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REVIEW AND COMMENT

A

Socialist Realism

[N E MUST dare, Comrades.”
It was with these words that
Nikolai Bukharin closed his

memorable report on poetry in the U.S.S.R.
at the Congress of Soviet Writers a year
ago—a report which, by virtue of its ana-
Iytical power, catholicity of view, depth of
insight into the nature of the poetic process
and profound erudition must long remain one
of the outstanding critical achievements of
our time.

“We must dare, Comrades.” But it was
precisely this quality, this willingness to dare
that characterized not only Bukharin’s re-
port, not only Karl Radek’s eagle’s-eye survey
of contemporary world literature, not only
Maxim Gorky's enormously provocative gen-
eralizations on the history of culture—but
the Congress as a whole. Was it not a dar-
ing, an unheard-of thing for the writers of
a given country—not the writers of this
school or that, but all the significant writers
of all schools—to get together for the pur-
pose of hammering out a new philosophy of
literature, a new plan of procedure that
should be commensurate with the new so-
ciety in which they live and work? Was it
not a thing unknown in the annals of letters
that out of such a congress should come
more than slogans and resolutions—impor-
tant as these may be, a well-rounded, crystal-
clear thesis, a thesis dynamic enough to in-
spire a nation’s writers, broad enough and at
the same time definite enough to open their
eyes to the vast horizons within their reach,
and above all actually to point out the road
to those horizons?

I waive the matter of workers and farm-
ers pointing out to writers their shortcom-
ings as artists, of factory and collective farm
representatives attending so august a gath-
ering as a congress of writers, of newspapers
devoting more space to an authors’ conven-
tion than the bourgeois press gives to a
championship prizefight or a genteel murder,
of the prodigious nation-wide ferment over
culture—all those things which must still
arouse the skepticism of the writer under
capitalism, inured as he is to isolation, the
indifference of “the public,” the lack of faith
in his own ultimate significance. But where
is the man of letters who can read these key
reports of the Soviet Writerss Congress
without undue bigotry or ignorance and not
be roused by the sense of something new
in the world of literature?

You would think a group of authors who
could swing anything as impressive as such
a congress, who could command the atten-
tion and respect of an entire people and of
their government, whose books sell in as-

tronomical figures—you would think that a
gathering of such authors might pardonably
indulge in a little bragging. You find in-
stead a self-criticism that is almost unknown
among us, a drastic examination of their own
failings, an ultimatum against “provincial-
ism” and a demand that their work be
judged by nothing less than world standards.
“Self-criticism is necessary, Comrades,”
says Gorky, inveighing against “leaderism”
and “philistinism.” “We are working be-
fore the eyes of the proletariat which, as it
grows more and more literate, is constantly
raising its demands on our art, and, inci-
dentally, on our social behavior.!
“Communism of ideas does not coincide
with the nature of our actions and the mu-
tual relations existing among us—relations
in which a very grave part is played by
philistine mentality, finding vent in envy,
trivial gossip and mutual disparagement.”
“The day is over,” declares Bukharin,
“when we could say: ‘A poor thing but mine
own,” We must apply world scales of
measurement.” And flatly denying such loose
assertions as the one, for instance, that the
Iyric poet Svetlov is the equal of Heine,
Bukharin admits that Svetlov is “a good
romantic poet who can achieve much if he
will work,” and then goes on to say: “I
have heard that many comrades, including
Comrade Svetlov, are not—to put it mildly
—particularly well satisfied with such re-
strained appreciation. But I must say that

. in my opinion the standards we customarily

apply have already become out of date. I
consider that Svetlov is one of our very
best Soviet poets, but it must be argued that
now, in the period of reconstruction, when
we are triumphantly carrying out the Second
Five Year Plan and setting ourselves tasks of
gigantic scope, it is no good at all trying to
measure poetry by the standards employed,
let us say, somewhere in the provinces of our
country, or by those in use among apothe-
caries.” Compared with the extraordinary
erudition displayed by the young Pushkin,
Bukharin declares again, “ours could be put
under a three-penny bit! We must put a
stop to this.”

