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William S. Wilson

learning/writing

The old advice was to write about what you know about. I
had seen I Remember Mama, and heard the sourceless
wisdom of the mother advising the daughter. I lived then

on a suburban street, La Paix Lane, that became a little dirt road
that led to Shepherd Pratt Hospital, where Zelda Fitzgerald had
been a patient. Scott rented a 19th century carpenter-Gothic
house and wrote Tender is the Night there, long enough before my
time. I didn't know about that, or about much else, as I walked
that lane to get away from problems and conflicts in a suburban
nuclear family, and as I walked I asked myself what I knew about
that I could write about, knowing as I did that I didn't know
much, in a society that didn't want me to know too much, and I
didn't know how to learn about what I wasn't supposed to know,
though Bartlett's Familiar Quotations was more explosive than the
Book of the Month club could know. Later I took a look at writing,
and could see that writers didn't write about what they knew
about, or not much anymore, not the ones I read, they wrote
about what they were learning about, and that included how they
were learning, in conflict with their innocence or ignorance, with
the methods of fiction their methods of learning. While I am
always jolted when students ask, what is learned in this story?, as
though it is explicit knowledge or information—a buyer's guide
to life—still I would say, if I can say it without either prescribing
or sounding as though I am offering the secret key to unlock the
portals of literature, that writing is learning, at least from the
writer's point of view, which entails that you learn about yourself
learning. I could put this simply: wake up, and write a wake-up
call. A tasteful quotation from the Bible is appropriate to accom-
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pany my solemnity: " . . . he that increaseth knowledge increa-
seth sorrow." How was the author of Ecclesiastes learning what he
was learning to write? Isaiah is my handbook for learning/writ-
ing, but Paul Goodman's The Structure of Literature is my text for
today's lesson.

The style of writing is an elaboration of moral values. Moral
values are elaborated in aesthetic values, with which they main-
tain uncertain and wobbly reciprocal implications. The simplest
description is a plane of import: this detail is important, that is, this
carries in meaning, this bears mentioning. All the transports and
transfers of meaning and of metaphor have to be worth doing.
Nothing is natural in style or in experience mediated by language;
so pick a plane, and throw a representation of experience (from
whatever plane) into focus on a verbal plane with some consist-
ency. I don't invent the import of planes, it's everywhere:
" . . . there are only the value judgments of truth exposed one
after another like colored slides on the white wall that is the
naked soul, or a kind of hard glaze that transforms the ordinary

- clay of the soul into an object of beauty by obliterating the knowl-
edge of what lies underneath" (John Ashbery, Three Poems). The
style of writing gradually yields its moral implications and episte-
mological presuppositions. I think that the writer has the respon-
sibility to think about those implications now, and to take respon-
sibility for them.

The point of the story—what one is learning about—is
change, and change usually reveals that what somebody thought
was going on wasn't the whole story: something hidden or un-
known comes forth, however dull or shining, however tragic or
comic. A character comes in one door, and goes out another,
having enjoyed or discovered or suffered a reversal; or having
reversed a discovery. A story to be a story must have a turning
point, where that means that something unknown (real?) becomes
known (apparent) or something hidden is revealed. Most of the
stories I read have a secret theme: how not to change, how not to
grow up, how and why one shouldn't mature, when at least part
of maturity is learning self-awareness and responsibility for one's
feelings. The stories which are against story, at least against plot,
are about how not to have anything happen: how to avoid con-
flict. I don't mind if anyone dodges conflict, but I do think that the
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artful dodger must—should require himself or herself to — think
about the evasions of conflict, and take a responsible position in
relation to motives and purposes and meanings. The point is that
the writer should have self-awareness; but note that with self-
awareness I have restored conflict and plot: je et un autre.

Self-awareness implies some division in the self, or conflict
with an earlier self. Much fiction offers a small insight but a large
lesson in the evasions of self-awareness. An insight or illumina-
tion on which all parts of a divided self can agree seems to restore
or to achieve wholeness. The self is reconciled to itself. But an
illumination into life, or creativity, or how one can go with the
flow, is an exemption from conflict granted to privileged persons
of extreme sensitivity. The price paid for the redeeming or consol-
ing vision is blindness to the conflicts with experience or exis-
tence: the special moment of illumination is a secession from
experience. The story demonstrates the existence of a protected
enclave where the sensitive soul can survive. But then the story
arises all over again at the borders of the enclave: the relation of
the self to the world. As the graffito says in Gurney Norman's
Divine Right's Trip, "If "you've got it all together, what's that all
around it?"

