Prosaics

An Approach to the Humanities
GARY SAUL MORSON

T IS5 A MELANCHOLY FACT that the best minds in the humanities have

long been engaged in a series of futile debates. Two schools of
thought stake out ever more extreme versions of their own positions, as
each responds to the other’s proofs that it is untenable. The accusations
of each are correct, but neither can conceive of any altermative to its own
entrenched position and stvle of thought.

A critic might be tempted to label one school “semiotic totalitarian-
ism,” and the other, its deathless enemy, “village relativism.” Propo-
nents of the first school assume that to understand any part of culture one
must devise a system capable of explaining every part of it. All of human
experience is subject to the system’s totalitarian order. These thinkers
assume that nothing is innocent of meaning and that all actions, events,
or artitacts are signs that their system alone can decode; their mania for
treating everything in terms of an oceult language might be called
“semiotic,” although “cryptographic” might be just as apt. Naturally,
Freud and Marx, who are read as offering keys to the psyche and the
social world, are currently the great heroes of these thinkers.

The village relativists invariably detect metaphysical and epistemo-
logical errors in their adversaries’ thought. The relativists agree that
explanations are all-embracing systems but deny that such systems are
possible. With a jargon no less daunting than their opponents’, they
repeatedly find new ways to demonstrate a rather sirple point—that one
can’t know anything with certainty—and, completely illogically, they go
on to conclude that one therefore can’t know anything at all.

The most influential relativists have for some time denied the very
existence of facts. They arrive at this curious position not by pointing to
bias in all our perceptions. That rather moderate form of skepticism
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doesn’t go far enough, because, after all, the very word bias might imply
the possibility of something or someone without bias. No, these relativ-
ists wrgne that there are no “facts” hecause what we call facts ave entirely
the product of our individual or social interests, and therefore we
entitled to no special “privilege.” Adopting this form of relativism, one
recent thinker has recommended that historians just invent whatever
story best suits thejr political purpeses, since there are no facts to violate
anyway. Perhaps one Is tempted to argue against such an approach on
the grounds that it is illogical, because, after all, history is by definition
amatter of facts. To this, any good modern relativist will supply the stock
answer: Jogic itself enjovs no privilege, because it is just anothey form of
rhetorie. The case with which these thinkers can manufacture a reply to
any objection prompts the name “village relativisma,” by analogy with
villuge atheism.

Naturally, these two schools talk past each other. Semiotic totalitari-
ans can always detect some form of hourgeois decadence or inner drive
to repression in fheir opponents, For theiv part, the village relativists
invariably uncover incriminating evidence that their opponents actually
believe in something. Bach group vies for a position “lefter than thon™:
one tends to the political left, the other to the epistemological “left” of
radical nihilism,

There is an alternative to this endless oscillation of absolutes and
ahsences. 1 eall this alternative “prosaics,” and in this essay I will sketch
its implications for current thought. Coiners of neologisms have a special
freedom in defining them, so T will stipulate at the outset that “prosaics”
has two closely related meanings. Ut is, first of all, a way of thinking about
humun events that focuses on the ovdinary, messy, quotidian facts of
dailv life-—in short, on the prosaic. As it happens, this form of thinking
also offers a reason to take novels with renewed seriousness: of all
literary forms, novels are best able to capture the messiness of the world.
Thus, the second meaning of “prosaics,” which is opposed to “poetics,”
suggests an approach to verbal art that focases not on epics or lyries or
tragedies, but on the novel and other forms of prose. Prosaic facts have
heen best represented in prosaic art.

As a way of thinking about the cultiral world generally, prosaics does
not presume that bebind all apparent disorder there lies a hidder order
or svstem. It resists the impulse of sewiotic totalitarians, who try to think

away disorder by treating it as govermed by an order not yet fidly
identitied. On the contrary, prosajcs asswmes that the natural state of the
world is mess, and that it is order, not disorder, that requives an
explanation. Order does exist, of course, but it is always the result of
waork. [ ix never given, but always made.

