to keep up with it in a while. Modernism 
is for all intents and purposes dead, and postmodernism, while it has its die-hard 
adherents, seems at this point like a footnote that doesn’t know when to stop. It is 
in fact Victorian realism [e.g. Franzen’s The Corrections], one foot firmly planted 
in the domestic observation of Flaubert and the other in the social satire of 
Dickens, that holds center stage today…. 

The problem with Peck’s otherwise thought observations here is that the fundamental 
issues of “the world” are not “changing every five minutes or so” nor should they “seem” 
to be doing so, at least and especially to those in the educated and relatively privileged 
sectors of society who have the opportunity to look into such things. In brief, much of the 
state of the world and the quality of society is perilous and diseased and has been so for 
decades, regarding not least potentially civilization-ending global war, global 
environmental destruction, and global hunger and myriad health issues. This state of 
affairs has been pretty much constant for decades and needs to be reversed as quickly as 
possible or their will not be a future or civilization to speak of, just as there is no future 
for many of the past, present and near-term victims of current conditions. To think that 
there has been rapid change among fundamental conditions, as Peck indicates is widely 
believed, is ahistorical, a fragmented view, even a hysterical view of reality, punch-
drunk, a view that is symptomatic of a mindset that seems to pervade much of 
contemporary fiction (and politics and religion and so on). 

 53



Though it seems to me that the novels of Frank Norris have some of the (early) modernist 
flaws detailed by Mary McCarthy, in his century old book of criticism, The 
Responsibilities of the Novelist, Norris apparently had a more keen and level-headed 
understanding of the social reality than many authors today in urging that novelists 
address the serious issues of the day, given his perception “that power is abused, that the 
strong grind the faces of the weak…that the course of Empire is not yet finished, and that 
the races of men have yet to work out their destiny in those great and terrible movements 
that crush and grind and rend asunder the pillars of the houses of the nations.” 

Given such a state of affairs—long since grown increasingly dire—and mustering all the 
energy and insight out of the “optimism of the will and pessimism of the intellect” that 
Gramsci famously spoke of, can there be any question that what the state of literature and 
the state of world and human conditions found within it cries out for, with incredible 
profundity, in Highet’s words (slightly amended), 

is a satirist [and many novelists] bold enough to attack the crooks who run 
national politics in many countries [and in particular, in the country for which 
we/they are responsible]; the parasites who make vast fortunes by buying 
something on Monday and selling it on Tuesday, usually to the government; the 
idealists who ship five million families off to labor camps [or who destroy entire 
countries ostensibly to save them] in order to make their theories come right; the 
soreheads whose pride was hurt once and who are determined to start a war to 
take care of the bruise: the rats in the basement, the baboons playing with 
dynamite. Satire [and novels] will not kill these animals [and institutions, 
directly]; but it will make clear the difference between them and human beings, 
and perhaps inspire a human being [an increasingly organized progressive public] 
to destroy them. 

This difficulty of the task of social change is obviously great, as is accomplished art, and 
so neither are endeavors to be undertaken lightly, especially when these tasks are 
combined, as Howe and Alter have noted in the case of political fiction, and as Highet 
similarly cautions: 

Satire is just as valuable a type of writing as lyric poetry or fiction; but it is far 
harder to bring off…. In order to write satire of any kind, one has to have a 
number of special talents, and also a special attitude to the public…. The public 
usually does not believe that anything is deeply wrong with society, and it often 
thinks that a satirist is a sorehead. It has grown up and found a job and got 
married and brought up its children in the existing social framework. Why should 
it believe that the whole thing is tunneled through by gangsters, and bought and 
sold by crooked politicians, and redesigned to give the biggest profits to the 
ruthless and the corrupt [and being driven toward the cliff edge]? No, surely not. 
Therefore the satirist, who believes [understands] these things, usually strains his 
voice shouting, to making the public hear; and then the public is even less 
inclined to listen….  
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Sometimes in life though, “shouting” is necessary and may well be necessary (and 
rendered aesthetic) in political art, or art of many sorts. The point to be made is that to be 
a socially or politically ambitious novelist, it is not enough to be a great technician, or 
aesthetician. Far more extensive knowledge and experience is needed, usually gained by 
engaging in a substantial level of social investigation and other social and political 
activity, the historical examples of which for even mildly social and political novelists are 
not only extensive but revealing of the nature of the novel itself and likely crucial to 
understanding the main problems that account for the modern and contemporary decline 
of the novel. In “The Fact in Fiction” (1960) (collected in On the Contrary) Mary 
McCarthy observes that the novel is weakening in near direct proportion to its being 
shorn of fact and information; whereas, of course, James Wood points to the excess of 
information as a key problem in contemporary novels. Both agree on a failure of 
imagination. For McCarthy a main problem is difficulty in grasping fact and piecing 
together a comprehensive “common-sense” view of the world that results in novelists’ 
inability, their failure “to believe again in the reality, the factuality, of the world.” For 
Wood the problem is the failing of becoming distracted and obsessively dazzled by fact 
in place of artistry that preeminently emphasizes character—in the way (the limited way, 
I argue) he understands character. For Alter, the problem is not comprehending social 
fact in any historical or meaningful sense. Why all the confusion regarding social, 
historical, contemporary reality?  

In the view of Noam Chomsky, and as is widely observed, “We live in a highly 
indoctrinated society where elementary truths are easily buried.” After reading these 
words of Chomsky (found in an interview recorded in the documentary (1992) and 
companion book (1994) Manufacturing Consent: Noam Chomsky and the Media), Bill 
Moyers questions, “Elementary truths such as…” and Chomsky responds: 

Such as the fact that we invaded South Vietnam. Or that fact that we’re standing 
in the way of significant—and have for years—of significant moves towards arms 
negotiations—or the fact that the military system is to a substantial extent—not 
totally—but to a substantial extent, a mechanism by which the general population 
is compelled to provide a subsidy to high-technology industry. Since they’re not 
going to do it if you ask them to, you have to deceive them into doing it. There are 
many truths like that, and we don’t face them. 

Later in the film (and in the book which provides much support, explanation and context) 
Chomsky lists (without any irony) more of these truths that are largely hidden from 
public view, lied about, not believed: 

The biggest international terror operations that are known are the ones that are run 
out of Washington D.C. 

What happened in the 1980s is the U.S. government was driven underground. 

The best political leaders are the ones who are lazy and corrupt. 
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If the Nuremberg laws were applied, then every post-war American president 
would have been hanged. 

The Bible is probably the most genocidal book in our total canon. 

Education is a system of imposed ignorance. 

There’s no more morality in world affairs, fundamentally, than there was at the 
time of Genghis Kahn [who was, before the U.S., the last invader to conquer what 
is now known as Iraq.] 

