THE MAN WHO WAS RALPH FOX

By SAMUEL SILLEN

pened an age back and in another
world. Sometimes it seems that
only yesterday, only this morning, the

SOMETIMES it seems to have hap-

.. cable arrived telling us that Ralph Fox

was dead, killed by a fascist bullet near
Lopera in Andalusia.

Fox was dead! January 3, 1937. In
England and in China, in the Soviet
Union and the United States, wherever
men had read his books, we grieved that
this brave and good fighter for freedom
was dead.

He was acting as Assistant Political
Commissioner with the International
Brigade. The fascists advanced from
Cordova. Our men—how very much
ours they were!—took cover behind
olive-trees. Junker planes bombed low,
strafed with explosive bullets.

Ralph Fox ran across open ground to
help set up machine-gun positions to
cover the fascist flank. A long chance,
but necessary. “It was a supremely
brave thing to do,” wrote Hugh Slater,
describing the mission for International
Press Correspondence; “the bombing
and machine-gun fire were at their most
intense, and it was almost certain. death
for anybody to leave cover. Fox knew
this, but he considered it necessary to
take the risk.”

Later this open ground became a no-
man’s land, center of crossfire. At night
a soldier crawled out to collect the pa-
pers from the pockets of the fallen men.
He found Fox’s notebook. The fighting
was so fierce that the brigade had to
move to another sector before the bodies

- could be gathered and identified.

"That is how Ralph Fox died.

And that is very much the way in
which his English comrades, writing
men like himself, died—the young and
brilliant poets, novelists, critics, the
John Cornfords and the Christopher
Caudwells.

“Tragic waste,” some people said
then, and may stlll say. But for Fox it
was not a life wasted. Only a few
weeks before his death he had written
from Albacete: “Victory means the end
of fascism everywhere sooner or later,
and most likely sooner.” How terribly
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right he was, and how tragically stupid
were the embargoes and noninterven-
tion pacts that throttled victory!

We did not win, but Fox and his
comrades knew that the fight against
the fascists in Spain, win or lose, was
only part of a struggle which would not
cease until the people’s triumph was be-
yond the range of reversal. “In any
case,” he wrote, “the very fact of the
resistance has wakened up the demo-
cratic forces, encouraged them and
weakened the enemy to an extent we
don’t quite yet realize. So however hard

. one’s work may be, and exasperating,

we do feel it counts, is history, and must
be effective.”

It did count; it was history. Fox, like
the American Dave Dorans and Joe
Dalletts, lost his life in the early round
of a fight that reached to Stalingrad and
Bataan and will cease only when “the
democratic forces” are in Berlin and
Tokyo-—and Madrid.

“Our little army is of every nation,”
Fox wrote in another letter from Alba-
cete that last December of his life. “We
have created the first International
Army to fight for peace and freedom.”

In that army of every nation, Fox
had the job of educating political work-
ers, Five hours sleep, and meals if and
when, serving as a general nurse,
mother, teacher and commander to the
British boys as they came through, a life
“all very topsyturvy—and looked for-
ward to immensely.”

WHENCE had he come? Why?.To

understand this is to apprec1ate
the heroic challenge of our times and
the magnificent men who have answered
it with their lives.

He was born in Halifax, Yorkshire,
in 1900. His family was of the middle
class. He finished his education at Ox-
ford. And then, rejecting the conven-
tional, well-blinkered career that might
have been his as a sensitive young intel-
lectual, scorning the prevailing cynicism
of the postwar writers, he decided to
become a conscious part of history.

Fox joined the English Communist
Party. He joined, as Harry Pollitt, Sec-

retary of that Party, tells us, “from a
deep sense of intellectual conviction, and
from the moment he took out his Party
card, his life was dedi¢ated to the cause
of Communism.” And Pollitt adds:
“Whether as author, journalist, or in-
structor of our factory groups in various
parts of London, Fox undoubtedly in-
fluenced the thought of thousands of
working men and women, and also of a
big section of the professional classes of
this country.,” Ralph Fox anticipated
and encouraged that alliance between
the worker and the intellectual which
was to become a striking feature of the
fight against fascism. .
IN 1920 Fox went to the Soviet Union,

visiting the areas hardest hit by
famine. And there, under the most ad-
verse circumstances, he saw the future
and he saw it work, as did Lincoln Stef-
fens around the same time. His feeling
about the Soviet Union—it was to sus-
tain him unt] the day of his death in
Spain—is best ekpressed in his biography
of Lenin (1933). He noted Lenin’s
direct simplicity of outlook, his intense
love of life.