The anthropologist Gregory Bateson captured this prosaic insight in
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one of his splendid dialogues between himself and his daughter.
Bateson called his dialogues “metalogues,” because their shapes illus-
trate their themes, and in “Why Do Things Get in a Muddle?” father and
daughter muddle and meander their way to a series of prosaic insights.
“People spend a lot of time tidying things,” the daughter observes, “but
they never seem to spend time muddling them. Things just seem to get
in a mnddle by themselves.” If one pays no particular attention to what
one is doing, tidy things get messy, but messy things never tidy
themselves. Why?

Bateson at last arrives at an answer, one that is disarmingly simple:
there are an infinitely large number of ways in which things can be
messy, but very few that one would call tidy. His daughter expresses
dissatisfaction with this explanation, because she feels that there must
be a reason, some sort of active force for disorder. Bateson answers that
it is order, not disorder, that requires a reason in that sense:

Dfaughter]: Daddy, you didn’t finish. Why do things get the way I say isn’t
tidy?

Flather]: But I huve finished—it’s just because there are more ways which you
call “untidy™ than there are ways which voug call “tdy.”

D: But that isn’t a reason why—

F: But, yes, it is. And it is the real and only and very important reason.

D: Oh, Daddy! Stop it.

F: No, I'm not fooling. That is the reason, and all of science is hooked up with
that reason.

Whether or not all of science is hooked up with that reason, all of
prosaics is. The natural state of the world is mess.

By contrast, consider Freud’s assumption that everything in the
psyche operates according to a complex system in which no accidents
whatsoever are possible. Slips of the tongue and the forgetting of facts,
however trivial, are always “Freudian”: they result from a disguised
“intention to forget.” Characteristically, Freud moves from the insight
that some errors serve a purpose to the insistence that all do. “Since we
overcame the error of supposing that the forgetting we are familiar with
signified a destruction of the memory trace—that is, an annihilation,” he
writes in Civilization and Its Discontents, “we have been inclined to
take the opposite view, that in mental life nothing which has once been
formed can perish—that everything is somehow preserved and that in
suitable circurnstances . . . it can be brought to light.” Prosaics replies:
why should we assume that the human mind is that efficient? Can it
really be that each act of forgetting must be purposcful and requires
wark? If the natural state of the mind is mess, then most forgetting and
ervors result from the simple inefficiency of all things human. The
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hurden of proof gnes the other way. Memory requires a reason, and
perhaps the forgetting of some things requires a reason. But the merve fact
that ! cannot remember every speck of dust on the way to work dees not
mean I intend o forget it.

The political analogue to Freudian logic is conspiracy theory. Such
theorists hold that if you can identify a social problem, then you can
identify someone or some group who planned it; and if no one can be
proved to have planned it, then that only shows how effectively the
conspiraters have suppressed the evidence. In 1937, a trial in Switzer-
Iand established conclusively thatl the most famous modern conspiracy
document, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, was a forgery, but the
proof did no good at all. Its Nazi circulators then and its leftist ones now
simply argne that the trial itself proves the estent of the Elders
influpnce. If one argues with « Maiist, one must be doing so from class
interests; if one argues with a Freudian, it must be from a desire to avoid
the painful truth. Marxists sometimes resort to another version of
conspiracy logic: if no one can be identified as the conspiralor, then the
conspiracy nevertheless exists “objectively.” The idea that history
docsn’t fit a system is dismissed out of hand.

It was against just such systenr-mongering that the greatest thinkers
of the prosaic tradition rebelled. Perhups the greatest of ther, Leo
Telstoy, sidestepped the whole debate over which system guaranteed
social progress; rather, he denied that history was systematic atall. “L see
no reason whatsoever to seek out general laws of history, not to mention
the impossibility of doing so,” Tolstoy wrote. He saw that the thoaght of
his tine “from Hegel to Buckle” presmued that behind the chaos of daily
events there nmst be sone pattern. And he dedicated War and Feace to
disputing that notion. fust in case readers missed the point, he violated
novelistic decorum by including several essays demonsirating the logi-
cal fallacies behind all histovical systematizing.