Chomsky elaborates on the reality of deceit in Turning the Tide: U.S. Intervention in 
Central America and the Struggle for Peace (1985): 

We live entangled in webs of endless deceit, often self-deceit, but with a little 
honest effort, it is possible to extricate ourselves from them. If we do, we will see 
a world that is rather different from the one presented to us by a remarkably 
effective ideological system, a world that is much uglier, often horrifying. We 
will also learn that our own actions, or passive acquiescence, contribute quite 
substantially to misery and oppression, and perhaps eventual global destruction.6

Massive societal deceit of course extends to the recent U.S. presidential elections as 
Chomsky notes in “2004 Elections” (posted at Znet): 

As usual, the electoral campaigns were run by the PR industry, which in its 
regular vocation sells toothpaste, life-style drugs, automobiles, and other 
commodities. Its guiding principle is deceit. Its task is to undermine the “free 
markets” we are taught to revere: mythical entities in which informed consumers 
make rational choices. In such scarcely imaginable systems, businesses would 
provide information about their products: cheap, easy, simple. But it is hardly a 
secret that they do nothing of the sort. Rather, they seek to delude consumers to 
choose their product over some virtually identical one. 

                                                 
6  Chomsky adds: “But there is a brighter side. We are fortunate to live in a society that is not only 
rich and powerful—and hence, as any student of history would expect, dangerous and destructive—but also 
relatively free and open, perhaps more so than any other, though this may change if the reactionary 
jingoists who have misappropriated the term “conservative” succeed in their current project of diminishing 
civil liberties, strengthening the power of the state, and protecting it from public scrutiny. For those who 
are relatively wealthy and privileged, a very large sector of a society as rich as ours, there are ample 
opportunities to discover the truth about who we are and what we do in the world. Furthermore, by 
international standards the state is limited at home in its capacity to coerce. Hence those who enjoy a 
measure of wealth and privilege are free to act in many ways, without undue fear of state terror, to bring 
about crucial changes in policy and even more fundamental institutional changes. We are fortunate, perhaps 
uniquely so, in the range of opportunities we enjoy for free inquiry and effective action. The significance of 
these facts can hardly be exaggerated.” 
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The right of deceit must be guaranteed to the immensely powerful and 
pathological immortal persons created by radical judicial activism to run the 
society. 

Chomsky is here referring in part to the 1886 “wacky” U.S. Supreme Court case (Santa 
Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad), which “decided for all time that a private 
corporation was a natural person. And as modern corporations became transnational they 
soon enjoyed ‘the legal right of persons’ worldwide,” as Robert Newman notes in The 
Fountain at the Center of the World. Chomsky continues: 

When assigned the task of selling candidates, the PR industry naturally resorts to 
the same fundamental techniques, so as to ensure that politics remains “the 
shadow cast by big business over society,” as America's leading social 
philosopher, John Dewey, described the results of “industrial feudalism” long ago 
[in The Public and Its Problems]. Deceit is employed to undermine democracy, 
just as it is the natural device to undermine markets. And voters appear to be 
aware of it.  

On the eve of the 2000 elections, about 75% of the electorate regarded it as a 
game played by rich contributors, party managers, and the PR industry, which 
trains candidates to project images and produce meaningless phrases that might 
win some votes. Very likely, that is why the population paid little attention to the 
“stolen election” that greatly exercised educated sectors. And it is why they are 
likely to pay little attention to campaigns about alleged fraud in 2004. If one is 
flipping a coin to pick the King, it is of no great concern if the coin is biased. 

So does it make sense to agree with the sentiment Wood once wrote, perhaps in haste, 
“Who would dare to be knowledgeable [in a novel] about politics and society now?” 
Does it makes sense to perceive with Peck that society has been changing with extreme 
rapidity? Must it be true, as McCarthy states in “The Fact in Fiction” that the violence 
and upheaval of the past century “stagger belief” to the point where “the novel, with its 
common sense”—a “love of truth, ordinary common truth recognizable to everyone, 
[that] is the ruling passion of the novel”—“is of all forms the least adapted to encompass 
the modern world, whose leading characteristic is irreality. And that, so far as I can 
understand, is why the novel is dying.” 

Reality cannot be so difficult to understand, as evidenced by the independent media 
(progressive, non-corporate), and by the massive activist movements and protests across 
the world, and as evidenced by, Chomsky notes, numerous polls that show Americans are 
aware of widespread fraud and injustice—even if they are still too often duped in 
particular circumstances, educated sectors not least—not least, that is, as evidenced by 
the state of much of the American novel these past many decades. 

There can be no excuse today (if there ever could be, in privileged circles) that ignorance 
is responsible for “The souped-up novels that are being written…[that] are simply 
evasion and forms of self flattery,” as McCarthy described the condition four and a half 
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decades ago. Nevertheless, it is possible that some critics and novelists are so deeply 
indoctrinated against progressive social or political culture and factual reality that they 
can see no alternative but to dismiss or lament any possibility of creating great and 
powerful socio-political fiction. What seems to me to be a likely more frequently accurate 
explanation for such radical denial and doubt, is that the opportunities and rewards for 
creating and publishing relatively apolitical (or retrograde) criticism and art are much 
greater than they are for work that strongly explores progressive political realms together 
with the barbaric contemporary realities regarding entrenched power. Crucially, it is only 
in many such progressive and objective realms where one may explore thoroughly much 
of the important meaningful conditions that are most revealing about human 
consciousness and what is called the full human condition. No aesthetic expertise can 
make up for such lack of substance—not in a way that gives any truly epic, 
comprehensively broad and deep, understanding of character in world today, let alone 
much profound or even basic understanding of the world itself. 

As it turns out, the facts are important—even moreso, to a more radical degree or mode, 
in the novel than I think even McCarthy understood, though she thoughtfully explored the 
point in “The Fact in Fiction.” (And I’ll take the opportunity here to continue to “shout 
out” what in my view needs to be emphasized.) McCarthy writes: 

The distinctive mark of the novel [as compared to other forms of fiction] is its 
concern with the actual world, the world of fact, of the verifiable, of figures, even, 
and statistics. If I point to Jane Austen … Eliot … Tolstoy … Faulkner, it will be 
admitted…different as they are…they have one thing in common: a deep love of 
fact, of the empiric element in experience. I am not interested in making a formal 
definition of the novel…but in finding its quidditas or whatness, the essence or 
binder that distinguishes it from other species of prose fiction: the tale, the fable, 
the romance. The staple ingredient present in all novels in various mixtures and 
proportions but always in fairly heavy dosage is fact. 

As does Lennard J. Davis in “A Social History of Fact and Fiction,” McCarthy traces the 
early history of the novel, “the birthmarks”: 

The word novel goes back to the word “new,” and in the plural it used to mean 
news—the news of the day or year. Literary historians find the seed or the germ 
of the novel in Boccaccio’s Decameron, a collection of tales set in a frame of 
actual life…the Great Plague of 1348…where more than a hundred thousand 
people died between March and August. The figures and dates come from The 
Decameron, along with a great deal of other factual information about the Black 
Death…. 

Many of the great novelists were newspaper reporters or journalists [and 
“students” of criminals and prisons] “confirmed prison-visitors” … Defoe … 
Dickens … Dostoevsky … and Victor Hugo … Tolstoy…. Coming to the 
twentieth century, you meet the American novelist as newspaperman: Dreiser, 
Sinclair Lewis, Hemingway, O’Hara, Faulkner himself…. There is another kind 
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of “fact” literature closely related to the novel…the travel book, which tells the 
news of the exotic…. 