The weight of self-criticism, however, can
be measured only in terms of the ultimate
objective. Only when we realize the goal
that the Soviet writers have set themselves

.can we understand the real significance of

their self-criticism. And it is fascinating to
see how from the positive thesis of socialist
realism are derived those standards for mea-
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suring an heroic literature of the new So-
cialist epoch.

I remember when first reading the ab-
breviated report of Karl Radek’s address on
contemporary world literature, resenting his
attack on James Joyce as the antithesis of
socialist realism. I must admit, however,
that a closer examination of Radek’s speech,
and especially his answer to the discussion
which followed, reveals a cogency of argu-
ment that is pretty hard to refute. “His
[Joyce’s] basic feature is the conviction that
there is nothing big in life—no big events,
no big people, no big ideas. . . . A heap of
dung, crawling with worms, photographed
by a cinema apparatus through a microscope
—such is Joyce’s work.,”

Well, you may say this is the political

man speaking, the new Soviet puritan, who

cannot appreciate a work of art for its own
sake. “But,” Radek goes on to say,

It is sufficient to consider the picture that he
gives in order to see that it does not fit even
those trivial heroes in that trivial life which he
depicts. The scene of his book is laid in Ireland
in 1916. The petty bourgeois whom he describes
are Irish types, though laying claim to universal
human significance. But these Blooms and
Daedaluses, whom the author relentlessly pursues
into the lavatory, the brothel and the pothouse,
did not cease to be petty bourgeois when they
took part in the Irish insurrection of 1916. The
petty bourgeois is a profoundly contradictory
phenomenon, and in order to give a portrayal of
the petty bourgeois, one must present him in all
his relations to life.

Joyce, who is alleged to give an impartial
presentation of the petty bourgeois, who is alleged
to follow every movement of his hero, is not
simply a register of life; he has selected a piece
of life and depicted that. His choice is deter-
mined by the fact that for him the whole world
lies between a cupboardful of medieval books, a
brothel and a pothouse. For him, the national
revolutionary movement of the Irish petty bour-
geoisie does not exist; and consequently the pic-
ture he presents, despite its ostensible impartiality.
is untrue, . . . If Joyce did not turn his eyes to-
wards the Irish uprising that was preparing, this
was not because it took ten years to come, but
because all that appealed to Joyce was the
medieval, the mystical, the reactionary in the
petty bourgeoisie—lust, aberrations—everything
capable of impelling the petty bourgeoisie to join
the side of revolution was alien to him.

I quote Radek at this length on Joyce
becanse the standards by which he is meas-
uring the Irish genius spring directly from
the concept of socialist realism, which de-
mands that the author realize all the con-
tradictions, the contrarieties and the com-
plexities of the world in crisis; which de-
mands that the artist not only see things as
they arc—statically, but where they are go-
ing—dynamically; and which demands not
only that the author see where things are
coing, but. himself take a conscious part in
leading the reader through the maze of his-
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tory toward Socialism and the classless society.
‘What purely esthetic standards, for in-
stance, can give us so succinct a criticism of
the work of John Dos Passos as the fol-
lowing brief paragraph of Radek’s?

Dos Passos’ form is his weakness—a weakness
not only of a formal character. What is the
source of this weakness? The young American
intellectual went to the war. There he became
a revolutionary; he began to hate war. He saw
the spectacle of ruin, but he lacked an integral
view of life. For this reason he writes the bi-
ographies of his heroes one after the other, so
that these biographies may compose a general
picture. But he feels that these biographies are
taking place against the background of history
and he cannot present this background of his-
tory, for he cannot generalize. He therefore puts
in insertions and excerpts from newspapers in
order to glue together that background which
his inability to generalize prevents him from
portraying.

i Socialist realism demands the ability to
generalize, to “seek out the main phenome-
non in the totality of phenomena.”

As Bukharin points out, just as the posi-
tivism of August Comte had its counterpart
in the naturalism of Emile Zola, just as
Russian symbolism had its philosophical base
in “a peculiar mystic idealism, a cross be-
tween Kant and Vladimir Solovyev,” so the
basis of socialist realism is dialectical mate-
rialism, “the translation of the latter into
terms of art.”