With the breakdown of the great systems of coherence and
correspondence—I mean the 20th-century—literature turned to
moments in which the individual enjoyed an illumination that
could reconcile with the cosmos, but that probably bypassed so-
cial, political, economic, and other conflicts. When we take Joyce's
epiphanies, Satori, orgasm, a stoned perception, or an illumina-
tion as when one says A ha!, we have moments that may indeed
be special because they can be beyond language—unmediated—
and the struggle then is to convey them in language. But these
"timeless moments" contrast with history as Northrop Frye writes
of it, ". . . as a single gigantic anti-epiphany" (The Anatomy of
Criticism, p. 61). These moments of quasi-religious illumination
belong to literary history, to a time when writers attempted to find
moments of religious intensity in secular experience. I have heard
only this week a successful writer advising young writers to
gather epiphanies like Stephen Daedalus, as I grow increasingly
embarrassed for Stephen Daedalus looking at a woman's under-
wear: "She seemed like one whom magic had changed into the
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likeness of a strange and beautiful seabird. Her long slender bare
legs were delicate as a crane's and pure save where an emerald
trail of seaweed had fashioned itself as a sign upon the flesh. Her
thighs, fuller and soft hued as ivory, were bared almost to the hips
where the white fringe of her drawers were like featherings of soft
white down." Joyce can withdraw any commitment from this
with irony, but irony at the expense of Stephen is just as risky
(spiritually) as commitment, for authorial irony is an annihilation,
and how can an author create a character in order to annihilate
him? Every time an author writes about a character who isn't as
good or as powerful or as sensitive as the author, the author is
creating a character who is annihilated in the irony. What survives
the annihilation is the superiority of the author, as in John Up-
dike's story, "The Lovely, Troubled Daughters of Our Old
Crowd," where the character, narrating a story he doesn't under-
stand, is the victim of authorial irony. I read fiction written by
people who have been taught to be ironists, and who learn
methods of annihilating the phenomenon while surviving them-

' selves as noumenon, thank you. The problem with irony is that
the author seems to be better than the characters, and superior to
other people. That superiority is unearned against resistance, for
others rarely have the opportunity to respond. The ironic mode, in
which the characters have power of action inferior to any power
of action of the narrator, or of the author, takes a short cut. It is
from the action of the plot that anything emerges as superior, in
the sense of surviving conflict and competition and complex ac-
tion. So authorial irony is questionable when it is a means of
avoiding plot.

Most of the stories I read are "naturalistic," which means that
something of an "ordinary" point of view has been adopted.
Naturalism doesn't miniaturize, as in Lilliputia, or magnify, as in
Brobdingnag, but tends to move around somewhere between an
ordinary American eye-level and a movie camera that can take a
long view or zoom in for an occasional close-up. The facts in
naturalism are theorized facts. Who is to write the story of you in
the room right now? If a physicist wrote, if a chemist, a biologist,
you might be left out of the picture. A psychologist might do a
case-history of you, according to a theory. A sociologist might
focus not on you, but on your type; or a linguist take note of your
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vowels. Each report would contain facts, which means not only
the choice of facts, but the construction of facts, and the construc-
tion is based on a theory of import. When an ecologist tells your
story, you might want to defend yourself. A fact is always a fact
from a particular point of view. When Sherlock Holmes descends
on the overlooked clue—the pollen in your ear which shows you
walked through the shrubbery at the foot of the garden, where
grows a rare tropical-bush—the pollen is a fact only in the
construction of a theory. When Freud descends on your slip of the
tongue, or the mistake you make typing—a friend on her birth-
day said she hoped to begin a new love, when she meant to say a
new life, and so said "a new love/life," which might be precisely
what she meant—the fact is a fact only in the interpretation of its
importance.

Another way to say this about naturalism is to suggest, how-
ever sketchily, that perception is representation. Please forget that
you are doing, thinking, perceiving, loving, or speaking naturally.
You, whoever that may be, are constructing a representation, and
you call it a world. Experience is already representation, and
naturalism, as a process, represents the products of sensory repre-
sentation. My point is that someone writing must accept responsi-
bility for both levels of representation, and regard nothing in
experience as raw unmediated nature. Once we have learned
language, our perceptions of colors are affected, measurably, by
the qualities of the names of colors, and while no one need
renounce the desire for unmediated experience, it isn't possible.
What is possible, and I think desirable, is to turn attention to the
mediator, which is language, and surely a writer ought to be doing
that anyway.

