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INTRODUCTION

Fully aware that man’s religious perfection Is 
greatly facilitated, and promoted by his general culture, 
the Catholic Church has at all times advocated the cause 
of education in all branches of learning. The liberal 
arts especially, with thoir ability to develop the 
whole man and to make this perfected human nature the 
basis of Christ’s grace, have always been patronized in 
the Church’s schools from the earliest monastic centers 
oi education to the modern universities erected and 
maintained by her. Besides fostering culture in her 
schools, she has embellished her liturgy and places of 
worship with the highest examples of art, so that even 
the humblest of her children, while fulfilling their 
religious duties, might be fired with the ambition to 
make their lives supremely beautiful.

True culture can be achieved only If it Is based 
upon a true conception of human nature and fits man to 
serve the God-given purpose for which ha was created. 
Every artistic endeavor, therefore, which strives to 
elevate the level of culture must be in complete har
mony with the Christian philosophy of life. This is 
the oft-repeated warning of the Church, since only In
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this manner can her Ideal of leading all men to perfec
tion and ultimate salvation be realized* Modern secular 
culture, on the other hand, which extoils wealth and 
power as the greatest objectives and boasts of a high 
standard of material living, promises universal happi
ness tnrough the attainment of these temporal goods* 
Unless this pseudQ-eultur© is amended and rounded out 
by an acceptance of Christ’s truth and Christ’s grace 
as offered to the world by the Church, it is doomed to 
lead man to disappointment or even worse*

«ith these facts in mind, the individual Catho
lic can analyze and evaluate the various contributions 
to cultural development in their true light. There 
will necessarily be an antithesis between him and those 
who have different concepts of the destiny of human 
progress. For this reason, in the field of literary 
criticism, with which this thesis is concerned, the 
Catholic will realize that his ideas of what is requi
site for artistic and moral perfection in literature 
will frequently be at variance with the standards set 
up by those who do not accept his faith and philosophi
cal principles. Obviously Catholic literary criticism 
does not call for an entirely separate body of tenets 
for evaluating literary writings. For the most part
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literature is a secular art, and the principles that 
govern its aesthetic character can bo discovered and 
formulated in the light of sound reason and common 
sense, attributes which are by no means rare in non- 
Catholic critics and scholars. But since the content 
of a large number of literary works— some of the so- 
called standard classics not excluded— is either totally 
or partially out of harmony with Catholic ideals, it is 
necessary for the Catholic critic to have some distinct 
norms by which he may judge literature in regard to its 
true cultural value.

This thesis has as its objective the establish
ment of certain fundamental tenets which the Catholic 
critic needs for estimating standard literature of all 
times in the light of Catholic philosophy and morality 
and divine revelation* On the basis of these principles 
he can show why some works fail even as works of art, 
despite certain excellencies; why the pronouncements of 
non-Catholic critics in regard to literature are some
times wrong; why certain works must be rejected, while 
others can be accepted wholly or in part. Without fair 
and solid principles, he may be too quick to condemn or 
too liberal-minded to disapprove; these two extremes of 
intolerance and liberalism must be carefully avoided.
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The basic tenets to be proposed and explained 
will be outlined in the first chapter, which will thus 
serve as a more specific introduction into the body of 
the thesis. Each subsequent chapter will then deal at 
greater length with the most important aspects involved 
in the various principles.

Inis treatise will necessarily be comprehensive 
and general In scope rather than exhaustive. It does 
not pretend, therefore, to suggest, much less to answer, 
all the problems that confront the Catholic critic in 
his work of literary evaluation. Only such fundamental 
questions as what literatiire can and should do for man 
and what relationship it has to morality and truth will 
be discussed, By accepting the literary philosophy 
proposed here the Catholic critic will have a solid 
foundation on which to build a more extensive theory of 
criticism. The superstrueture he erects may have occa
sional flaws, but at least he will have the assurance 
that his judgments of literature are basically sound 
and do not compromise his faith or his principles.