I the novel’s councils of war, Tolstov’s generals and rolers afways
presvae that a good plan will anticipate all contingencies. The wiser
charscters learn that hattles. and all other historical events, wre the
product of “a handred million diverse chances,” the result of an
indefinitely large number of causal lines veducible to no pattern what-
spever, even in principle. Sometimes events happen for a specific
reason, but sowetimes they happen just “for some reason” (one of
Tolstoy's favorite phrases). The philosophers assume that history is a
riddle and that it can be solved; but for Talstoy, as for Ludwig Wittgen-
stein, 2 man who learned so much from him, “the riddle does not exist”
(Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 6.5).

Telstoy’s wisest characters give np the (uest for certainty and instead
seek wavs of orienting themselves to act effectively tn a woirld of
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contingency. The wisest general in War and Peace, Kutuzov, sleeps
through councils of war, not to show contempt for his fellow officers, as
some of them assume, but rather hecause he knows that war is too
unsystematic for late-night plamming to be of much use. In fact, it could
actually hurt, he reasons, because in a world of uncertainty alertness to
the essentially unpredictable events of the moment is the most valuable
tool. The best preparation for a battle, Kutuzov suggests, is “a good
night’s sleep.”

War and Peace also illustrates another characteristic of prosaic
thought. In contrast to- most great systems, prosaics questions whether
the most important events may not be the most ordinary and everyday
ones-—events that we do not appreciate simply because they are so
commonplace. To adapt Abe Lincoln’s saying, God must have loved the
ordinary events because he made so many of them. Cloaked in their very
ordinariness, the prosaic events that truly shape our lives—that truly are
our lives—escape our notice. The truths we seck are hidden in plain
view, and for that reason are all the more difficult to discern.

Most historians and philosophers tend to focus on the big events-——on
wars, revolutions, dramatic incidents, critical choices, and decisive
encounters. Individual people, too, tend to tell themselves the story of
their lives in terms of exceptional events and big decisions. But what if
the important events are not the great ones, but the infinitely numerous
and apparently inconsequential ordinary ones, which, taken together,
are far more effective and significant? After all, memorable events are
memorable just because they are exceptional. To imagine that they are
important just because they are memorable and noticeable would be like
concluding that because only treetops are visible on a distant hill,
nothing exists there but trees (to iise one of Tolstoy’s analogies).

It is often the small items in the background of old photographs that
most powerfully evoke elusive memories of the past. The things barely
noticed at the time and included only by chance may best preserve the
feeling of life as it was lived. The farniture long ago discarded, a spot on
the wall, a picture we had long ignoved but that now suggests the
habitual life we lived beneath it—these small items remind us of how it
felt to live in a room. The intended subject of a photograph can seem
much less important in comparison with its background; and perhaps
that is one reason why professional photos without a background so often
seem to miss the very point of photography.

Tolstoy’s characters achieve wisdom when they learn not to seek the
great and poetic but to appreciate the small and prosaic. In War and
Peace, Pierre spends his life looking for a grand meaning behind the
daily flux of events. He oscillates between a belief in utopian systems
that will explain everything and despair at the impossibility of arriving
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at such a systemi—between “semiotic totalitarianism” and “village
relativism.” He eventually learns that meaning is not deep and distaut
but here and everywhere. “In everything near and comprehensible he
had [previously] seen only what was limited, petty, commonplace, and
meaningless, He had equipped himself with a mental telescope and
gazed into the distance where the pelty and commonplace had seemed
to him great and infinite only because they were not clearly visible.”

Masenry, metaphysics, philanthropy, and philosophies of history all
served az mental telescopes for Pierre, and he continually shifted
between elation over his newest systerm tor discovering the meaning of
life and despair as cach system betraved a fatal faw. But wisdom does
eventually come to Pierne: “Now, however, he had learned to see the
great, the eternal, the infinite in evervthing, and therefore ... he had
naturally discarded the telescope through which he had Gl then been
gazing over the heads of men, and joyfuily surveyed the ever-changing,
eternally great, unfathornable, and infinite life around him.” The mean-
ing Pierie has songht was not remote, but hidden in plain view. The light
shineth in the darkness, but the darkness comprehendeth it not.