With that person—the reader, for example—back there in
that room, waiting for an adequate account of the experience—
why not a character-sketch, a portrait? Portraits meet little resist-
ance, because they, contain so little of resistance, and can go on,
description terminable and interminable, with the threat of infin-
ity, because of insufficient theory as to what is a fact. A portrait is
not a story, and insofar as it is an evasion of a story, must be
questioned: what is being evaded?

The portrait can be surpassed by becoming a case-history.
William Carlos Williams can use the non-judgmental and appar-

34

learning/writing
ently neutral case-history to provide the tone of his stories and to
convey the dispassionate compassion appropriate to a doctor:
nothing human is alien to him. He has seen it all, but is not weary
or cynical. He is excited by resistance, by vitality, by small im-
babilities, by a little American wildness, as someone opportunely
finds a niche in which to preserve life. These stories are the
semblance of case-history, they are not case-history. A case-his-
tory presents a problem that can be solved, and usually one that
has been solved, although Freud knew how to throw a curve at
the reader, elevating the problems of the case-history to the mys-
teries of the short story. Case histories are so important that I
frequently recommend Ludwig Binswanger, "The Case of Ellen
West," and more than ever now that I have thoroughly plundered
it. Willa Cather's title, "Paul's Case," points to the problems in her
naturalistic approach, if "case" implies that he suffers from prob-
lems to which there might be solutions, whether therapeutic or
economic.

The portrait (too often without problems) and the case-his-
tory (with problems that are theoretically solvable) have them-
selves the problem that can be illustrated with the commercial
devised to sell somebody something. However much the "cre-
ative" people and "art" directors might labor at the commercial to
make it art, the commercial presents a problem and offers or
implies a solution. Commercials have used the intimate moments
of life—births, engagements, wedding receptions, graduations,
family reunions, two loving people in front of a fireplace—as a
means to the end of selling a product, and that requires that they
sell the solubility of problems. Except for the use of photographs
of the Vietnam memorial in Washington, to sell a book about the
war in Vietnam, commercials don't use death or sorrow, or even
mysterious laughter. Some problems have a solution, and can be
referred to a technology or methodology of a science. Art, which
contemplates what otherwise has no method of contemplation,
includes not only the individual as the sum of arbitrary and
idiosyncratic preferences, but it includes, for that matter, births,
engagements, wedding receptions, graduations, family reunions,
two loving people in front of a fireplace, when those events are
not flattened by being used to sell something. If technology or
science can handle the problem, and if a commercial can sell a
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solution to it, then the problem is not appropriate for art, unless
the problem is the misuses and depletions and underestimations
of the events of life. Writing about solvable problems is another
way of avoiding the problems of plot, which arise there at the
limits of our abilities to solve problems. And writing about people
with "problems" can be another way of looking down on them,
not only even if the problem is solved, but especially if the prob-
lem is solved, since the problems of the writer aren't like that, are
they? They are not soluble, they are contemplatable full-blooded
mysteries, aren't they: so why grant any less to anyone else?

The truth is conflict; the truth is scarcity of food, clothing,
and shelter, and it is unfair divisions of labor, unfair distributions
of money, health and energy, and even unfair distribution of
those redeeming moments of resolution—epiphany, orgasm,
Satori—and other privileged exemptions from our story so far.
The world may be well lost for an experience that makes sense of
it, or compensates for its inadequacies and deprivations, but it is
lost. But then, no, it isn't, it is still there, and John Keats, for one, is
returned to conflict with it: "And I awoke and found me here/ On
the cold hill's side." The disenchantment with the enchantments
—surely that is the way we live now—brings me back to plot,
but a long way round through character.

