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The Present Plight of a Man of Letters 

By Paul Goodman 

During the past twenty years, there have been a couple of hundred works 
of "social criticism" of American ways, of the cars, the hidden govern- 
ment, the physicians and funerals, cities and suburbs, schools and the 
growing up of the young, advertising and TV, the conflict of races, tech- 
nology, ecology, management, popular culture, etc., etc. A score of these 
have been pretty good books. In my opinion, the writers may fairly be 
compared to the humanists of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and 
the philosophers of the eighteenth. They are men of letters exercising 
the specific processes of literature in times of religious, political, and 
cultural crisis. 

Older worthies had their own frustrations. At present the plight of a 
man of letters is made hard by the following state of affairs: Those in 
power "co-opt" the critics, manage them so that they are rendered in- 
effectual (there is little direct censorship, though some). We are invited 
to be on panels or even task-forces to represent our way-out views, so 
the proceedings are well rounded; but, speaking for myself, I do not find 
that my critical insights are taken into account in any decisions or actions 
that ensue. The numerous and dynamic young do take the social critics 
more seriously; indeed, the bulk of their reading matter and most of their 
slogans come from them, and they are eager to act out what they have 
read. But they cannot read English very well; the conditions of modern 
life have so alienated them from history, from the professions, and even 
from the nature of things, that they do not understand what a humanistic 
writer is saying. Finally, there is a prevailing sentiment that literature 
itself is unimportant. It is mere entertainment, or confused sociology or 
psychiatry, or the posture of a new shabby elite. New media have made it 
moribund and it may pass away. What is useful in letters is only a noisy 
code that must be refined by other than writers, for purposes of science, 
technology, and social engineering. 

Nevertheless, literature is humanly important. It is odd to have to say 
this at the meeting of an association dedicated to the modern languages, 
but evidently each era must write its own Defense of Poesy. Literature 
is not a "linear" unrolling of printed sentences nor an awkward code; it 
is artful speech. And speech is not merely a means of communication and 
expression, as the anthropologists say, but is a chief action in our human 
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way of being in the world. And pace Marshall McLuhan, people will con- 
tinue to speak for the indefinite future, as a chief way of being in the 
world. (The only alternative hypothesis is if technologists wire their 
brains; but at this point we would cease to classify them as human be- 
ings.) 

Psychiatrists of aphasia, from Hughlings Jackson and Head to Kurt 
Goldstein, have shown that speech is a way of coping with the stream of 
experience and saves us from the catastrophic all-or-nothing reactions 
of aphasics. Speech is a peculiar use of symbols that both tell experience 
and are a substitute for experience, and the manner of speaking is how 
one is having his experience. To speak to some one not only communi- 
cates but creates community; e.g. one can signal "Come" by snapping 
his fingers, but if he says it in words he makes the other into a person. 
To speak, as Buber and Kafka have said, is itself a primordial prayer to 
God and man. Passing from infancy actualizes and defines the self of a 
growing child; learning to speak is coincidental with, maybe the same as, 
the formation of the ego. And from Aristotle to Benjamin Whorf and the 
linguistic analysts, philosophers have repeatedly used vocabulary and 
grammar as basic hypotheses and world-views of reality. 

All this is heightened by literature, oral and written. The habits, genres, 
and tropes that have been developed in the long world-wide literary 
tradition constitute a method of coping with reality, different from sci- 
ence, religion, political power, or common sense, but involved with them 
all. (In my opinion, literature, although it is a method sui generis, is 
not a specialized department of learning but a good way of being in any 
department. The same is true of philosophy.) Literature brings to con- 
scious awareness the folk wisdom that exists in vocabulary and grammar. 
It combines the subjectivity of personal experience and the objectivity of 
shared experience. Syntax, tenses, voices, moods, direct and indirect dis- 
course, simple and complex sentences are the character of one's involve- 
ment in experience and with the others; they are a better diagnostic than 
Rorschach cards. Points of view, what the ancients called "manner" are 

experiments in phenomenology. Rhythm, regular meter and the rhythm 
that modifies meter, is feeling; it is one's way of breathing, and being 
calm, forceful, or languid. Plot structures and chains of syllogism ex- 
tend the attention span and appropriate experience by reconstructing it 
with a philosophical beginning, middle, and end. Metaphor is surprise. 

The ability of literature to combine memory and learning with present 
observation, need, and spontaneous impulse remarkably serves the nature 
of man as the animal who makes himself; for it revives the spirit of past 
makings, so they are not a dead weight, and yet is a making that is occur- 
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ring now. Put psychotherapeutically, this process alleviates "inner con- 
flict" and helps undo past trauma by bringing it into the public world of 
sharable speech. 