Modem orthodoxy nnderstands the self and meaning in quite the
opposite way. In the shadow of Frend, moest Americans, from Ann
Landers to the most esoteric literary critic, have tended to assume that
selthood, no less than history, is a riddle with a hidden solution: to know
oneself is to know the hidden self deep within us. But what if there is no
cenfral, core self? What if selthood, like all forms of order and unity, is
not discovered but made? This position was espoused by a remarkable
minority of psychological thinkers. They rejected the Freudian model,
and with it notions of the self as essentially complete by age five, hidden
by lavers of repression that only the analyst can probe.

Tweo Hussian thinkers, the literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin and the
vsychologist Lev Vygotsky, extended prosaic and Tolstoyan prewises.
They explicity denied that the self is a systein, however, complex. On
the contrary, they argued, the self is something much looser, an aggre-
gate of habits, contingent facts, and clusters of order that continually
interact with one another and with the hundred million diverse facts of
daily life. Whatever wholeness we achieve requires enormous work,
whicls is the effort of lite: and that work is never complete. A self is not
a gift, is not inborn and then distorted through socialization and repres-
sion. On the contrary, children only acquire a self as they are socialized.
And that self, which can never achieve ity or {ixity, changes through-
ouf gur litetime,

Tolstoy emphatically rejected the idea of the self as a complex
systean, an idea associated in his day with that great inspiver of Frend,
Dostoyevsky. In particular, Tolstoy disliked Daostovevsky’s sense that
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people are driven by a deep inner conflict, leading either to salvation or
catastrophe. Dostovevsky believed that lives are decided at critical
moments, and he therefore described the world as driven by sudden
eruptions from the unconscious. By contrast, Tolstoy insisted that
althongh we may imagine our lives are decided at important and intense
moments of choice, in fact our choices are shaped by the whole climate
of our minds, which themselves result from countless small decisions at
ordinary moments.

Interestingly enough, Tolstoy chose to illustrate his thesis through an
interpretation of Crime and Punishment, which he analyzes as if he had
written it himself. The essay in which this analysis occurs—"“Why Do
Men Stupefy Themselves " —might be taken as a central text of prosaics.
Chapter 4 of that essay begins with an apparently minor point: that even
an occasional cigarette or a glass of wine is harmful. People usually say
that although drunkenness is harmfisl, surely “the trifling alterations of
consciousness’ produced by a cigarette or a glass of wine at dinner are
not. Arguing in this way, Tolstoy replies, is like supposing “that it may
harm a watch to be struck against a stone, but that a little dirt introduced
into it cannot be harmful.”

Tolstoy then retells the story of the painter Bryullov, who corrected
a student’s sketch. “Why, you only touched it a tiny bit,” the student
exclaimed, “but it is quite a different thing.” Bryullov replied: “Art
begins where the tiny bit begins.” Tolstoy then draws his prosaic moral:
“That saying is strikingly true not only of att, but of all of life. One may
say that true life begins where the tiny bit begins—where what seem to
us minute and infinitely small alterations take place. True life is not
lived where great external changes take place—where people move
about, clash, fight, and slay one another—it is lived only where these
tiny, tiny, infinitesimally small changes occur.”

Tolstoy then turns to Crime and Punishment and transforms it into a
Tolstoyan novel. “Raskolnikov did not live his true life when he
murdered the old woman or her sister,” nor did he decide to commit
murder at any single, “decisive” moment. That choice was made, and he
lived his true life, neither when he entered the old woman’s lodgings
with a concealed ax, nor when he made plans for the perfect crime, nor
when he worried about whether murder is morally permitted. No, it was
made when he was just lying on his couch, thinking about the most
everyday questions—whether he should take money from his mother or
not, whether he should live in his present apartment, and other ques-
tions not at all related to the old woman. “The question was decided . . .
when he was doing nothing and only his consciousness was active; and
in that consciousness, tiny, tiny alterations were taking place. . . . Tiny,
tiny alterations—but on them depend the most important and terrible
cConsequences.
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Precisely becanse intentions are shaped continually, every moment
of our Bves has moral value, Because our actions veflect the whole
climate of our minds, evervthing that contributes to that climate—which
means all of our thoughts and actions, however “inconsequential™—is
potentially of great inportance. In Anthony Trollope’s novel {on You
Forgive Her? one hereine tells another fo reftain from saying unkind
things about her hushand even to hievself] lest she teach herself to think
that way by habit. In fact, Anna Kurening does teach herself to think
badly of her husband, and later of Vronsky, in just this way. Her life is
ruined, and lives penerally are saved or ruined by innumerable prosaic
moments, which together shape the selfwnd all its subsequent actions. TF
we are honest, we must be so moment by mwoment; there are no
unimpaortant moments. Or as Bakhtin liked to say, “There is no alibi for
heing.”

