n more, and proven
s few outstanding
advocacy of objectivist

puetic strength and

theory than to his nrﬁ
realistic insight. |
|

In his crusade for the wrue §
Williams discarded sentimentality, which was
unreal, for the “anti-poetic.” He gained
thereby a clear, precise image and a firm poetic
line, but, in extreme reaction, he minimized
the conceptual, imaginative role of the poet.
In his search for tiuth about America, he
sought a language th:i\tt did not Hie. But truth
is not merely a linguistic problem but also an
ontological ocne. Essential to an understanding
of Williams’s achievéments, however, is that
he looked for poetry| in the “factual” word,
and in this respect hiq‘ words became alive and
real. |

Blending the hapﬁazard‘ notations typical
of his former prose jwork with the precise,
polished qualities of! his poetry, he has in
White Mule crystallized and developed a
fluent diction which captures the bare move-
ments of reality; he|has fashioned a verbal
tool, which dissects the object like a surgeon’s
scalpel, and created %m original style of his
own, and he has unhooked the grammatical
apostrophes of literary|dialogue and established
more flexible conversational patterns, captur-
ing individual forms|of speech, contrasts in
dialect, and the simt‘;ltaneity of speech and
movement, ‘

W hite Mule describes the life of an ordin-
ary man, his domestic and work-day affairs,
and pictures it with understanding and almost
clinical observation. The novel tests a com-
mon man in common crises. Williams makes
no attempt to underscpre situations. In keep-
ing with his literary theories, Williams is con-
tent with limiting an ordinary event in precise
and essential outlines. The novel grows out
of a series of sketches }of the domestic and in-
dustrial life of poor people; 2 baby’s birth and
illness, a visit to the doctor, infants at play,
kitchen drudgery, work in a printing plant, a
strike, the desultory cionversation of visiting
relatives, etc. Williams gives literary signifi-
cance and stature to Ithe simple, apparently
trite and unimportant ioccurrencc by properly
selecting and presenting details which bring
into vivid relief objects and movements in the
drab, anti-poetic routine of daily life.

As one learns, in thie daily orbit of living,
through chance meetings, through snatches of
gossip, and from rambling conversations among
acquaintances, the story of a friend’s life, so
Williams, through ske‘}tches of Joe Stecher’s
humdrum existence, unfolds and reveals the
story of White Mule.. | It is a familiar theme
in American literature, the tale of a European
_ with peasant antecedents, who attempts to
adjust himself in a new world. Joe Stecher is
an ambitious, skilled, ﬁard worker, living in
an America at the peak “of economic expansion.
He is imbued with loye of his work for its
own sake and the cardinal belief that men
should work hard and| honestly and be well
paid for it. For Joe, ‘Feeking new roots for
old, this must be America’s meaning. Joe is

|

11 poetry,

i
|
|

a figure, already outmoded in American life, of
the pure and simple trade unionist.

For Williams, as he has stated elsewhere,
America is essentially a land of labor, of the
thrifty, honest, and industrious Poor Richard,
colonial progenitor of the modern Yankee;
and Joe, Williams’s analogy, an honest, con-
servative unionist with vaguely defined demo-
cratic ideas, sees this tradition become emptied
of meaning for him.

Joe is essentially a moral man in an un-
moral society, who is confronted with the
problem of living up to the standards he has
set for himself. Professional pride in his work,
his simple peasant-bred morality of honesty
and hard work, alienate him from his fellow
printers. A former co-worker of Gompers, he
becomes disgusted with the corruptness of the
union officialdom and scabs in a strike. He
vacillates between his sympathies for labor,
his contempt for trade-union bureaucrats and
politics, and his hatred for the brigands of big
business. As a result he becomes confused
and disillusioned with America. His shrewd,
aggressive wife prods his ambitions. Every-
body’s dishonest, it’s the way to make money,
that’s all that counts, she argues, and Joe is
led to accept this philosophy of success. He
becomes involved in the financial schemes of
his employers and eventually plans to betray
them and set up a business of his own.

It is too early to hazard a final judgment
concerning Joe’s tenets; they are as yet unre-
solved and his story incomplete, for W hite
Mule is only the first book of a series. The
direction in which Joe travels depends upon
Williams's own understanding and resolution
of his theme.