The passion for fact in a raw state is a peculiarity of the novelist. Most of the great 
novelists contain blocks and lumps of fact…[including some whole essays…and 
“durable informative matter”]. A novel with descriptions and facts eliminated 
would only be a scenario and not a novel at all. 

It could be said that the real plot of War and Peace is the struggle for the 
characters not to be immersed, engulfed, swallowed up by the landscape of fact 
and “history” in which they, like all human beings have been placed: freedom (the 
subjective) is in the fiction, and necessity is in the fact…. 

Novels carried the news—of crime, high society, politics, industry, finance, and 
low life…. 

The epic, I might put in here, is the form of all literary forms closest to the novel; 
it has the “boiler plate” [“durable informative matter”], the lists and catalogues, 
the circumstantiality, the concern with numbers and dimensions. The epic 
geography, like that of the novel, can be mapped, in both the physical and social 
sense…. 

Whenever the chance arises, Jane Austen supplies a figure. 

McCarthy notes that though the great novels bristle with fact they have a different tone 
than clinical non-fiction, a tone that “putting aside preconceptions” is that of “a voice of a 
neighbor relating the latest gossip.” I think it is also important to note that McCarthy 
immediately precedes this observation with another: “Most of [the great Victorian 
novelists] were people of high principle; their books, without exception had a moral, 
ethical, or educational purpose”—that is, didactic, in a large sense, purpose driven, what 
any social or political work may well be. She notes that the gossip is of “scandals,” of 
many sorts, “of a village, a town, or a province…of a clique…of a city…or of a 
nation….” And so “another criterion” of what is fundamental to the form: “if the breath 
of scandal has not touched it, the book is not a novel. That is the trouble with the art-
novel (most of Virginia Woolf, for instance); it does not stoop to gossip” in—perhaps 
ironically, perhaps not—carrying out a high “moral, ethical, or educational purpose.” 

If McCarthy is mainly correct about her observations regarding “fact in fiction,” as it 
appears to me she is, then surely Wood goes too far in urging the creation of “novels that 
tell us not ‘how the world works’,” and novels that do not travel out “on to the street [to] 
figure out social reality” and “current events.” But Wood is certainly correct to insist that 
such detail be aesthetically contextualized to better reveal human consciousness and 
condition, and to otherwise provide the rudiments of “story”—drama, suspense, intrigue, 
intelligence, and other sorts of narrative quality and energy.  

 59



Narrative quality and energy, I’ll re-emphasize, that may be as highly public and political in 
focus and emphasis as certain accomplished novels are very privately, even asocially, 
focused and emphatic. (Also, it might be pointed out, as McCarthy implies, narrative itself, 
the story and its aesthetics, is not necessarily the essence of the novel, of its form, that “loose 
and baggy monster” that may emphasize pretty much whatever the intelligence of the author 
has an aptitude for—essay, fact, sociology…poetry—whatever, that is, that it takes to reveal 
fullest consciousness and condition of the human.) 
 
The literary establishment is obviously of little help to the state of the social and political 
novel, which is to be expected; the outright dismissal and discouragement is entirely 
predictable. To repeat: as political consciousness and knowledge grow more prevalent in the 
broad culture, leading literary stars lag behind, to be generous, along with much of the 
literary establishment.7 Less than a month after 9-11 Wood declared, “Who would dare to be 
knowledgeable [in a novel] about politics and society now?” and Jonathan Franzen stands by 
his notion that there is “something wrong with the whole model of the novel of social 
engagement,” and also directly in the face of marvellous compelling evidence to the contrary, 
The New Republic’s scholarly art critic Jed Perl writes that works of art are all but inevitably 
weakened by much political emphasis—an idea that would come as a shock (or a joke) to 
many great artists of the past and present. 
 
In “Resistance,” the article where Perl makes this central point, his major assertions are often 
so ambiguous or unsubstantiated (and inaccurate), that it hardly seems worth refuting what is 
scarcely there, but examining a few of the more lockstep reactionary statements can show in 
more detail some of the dominant debilitating views on art and politics held by much of the 
literary establishment. Perl claims, “the trouble with political art remains pretty much 
constant…for an artist's effort to speak to a wide audience on a specific topic all too often 
compromises art's essential discourse, which is a formal discourse, a discourse with its own 
freestanding meanings and values”—as if only “political” art (and not, say, “psychological” 
art) attempts “to speak to a wide audience on a specific topic.” Then there must be no great 
novels on adultery or on first love or on a particular virtue or vice. There goes Anna 
Karenina, Wuthering Heights, Pride and Prejudice. There goes every great anti-war novel 
ever written. And there goes Antigone, Lysistrata, The Inferno, Gulliver’s Travels, A Modest 
Proposal, Hard Times, The Awakening, Native Son, Invisible Man, and every great novel 
with a purpose, every great problem novel, utopian novel, dystopian novel, in fact most every 
great social and political novel ever written, along with many great “psychological” novels as 
well. 
 
“In spite of the crudeness of most political art—” Perl continues heedlessly—as if “political” 
art, whatever he means by it, can be any more crude than the largely apolitical or politically 
retrograde art that is endlessly spewed from out of TV, Hollywood, and across the 
airwaves—so heedlessly that one wonders if as Perl writes he is simultaneously chanting “I 
must not (appear to) be political, I must not (appear to) be political...” In full he asserts: “In 
spite of the crudeness of most political art—and of most of the debates about it” [for 
some great political art and for an extensive selection of thoughtful, far from 
                                                 
7  As journalist and filmmaker John Pilger has noted in a series of articles. See 
http://www.socialit.org/articles.html. 
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“crude,” discussions on political art, see www.socialit.org (Imaginative Literature and Social 
Change) or the books listed below] “—there are very deep feelings involved. Even the cheap-
shots and prepackaged effects and self-righteousness poses reflect a very old and honorable 
debate about the relationship about art and life," Perl would have us know, with a marvel of 
condescension. 
 
After a brief discussion of the quality of Guernica (Picasso’s famous anti-war painting of the 
Spanish Civil War) as political art, Perl arrives at the concluding paragraph, within which my 
comments are interspersed for clarity below:  
 

“The closer one looks at Guernica, the more one is reminded of how vexed the 
relationship between art and politics really is. The trouble with many of the 
arguments for political art” 
 

—but not with arguments for psychological art, for some magical reason, or social art, or 
lyrical art, or commercial art, or “pure” art, or abstract art, or concrete art, or any other mode 
of art— 
 

“is that they deny the manifold nature of experience—they aim to fit everything all 
too neatly together.” 
 

For examinations of thoughtful arguments and examples of political art extending back at 
least to the 1800s, arguments and works of fiction that do not “deny the manifold nature of 
experience,” quite the opposite, and that also understand the importance of employing 
experience selectively in crafting wonderful, distinctive and powerful works of art, interested 
readers may turn to Michael Wilding’s Political Fictions (1980), or Barbara Harlow’s 
Resistance Literature1 (1987), or Michael Hanne’s The Power of the Story: Fiction and 
Political Change2 (1994), or John Whalen-Bridge’s Political Fiction and the American Self 
(1998) and many other quality works on political literature and political art in general.  
 