Tolstov's most moral characters learn this truth. In Father Sergius, a
nove! written toward the end of Tolstoy's life, a proud man trains himself
to afttain sainthood by grand gestures and noticeable acts of self-sacrifice
that imitate incidents in The Lives of the Saints. But his guest fails,
becanse no matter what he does to humble his pride he is still proud of
his very humilitv. When he at last meets a true saint, he discovers that
she and cvervone else 1s unaware of her exceptionality. She is a mother
who supports her daughter and her daughter’s neurasthenic hushand
and who reproaches hessell for noi going to chigch. She Hvee a lite of
daily kindnesses that are entirely undramatic, undiscerned, and inimi-
table. Sergius lewmns that one cannot become a saint by imitating a
model, and that ttue holiness, which never fits a pattern, grows out of the
particular situations of daily life. Saints are prosaic and never recogniz-
able as saints. Sergius draws a characteristically Tolstoyan lesson: if one
is canunized, then one cannot be a saint. One reason that Tolstoy was
excorrreenicated is that the Christ in whom he believed was not divine,
not i performer of miracles, and perhaps not even a great teacher, sxcept
by examnple: he was simply a prosaically good man,

Tolstoy never tired of teaching this lesson, which is the veason that
the characiers he truly admires are not the dramalic and interesting ones
like Prince Andrei. Natasha Rostova, or Anna Kavenina but the “medi-
ocre” ones like Nikolat Rostov or Dolly Oblonskava. They lead undra-
matic Hves, which are vightly lived moment ta moment and which unfold
only as a background to the dramatic stovies of the noticeable heroes. 1t
eonld he no other way, because good lives don’t make good stories,
becanse nothing especially narratable happens in them. “All happy
families resemble each other; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own
way,” wrote Tolstoy, because happy families are too prosaic to make a
story, but each unhappy oune has a stovy of its own.
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Dolly Oblonskaya is Tolstoy’s moral compass. Once she accepts her
hushand’s genial and habitual infidelity, nothing happens in her life
worth telling. We catch glimpses of her struggling with her children’s
all-too-familiar illnesses and mischief, talking with peasant women
about women’s daily cares, and even wondering whether romantic love
might be more satisfying than her daily grind, but she nevertheless
always does the right thing moment by moment. By contrast, her
philandering husband Stiva, who would never deliberately harm any-
one, stands as a symbol of prosaic evil, not because of any great sin or
evil action but because he lives badly moment by moment. He has never
trained himself to act responsibly and honestly in small ways.

Most literature and most Western thought has described evil as
something grand, terrifying, and Satanic, but Russian literature teaches
us that it is ordinary and banal. That great disciple of Tolstoy, Anton
Chekhov, always attvibutes ruined lives to daily pettiness. As Elena
Andreevna tells Uncle Vanya: “Ivan Petrovich, you are an educated,
intelligent man, and I should think yvou would understand that the world
is being destroved not by crime and fire, but by ... all these petty
squabbles.” Dostovevsky verged on a presaic understanding of evil
when he described the devil who visits Ivan Karamazov as petty,
commonplace, fashionably liberal, and politely skeptical. Hell, it turns
out, is just like our world—it has adopted the metric system—and the
devil himself is, remarkably enough, an agnostic. Dostoyevsky’s point is
that evil is not alien or mysterious but derives from our most common
wishes and thoughts, because we all desire “to kill our fathers™ and to
harm others and ourselves.