The materials of literature are cheap and common. This is so with all 
the fine arts; they are made of mud, rock, gestures, tinkling, and babbling. 
Those who hanker after multimedia and overwhelming environmental 
effects should consider what is lost by using an expensive technology. 
Maybe only a simple and poor medium is flexible and subtile enough to 
lure the inward outward. 

Yet despite its open access, literature is not democratic but aristo- 
cratic. Like any method, it lives by its own tradition as well as social 
causes or individual ability. But compared to other elites, the Republic 
of Letters has been a career open to talents and often classless. 1 venture 
that a disproportionate number of its stars have been persons socially 
despised, out-casts, convicts. There is truth in what Wordsworth said, 
that the speech of the poor and unschooled, if they have been brought up 
among beautiful scenes and simple affections-or if, 1 would add, they have 
been loving and passionate-is more literary than the speech of courts and 
capitalists. Recently, Baxter Bernstein has made some interesting studies 
of the differences of vocabulary, syntax, and attitude in lower class and 
middle class speech; and Wordsworth's model, as 1 judge, has the good 
points and avoids the defects of each; it is simply better human speech 
than either Bernstein's cockneys or his bourgeois. 

The sentences and the stances of poets and men of letters have always 
seemed to provide an independent source or validation of ethics, and 
moral philosophers have cited them as evidence. In the Book of Job, for 
instance, the arguments of Whirlwind are logically no more cogent than 
the other arguments, but their poetry compels assent. (1 interpret the 
beginning of the story to mean that Job is an obsessional neurotic, who 
can be cured only by being emotionally swept off his feet.) The Italians 
of the Renaissance used to say that only Eloquence, noble rhetoric, yields 
the "real" truth, just as only the real truth makes a man eloquent. The 
aim of literature is "to move and instruct"; in the later formulations 
of Dryden, this means that literature instructs by moving, by disturbing 
rigid or stereotyped responses. In our own time, Genet says it best when 
he confesses that his style soars only when he is describing his delin- 
quents, and therefore they are good people; for he is a writer, and writ- 
ing is his existential act and source of valuation. 

So much for the praise of letters, the warrant by which a man of let- 
ters can be a social critic. Let me return to his present difficulties. 

It is increasingly hard to fulfill one of the elementary functions of 
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writers, to renew the speech of the tribe as it inevitably degenerates. 
Confucius said that speech reform was the first step of social change; 
these days I would sooner get rid of the atom bombs and the pollution, 
but maybe it's all the same. The trouble is that the rate of revolutionary 
change in important cultural aspects-urbanization, travel, schooling, 
communications, militarization, space exploration-is so rapid that it is 

impossible for any renewal of speech and style to mature and be assimi- 
lated. Good tendencies appear, but they are swamped by the flood of pub- 
lications; and the over-all public style is wildly eclectic. 

In principle, the omnipresent and powerful TV could have a good or 
bad influence-as the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation has, for better 
or worse, standardized the French of young Canadians. But the mode of 

operation of American mass media makes them almost necessarily cor- 

rupting. Since they aim for big audiences that have lew serious interests 
in common, the subjects treated are trivial or trivialized; communication 
is quick and superficial; feeling is sensational or bland-or somehow both. 
Young people, brought up on this fare, become adept at judging the nuances 
and absurdities of TV commercials, but are quite unable to grasp other 

style or content. They, and most other Americans, cannot hear a line of 
reasoning if the premises are at all unexpected. Instead of assuming that 
the writer is saying something different and trying to figure it out, they 
decide that he is a bad writer. If the conclusion is not either of the two 
sides that an issue is supposed to have, they take the argument to be 

fuzzy. An editor of Esquire once objected to a line of argument in an 
article of mine because "the reader would have to think about that," too 
much to expect of anybody. 

The surface of writing becomes swift and tlashy, "cinematic,"-the 
arresting lead, the startling statistic, the apt illustration; but the actual 
motion of intellect becomes excrutiatingly slow; there must not be more 
than one poor thought to a page, for the readers cannot read. An editor 
of Harpers' objected to a piece of mine because it had three ideas, and 
"an article in Harpers'," he said, "cannot have more than two ideas." 

For sufficient reasons, it seems to me, the young do not believe or 
understand the western tradition; but then the memory that is alive in 
humane letters is lost on them, either its allusion or its continuing dia- 

logue millenia old. When I speak at a college, I pepper the discussion 
with references to Spinoza, Beethoven, and Milton, hoping that they will 
learn that former great men were real human beings, but the poignant 
effect is that they regard me wistfully because I seem to have a past, and 

they are more forlorn than ever. If I try to analyze a text in its own 
terms, to find a human spirit coping with its particulars and lthereore 
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relevant to us, it is taken as an irrelevant exercise in order to avoid 
present gut issues. Naturally, inability to read a good book is cumula- 
tive. Since there is no belief in the tradition nor habituation in its ways, 
it becomes a chore just to read the sentences, and why bother. 