Perl continues: 
 

“There is no reason that a painter cannot be politically engaged while doing art that 
has no political content.”  
 

And there is no reason why a painter cannot be politically engaged in making great art with 
much political content.  
 

“And the painter who believes that art is a formal discipline with little or no room for 
overt political expression is by no means apolitical.”  
 

Just as there is no reason why a painter who believes that art is a formal discipline that does 
have lots of room for overt political expression cannot produce great art in that (political) 
mode, as in an infinite number of other modes.  
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“There is something troubling, confounding—and also wonderful—about art's 
resistance to current events.”  
 

What is “troubling, confounding—and” far from “wonderful—about art's resistance to 
current events” is that such notions are groundless, based in no reality past or present, in fact, 
nor in the future, inevitably. Any imagined “resistance” of art to current events—or any other 
phenomena and experience—can be overcome with aesthetic sensibility and solid technique, 
as countless great artists have demonstrated in the wonderful and compelling political aspects 
of their works.   
 

“The freestanding nature of art is art's essential political message.” 
 

If this were true, what a great loss to art it would be. Startling gaps and giant holes would 
appear in the novels of the past, present, and future and entire great works and artists would 
essentially disappear. Obviously certain types of people and institutions wish for a wide split 
between politics and art, and/or act in such a way as to try to make it so, and always have. 
That’s why plenty of political artists around the world continue to be banned, exiled, 
executed. In the industrialized countries, they are more often talked down, derided, wished 
away, ignored, or otherwise blocked from mass exposure. In 1943, George Orwell noted this 
phenomenon in his suppressed preface to Animal Farm, a phenomenon that still very much 
exists today: 
 

The sinister fact about literary censorship in England is that it is largely 
voluntary. Unpopular ideas can be silenced, and inconvenient facts kept dark, 
without the need for any official ban. Anyone who has lived long in a foreign 
country will know of instances of sensational items of news—things which on 
their own merits would get the big headlines—being kept right out of the British 
press, not because the Government intervened but because of a general tacit 
agreement that ‘it wouldn’t do’ to mention that particular fact. So far as the 
daily newspapers go, this is easy to understand. The British press is extremely 
centralized, and most of it is owned by wealthy men who have every motive to 
be dishonest on certain important topics. But the same kind of veiled censorship 
also operates in books and periodicals, as well as in plays, films and radio. At 
any given moment there is an orthodoxy, a body of ideas which it is assumed 
that all right-thinking people will accept without question. It is not exactly 
forbidden to say this, that or the other, but it is ‘not done’ to say it, just as in 
mid-Victorian times it was ‘not done’ to mention trouser in the presence of a 
lady. Anyone who challenges the prevailing orthodoxy finds himself silenced 
with surprising effectiveness. A genuinely unfashionable opinion is almost 
never given a fair hearing, either in the popular press or in the highbrow 
periodicals. 

 
In the “Introduction” to Proletarian Literature in the United States (1935, Granville 
Hicks, Ed., et. al.), Joseph Freeman writes that 
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To characterize an essay or a book as a political pamphlet is neither to praise nor 
to condemn it. Such pamphlets have their place in the world. In the case of the 
liberal critic, however, we have a political pamphlet which pretends to be 
something else. We have an attack on the theory of art as a political weapon 
which turns out to be itself a political weapon…. The liberal critic, the Man in 
White, wants us to believe that when you write about the autumn wind blowing 
a girl’s hair or about ‘thirsting breasts,’ you are writing about ‘experience’; but 
when you write about the October Revolutions, or the Five Year Plan, or the 
lynching of Negroes in the South, or the San Francisco strike you are not writing 
about ‘experience.’ Hence to say; ‘bed your desire among the pressing grasses’ 
is art; while Roar China, Mayakovsky’s poems, or the novels of Josephine 
Herbst and Robert Cantwell are propaganda …. If you were to take a 
[politically inclined] worker gifted with a creative imagination and ask him to 
set down his experience honestly, it would be an experience so remote from that 
of the bourgeois that the Man in White would, as usual, raise the cry of 
‘propaganda’” [often regardless of the quality of the work of literature].  

Similarly, again, in 1939 Bernard Smith noted that “It is possible that conventional 
critics have learned by now that to call a literary work ‘propaganda’ is to say nothing 
about its quality as literature.” Nevertheless, choosing to remain oblivious are many in 
the literary establishment today—critics, scholars, publishers, and novelists not least, as 
Andre Vltchek points out in a recent Znet commentary.  

Bucking the establishment is Robert Newman’s (well-earned) achievement in his political 
novel The Fountain at the Center of the World, which, to recap, despite significant flaws 
seems to me to be one of the more crucial political and “socially ambitious” novels of 
recent times—a work that is today “a rare politically engaged novel…that is” in large part 
“openly partisan” (Nicolai Gentchev), that is “…[a] spirited attempt to reconcile the 
larger forces at work in the world through fiction” (Jean McNeil), that is “perhaps the 
first novel to really explore the human story behind the placard waving and polemics of 
globalisation” (The Ecologist), that is “like bootleg Chomsky…a serious and intelligent 
book. It's a novel that” to obviously but pointedly exaggerate “confronts everything that 
is wrong with the world and demands that which is right, and it therefore makes a lot of 
British fiction seem rather tender-minded in comparison” (The Guardian)—an important 
novel that major mainstream publishers spurned because, as noted by Richard Nash of 
Soft Skull Press, the novel’s U.S. publisher, “big corporate publishers [acted] like big 
corporate publishers,” rejecting the novel on ideological grounds, sometimes by way of 
“five-page, single-spaced screeds about the book's politics,” Suzanne Charlé reports in 
The American Prospect. And so this lively, thoughtful novel has been rejected and 
largely ignored by the literary establishment, thus blocking much awareness and greater 
understanding of the work in both educated circles and the broad mainstream. 

While James Wood is surely correct that the “hysterical realism” of the most highly 
acclaimed socially ambitious novels does not measure up to the most insightful standards 
of contemporary thought, experience, intelligence and art in revealing some of the most 
vital elements of human consciousness and culture, for Wood to agree with Franzen “that 
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bringing ‘meaningful news’ [of society and politics…‘the world’] is no longer so much a 
defining function of the novel as an accidental product,” is little more than wishful 
thinking that simply ignores political fiction today and the impressive (if marginalized) 
history of political art in the novel (and in film and other artistic mediums). Wood and 
Franzen laud, for whatever reasons, types of art they either prefer or have a talent for and 
dismiss a type of explicit political art that not only has a long distinguished history, it has 
never been more needed, an art with strong “social, political, and economic aspects” in 
Edmund Wilson’s words in “The Historical Interpretation of Literature,” art that “plays a 
political role” and “exerts a subversive” and other constructive “influence,” and “makes 
life more practicable; for by understanding things we make it easier to survive and get 
around among them.”  