CHAPTER I

THE NATURE AMD NECESSITY OP CATHOLIC LITERARY CRITICISM

Ever since laan first began to use language in a 
personal way to communicate thoughts and emotions of 
human interest and appeal, the number of literary works 
has continued to grow, and its increase will be constant 
till the end of time. The extant body of literature is 
already so largo that a single man can hardly hope to 
read it all, even if the problem of different languages 
did not constitute a particular difficulty#

Greater than the number of written works is the 
variety of ideas, views, and sentiments expressed in 
them. It is safe to say that all phases of human life 
and thought, all philosophies and ideologies, are in 
some way reflected in literature. Many literary works 
are sublime in content as well as in form, but some-» 
even among the so-called standard classics— are more or 
less deficient in certain respects, especially in rela
tion to Catholic ideals# English and American litera
ture, for example, generally considered one of the fore
most literatures of the world, is both good and bad in 
varying degrees* At times it reaches various levels of



perfection, but too often it "gives off the odor, now 
of pious liberalism and neutrality, now of negation and 
revolt, now of German and Nov/ England pantheism and 
transcendentalism of the nineteenth century, now of 
human self-sufficiency and pelagian!sm, now of sex and 
materialism, now of glorified nationalism and imperial
ism, now of health and success and power as the final 
ends of human living,

It is the task of the literary critic to evalu
ate this complex product of the human mind. Prom the 
historical point of view, literature is a living record 
of the ages, reflecting the life and thought of each 
generation* But if literature were merely history, its 
only function would be to communicate knowledge, and the 
critic would bo concerned mainly with explanatory com
ment and research regarding the conformity of literary 
works with objective truth, Literatiare, however, lias 
more than a biographical or historical significance; it 
is both an art, which must essentially entertain by its 
inherent beauty, and a powerful force in human life. 
Corresponding to these two aspects is the duty of the 
critic to make a formal criticism of a literary work as

John B, Reardon, "Active Leadership in American 
Catholic Culture," America, LXI (May 6, 1939), 82.
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art and a prudential judgment In regard to its moral 
value and Influence on others. The critic, writes 
Donald A. Stauffer, has learned to ask and answer the 
following questions*

"Under what circumstances was this work of art 
created? What did the artist intend to create?
How successfully did he accomplish it? By what 
standards should it,, be judged? What is its value 
by these standards?"

It is not necessary, of course, that all critics 
cover adequately every phase of criticism. "They may 
be permitted," says Norman Foerster, "to let one kind 
of judgment preponderate, because it is the kind in 
which they are interested or gifted, provided that they 
leave room, in their total theory, for others to prac
tise more fully the other kind of judgment#"2 * * 5 For exam
ple, one who is mainly concerned with the aesthetics of 
literature may still be a good critic if he does not 
tend to become too exclusive and intolerant of those 
who evaluate literature by ethical norms.

For the most part, however, there is no complete

2Donald A. Stauffer, "Introduction: The Intent 
of the Critic," The Intent of the Critic, ed. D. A. 
Stauffer (Princeton: Princeton tk'iiveriity Press, 1941), 
p. 3.

°Horman Foerster, "The Esthetic Judgment and
the Ethical Judgment," The Intent of the Critle,
op. clt., p. 77*
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tolerance among literary critics nor any real harmony 
of opinion, A survey of the critical books and articles 
that have been written about literature will reveal that 
they represent practically all possible attitudes. 
Sometimes one critic praises what another condemns, and 
points out as faults what another regards as the merits 
of a work# This critic extolls the artistry of an au
thor and disregards the harmful influence of his writ
ings, while that one emphasises the moral value of a 
work and overlooks its artistic deficiencies. What one 
considers an Influence for good, another regards as a 
source of evil*