Tolstoy takes this insight one step further to a truly prosaic view. Evil
usually results from neither grand nor banal desires, but rather from
something closer to criminal neglipence. Evil happens not because we
subconsciously wish it, but simply because we do not pay atteution,
because we omit to develop the habit of evaluating and correcting “the
tiny alterations” of our thoughts moment to moment, A true semiotic
totalitarian, Dostoyevsky thought that evil, like chaos, required a prin-
ciple. Tolstoy knew that it is good that demands energy, like the
moment-to-moment conscientiousness of a good mother.

Because they are suspicious of the grand gesture, prosaic thinkers
tend to be debunkers. They are especially hostile to the ideology of
romantic love, which regards ordinary marriage as uninteresting and
great passion as real life. That classic of twentieth-century criticism,
Penis de Rougement’s Love in the Western World, contends that Eros
and romantic passion render impossible the truest and most important
kind of love, family love. One cannot marry Iseult (Mrs, Tristan?), nor
can one imagine Romeo and Juliet routinely sitting down to breakfast.
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Romantic love comes comaplete with an ideology of transcendence and
desire, and a utopian contempt for prosaic marriage, which il finds
hopelessly boring and middle-class. But in fact “to love in the sense of
puassion-love is the contrary of to live,” de Rougement insists. "1t is an
impoverishiment of one’s being .. an inability to enjov the present
without imagining it as absent.” Marriage canmot be based on passion,
because marital love and romantic love are as contvadictory as prose and
poelry.

Tle Bougement’s book reads like a gloss on the great prosaic novel-
ists, Hrom Jane Austen to Authony Tiwllope to Tolstoy. One might say
that Anna Karenina dies from a lack of prosaics, from her attempt to base
her Hlo with Vronsky entirelv on passion and the excitement of desire.
She refuses even to divect the houschold scivants, who are compelled to
receive their orders from Vrionsky; and she pays almost no attention to
her daughter. Tolstov contrasis Avna’s rejection of the everyday world
with Dodlv’s conversation with the peasant women and Kithy's involve-
ment with hero mother and the servants in making jam.

Tolston’s wife related her hushand’s account of how the central idea
of Anne came to him:

I was sitting downstaivs in my study and obsorving a very beautifnl silk hne on
the sleeva ofmy robe. T was thinking abowt how people get the ides in thetr head
to invent all those patterps and ornaments of embroidery, and that there oxists a
whole world of woman’s work, fashions, ideas bv which women hive. . . . Annais
deprived of all these joys of ncenpying berselt with the woman’s side of life,
because she is alose. All women have tumed away from ber, and she has nobody
to tulk to about all that which composes the cvervday, purely feminine cocupa-

tions,

For Tolstey, those ure really the only important oceupations, and so he
invarinhly  deseribed the asual world of men—-Karenin's  politics,
Vriowsky's military fife, Kozyshev's sterile philosophizing, svervthing
bat working the land—as essentially meaningless by comparison. In afl
of these masculine occupations, he detected a contempt for the prosaic,
and therefore falsity. At the end of Emme, JTane Austen makes much the
same point when she has Knightley distinguish belween the male world
of “the wreat” and the prosaic stories describable ondy in “woman’s
language.” Given that distinetion, everything or almest everything
important belongs to woman’s reabm, including novels ke Fmma,
Ahaove all, anvthing that has positive moral value is to be found there.
For Tolstov, Bakhtin, and most prosaic thinkers, a special conception
of ethics was of supreme importance. For it is above all in the realm of
ethics that the svstematic view of the world is misleading and dangerons.
Systematic ethics conceives of vight and wrong as conformity or noncon-
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formity to the moral norms discovered by ethical philosophers. The only
alternative to such a view, it has often been stated, is one or another form
of subjectivism, emotivism, or relativism, all of which ultimately make
any troe moral judgments impossible. Here again, one is offered a choice
between semiotic totalitarianism and village relativism, both of which
assume that without a system there is nothing. Tolstoy and Bakhtin
believed that there is an alternative to these equally unacceptable
positions.