As Said showed in great detail, authors have to be willing to cross certain perhaps 
difficult borders to attain great insight—national, informational, cultural, political borders 
put up directly and indirectly by various dominant corporate, academic, governmental, 
social and cultural ideologies, structures and powers—while exploring “the urgent 
conjunction of art and politics,” a topic Michael Hanne explores in detail in The Power of 
the Story: Fiction and Political Change, in which he shows the power of particular 
novels to effect real and concrete cultural and political change. Such power of novels is 
one that the literary establishment routinely denies or ignores or at best sees as freakish, 
as aberrant, if not mere illusion, as Franzen has come to conclude: “Can a better kind of 
fiction save the world? There’s always some tiny hope (strange things do happen), but the 
answer is almost certainly no, it can’t.” Never mind the facts, the real political, public 
impacts that Michael Hanne, for one, revealed a decade earlier. Franzen adds, “There is 
some reasonable chance, however, that [fiction] could save your soul,” that is, could 
affect your private, mystical side. Apparently, Franzen sees not only no connection 
between fiction and the public, he must see no connection between people’s private sides 
and their public, political acts. Or so he says and otherwise implies here—a total divorce, 
mystical indeed, and “strange,” these artificial delimitations regarding the power of 
fiction. Michael Hanne in The Power of the Story gives more evidence of the strangely 
limited way in which fiction is regarded in establishment circles: 

Storytelling, it must be recognized from the start, is always associated with the 
exercise, in one sense or another, of power, of control. This is true of even the 
commonest and apparently most innocent form of storytelling in which we engage: 
that almost continuous internal narrative monologue which everyone maintains, 
sliding from memory, to imaginative reworking of past events, to fantasizing about 
the future, to daydreaming…. It is a curious thing that, in the liberal democracies, the 
word ‘power’ is used more frequently than any other by publishers and reviewers to 
indicate, and invite, approval of a work of narrative fiction…. This flooding of 
popular critical discourse with the term ‘power’ does not, of course, indicate a 
widespread belief in the capacity of narrative fiction to ‘change the world.’ The use of 
‘power’…indicates little more than approval of the novel’s capacity to involve and 
move the individual reader emotionally. Indeed the term is so devalued as to imply a 
denial that narrative fiction can exercise power in a wider social and political sense…. 
Power, as is usual in a liberal democracy, is treated as individual and unproblematic, 
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rather than collective, structural, and problematic. 
 
Two important corollaries follow from this: a) there is no public acknowledgement 
that literature plays a role in the maintenance of existing power structures and b) 
literature is seen as incapable of playing a seriously disruptive role within such a 
society…. If, in a liberal democracy, a piece of imaginative writing seeks or achieves 
social or political influence that goes beyond such a limited conception of its proper 
power, it must either be nonliterature masquerading as literature or a literary work 
being manipulated and misused for nonliterary, propagandistic purposes…. In overtly 
authoritarian states whose form of government does not rely on liberal bourgeois 
conceptions of constitutionality, such as Russia under the Tsars or the Soviet Union 
under Stalin, these assumptions are entirely reversed. Literature is required, by a 
combination of censorship and patronage, to contribute to the maintenance of power 
as constituted at the time. The government’s insistence on retaining tight control over 
what is written and published reflects the belief, which is most often shared by the 
regime’s opponents, that fictional writing possesses an extreme potential for 
disruption. 
 

Of course art has great power to influence publicly, politically; that’s why the military 
agrees to work on behalf of some films and not others; that’s why many institutions—
corporate, governmental, religious, cultural, etc—agree to work with certain artists and 
writers and not others. If I recall correctly, the CIA has even hired at least one novelist to 
write thrillers giving a favourable impression of the agency. And by way of making some 
interesting observations on the entrenched prejudice and skepticism regarding political 
art, in Political Fiction and the American Self John Whalen-Bridge notes that the 
National Endowment for the Humanities has a policy against political art: 
 

The academic study of the political novel begins confidently in 1924 with Morris 
Edmund Speare’s founding study The Political Novel… The American version [of 
the political novel], claimed Speare, has a more activist-pragmatic aim than the 
English: “A comparison […] of the American with the English political novelist 
brings out one striking fact: that whereas in England the writers have often 
enough been interested in presenting the political panorama for the sake of 
panorama,—shall we say, art for art’s sake—American novelists have been 
mainly concerned with Reform” (334). Some political novels lean toward political 
activism, some toward art for art’s sake. Speare observes that American novelists 
in particular were distinguished by their zeal for reform. This activist difference 
could help explain why the prejudice against political fiction is stronger in 
America than in other countries. 
 Speare’s recognition of the partisan nature of political fiction is presented in 
disarmingly direct fashion. Contemporary readers who are so quick to find in 
Speare quaint signs of class privilege overlook the ways in which this reader from 
1924 is ahead of today’s culture contests, wherein it must be continually 
reasserted that political struggle is an appropriate end of art. The demand for an 
absolute separation of politics and aesthetics is today rarely voiced as an 
imperative, but occasionally we happen upon it whole cloth. In the section of its 
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booklet entitled “What the Endowment Does Not Support,” the National 
Endowment of the Humanities makes it clear that it will support no projects that 
“Are directed at persuading an audience to a particular political, philosophical, 
religious, or ideological point of view, or that advocate a particular program of 
social change or action” (6). This policy gives us a negative definition of the 
political novel to complement Speare’s positive description. His judgment that the 
American political novel is engaged in the business of Reform has become a 
much more controversial position since he first wrote it, and the reason is found in 
critical standards and even government policies that attack works of art that 
“advocate a particular program of social change.” Art must affirm the status quo 
to receive NEH funding. 
 The political novel exposes itself to economic and critical perils that are 
somewhat more focused than those faced by other novels; its author will receive 
fewer government grants, or it may be singled out for reproach in reviews. This 
condition has not always obtained to the same degree, and there have been 
moments in this century when challenges to the idea that politics and literature are 
unmixable discourses were particularly strong. Speare’s study is, nonetheless, the 
last on published in the United States to speak of the political novel without 
apology (22-23). 

 
In “Hollywood Hurrah,” John Pilger observes, echoing Orwell decades earlier, that the 
commercial arena follows its own political policy, unwritten, that is in essence anti-
progressive, in many ways anti-social justice (to say the least), especially concerning 
matters of state:  

Following the Vietnam war, in which around five million Vietnamese were killed 
during the American invasion, and their land was destroyed and poisoned by 
American weapons of mass destruction, Hollywood came to the rescue with a 
string of Rambo-and-angst films that invited the audience to pity the invader. 
These films provided a cultural purgative that helped clear the way for America to 
mount other Vietnams - in El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Panama, Somalia 
and elsewhere. The current “war on terrorism” is underpinned by the same 
Hollywood caricatures. Films like Black Hawk Down, which promotes a 
mendacious version of America's killing spree in Somalia, act as cultural 
“softeners” before the bombing starts again for real. 

Even in finely crafted films like The Deer Hunter and Platoon that look as if they 
might break ranks, there is an implicit oath of loyalty to imperial culture. This was 
true of Three Kings, a movie that seemed to take issue with the Gulf war, but 
instead produced a familiar “bad apple” tale, exonerating the militarism that is 
now rampant. So dominant is Hollywood in our lives, and so collusive are its 
camp-following critics, that the films that ought to have been made are 
unmentionable. Name the mainstream movies that have shone light on to the vast 
shadow thrown by the American secret state, and the mayhem for which it is 
responsible. I can think of only a few... 
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And so, and yet, there remains today star critics and star novelists and other highly 
acclaimed artists and commentators—in fact, much of the literary establishment—who 
claim that art and politics would do better not to mix, that powerful well-crafted art is 
unlikely to be topical or even political, or is likely to have little or no political effect. The 
reality is quite different. 
 