Ironically, the stepped-up schooling is literarily disastrous. Librarians 
have complained to me that children no longer have the time to brouse 
and choose what interests them; but I venture to say that very few who 
can read and write have learned it by assigned lessons. Literature is both 
too complicated and free-wheeling to be followed without spontaneous 
attention springing from within. 

Without doubt, writers and readers can be encumbered by too much 
traditional baggage, as perhaps I myself am. This can prevent primary 
literature, coping with the existential plight of the person and his com- 
munity. Yet starting from scratch, without literary tradition altogether, 
writing and reading are imbecile and trivial; ancient errors are tire- 
somely repeated; platitudes are taken for ideas; hard won distinctions 
are lost; useful genres have to be reinvented, like reinventing shoes or 
learning to boil water. Unencumbered by history, when the young are 
discussing their immediate real problems, e.g. the draft, their rapping 
is fresh, direct, accurate, and inventive, excellently literary. When they 
are discussing politics, the institutions, or the professions, they become 
abstract and brassy. When the task is critical judgment or poetic affirma- 
tion of their own experience, they are embarrassed and inarticulate or 
full of cliches. 

Needless to say, the lapse of a common background is gruelling for a 
writer. He has to explain too much, beginning with academic synopses 
of First Principles that he ought to be able to take for granted. This pres- 
ent essay is an example: speaking to professors of modern languages, I 
start off with a lecture to prove that speech and writing are important 
in human affairs. It is like treatises of the fifth century that commence 
with Adam and Eve and ultimately get to the point. I hope that this analogy 
is not accurate. 

Most painful is the need to repeat myself. I have written ten books of 
social theory and social criticism, trying to explore different relations 
of man and environment. But since there is no continuing community of 
readers and I do not know what I can take for granted, each time I have 
to establish my point of view and summarize things I have said before. 
Impatiently, to get it over with as quickly as possible, I have written some 
really hideous paragraphs of sociological and psychological jargon, as a 
kind of shorthand. 

I have found that being misread can have boring consequences. For in- 
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stance, in The Community of Scholars I criticized present university ad- 
ministration and pointed out that ten professionals and a hundred fifty 
students, the equivalent of most medieval schools, could provide profes- 
sional education better and more cheaply than we do. So 1 suggested that 
some professors secede and try it. Somehow this made me the father, or 
Dutch uncle, of the Free Universities, and since 1 am sympathetic to the 
Movement in general, I have had to take part also in the Free Univer- 
sities. Their curriculum is the psychedelic experience, senstivity train- 
ing, the liberation of women, and Castro's Cuba, which are fine subjects 
but not at all the Law, Medicine, and Engineering that 1 had in mind. 

More serious in life-consequences for writers is the bland hypocrisy 
of those in power. When we are treated as court jesters or, worse, when 
our sentences are cadged for purposes the opposite of what we intend, 
then just to maintain our integrity we have to engage in follow-up actions 
that go beyond our skill or desire: demonstrations, picketing, civil dis- 
obedience, raising bail. I have written more leaflets and attended more 
press conferences than I like to remember. In order to say my say to the 
National Security Industries and be paid attention to, I had to summon stu- 
dents to picket the auditorium of the State Department. Writers and 
scholars spend long hours plotting with their fellows about ways to make 
trouble. 

At any time, also, the contempt of learning can turn into direct censor- 
ship or the chilling climate of blacklisting. Consider the recent disclosure 
of blacklisting by the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare of 
scholars who actively opposed the Vietnam War. I can conceive of people 
honorably indecisive and silent about the policy of the Vietnam War, but 
it is hard to conceive of anybody talented in community medicine or the 
education of children or the welfare of the poor who would not be vehe- 
mently opposed to that policy. Thus, the effect of the blacklist was to 
doom the Department to mediocrity. 

As a poet, I do not have these problems (though plenty of others). On 
the advice of Longinus, I "write it for Homer, for Demosthenes" and 
other pleasant company who somehow are more alive to me than most 
of my contemporaries, though unfortunately not available for comment. 
Anyway, in the best pages, I am not writing, but the spirit in me. But my 
trouble is that I have to be that kind of poet who is in the clear because 
he has done his public duty. All writers have hang-ups, and mine is To 
Have Done My Duty. It is an arduous taskmaster, but at least it saves 
me from the nonsense of Sartre's poet engage, politically committed. 
How the devil could a poet, who does the best he can just to get it down 
as it is whispered to him, decide whether or not to be morally or po- 
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litically responsible? What if the Muse won't, perverse that she is? What 
if the Truth won't, unknown that it is? 