However, in presenting his character as a
figure out of America’s past, I think Williams
offers a clue to his own viewpoint. Joe’s posi-
tion as a skilled workman is analogous to
Williams’s place as a professional in society.
Williams's very theory of objectivism is an
outgrowth of this relationship. Objectivism is
less a philosophy than a poet’s adaptation of
pragmatism, the ideological fortress of the
American professional and middle-class groups.
‘The detached, empirical outlaok of the prag-
matist is the typical W eltanschauung of the
middle-class individual, trained to embrace an
objective, impartial viewpoint concomitant
with the liberal-democratic tradition. It is an
attitude that has revealed considerable weak-

Sid Gotcliffe
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ness in the political and social conflicts of the
past few years.

It is clear that Williams is attempting to
reévaluate America and thereby determine his
own viewpoint. The problems of Joe, the
artisan, and Williams, the writer, are not
problems of mechanics and literary craftsman-
ship, but problems of a particular way of life.
Therefore, to define Williams's work as pri-
marily that of a craftsman is to reduce his
work to a technical exercise in wordsmanship
and to minimize the nature and value of his
contribution. Williams’s very use of the word,
his selection of the anti-poetic and common-
place as literary norms, is an attitude toward
reality. In championing the objective word,
Williams himself has consistently held the po-
sition of a writer devoted to his art as a means
of grasping and conveying truths, as well as a
source of msthetic and creative pleasure. It ap-
pears then that, in seeking the truth of Amer-
ica in the commonplace, Williams hopes to
find a new direction in the lower levels of
American life. His original talent for vivifying
these humbler experiences in White Mule
marks the book as the most successful expres-
sion of his quest and as a contribution to our
literature of a more valid portrait of evervday
America.

S. Funarorr.

Marxist Scientists

SCIENCE AND SocieTy: A MARXIAN {)UAR-
TERLY. Vol. 1, No. 4. 35c.

N less than one year, Science and Society
has succeeded in creating and maintaining
a standard of Marxian scholarship and critical
discussion which has won the respect of quali-
fied students in a wide number of fields. Each
of the four issues which comprise the first vol-
ume has, with increasing force, lived up to the
admirable purposes announced editorially in
the first number. The magazine quickened and
organized the growing interest of American
intellectuals in the application of dialectical
materialism to various branches of theoretical
discourse. It brought to the fore a number of
distinguished writers whose concern with
Marxism had previously found no extended
expression, and it introduced the work of
younger people who had been denied access to
the old-line type of academic journal. Science
and Society has clearly earned for itself an im-
portant and permanent place in the cultural
life of America.

The fourth issue, just off the press, includes
six main articles, as well as three communica-
tions and a review section. Antonie Panne-
koek, the noted Dutch astronomer whose pre-
war polemics against Kautsky won favorable
comment from Lenin, contributes a general
study on ‘“Society and Mind in Marxian
Philosophy.” “A Dialectical Account of Evo-
lution” was written by Professor J. B. S.
Haldane in Madrid, where he supervised the
defense against possible gas attacks. Joseph
Needham and Corliss Lamont contribute to-
ward a discussion of religion, Earl P. Hanson,
formerly a member of the Puerto Rico Re-
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construction Administration, analyzes ‘“The
Dilemma of Puerto Rico.” Granville Hicks
discusses the literary opposition to the Ben-
thamite tradition of nineteenth-century Eng-
lish thought. And Herbert Aptheker offers a
firmly documented study of “American Negro
Slave Revolts.”

Each of the essays illustrates, in its own
way, the kind of advance which Marxists can
make over orthodox academicians. For exam-
ple, the study of Negro rebellions before the
Civil War has, for obvious reasons, either been
almost entirely neglected by American his-
torians, or else, when treated, has been fairly
consistently distorted. Mr. Aptheker discusses
the subject fully, for the first time, with can-
dor and understanding. By examining the
content and social repercussions of utilitarian-
ism in the light of historical materialism, Mr.
Hicks traces the organic relations of such
key figures as Coleridge, Carlyle, Kingsley,
Dickens, and Disraeli. Mr. Hanson’s essay
shows, by contrast, how feeble any evaluation
of the Puerto Rican problem must be, which
fails to take into account the nature of Ameri-
can imperialism.

The latest issue of Science and Society has
one important advantage over its predecessors.
Without sacrificing sharpness of analysis, it
succeeds in making all its material available
to the general reader. A certain stiffness of
manner, which one sometimes noted in former
essays, is happily absent here. One of the most
significant achievements of Science and Society
is the fact that it is helping to break down the
barrier which removes the scientific specialist
from the intelligent layman.

‘WALTER RALSTON.
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