if morality were a matter of rules, they reasoned, then the only work
involved in making moral decisions would be in deciding which rules
apply to a given situation. Moral agents, in such a view, come to
resemble Tolstoy’s Ivan Ilych, whose brilliance as a jurist arises pre-
cisely from his adeptness at eliminating “all considerations irrelevant to
the Jegal aspects of the case, and reducing even the most complicated
case to a form in which it could be presented on paper only in its
externals, excluding his personal opinion of the matter, while above all
observing everv prescribed formality.” Ivan Ilych is never led astray by
irrelevant sympathies or particularities and judges every matter entirely
according to abstract norms. Tolstoy directs his irony at 2 method that
eliminates everything truly important in deciding moral questions. As
Bakhtin puts it, one loses the very “oughtness” of moral decisions when
they become entirely mechanical and are separated from the concerns of
real people. In a novel, such a view could ounly be the object of parody;
and it is novels, not philosophical or legal treaties, that are correct.

If moral decisions were a matter of applying rules, then a computer
could he the most moral of agents. But this is monstrous. “If human life
could be [completely] governed by reason,” Tolstoy wrote, “then the
possibility of life would be destroved.” And vet, if morals are not a
matter of rules then what can be said about how moral decisions are
made?

Both Levin in Anna Karenina and Pierre in War and Peace learn after
fruitless attempts to identify a guiding system that, in fact, they do not
need one. When Pierre rightly lives moment to moment, when the tiny
alterations of his thoughts take place in the correct way, he achieves a
sensitivity to each situation that tells him what to do. He acts rightly,
even though his actions conform to no rule. He becomes a good moral
agent as Nikolai Rostov becomes a good soldier and Dolly a good
mother—by learning and practicing what Tolstoy calls “moral alert-
ness.”

Such a view carries with it an emphasis on the process of education
and on daily experience. If moral decisions were made by rules, they
could become automatic. But in Tolstoy’s view, moral decisions are
necessarily matters of work in each case. There is no substitute for moral
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responsiveness o unigune people in particolar situations at o given
mornent of their lives, for it is in just such a complex nexus that morality
lives: theve is no alibi fiw being.

Tolstoy and Bakhtin do noet mean to reject rules entirelv. On the
contrary, rides, principles, and maxims have thelr pedagogic funetion.
When one leams where rules work and, still more, where they fail, one’s
sense of moral complexity is enriched. Such enrichment is essential o
moral education and is in principle endless. A moral resting point is
never earned once and for atl

Such a view of morals suggests the fmpostance of novels, and the

connection between prosaics as a view of life and prosaies as a view of

literature tocused on novels. For where are we to look for descriptions of
sitrations rich enough to educate our moral sense? Sirely we cavnot
look in philosophical texts, becanse even when philosophers talk in
general terms chout the imeducible importance of particulars, these
ohservations are themsclves too general to be of much use. We want life
and philosophers give us “being™; “praxis” is nothing but a philoso-
pher’s notion of practice. In philosophers” examples or thought experi-

ments, one lacks a rich sense of the psvehologicsd and social milieu of

living people. Sociologists” case studies are no richer. And even in daily
life, we do not see much of other people’s thonght processes ar know
much of their experience before our seeing them. But the entire fmpulse
of novels is to provide just such information, as “thickly” as possible.
Ethics is a matter of prosaices, and great prose develops oar ethical sense.

For such reasons, Bakhtin came to regard the novel as the highest art
form—indeed, as the height of Western thought, more profonnd than
abstract philosophy. L great novels, the texture of daily life is described
with a richness, depth, and attention to contingent particulars that no
other form of thought or literary genre offers. In novels we see moral
decisions made moment by moment by inexhanstibly complex chavac-
ters in mzrepea.i:ab}e social situations at particular histovical times; and
we see that the value of these decisions cannot be abstracted from these
spectfics.

Thus, for reasons both literary and ethical, Bakhtin became the
champion of the novel and the apponent of all fraditional “poetics.” For,
from Aristotle to the present, “poetics” has always identified the essence
of Hlerature with poetry, which is why peetics has hecome a synoenvim for
“theorv of literature.” Poctics recognizes in prose only those aspeots it
shares with poetry, and denies artistic significance to the rest, For
Bakhtin, however, the greatness of prose art lies precisely in what it does
not share with poetry--—in ils sense of the prosaic texture of lite in all its
richness and ordinariness. Consequently, to appreciate novels we need
s, a theory recogaizing that novels provide a

not poetics, but pross
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special way of thinking about the world before our eyes and about the
ethical problems we constantly face.

