Monsieur Jourdain reads (political) prose

Politically involved literature is treated with condescension, it is charged with excessive simplicity, repeatability, and temporariness. All these charges are groundless.


Grzegorz Jankowicz

I

n 1962 in Massachusetts Review  Wystan Hugh Auden published his well-known essay „The Poet and the City”. He presented in it a vision of a modern city-state as a stage on which literature plays an essential part, not because it is engaged in the life of the city, but because it deals with the matters appropriate to itself. He wrote that “[a]ll political theories which, like Plato's, are based on analogies drawn from artistic fabrication are bound, if put into practice, to turn into tyrannies. The whole aim of a poet, or any other kind of artist, is to produce something which is complete and will endure without change. A poetic city would always contain exactly the same number of inhabitants doing exactly the same jobs for ever.” Further, he argued that the society formed in the image of literature and in its likeness would be a nightmare come true. The reign of literature, when applied in the social sphere, assumes the form of selective breeding, extermination, full control over all citizens, and legalised slavery. On the other hand, wrote Auden, if we wanted to shape literature in the likeness of democracy, it would turn into a shapeless, empty, trivial and boring thing.

The opposition between politics and literature drawn by Auden is based on axiology. Literature that aims at reflecting democracy is wrong since it is imperfect. Society organised in accordance with literary models is also wrong since it is based on rigid rules. However, these two spheres are not fully disjoint. A distance separating them is, so to speak, a prescribed distance, which means that both writers and politicians should increase it in order to protect democracy against tyranny on one hand and, on the other, to protect literature against mediocrity and political casualness. 

Interestingly, in the above quoted passage Auden reverses the Platonic relation between politics and literature. Indeed, in Plato's writings poets do not participate in creating the perfect political system. On one hand, there are politicians who dream about the city with a stable number of citizens doing the same kind of work. On the other, there are poets who constantly disturb the harmony of the body politic. To put it in a nutshell, their subversive activity consists in representing reality in many different ways. This multiplicity allows citizens to draw away from their place and abandon (even for a brief moment) a social role ascribed to them. That cannot be accepted by politicians, therefore, they sentence literature to exile.


By no means did Auden forget about Plato's views on poetry. But he deliberately swapped pieces on his philosophical chessboard. In his modern version Plato does not deal with the political system but poetry. The dream of social unity is realised through perfecting prosodic solutions. And poets abandon writing and step in the shoes of ministers to protect the foundations of democracy.

When I was wondering how to present most succinctly the change that has occurred in our thinking within the last twenty years, I recalled Auden's idea.  In Poland up to 1989 some writers, artists and intellectuals fulfilled political functions, fighting for democracy and broadening up possibilities for representation (by representation I do not mean only depicting communist reality but also representing interests of different social groups, bringing to light their problems, postulates, demands, and causes). Politicians, in turn, assumed the role of poets, or to be precise, creators of progressive fiction that, in its political dimension, took on a totalitarian shape. Also in that case both groups maintained a distance between politics and literature, though for entirely different reasons than those Auden speaks about. The distance between them was a natural consequence of social antagonism. Some cared for weakening the tyranny, the others cared for supporting and maintaining it.

After regaining independence that distance turned out to be even more needed. As Przemysław Czapliński describes this, at the turn of the 80's two things seemed absolutely unquestionable. Firstly, literature would no longer deal with politics since it had fulfilled its mission. Secondly, we would stop reading it politically (which means that literary texts written so far and considered political would fall into oblivion).

One of the most important reasons for such a state of affairs was the general attitude to communism. And communism exerted a considerable influence not only on our life but also on our political reflection, still dominating our reflection on politics in general. Politics still seems to us a peculiar combination of two orders. On one hand, there is a play of political appearances – ostensible messages, postulates, and inadequate solutions. It conceals real motivations, that is a ruthless fight for power. If we define politics in such a way, then all attempts at bringing it closer to literature (and the other way round) will be threatened with predictable accusations of combining art with the political play of appearances.


If politics, due to its entanglement in fiction and appearances, alienates itself from everyday life, everything should be done in order to keep it as far away from literature as possible. The latter then should be dealing with other problems, with matters appropriate to it, as Auden put it.

The matter of this discussion can be put quite differently, however, by first and foremost changing the way of thinking about politics itself.


Jacques Rancière elucidates this perfectly, by saying that the political aspect of literature does not have to do with writers' political views, and does not have to be related to their engagement in political and social controversies. Also the point is not that literature narrates political events nor that it represents the structure of political relations and the structure of power in a given society.