Following the second recent major intervention in the Middle East by the U.S., the 
invasion and occupation of Iraq, not a single anti-war-on-Iraq novel (and scarcely an anti-
war novel at all) has been published in the elapsed period of over two years, and 
counting, since the unprecedented, massive (national and) international protests against 
the highly public build-up to the war—an egregious sign of what Pilger calls “The 
Silence of Writers” and “Our Writers Failure” (I and II) in several articles regarding 
novelists, in particular, in the U.S. and Britain: 
 

Some of the most acclaimed and privileged writers in the English language fail to 
engage with the most urgent issues of our time. On 1 June, the Guardian 
published a long essay by Martin Amis, entitled ‘The voice of the lonely crowd’. 
It was about 11 September and the role of writers. What did Amis think about on 
the momentous day? He thought he was ‘like Josephine, the opera-singing mouse 
in the Kafka story: Sing? “She can't even squeak.”’ By that he meant, I guess, that 
he had nothing to say about ‘the conflicts we now face or fear’, as he put it. Why 
not? Where was the spirit of Orwell and Greene? Where was a modest 
acknowledgement of history: a passing reflection on the impact of rapacious great 
power on vulnerable societies, which are the roots of the current ‘terrorism’? 

 
Amis described the response of acclaimed writers like himself to 11 September as 
a ‘pitiable babble.’ In fact, they were and remain mostly silent. 
 
For the great writers of the 20th century, art could not be separated from politics. 
Today, there is a disturbing silence on the dark matters that should command our 
attention. In 1935, the first Congress of American Writers was held at the 
Carnegie Hall in New York, followed by another two years later. By one account, 
3,500 crammed into the auditorium and a thousand more were turned away. They 
were electric events, with writers discussing how they could confront ominous 
events in Abyssinia, China and Spain. Telegrams from Thomas Mann, C Day 
Lewis, Upton Sinclair and Albert Einstein were read out, reflecting the fear that 
great power was now rampant and that it had become impossible to discuss art 
and literature without politics. 

In The Real Foundations: Literature and Social Change, David Craig quotes John Berger 
in his book, The Success and Failure of Picasso: 

Stupid people often accuse marxists of welcoming the intrusion of politics into 
art. On the contrary, we protest against the intrusion. But it is pointless to deny 
such times. They must be understood so that they can be ended: art and men will 
then be freer. Such a time began in Europe in 1914 and continues still. 
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There is much to object to in this quotation of Berger’s, not least the inflammatory (and 
inaccurate) use of the word “stupid,” as well as the idea that the time for political art in 
Europe began in 1914. The need for political art has always existed and will always 
exist—as artists through history have attested—right along with the never-ending broader 
struggle for social change. It might also be said that Berger is wrong in his notion that “it 
is pointless to deny such times [that call into being much political art]” because denying 
such times and such art is very often the primary purpose and point of apologists for 
unjust systems of power. But surely Berger is correct in stating that art can help make 
times of especially oppressive politics, or any time, better “understood so that they can be 
ended,” so that “art and men will then be freer,” in the never-ending struggle for a more 
just, equitable, humane world. 
 
In the meantime, and it is always the meantime, what remains for artists is “the urgent 
conjunction of art and politics” in the words of Edward Said. For those who care about 
creating a more knowledgeable and capable culture publicly, politically, a culture that has 
a real chance to avert ultimate disaster in a dangerous world greatly of our own creation, 
the combination of politics and art may prove to be a potent, necessary force in the 
struggle. As things stand now, novelist and journalist Andre Vltchek comments with a 
fair amount of acuity in a Znet commentary that recently it seemed to him: 

almost all great modern writers seemed to be in lethargic sleep or too frightened 
to address important global issues. Or maybe there were almost no great writers 
left. Philosophy, politics, social criticism and vision were replaced by frivolous, 
entertaining plots. Pitiful state of today’s world; its disparities and scandalous 
post-colonial arrangement topped the list of some of the issues hardly discussed 
on the pages of contemporary novels. Fiction became politically and socially 
detached and therefore historically and morally irrelevant. Instead of aiming at 
retaining their status as “the conscience of society”, most of the writers opted for 
much more modest goals, turning themselves to entertainers and showbiz 
figures….  

It is easy and correct to a certain degree to say that it’s now almost impossible to 
write a great novel against the establishment, while expecting it to be published 
and promoted. Media and publishing houses are far from being independent. Most 
of them are part of large companies which will be hardly ecstatic about printing 
books dangerous to their own interests and designs. But the process of writing 
should never be fully influenced by the mercantile considerations. Writer is a 
storyteller, an artist, a witness, a judge and a thinker. He or she leaves important 
testimony about particular time and puts on the record what others would often 
not even dare to pronounce.  

Are serious topics going to be openly ridiculed and described as outdated? Is it 
already happening? Are the readers going to accept this approach? Are we really 
expected to become entertainers, clowns, even liars? … Or are we going to swim 
with all our strength against the powerful (main-) stream? I don’t think we have 
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much choice. If we float, if we would allow ourselves to be carried by this 
current, we will end up in the land of irrelevance, oblivion, and shame.  

This could not be a more political age in certain ways, and neither could our private 
lives—and life itself—be more susceptible to public events, or less separate from them. 
To largely divorce politics from art can only diminish art in many ways (including 
aesthetic). For artists to largely divorce politics from art would be a serious moral 
abdication and/or blindness. To largely divorce politics from art would mean missing out 
on the opportunities of a lifetime. But it takes work. Artists have to know the politics, the 
public issues more-or-less inside out like they know the art—which means being able to 
get around mainstream ideological blinders and obstacles. Failing that, artists like 
anyone, had best stay away and stick to what they have taken the trouble to know and to 
commit to. Meanwhile, the political realm does not go away any more than the artistic 
one does, and the connection between the two remains urgent and compelling. 
 
So what does it mean to be a novelist today?—a crucial question for novelists in a time of 
intensifying political and biological crisis. Any answer would have to be circumstantial, 
likely taking into account the social and economic background of the author, as well as 
various private variables. Inadvertently, perhaps, helping to shed some light on this 
question is a recent troublesome article on politics and art (TV shows and novels in 
particular) in The New Republic, a publication which has a long history of mixing 
conventional politics and criticism of literature and art. Lee Siegel's article “Jumping off 
the Page” on the decline of the novel and the rise of television is thoughtful and observant 
to a point, but seems greatly limited by its relatively apolitical nature in exploring the 
current artistic situation: 

Whither the American imagination? Few novelists nowadays seem able to 
imagine anything that doesn't already exist. This might account for the fact that 
just about everybody in the fiction business is writing a historical novel.… [And 
more] and more graphic novels are being written as more and more novels falter 
on self-conscious language that is divorced from experience. Movies are slowly 
becoming more complex. And television is picking up the general imaginative 
slack—it's getting better even as the multiplying reality shows and so much else 
on the air are making it worse. It will keep getting better as it keeps getting worse 
because of its peculiar hybrid nature…. [Yet it] seems almost inevitable that in 
even the most serious television dramas, a beautiful complexity sooner or later 
gets caricatured into a senseless plot twist that leads to shooting, or punching, or 
screwing. The novelists have history; the screenwriters have violence and sex. It 
makes you want to shout “Fire!” just to wake everybody up. 