Finally, socialist realism does away with
the split between realism and romanticism;
it “dares to dream and should do so, basing
itself on real trends of development.”

If socialist realism is distinguished by its active,
operative character; if it does not give just a
dry photograph of a process; if it raises the
heroic principle to the throne of history—then
revolutionary romanticism is a component part
of it. . . . Socialist realism does not merely regis-
ter what exists, but, catching up the thread of

. development in the present, it leads it into the
future, and leads it actively. Hence, an anti-
thesis between romanticism and socialist realism
is devoid of all meaning. (Bukharin.)

For years we have been bewailing the
plight of the artist in a world in chaos, the
impossibility of creating an heroic, an inte-
grated literature in a world that lacks a
sustaining body of ideas, an unbroken circuit
of thought and action, a community of in-
terest between writer and audience, a com-
mon faith and purpose shared by the over-
whelming majority. In the Soviet Union, for
the first time in the period of our lives, we
have the spectacle of an integrated society re-
leasing the creative energies of its people. The
Soviet Writers' Congress was a harbinger of
what we may expect in the way of a new
and mighty literature from such a society.
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Empire of Death

THE DU PONT DYNASTY, by John K.
Winkler. Reynal & Hitchcock, New York.
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T HE Du Ponts abhor bloodshed. Piously

Lammont du Pont told the Senate muni-
tions committee that they love peace. Irenée
du Pont wrote a pamphlet to express his pa-
cifistic sentiments and his brothers subscribed
heartily to the document. But—

The vast Du Pont explosives and chemicals
plants are the keystone of the War Depart-
ment’s industrial mobilization plans.

Their empire of death-by-dynamite-and-gas
was built on profits from every American
war since 1812,

Their secret formulae of death were with-
held from the United States government dur-
ing the World War, although their latest
war devices are for sale to any potential
enemy—for a price.

They have divided the world into three
provinces with Imperial Chemicals, Ltd. of
England and Dynamit A.G. of Germany.
These three members of the international gas
and explosives trust exchange secrets, appor-
tion markets, share in sales-promotion cam-
paigns for preparedness and mass murder.

Nevertheless the Du Ponts are undoubtedly
patriots. On their own testimony, they saved
the United States from becoming a “German
colony” during the World War. Today they
sell their latest engines of destruction to
Hitler,

Like old Judge Mellon, Andy’s father,

they discreetly limit their patriotism to profit-

taking. Of the vast Du Pont clan which now
sprawls in country estates across the north-
ern part of Delaware, but one saw fit to
don a uniform in the World War and his
father tried to disown him!

The story of these plutocrats—a “family
which today controls a greater slice of Amer-
ican wealth than has ever before fallen into
private hands,” is the subject of John K.
Winkler's latest biography. Unlike the Mor-
gans, Mellons and Rockefellers who, Wink-
ler contends, are now receding in importance,
the Du Ponts are steadily increasing their hold
on American economic life.

Fabulously enriched by the loot of the
World War, these Delaware feudalists “now
hold absolute sway” over General Motors in
addition to control of those twentieth century
marvels—rayon, cellophane, fabrikoid, pyra-
lin, tetraethyl lead, shatterproof glass, arti-
ficial rubber and the thousand and one by-
products of chemical research,

The peace-loving Du Ponts expanded their
powder manufacturing facilities during the
war from 8,000,000 to nearly 500,000,000
pounds a year. They produced in those
bloody times, 1,466,000,000 pounds of mili-
tary explosives—smokeless powder, T.N.T.,
guncotton, dynamite and the like. They sup-
plied 40 percent of the explosives used by the
Allies. Net profits, after bookkeeping leger-
demain, were $237,000,000, War-time divi-
dends amounted to 458 percent of the par
value of their stock. With $49,000,000 in
spare cash when the war was over they
bought control of General Motors, which
in fifteen years has yielded them $250,000,
000 more in profits,

This empire was built by methods dear to
monopolists, In defiance of the Sherman
anti-trust law, the Du Ponts organized the
Gunpowder Trade Association, fixed prices,
allocated markets and crushed refractory
competitors. ‘The government thereupon en-
tered suit to dissolve the powder monopoly—
a proceeding described by Winkler as “one
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