If you, like William James, have ever thought that you would
just stay in bed, maybe sleep a little longer, and then have found
that you have gotten up without thinking about it, and are on
your way, then you would have to realize that the thought or will
or intention — the resolution to stay in bed—didn't amount to
much, because you acted on something different. The thought
didn't have any effects, but the action does have effects. People
can think anything, or think they think something. I don't care
particularly what strange beliefs a person may hold; I don't know
what it is to believe. When that person acts, perhaps acts on the
belief, then I know however retroactively what the belief is: the
belief is as it is acted on, for the action makes the difference in
experience. A concrete problem for writers is the recording of the
thoughts of a character. The problem is that the worth of the
thoughts—their meaning and value—is manifest in their impli-
cations for action. Getting thoughts and actions into some accord
is a story in itself—witness Hamlet. Thoughts as thoughts are

36

learning/writing
meaningless until they are implicated in actions, and then the
discovery can be the fatuousness of the thoughts—their indul-
gence when they cost nothing in action—and their flattering
contribution to another theme here, self-importance. The strain
that (young) writers put on themselves is to have brilliant or wise
thoughts that they can share with their characters or with their
readers. What could be the source of such thoughts? Not science,
for then they Would be doing science. Not philosophy, which has
largely retired from the business of wisdom, except for renuncia-
tions of aspirations to wisdom. Then the source must be the
methods of fiction, and of poetry, as methods of thinking; but that
thinking is less likely to yield a quotable wise thought than it is to
yield criticism of the misleading self-importance that suggests that
one can have brilliant illuminations without working according to
methods. I can't predict or limit the wisdom that might emerge in
writing; but I can say that it will emerge from the methods pecu-
liar to fiction or poetics, and not as sourceless inspiration. Cer-
tainly naturalism cannot expect illuminations of a supra-naturalis-
tic quality, and anyone writing naturalistically, and providing the
thoughts of the characters, has the obligation to think through the
efficacies of thoughts, and their exemption, in fiction, from the
laws that otherwise govern the workings of the world. The point,
for naturalism or symbolism or any other style, is that the writer,
who is thinking, must examine thoughts, as part of a process of
self-examination and self-awareness, and that the process of ex-
amination of a thought is to scrutinize it in relation to action.
Action is the -proof of thought, as I look upon contemporary arts as
methods of proof. The writer who examines thinking by writing is
hot only thinking, but is acting, as writing is an action, and an
action that must be examined, and examined morally, because the
methods of proof can construct or discover or invent the object of
proof: the attempt to prove can be what probes something into
existence. A plot is a method of proof that probes at a problem,
and the meaning emerges from the probing, not only, if at all,
from the problem. And compare probity.

Not only is perception a representation, and therefore a tissue
of values because of the theory of what is worth representing—I
wouldn't be seeing or hearing it if I hadn't (or evolution hadn't)
thought it worth seeing or hearing, and important to do so
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whether or not I can bear it—but perception catches one in
conflicts among rival perceptions, as among values: one walks the
dog which pulls at the leash to smell something imperceptible.
Gregor Samsa orders breakfast. The conflicts among values begin
at the beginning of experience, and plot is not merely a conflict, it
is a conflict among values. One meaning of a story—the prob-
lematic "moral"—can emerge from the conflict and from which
values survive or prevail at the end of the action. They have
competed, whether they were equal in force or value or not, and
maybe only one has survived. In the old plays, the surviving value
might be enunciated by a survivor such as the chorus: that would
be a thought or wise illumination that emerges from the methods
peculiar to the genre. A story, a plot, is the story of values in
conflict. The plot can't help being about conflicts among values,
because even one value is a story, because even one value is
defined in conflict. A value is a conflict, that is, a value is conflict
with other values. Some values have as their purpose conflict, that
is, they are invented as definitions of distances that are to be
maintained with other people or other groups. If in the exchange
of women you say tomato and she says tohmahtoh, or if you go to
the flicks, and she sees a film, you might have to call the whole
thing off. Those people eat beef, these people eat pork: an inter-
val. Their (beef) daughter can't have dinner with their (pork) son.
But then perhaps those people eat beef, but not pork, so that their
daughter can't eat dinner with their son: a little exogamy, but not
too much. The thought, this food is impure, might be an action:
maintenance of an interval. At least in violating a taboo, I might
move closer to some strangers, and the thought that I don't want
to eat a particular food can be the thought that I don't want to act
with a particular person, but I need not take responsibility for the
thought that precludes action, and thereby hangs the problem for
writers; responsibility for one's thoughts, and their implications
for actions, as part of responsibility for one's actions. You are born
in the midst of conflict, because the culture you are born into is
not natural, and must not be taken for granted, and it has con-
structed itself negatively in relation to other cultures: they eat with
chopsticks, I'll eat with a fork. You are born into a priori positions
which are defined by how distant they are from or how near they
are to something else; every taboo is an interval which one can
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widen or narrow; or, more pointedly, which your characters can
widen or narrow; and one measure of the action in a plot is the
widening or narrowing of the intervals among characters.