The most dangerous threat to humane letters at present, however, is 
none of the things we have been mentioning; it is not the ugliness and 
commercialism of corporate capitalism, nor the ignorance and aliena- 
tion of the young, nor the hypocrisy or censorship of power. It is the 
same dehumanization of Modern Times that I have been discussing through- 
out this paper: language is reduced to be a technology of social engineer- 
ing, with a barren conception of science and technology and a collectivist 
conception of community. This tendency has been reinforced by govern- 
ment grants and academic appointments, and it controls the pedagogy in 
primary schools. 

In this tendency, communication is taken to be the transfer of informa- 
tion from one brain to another, and all the rest, the expression, is noise 
or meaningless emotion. Linguists construct grammars of basic voca- 
bularies of "factual" words connected by Russell's logic of relations to 
provide a pidgin for transferring information, or to allow for computer 
translation. These are useful purposes, but they are not what language, 
or English, is. In my opinion, speaking is an action and passion of speak- 
ing animals, directly affected by their speech encounter; the style of 
speaking is how the speaker has his information and is with the others, 
so it is intrinsic to the meaning. In most conversation, the non-informa- 
tional part is by far the greater; a grammar of English should be drawn 
from common speech and the heightened speech that has proved interest- 
ing, literature. I doubt that there is a general basic vocabulary. What is 
"fact" depends on how one is in the kind of world one has. 

For a long time, say from Francis Bacon to Neurath and Carnap, 
scientists resisted using the "unified language of science" that was 
periodically invented for them. It did not seem to fit the way each branch 
went about its enterprise; and Science as a whole was an indefinite num- 
ber of wandering dialogues with the unknown carried on by brotherly 
cooperative (and competitive) researchers. But now Science is taken to 
be a central office in which new data are added, new theory is processed, 
and new projects are launched; and the convenience of calculating ma- 
chines seems to be leading to the rapid adoption of a single language 
and method. To my lay understanding, this implies-doesn't it?-a likeli- 
hood of misinterpreting what cannot be easily said in the one language, 
and disregarding what cannot be coped with by the one method. Perhaps 
this danger does not exist in the physical sciences-anyway there continue 
to be important successes. But in the social sciences, the procedure of 

collecting and processing data and planning strategies has usually proved 
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to be otiose or harmful, avoiding problems or creating worse ones. Evi- 
dently the essence has been left out, the language and method are not 
adequate. Similarly, the use of technology is proving to be disastrous. 
Technology is a branch of moral philosophy, but the language that is used 
is not the language of moral philosophy, which is literature. 

It is the sign of an ignorant man, said Aristotle, to be more precise 
than the subject allows. There is more communication in a poem of Keats 
than in a scientific report, said Norbert Wiener, for the poem alters the 
code, whereas the report merely repeats it and increases the noise. 

Society is increasingly taken to be a kind of machine directed by a 
central will, and in this structure the teaching of English is turned into 
social engineering. The purpose of learning to read is no longer political 
freedom, clarification, appreciation, and community, but "functional 
literacy," the ability to follow directions and be employable. The ques- 
tion whether a child can and will learn to read with such a purpose is not 
asked. At the level of Freshman English, the manuals aim to impart 
units of language skill necessary to perform various social roles. At 
the graduate level, the departments instill the style and format acceptable 
for work in the "discipline." 

Thus, speech is increasingly reduced to a code to transfer information 
for increasingly narrow purposes. Conversely, the expressive part of 
speech, emptied of meaning and any relation to telling the truth is re- 
duced to ornament or shallow entertainment, as in the rhetorics of the 
Roman Empire. Or much worse, it is something to manipulate politically, 
to create thoughtless collective solidarity, like the Newspeak of George 
Orwell's 1984. 

I do not think this situation is the result of a conspiracy, although those 
who profit by the tide go along with the tide and have a vested interest 
in it. And it is not especially American, although our country is the oldest 
in Modern Times and is therefore the most mature in this way too. But 
this disease of speech seems to be endemic in Modern Times and has 
appeared in every advanced country, no matter what its economic sys- 
tem or political ideology. Mankind does not know, does not yet know, 
how to manage the exploding scientific technology and the collectivism 
which are the conditions of the foreseeable future. 1 say does not "yet" 
know because we are an inventive species. But unfortunately we come 
across only when we are in trouble, and we may again have to go through 
something like the Thirty Years War. 

Since I started by mentioning the humanists, let me come on at the end 
like Erasmus (perhaps it is his tri-centennial-his birth was "1469'?"). 
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Just now the method of literature is indispensable: to find and say the hu- 
manism in new science, the morality in technology, and the community 
and individuality in collectivism. 
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