“The world today,” he wrote, “is
full of dictators and would-be dictators.
A moment’s glance at any one of them
is sufficient to convince one that Lenin
was not such a ‘dictator.’ He was a
man made in the mould of Lincoln and
Cromwell, very simple, very rugged,
very great, fully conscious of his own
importance in the history of the world,
but who never gazed at himself in the
mirror. of history, never in his life made
a false gesture, played at heroics, or
spoke hysterically.

“He had knowledge, intellectual
power, vision; the power of swift deci-
sion and decisive action; courage be-
yond the normal; but yet the most
striking thing in his whole character is
that he was a man like other men. No
one could have more detested the idea
of a superman than did Lenid, or more
heartily despised the false culture and
cheap philosophy that lay behind it.

“If in the world’s history there have
been few men his equal, it is only be-
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cause the great tragedy of that history
has been that the talents of man have
been wasted, mocked, suppressed, and
vilely extinguished by the ferocity of
human society.”

Tt was because Lenin and the Soviet
state he founded had fought the ferocity
of human society that Ralph Fox be-
came an ardent Communist. And it was
because fascism sought to erect ferocity
into the sole principle of human society
that he gave his life in the fight against
fascism.

Fox’s life and mind were exception-

aully rich and versatile. For he was
" not only the biographer of Lenin. He
was a novelist as well. He was an
acutely sensitive and informed literary
critic. And he was a profound- student

and analyst of political affairs. He was, -

to use a favorite phrase of his, “a man
alive’’; he did not wall up his mind
with categories.

Consider the novelist, to begin with.
Even in a non-fiction work like his
Genghis Khan (1936), we -meet the
master of narrative art, bringing the
world to us in vivid images. He is de-
scribing the impression made on an
islander of the North Sea by the steppes
and plains of Central Asia, the contra-
dictory emotions evoked by the vast
distances:

“At first you feel overwhelmed by
the feeling of land, that here you are in
the driest, most continental and essen-
tially land parts of the world. The sea
becomes a distant dream; so many
thousands of miles away in this or that
direction—you are equidistant from all

. the great oceans, as near to the Atlantic
as to the iPacific. And then, when,
choked with dust and blinded by the
monotonous glare of yellow earth, bril-
liant sky and bright sun, you have at
last forgotten the very existence of sea,
you are suddenly seized by the feeling
that you are riding by the shores of a
great ocean. That long purple-brown

cliff which stretches to your left must

surely have the waves beating at its
foot.”

This vivid, evocative quality, com-
bined with an imaginative grasp of
characters and events, gives distinction
to his novel Storming Heaven (1926).
The title is from the phrase used by
Marx in describing the heroism of the
fighters of the Commune who “stormed
heaven.” The novel deals mainly with

Siberia. It opens with the evacuation of

Vladivostok by the Japanese shortly be-
fore its incorporation into the USSR, It
I3 an -exciting, colorful book,
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"The Day Before Passover™ (receiving free matzohsl, oil by Geri Pine. From her exhi-
bition "Out of My Daily Life,” at the Bonestell Gallery through January 13.

though it does not have the technical
finish of a later narrative like Conwversa-
tion with @ Lama or the superb imagi-
native quality of They Hanged Frank
W hittam.

The British critic and editor John '

Lehmann recalls that one of the things
that impressed him most in his early
meetings with Ralph Fox was his in-
tense interest in literature as literature,
“This,” writes Lehmann, “was a sur-
prise to me then, chiefly I think because
I was not yet free of the delusion, com-
mon among my contemporaries, that

" Marxists had a cut-and-dried method of

dealing with literature, and were really
only interested in it insofar as it proved
something political.” Fox corrected this
delusion as he talked about the English
novel from Fielding to D. H. Law-
rence, discussing with zest and insight
the beauties of style or the brilliance of

" character-creation.

BUT of course Fox was at the opposite

end of the world from the art-for-
art’s sake obscurantists. As one who was
deeply saturated with the humanist out-
lock of Marxism, he was concerned
with literature as a reflection of men’s
experience and as a molder of men’s
minds. And in his brilliant work of criti-

cismy, The Novel and The People,

Ralph Fox has given us his mature re-
flections on the art of fiction, just as
that other Communist who died in
Spain, Christopher Caudwell, left us a
monumental work on the art of poetry
in his llusion and Reality.

The Novel and The People (1937)
deals with the crisis of ideas that threat-
ened to destroy the once secure position
of the English novel, and it investigates
the changes that must take place in fic~

" tion if it is to retain its vitality. For Fox,

the novel was not merely fictional prose,
but “the prose of man’s life, the first art
to attempt to take the whole man and
give him expression.” And he is con-

_cerned with preserving its stature and

dignity “‘in a time in which nothing less
than the fate of humanity is being
decided.”