That room in which you sit reading is already a story, because
your description of it, consisting of theorized facts, would be in
conflict with any other description of it. If you write about it, and
want me to see it your way, then that is to accept your values, at
least your theory of what is important. The fly on the wall, the
cockroach on the floor, the janitor, the landlord, the interior deco-
rator, the burglar, and the homeless, would describe it differently.
What do you know about that room is the question, what are you
learning about it? And now the room seems to withhold its se-
crets. So the plot is already underway, because the conflicts are
always there—we arise in the midst of an incorporated plot—
and so a word about plot.

Aristotle thought and wrote and actively taught about plot so
well because he was attuned to dramatic action as philosophic
experience. He interpreted plot as a complex process of discovery
and reversal because, with his thinking about the probable and
the improbable, the possible and the necessary, he perceived
experience or experienced perception as a continual process of
discovery and reversal, as the immediate moment, the Now,
presenting us with alternatives (choices among possibilities), re-
quiring our constant recognition of the necessity that we construct
among the possibilities by choosing an action which negates other
possibilities. Our recognition of the moment is a choice that re-
verses the possibilities into necessities. The action of perception
and the perception of action are a constant process of constructing
events by negating or purging the apparent possibilities that
leaven or haunt experience, filling it with hope or dread. Assertion
and action explode the threatening false appearances—
misrecognitions, illusions, delusions, fantasies—so that the actual
can emerge; or so that we can see where real power resides, as we
contemplate the surviving or successful value. The question for
me, reading so much writing, is plotlessness, the absence of ac-
tion: why plotless now?

I write first to the men. A plot has at least two strands, one
manifest or apparent, the other disguised or concealed, and
maybe more "real" in some sense. Action dissipates the apparent,
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whether the action is verbal or mental. So I turn to my experience
of individual writers, recalling so many of them, a little or very
laid back, a little slouchy, somewhat diffident, sinking down in
their chairs and not saying much, and I think about plot. The
usual strategy of tragic drama and fiction is that a person appears
to be pretty good, and rather powerful, but turns out to have a
weakness that makes the power destructive and self-destructive: a
frailty. Action reveals the weakness that has been concealed
somehow. For the twentieth-century youngish white male ap-
proaching the Millenium, who has the opportunity to write a story
that has never been written before (because this arrangement
of forces hasn't occurred before)—the concealed and perhaps
shameful frailty is not frailty or weakness—but power. The
problem is the unearned power, the arrogance of other people's
money, the easy manner and nonchalance. Remember that Lud-
wig Wittgenstein gave away much of his inherited fortune, and
that part of it helped Rilke. But these young men, the world is
their oyster whether they want it to be or not, and their fathers
apparently forged ahead without guilty worries about how their
ambition made anyone feel, and succeeded in some ego-inflating
way. The pride of those fathers is sentimental and unearned, it is
self-importance such as a pointed comic action would deflate,
though it has a tragic dimension because it is derived from the
abasement of others, especially women and children. Nothing is
going to please that father, so give up. And no job-jobs are going
to correct relations with the poor laborers; the abused and abased
might be amused, but they don't forget that when the student
ends the summer job in the cannery, they work on. Grovelling to
the women doesn't seem to do much good; and walking side-by-
side hand-to-hand with the guys is embarrassing, that competi-
tiveness popping up at awkward moments; even shaking hands
can be like palpating a tumor of ambition. Male bonding might
leave one of them glued to his seat while the other is if not
modestly successful then being successful with his modesty.

The point is that the secret "frailty" or "weakness" which the
action of the plot reveals in aristocratic heroes is, in modern times,
the power of the young white male, and not only inherited un-
earned privilege, but the power of talent and the power of right
thinking. That power can't be hidden or evaded, it can scarcely be
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given away, but that power creates conflicts which are the stuff of
fiction, if the story can include the problem of conflicts of their
power with other power. The themes can include—they already
do—power as mere force, and power deteriorated into violence;
and power borrowed, or abnegated, or abrogated. The problems
of power lead in more directions than I can follow—to the phal-
locratic as well as the democratic. I have no prescriptions, only the
suggestion that power cannot be hidden as a guilty secret, and
powerlessness has to be questioned for its sincerity, even as sin-
cerity must be questioned for its sincerity. Anyone who has the
power to write, and daydreams of not misusing power, or of not
being accused of misusing power—anyone who still thinks of
rescuing someone else, or of using his power for good—at least
has the responsibility to wonder whether or not and how much he
is putting himself on. Instead of the self-awareness, we get stories
with daydreams, dreams, memories, nostalgia, and other eva-
sions. And imagery that can be read for and so must be read for
the relation it takes to power.