This is well put, but one wonders, if anyone yelled “Fire!” at, say, Siegel himself over 
some perceived lack, what would be his response? It may be a clever way to end an 
article dissecting a firefighting TV drama and making some observations on novels, but it 
diverts from the article’s utter lack of explanation as to why TV shows and novels and 
their creators so consistently come up with such poor creations. 
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Maybe Siegel simply ran out of room. Whatever the case, he has done the (personally and 
professionally) easy thing here (because apolitical), scrutinizing and picking apart 
contemporary TV, film, and literature in a way that anyone with two eyes might likely 
notice. How about an explanation, or even an educated guess, a hint, at least, as to why it 
might be the case that TV so predictably and mindlessly devolves to “shooting, or 
punching, or screwing”? Why are TV shows and novels often so weak or degraded? One 
problem may be that corporate media and their art are so predictably and stultifyingly 
apolitical or anti-political about so much of life, including many of the most urgent 
matters facing (and attacking) members of the public, that the myriad insubstantial and 
redundant corporate productions of art and entertainment are forced to resort to graphic 
excess to stir interest and attract attention. In place of meaningful, useful substance, 
viewers get cheap, or toxic, spectacle. 
 
In Siegel’s insights about how television is usurping the novel in examining the intimate 
private, social, and psychological lives of people there is no word about people’s public 
lives, the lives of citizens in a democratic public, as if this aspect of life does not exist 
and never did exist in novels or television. Somehow, according to Siegel—in denial of 
even some common understandings of the histories and capacities of these forms—“the 
intimacy of the novel” and television rule out “broad public meanings”—never mind the 
patriotic political exhortations of the ongoing nationalistic governmental TV epic, The 
West Wing, and scores of other shows that openly trumpet and steadily reinforce the 
priorities of the establishment in a criminally aggressive America that is also horribly and 
inexcusably (given the wealth and advantages) wracked internally by inhumane failings 
in health care, literacy, prosperity, and security, an establishment America that is 
ideologically opposed to economic democracy as well as being largely opposed, in effect, 
to political democracy. This is the status quo that is upheld and reinforced by corporate 
America and other ideological bastions that account for the art pouring out of the 
airwaves, transmitting noxious private spectacle along with “broad public meanings” of 
the retrograde establishment sort. 

Can it be any more likely that a shift from novels to the even more corporate dominated 
medium of television will allow, let alone encourage, more focus on the critical, urgent, 
and compelling public aspects of life, of our own lives, that increasingly swamp and 
threaten to drown our private lives? Under corporate and other cultural pressures (that, 
again, largely spurn needed compelling insight into how powerful public realities engage, 
enable, or destroy private lives and how these private lives push back on difficult public 
conditions) how else might television hold the attention of the vast majority of people—
who are deeply involved with a complex and awesome world much larger than their 
individual private realities—other than resorting to ever more graphic excess, whether it 
be sex or violence, or the voyeurism of “reality” shows and so on?  

What might prevent television from going the route of the novel (as Siegel perceives it) 
into a sterile self-reflexivity or impotent historicism, to the extent that it is not already 
there? Larry Spence, a lively professor I had the good fortune to take class with, once 
noted that many of the most urgent and important aspects of our collective lives go 
undiscussed at college (and school generally) in greatly needed and often greatly desired 
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ways. The same holds true, probably more so, for television (also novels) especially as 
they are shaped by intense corporate pressures, in denial of the public’s far more fully 
human needs and priorities.  

The same lack of urgently meaningful public interplay with the private exists in film, 
movies. Michael Moore and the at least somewhat progressive documentaries in his line 
are stepping in to fill that lack, appearing in theaters in record numbers, and there is no 
reason why the same sort of phenomenon could not happen with fiction, in film, 
television, and novels—except of course for the mighty corporate and cultural forces 
arrayed against such a happening. Why has at least some urgent publicly cognizant non-
fiction in the form of documentaries begun to gain something of a foothold in theaters far 
moreso than fiction films? Possibly it is taken for granted—true or not, consciously or 
not—among the powers that rule that fiction is far more powerful than non-fiction, often 
far more emotionally compelling and therefore far more energizing, and thus far more 
threatening to illegitimate (however legalized) power. Given this possibility for the power 
of fiction, Roland Barthes asked what he considered to be 

the modern question: why is there not today (or at least so it seems to me), why is 
there no longer an art of intellectual persuasion, or imagination? Why are we so 
slow, so indifferent about mobilizing narrative and the image? Can’t we see that it 
is, after all, works of fiction, no matter how mediocre they may be artistically, that 
best arouse political passion? 

 
And Alex Comfort in The Novel and Our Time (1948) provides an answer:  
 

Writers who publically underrate the temptation of money are certainly not proof 
against concrete offers in nine cases out of ten, and the collapse of fiction-writers 
one after another into acquiescence [to power] is even more depressing than it 
would be if state censorship prevented anyone non-acquiesant from being printed 
openly…. (29) 

 
Though Nadine Gordimer’s accomplished culturally critical novels are not nearly as 
political as they might well be, in my view, in The Essential Gesture (1988), she warns 
against such acquiescence to power and neglect of social issues of justice and injustice. 
And I think contemporary novelists would do well to understand and take her words even 
more strongly than she knows and intends (as may be true of many of the novelists and 
critics I’ve quoted, even in my drawing on some of their most political statements):  
 

Responsibility is what awaits outside the Eden of creativity…. The creative act is 
not pure. History evidences it. Ideology demands it. Society exacts it…. Roland 
Barthes wrote that…a writer’s ‘enterprise’ – his work – is his ‘essential gesture as 
a social being’. 
 
One thing is clear: ours is a period when few can claim the absolute value of a 
writer without reference to a context of responsibilities. Exile as a mode of genius 
no longer exists…. ‘It is from the moment when I shall no longer be more than a 
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writer that I shall cease to write.’ One of the great of our period, Camus, could say 
that. In theory at least, as a writer he accepted the basis of the most extreme and 
pressing demand of our time. The ivory tower was finally stormed; and it was not 
with a white flag that the writer came out, but with manifesto unfurled and arms 
crooked to link with the elbows of the people. And it was not just as their 
chronicler that the compact was made; the greater value, you will note, was 
placed on the persona outside of ‘writer’: to be ‘no more than a writer’ was to put 
an end to the justification for the very existence of the persona of ‘writer’…. 
 Long before it was projected into that of a world war, and again after the war, 
Camus’s natal situation was that of a writer in the conflict of Western world 
decolonisation – the moral question of race and power by which the twentieth 
century will be characterized along with its discovery of the satanic ultimate in 
power, the means of human self-annihilation. 
 