This approach to novels is quite different from the one often taken in
ethics classes. There students are encouraged to take the ficton as the
instantiation of a norm, or as an example from which to derive a norm. A
good student learns to think away all those “itrelevancies™ that conceal
the “essential problem.” But from the point of view of prosaics, the value
of novels derives from these very “irrelevancies,” from what Bakhtin
calls “the surplus of humanness,” which cannot be transformed into
norms. Where traditional philosophy ends, prosaic ethics begins.

The prosaic appreoach to novels is also quite different from the
method used in most literature classes today. Remarkably enough, moral
approaches to literature have been essentially taboo in major American
universities for the past half century, At most, one can talk of moral
themes, but ethical criticism per se has long been a relic. The New
Criticism, which reigned so long in American academies, tended to deny
literature any propositional or practical value and was, consequently,
hostile to ethical criticism. Its successors have brought back the reader as
interpreter, as evaluatar, and as political actor, but not as moral agent.
The very idea that there could be moral questions not subsumed by
political ones is itself regarded as hopelessly reactionary. Moral ques-
tions can only be brought in through the back door—as questions of
literary technigue or as support for a political pronouncement. With only
rare exceptions, critics avoid real ethical engagement with the text.

And this is very odd indeed. After all, one reason that people read
literature is to understand other people and their moral decisions.
Scholars today look down on such prosaic and vulgar interests and teach
their students to be more “sophisticated.” But what if scholars are the
ones who have lost touch, and it is students who see the matter correctly?
Who should be teaching whom?

Given such questions, we might consider Bakhtin’s ideas and recon-
sider Tolstoy’s thoughts about the ethics of reading. I realize that in
recommending What Is Art? and similar writings of Tolstoy, I risk
seeming naive, because all that most people remember about these
essays is their narrow moralism—the very thing that has always given
moral criticism a bad name. In reacting to such nwrowness, we have
mistakenly banned moral criticism altogether. But, for all of Tolstoy’s
objectionable moralism, he also offers an approach to the ethics of
reading that is both responsible and deeply prosaic.

He tells us that the explicit moral one mayv draw from a work is not
what is most important about it, even from a moral point of view. What
is important is how the work “infects” us with moral values that we as
readers practice moment to. moment while reading it. In one of his most
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interesting essays, Tolstoy argned that the overt moral of Chekbov’s
story “The Darling” —the moral the wuthor intended and his readers
discoversd—is a bad one but that nevertheless the story is a good one,
because of what it does with us as we read it. We extend sympathy
unawares o a character we ostensibly condemn. The effect contradicts
the message. Like Balaam. Chekhov blesses where he means to curse.

One might make the inverse point about television programs that
ostensibly preach an uplifting moral—sav, the evils of sexcal abuse of
children-~but that make such abuse interesting and titillating ia the
process, What really matters most in veading fiction, and in every other
experience, are the tiny, tiny alterations of consciousness in process.

Porhaps the veal education that litevature provides lies in the mo-
wment-toe-moment decisions we make in the course of reading: where to
extend sympathy and where to desive 2 just punishment; when to be
carried away and when to remain skeptical; whether or not {to use a
phrase that has gone out of fashion) to “identif” with a character.
Whatever conclusions we may explicitly draw, we have practiced
reactions to particular kinds of people and situations, and practice
produces babits that may precede, preclade, or preform conscious moral
judpments v daily life.

Of course, it is easier to remember the conclusion, summary, or
intetpretation of a work than the whole process of veading it. But if
prosaics s right, then the process itwelf affects us at least as much, for
good or ill. When Tolstoy wrote that the only way he could tell what
Anna Korenineg was about would be to rewrite it, he was, T think,
stressing not the intricacy of his text as purely formal artifact, bt rather
the complexity of reading as a series of small decisions and moment-to-
moment fndgments. This process is not jnst indispensable to the point of
the book, il is the puint of the book. Like true life, art beging where the
tiny hit begins,

Henry A. Murray
18931988
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