The differences between the hunter and the fisherman in
American literature are the differences between power in a gun
and power in a skill; to use a bow and arrow, or shoot a harpoon
at a shark. The differences in power correlate with differences in
responsibility, as the hunter might shoot with a rifle, aiming at an
individual, or use a scattershot, and while he might kill something
he would not be responsible to the individual bird for an individ-
ual choice. The fisherman is more likely to be aimless, and his
power, disassembled, is presented as connoisseurship and artistry.
The interesting moral questions are of responsibility for one's
apparent lack of responsibility for catching a particular fish, since
aiming is usually impossible; and when it is possible, the meaning
alters. Men hunt together or they fish together in differing com-
radeships, and the particular acts—aiming or aimless—are the-
matic, and packed with information about the relations of the
characters to the cosmos; and someone, somewhere, the author,
the character, or the reader, has to take responsibility for the
imagery, has to take aim arid see what it is aiming at. So the writer
might well look at aimlessness, and could begin with the brilliant
passage in Salinger's "Seymour: an Introduction." Your response
to these issues is, or will be, your world. Only please do not say
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that a way of fishing is only natural; don't argue with meaning: it
resides in interrelations, in resemblances and differences, and if
you think of hunting like an Indian, then two words of advice:
one is to read Claude Levi-Strauss on the meaning of different
methods of hunting, "The 'Good Manners' Sonata" in The Raw
and the Cooked. A second is to read Galway Kinnell, to note how
he kills the bear—

I take a wolf's rib and whittle
it sharp at both ends
and coil it up
and freeze it in blubber and place it out
on the fairway of the bears . . .

and to correlate that method of killing with a possible poetics.
Extra credit: read Stanley Elkin, "The Making of Ashendon."

The problems of women and fiction, or women and the
writing of fiction, are beyond my power. Women are obviously in
conflict because they are exploited. They have been used meta-
phorically, as woman can be used reductively, in exasperation, Oh
woman, while Oh man sounds different. I read more monologues
than stories by women, and the monologue is the prime means of
avoiding conflict with others, and with self—the anger and hate.
My charge here is the usual one—bad faith. The interest of a
woman in a monologue going on about memories and dreams and
daydreams eludes me. Anything is possible in dream and day-
dream, and memories are self-serving unless they are critically
questioned; why is she remembering what she is remembering,
what purposes are served, what is she evading? A monologue is a
way of avoiding conflict, if only because a person talking to
herself does not have to face the problems of inequality that arise
in talking with others, and the struggles for superiority or for
equality that animate conversation and dialogue. Too many
monologues, or stories, are about something like ESP; the woman
has an extraordinary insight—she knew ahead of time that X was
going to die—but if she did nothing, then she has only grounds
for self-congratulations, a peculiar consolation, and about as hon-
est as consolations get. What is being thought about with ESP is
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power: what must be thought about is the meaning of that power,
for if it is not used to make a difference, then it doesn't make a
difference, except to allow someone to feel superior. And such
power is part of a quest for power that won't hurt anyone or get
anyone into trouble; it is an evasion of the work that could be
done to understand or to love someone who may be unintelligibly
unlovely; or even the work of communicating with someone who
not only can talk but who can talk back. Under the advice to write
about what you are learning about: women are studying their
power, and taking a good look at white male irony and what it
does to men. Fiction is a pitiless self-teacher, and it works with
methods which always come back to plot and action, which is to
come back to the apparent and hidden, and to apparent power-
lessness in women. The character speaking the monologue is
usually powerless, and isolated, and isn't doing anything about
her isolation, and so doesn't give herself an opportunity to dis-
cover or to uncover her power, because she is in conflict with it,
and it would put her in conflict with others. The powerlessness of

• woman characters is, or it should be, merely apparent, because
the character should be approximating equality with the writer,
and the writer has power and is using it. The frailty or weakness
of the character can be that she has hidden or not used her power,
and the plot can bring into efficacy the hidden power; see "The
Revolt of 'Mother'," by Mary E. Wilkins Freeman. The woman
using her power frightens herself—"Sarah put her apron up to
her face; she was overcome by her own triumph,"—but she'll get
over it; she hides more than one emotion when she covers her
face, the look of power among them.