The politics of literature means that poetry and prose participate in the division of the visible, or more broadly, in the sensual world. For Rancière literature is neither “ in general, the art of writing” nor a peculiar way of using language. For him the literary work is a special kind of link between the system of word meanings and the system of the visible things. Both these systems are always culturally, socially and politically determined, and, in turn, they determine the limits of our thinking and our social interactions. Some spheres of reality are concealed, and we do not have access to them. Others are imposed on us as the space for creating the only proper human and institutional relations. What we read in novels and poems as well as what we are able to say about them influences the way we see things.


Literature – and this is precisely what constitutes its political dimension – has the power of diverting us from our usual tasks as well as social, cultural and existential roles, pulling us out from safe tucks on the surface of the political organism (i.e. an organised structure) where we are safely stuck. Hence, this absolutely contradicts Auden's thesis. It is exactly literature that enables us to shatter an oppressive political structure, and liberates citizens from their roles and functions.


Rancière is fully aware that even in the case of the most subversive literary projects this task is not always fulfilled successfully. What's more, in some cases it is not typical socially committed literature that proves more politically influential but the literature usually blamed for obscurantism and reactionary character by left-wing criticism.  Rancière himself refers, for example, to Baudelaire, Wordsworth, Mallarmé, Balzac and Proust.

These authors deserve the name of “political writers” since their works modified that which is common, and changed relations between our “common world” and our language. It does not matter that none of the above mentioned authors did not get involved directly in political conflicts of their times. It does not matter that none of them presented those conflicts in their works. Let me repeat it again: the political aspects of literature results from the fact that it influences our ways of perception, existence, reflection and expression in a particular way.

Involvement can thus take on  various and unexpected forms. Since we do not deal with two parallel streams. Contemporary literature cannot be described by simple oppositions. What is conservative and preservative in one order turns out to be subversive in another. What is essential is that these processes never occur only in literature. They are immensely influential in other spheres of our life. That is why it is both possible and necessary to speak about political consequences,  and, consequently, read literature in a political way.


Do writers doom themselves to temporariness and makeshift, democratic banality and boredom by choosing to be involved? Auden suggested that an involved poem is doomed to a brief and fleeting, transitory existence. Does literature that erases the distance between politics and itself always really dooms itself to an enclosure in the present moment?


Before I answer this question, I would like to raise another: should the idea of temporariness of the poetic gesture raise our doubts? How come that the (literary) work proves its value only when it passes the test of timelessness? In Rozbiórka [the ambiguous title can mean 'demolition', 'disassembly', 'parsing', or 'analysis'], a collection of conversations with poets, Jerzy Jarniewicz said that “immortality of the poem is a disgraceful, inhuman idea”. The poem should open itself up to the present moment since it is the only way we can break free from the chain of words. The modern concept of poetry separated from the world is a negative point of reference for many contemporary poets. In his poem “Sztafeta” (Relay) among other things Jarniewicz talks about our attitude to language, about the fact that it is not us who locate language inside ourselves, lock words inside us, but it is them that lock us.


If the primal scene of modern poetry consists in the fact that language limits the writing subject, then the whole effort the anti-modern poet makes consists in breaking free from that limiting embrace and opening language up to reality. Obviously, the price for the opening up is the poem's temporariness. Nietzschean idea of art that forgets about the past and does not care about (its) future is definitely much closer to us than the arch-modern conviction about the word permanently separated from the world and transpiring to the sphere of timelessness due to that separation.


But there is another kind of timelessness. Suffice it to mention an Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben for whom politics and literature  never drift apart but enter into a sphere of mutual non-differentiation. In his excellent analyses of the condition of the modern world and position of people in it literature recurs constantly. However, Agamben does not resort to his contemporaries but to Franz Kafka and Robert Walser. Jacques Rancière, as I mentioned above, focuses on writers of the turn of the 19th century, finding in them tools allowing him to criticise present social structures. It turns out that there are literary texts which transcend the limits of temporariness, and moreover, do not grow out of literary aestheticism and literary hermeticism. If I were to answer succinctly to a charge that writers who are politically involved end up in the waste land where the existence of their work is intense but short-lived, I would say that what matters is not only the very gesture of involvement but the way one performs this gesture, too.


Perhaps we should not talk about politically involved literature (or, more broadly, art) but, as Paweł Mościcki writes in his book Polityka teatru (Politics of Theatre), we should rather talk about art (and literature) which has the power to involve, that is the art that involves us, readers, in the political and ideological game, and making us leave traditional ideological stances from which we not only evaluate literature but also the reality in which we live.


Contrary to Auden's view, a distance between literature and politics cannot be held, which has various consequences, but certainly does not implicate that we have years of boring, mediocre novels and poems ahead of us.

Translated by Katarzyna Bazarnik