Camus also might have done well to have been far more political and didactic in his 
novels, in my opinion—to have been, as Alex Comfort puts it in The Novel and Our 
Time, an ever more politically explicit “responsible writer,” going well beyond the 
Victorians in this regard, a writer who 
 

is not devoid of political and moral judgments, but makes them equally. In 
reading, therefore, ask: Is this writer capable of recognizing a human being? Is he 
able to reject the art of diverse weights, for which an act identical in every respect 
is a heroic but regrettable necessity when done by Our Side and a contemptible 
atrocity when done by Their Side? Is his judgment of human decisions level or 
weighted: does he know filth from food, whatever the wrapper? If he does, he is 
capable of being a great artist under barbarianism, and if not, he is another part of 
barbarism made manifest. (24-26) 
 
Whether we [novelists] are able to influence human conduct will depend very 
largely upon the number of people in a given asocial society who react by rational 
aggression towards that society rather than by irrational aggression towards their 
fellow individuals. The social role of the novel will depend very largely, in 
coming years, upon the persistence of sufficient rationally disobedient individuals 
to make novel-writing of the kind I have described possible. 
 While interpretation rather than an attempt to convince is the chief object of 
art, the novel is more apt than any other literary form to exert direct pressure upon 
the growth and forming of ideas, and it will do so whether we intend that or 
not…. Because of the essential humanity which a writer must possess to write 
major novels, I am confident that it will play a large part in the events which 
precede the end of asociality, and should it pass out of currency as a form, it will 
be replaced by the unanimous literature of tyranny or the spontaneous social 
literature of a free society, depending upon how far its readers are able to share 
and imbibe the responsibility of its best practitioners. (80) 

 
Dramatizing and exploring, understanding and acting on stories of social justice and 
change are to me highly reasonable and ambitious, worthy and urgent goals for writers 
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and readers of fiction, who will need to overcome the countervailing tendencies of the 
establishment, as Ismael Reed notes in “Which State?” (1986) in Writing’ Is Fightin’ 
(1990):  
 

The current literary establishment, which denies that it exists, is not only a 
powerful influence upon American intellectual and cultural trends but on political 
trends as well—both the left wing and right wing [so-called] of the New York 
branch having advised political administrations since the 1960s…. The problem 
with the current literary-industrial complex of publishers, critics, writers, and 
slowpoke academia is that it can see cultural repression when it happens in other 
states but can’t recognize it when it’s practiced by its own state, the literary 
state…. 

 
Before a more recent reactionary turn, even British critic D. J. Taylor—in “Writers, 
Politics and Society,” A Vain Conceit: British Fiction in the 1980s (1989)—could see the 
obvious, that 
 

Though an air of genteel quietism has hung lazily over the English novel, 
manifesting itself occasionally in the conviction that art is somehow ‘above’ 
politics or that no civilized person would ever want to bother himself with the 
governance of his country, there is a long and fairly honourable tradition of 
writers intervening or interfering in domestic politics. Naturally, this is not 
something that officialdom has ever welcomed…. 

That this sort of resentment persists is a testimony to the compartmentalization of 
modern life. Even today the notion that a novelist might have political ideas 
floating about in his head and might want to give them a public airing is 
calculated to make the average newspaper columnist seethe with rage…. 
Journalists on all sides cry out for writers to be ‘relevant’ and as soon as they 
perform an act as relevant as expressing a political preference they are somehow 
seen to be engaged in a sort of spiritual trespassing. 

In brief, the establishment argument holds that public/political issues and social facts 
essentially do not make for good fiction, do not mix well with highly compelling and 
insightful explorations of the fully human, the full human condition, the essence of 
humanity—of character, psychology, personality, motivation, mindset—that is of 
fiction’s foundation as a form. Nothing could be more false. Whatever can be made 
personal, at the least, can be made fiction, and the personal easily includes not only the 
private realms of people’s lives but the public realms as well, and especially most 
intriguingly and sweepingly that highly charged personal realm within which, in 
astonishing and quotidian ways both, the private and the public interact, overlap, mix, 
combine, fuse, recombine and so on, in the astounding dance of lives lived, of thoughts 
energized, of feelings, perceptions, and insight heightened, of motivation intensified and 
directed. In the intensely complex and personal realm where the public and private 
intersect, this is where fullest life lies. To narrow focus to mainly the private is to commit 
a type of aesthetic, intellectual, moral, emotional suicide, or at the very least to amputate 
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some great part of the personal, that part that is of the public, and thus to amputate much 
of what it means to be human, and civilized. 

Nearly two years, now, into the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq, where is the flood 
of anti-war novels that any decent society would produce? 

Where is the novelistic exposure of religious and academic, corporate and governmental 
forces in Washington D.C. and elsewhere who have built and maintained support for an 
invasion and occupation that has been judged to be illegal by the head of the U.N and 
legal experts across the U.S. and the globe, and has had the predicted effect of increasing 
the likelihood of attack against the U.S., and was based on fraud as known in advance, 
and meanwhile has killed over a thousand U.S. troops, and wounded or debilitated tens of 
thousands and has killed upwards of 100,000 Iraqis and maimed countless others while 
destroying their country? Where are the didactic novels, the social protest novels? The 
biting social and political satires and invectives? The forms are well known. Models exist 
and may be adopted, adapted, updated. Where are the polemic fictions? The 
incriminating novels of ideas? The lifesaving “muckraking” novels? Where are the thesis 
novels, the engaged fictions, the novels with a  purpose? The tendentious fictions? The 
culturally critical novels? Or even the realistic novels, the info novels, the governmental 
novels on the scandalous nature of the ongoing U.S. aggression in Iraq? Or on the 
criminal laws and actions of corporate American and governmental America that prevent 
Africans (and others) from obtaining comparatively inexpensive HIV/AIDS medicines to 
combat the epidemic? Where are the exposé novels on how powerful corporate and 
governmental officials block universal health care in the world’s richest nation? And so 
on… Where is the decent educated society of artists, publishers and other intellectuals 
that would produce such novels and other powerful social and political fictions and works 
of art? And what does it say about the reigning culture that fails to produce such works? 
What does it say about such a culture, when viewed in this light? 

Much more in much greater detail and over much greater range could be explored on this 
topic of social and political fiction and social change, on the topic of the future (and past) 
of imaginative writing, much that would be useful, I think, to writers, to readers, to 
thinkers of all sorts, and to those who are actively engaged in progressive efforts, in 
organized movements for social justice and human survival not least. Here I’ll simply add 
that what it means to be a novelist, script writer, critical writer today has a lot to do with 
what it means to be anyone alive in an unjust world, which means that nothing is more 
crucial than increasing awareness, understanding, and control of the public realms within 
which a large part of life and our individual lives are found and formed; it means 
increasing our involvement in such realms in ways that are thoughtful, lively, and 
effective; it means there is a compelling need for more progressive political art—art that 
focuses on power and its use and abuse in ways that spring from the human condition and 
impinge upon it, art that may dramatically affect and enable us all in urgent ways that are 
by now well known and never more pressing. 
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