The problem with the writing of (young) women, too often, is
that they seek moments out of time, because those are moments
out of history, which is out of conflict. They seek union, commu-
nion, the intuition of an all-encompassing flow, an all-resolving
chord, or participating in a flood-tide of creativity. Every achieve-
ment of the self in finding continuity with a transcendental con-
tinuum, or an immanent continuum, the goal of experience in
much fiction, is what is to be questioned. Such experiences of
oneness are evasions of conflict, or of the analysis of conflict, as
plot can provide analysis. The reason that plots are or must be
complex is that after Darwin, Freud, Marx, Levi-Strauss, and
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others of your choice, we cannot help but know that we don't
know what produces our consciousness, why we think and feel as
we do. The plot is complex because much of our lives, intellectual,
emotional, and biological, are hidden from us, but can be brought
to light through inquisitive action. Emotional history is emotional
conflict: Freud mentions many a daughter's reproach, ". . . that
the mother gave the child too little milk and did not suckle her
long enough." Freud doubts that anyone is satisfied with her
mothering. The woman is in a nexus of conflicts that cannot be
ignored, if only because the generic answer to the question, What
do women want?, is, Too much, and, More than is good for them.
Witness Eve, and witness the analysis of myths in Levi-Strauss,
From Honey to Ashes, pp. 285-286, where the myths are inter-
preted as justifying the slavery of women ". . . which—as the
myths hypocritcally suggest—might have been avoidable if an
intemperate young woman had been able to control her appetite."
Writers go ahead and use myths and mythic modes of thinking,
and some want to worship the Goddess, as though once the world
fitted women, and as though the writer can return to the past and
avoid engaging in conflict with the present.

Myth, and idealization, and timeless Utopian enclaves, all
must be questioned, for whatever they are in themselves, they can
be evasions of the actual historical conflicts, and those conflicts
are what fiction can bring news of. The motive of timelessness
must be looked at, and all evasions of narrative, because the
narrative and plotted story of a woman is going to raise questions
of her power. The point can be made quickly with female beauty,
for the beauty of the heroine is a power that has efficacy in a plot.
Beauty can develop and change: "Only now I could see, in her
ugliness, her beauty. It was almost too much" (Iris Murdoch, A
Severed Head). But of another woman: "Her face, screwed up with
distress and anger, was positively ugly." The meaning of much
female beauty in fiction is that the woman should not have to
endure a plot. The promise of physical beauty is the hope of
transcending the conflicts of existence: the beautiful woman gets
the most continuities, or she joins the consoling continuum.
Beauty means you don't have to get involved in a plot; or
shouldn't have to. Actual plots of course show that powers greater
than beauty are hidden here and there, and they become apparent
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and efficacious. But when beauty is used to mean exemption from
the conflicts in narrative, and achievement of timeless realms of
gold, then it is in conflict with plot; and of course the conflicts
between beauty and plot can make a good story.

A subheading under physical beauty is the difference be-
tween an unsophisticated "natural" beauty and the flatteries of
hairdressing, make-up. The themes here are infinite, I suppose, as
they vary across historical and cultural differences. I note in many
stories the quick mention of dyed hair, and suggestions of too
much make-up, and I get the meaning in the context, I suppose. If
a hair-color is a function of genetics—if it is inherited—then it is
fate, as an acorn is fated to be an oak. But one has no say in one's
fate on that level, and while dyeing hair, making a nose repousse,
and other interferences with "nature" can seem sophistications to
the point of decadence, and can reflect the destructive effects of
the male gaze, or whatever terms of analysis are interesting at the
moment, the beautifications can also suggest accepting responsi-
bility for one's life, or a conflict with "fate," or at least with

" genetic inheritance, and so could be an act of courage accompa-
nied by a metaphysics. I keep returning to responsibility, to
choice, to freedom, and therefore to power, and we can note that
the problem I defined about male writers—the hidden powers—
is remarkably close to the problem I mentioned about women
writers—the hidden powers. Other problems abide, but this one
frustrates me the most in working with people who are writing.