With extraordinary economy and
clarity, Fox explains the basic ideas of
Marxism as they apply to the novelist’s
search for truth and reality. Over and
over again he insists that “Man and his
development is the center of the Marx-
ist philosophy. How does man change?
What are his relations with the external
world?” These questions, which Marx
and Engels answered scientifically, are
the basic questions the novelist must an-
swer in fictional terms. And Fox,

" applying Marxist method to literary
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criticism, formulates vastly stimulating

insights on every page: “The essence of
the creative process is the struggle be-
tween the creator and external reality,
the urgent demand to master and re-
create that reality.” . . . “The revolu-
tionary task of literature today is to re-
store its great tradition, to break the
bonds of subjectivism and narrow spe-
cialization, to bring the creative writer
face to face with his only important
task, that of winning the knowledge of
truth, of reality.” “Clearly, the
writer of today has to distinguish very
sharply between what is truly national
and what is merely nationalistic or anti-
national.”

With great learning, lightly worn,
Fox reviews the great achievements of
the novel from Cervantes to Fielding,
from Balzac to Sholokhov. His tastes are
catholic but discriminating. And as he
surveys world fiction he looks for those
valid and enduring principles that the
novelist today, in a new world frame-
work, must rediscover, master, and ex-

tend. In his concluding chapter on

“The Cultural Heritage” he calls for
an affirmative boldness based on a sound
understanding of history and a liberat-
ing identification with the people.

WHAT is especially noteworthy is his
insistence that the novelist, to be
genuinely creative, must move forward
with and into a new world opposed to
the ferocity of the old. Commenting
shrewdly on “The Death of the Hero”
in modern fiction, he rallies novelists to
the side of those who in resisting fascism
and political reaction in every form be-
come the conscious defenders of human
culture. The fight against fascism “cre-
ates heroes, new types of men and
women,” possessed of a moral grandeur
and courage that places them beside the
noblest in human history. And he cites
Dimitrov’s behavior at the Leipzig trial
as a supreme symbol of “man’s spirit
victorious against man’s enemies.”
Written as. it was in the period that
culminated in Munich, The Novel and
The People today needs to be qualified

in certain respects. It quite rightly as-

sumes that in a period of capitalist de-
cay, only a creative identification with
socialism will enable the writer to solve
his problems. The events of the past few
years have significantly changed the
world picture. Munich has given -way
to its opposite, Teheran. Britain and

- America have joined with the Soviet

Union in fighting a %oalition war
against fascism and in framing a lasting
structure of peace and economic -cooper-

ation. We are moving into a period not
of capitalist decay but of stability and
strength based on peaceful coexistence
with the socialist sixth of the world.

And this new situation creates the

possibility and the need for a flourishing
democratic literature in Britain and
America within the framework of capi-
talism.

Fox was right, of course, in con-
trasting the confident virility of earlier
bourgeois fiction with the nerveless
subjectivism of the epoch of imperialism.
The novel as epic had for years been
disintegrating into the novel as a frag-
mentary and confused personal mirror.
But with the new relationship of world
forces, the creative health of bourgeois
society can and must be again restored.
While literature may inevitably decline
in a declining society, it certainly does
not have to in an expanding society.

‘This is not, of course, to invalidate
Fox’s main thesis that the novelist, to
flourish, must link himself with the most
creative forces in his world, must deeply
understand the reality of his epoch. The
alternative today, as in 1937, is per-
sonal deterioration and literary obscur-
antism. What Fox calls for, above all,
is a fighting affirmative faith grounded
in knowledge. His exposition. is power-
fully appropriate today, enormously
brilliant, stimuldting, mature.

Its maturity is based on Fox’s sure
grasp of Marxism. A student of the
Marx-Engels Institute in Moscow, he
had mastered dialectical materialism
and applied this method of analysis in
the political writings which form the
bulk of his work. I would refer par-
ticularly to such writings as The Class
Struggle in Britain, Colonial Policy of
British Imperialism, Marx and Engels
on the Irish Question. Such works make
us appreciate the comment of T. A.
Jackson. that “grieve though we must
over what we lost in losing all that
Ralph Fox might yet have become, our
grief must be tempered by the realiza-
tion that we are very greatly the richer
in possessing what he actually achieved.”

The antifascist writers of today re-
member him proudly and affectionately
as a heroic forerunner, truly, in his
phrase, “a man alive.”

Allies

PEOPLE ON OUR SIDE, by Edgar Smow. Ran-
dom House. $3.50.

DGAR SNOW is best known to Ameri-
can readers as the author of Red
Star Over C hina, a warm and penetrat-
ing study of the Chinese Communists,
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