We dwell in an era that is called Post-Modern; I point to a
small subset of that which I call Post-Legible, not only because so
much experience is unreadable, but because people seem deliber-
ately to render themselves illegible, whether in the androgynies of
hair and clothing and jewelry, or in their blurring of class distinc-
tions. When Twain's Dauphin said, "You see before you, in blue
jeans and misery, the wanderin', exiled, trampled-on and sufferin'
rightful King of France," he could call upon a legible hierarchy of
clothing that is now only intermittently available. The apparent
egalitarianism of bluejeans gave way to the hierarchy of designer
jeans in some circles—people so willing to pay extra for some-
thing famous for being expensive—but as jeans for a disco got
worn to a job, they returned to the laboring class, however tinged
with pretensions. The illegibilities can be a way of avoiding con-
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flicts, as they momentarily might obscure class conflicts; though
one class dressing down, and another dressing up, isn't likely to
fool anyone for long. These illegibilities can be means of evading
conflicts, and as such the illegible must be read. The post-modern
praise and blame for pastiche is connected with legibility, which is
with the problem of implications which are suspended or neutral-
ized or otherwise in abeyance, so that everything will be cool. In
some pastiche, implications lead off in differing directions, but
without impact, or without disrupting much. The answers to the
questions, How do these parts combine to form a whole?, and,
What are the implications?, seem to be, They don't, and, Don't
worry about it. The illegibility must be written about, for it is
news; but it must be thought about, as writing fiction is a method
of thinking, not a complacent acquiescence.

The "classic" story, of whatever length, has had if not an
"organic" form, then at least parts which held each other in
mutual or reciprocal implications, and as those implications tight-
ened, the story moved toward its conclusion. Q.E.D. Those impli-
cations are likely to be tighter in fiction than in experience. When
fiction can and must be read in a style that follows the mutual
implications among the parts, then it is misleading as a model of
experience. Existence isn't legible in those classical ways. The
problem for the story which is not legible insofar as it is about
experience which is deliberately or inadvertently illegible is at
least twofold. One problem is that the story can't conclude in any
conventional way, and the old style of conclusion feels sentimen-
tal, offering a little epiphany that doesn't truly end the story, but
that distracts attention from the problem. The other problem is
the "truth" of the illegibilities. They are often passed off as indif-
ference: whatever. My comment is predictable now: the indiffer-
ence is not trustworthy, it is not an ultimate, it is reducible,
according to one's modes of thought, and here I reduce indiffer-
ence to another evasion of conflict: anything to avoid the conflict
that will reveal the power or the absence of power. What I find
unconscionable in a conscientious writer is indifference, and illeg-
ibility of meaning as indifference to meaning, and other signs of
not caring enough to differentiate and individualize—all sum-
maries and generalizations and most exposition of background—
because for me they are evidence of a passivity which I think is
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another word for bad faith, though I am satisfied to quote W. H.
Auden, "The commonest ivory tower is that of the average man,
the state of passivity towards experience." (Antaeus 21/22).

Because the writer has power over characters, and the writer
is freely writing, or is at least free enough to be writing, responsi-
bilities arise. I can phrase one of them as the need to look for
grounds of equality with characters, not grounds for superiority or
condescension. Out of the inquiry into equalities and inequalities
of power will arise enough action to move stories forward. Since
the writer is actively writing, what purposes are served by depic-
tions of passivity, indifference, and uncaring, when those are
unselfconscious or unselfcritical? Stories are written to bolster
self-esteem as they display heroic sensitivities; I am interested in
stories that cost something in self-esteem, although momentarily,
since a feeling of truthfulness is a feeling of worthiness. I some-
times suggest topics to people who want to write but who are not
bearing down on themselves, who coast with the sentimentalities.
One is to write the story of your conception; that shakes them up.
Another is to write a story that you wouldn't want a mother or
lover or friend or teacher to read; but what I mean is the story you
wouldn't want to have to read yourself. They often think I mean
sexual secrets, but I don't. The writing of a story is itself a story,
because it has hidden strands, and the real strand hidden behind
the apparent story is one that I think writers have an obligation to
look at: it is their power, their freedom to use their power, their
responsibility for their power, and for any relations of their
powers to violences, rapes, forced entries, betrayals, hostage-situ-
ations, or other images of power gone awry because not suffi-
ciently allied with truth or love or other virtue. Writing is think-
ing, the writer needs methods of thought, and fiction is a
collection of methods of thinking, as thinking is an ethical and an
aesthetic act. We are trying to learn how to tell the story—the
stories—of our lives, and so are learning to write, and writing to
learn, about our powers.

47