Certain forms of literary criticism even pre
clude true evaluation of literature• The impression
istic critic** maintains that as long as the artist*3 

expression makes a sufficient impression on another per
son, it is for the latter a true work of art; defining 
literature as “that which gives me personal pleasure,” 
he claims that no one has the right to teach others what 
is and what is not art, The "scientific critic,** or 
literary analyst, is an expert witness who can elucidate 
the work of authors, but neither select nor judge. The 
"pragmatic critic" is an expert who studies collective 
taste and forecasts public response? he looks on liters-
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ture as that which appeals to a sufficient number of
people over a sufficient period of time.4 None of these 
is a critic in the true sense of the word, for real 
criticism involves judgment by objective standards. The 
critic "must set up certain standards not formally ex
pressed within the work of art, for no great book judges 
itself, and no judgment can be made without some stand
ard, some code or decalogue or yardstick.

Without doubt, there will always b© some dis
agreement, even among the best critics, because of the 
personal elements involved in artistic taste and the
difficulty of applying general principles in particular 
circumstances. In fact, a reasonable freedom of opinion 
is not only good in itself but also necessary for the 
cause of literary development. But such a variety of 
judgments has much less significance than the opposition 
of critics who differ in matters of fundamental princi
ple— in determining the objective standards by which 
literature is to be judged. Every critical principle 
is based on a particular philosophy of life. Since lit
erary critics, as all men in general, often disagree * 5

~C£* Guerard, Preface to World Litera
tures (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1940), pp. 447-58.

5Stauffer, op. cit.. p. 22.
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radically In their fundamental outlook on life, it fol
lows then that they will have corresponding differences 
of opinion regarding the evaluation of literature— dif
ferences that are sometimes very serious,6

In the confusion of critical theories that re
sults from this lack of harmony the Catholic critic must 
take a definite stand* His standards of criticism must 
be based on sound reason and divinely revealed truth.
He cannot compromise in principle with philosophers who 
espouse false "Isms"— deism, sensism, rationalism, 
materialism, modern naturalism, and pagan liberalism 
(to mention only a few). Since a person’s philosophy 
of life and his religion are vital to his entire out
look, he cannot suppress them or wholly abstract from

r„, . 6Por_example, Carl Grab© (The Creative Critic
LChicago* University of Chicago Press’, 13487,’ pp, frig) 
hoids this opinion, which every Catholic critic will 
-ind notoriously offensive to his own principles:
, .  Critical conservatism in the past has irapli- citly been based upon a now outmoded philosophy of man 

and his universe— indeed upon a religious belief which 
is rapidly passing. It was a philosophy of absolutes—  
theological, moral, and aesthetic— an absolute truth, 
goodness, and beauty, . , , We no longer accept these 
absolutes. Our concepts of man, God, and the universe 
are changing. So, inevitably, must our concepts of art and of criticism change also.

Creative minds, however much moved and molded 
by the example and precepts of Christ, must increasingly 
xn our day be liberated from the yoke of Christian 
theology and the domination of the church. Only so can the world advance.”
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them even in artistic or cultural causes. In reference 
to literature, T. S, Eliot (a Christian, though not a 
Catholic) statesS "What I believe to be incumbent upon 
al.i Christians is the duty of maintaining consciously 
certain standards and criteria of criticism over and 
above those applied by the rest of the w o r l d * T o  this
opinion the Catholic critic should subscribe wholeheart
edly.

Using religious convictions as a code by which 
to judge the merits of literature is particularly obnox
ious to those who insist that the critic should stay in 
a moral vacuum and approach the work to be criticised 
without preconception or ulterior purpose. In refuta
tion of this heresy of "disinterestedness” Father Harold 
G* Gardiner writes:

Christian critic, precisely been us o he is a
ÎS,Î?d?ed £Oramltt0d to Preconceptions and engaged in criticism for ulterior purposes,

. ,, is the basic preconception? It is an in
tellectual conviction that is w e  in the sense that
™ i ? wani„an£0C0dfnî to 1 i t eraryjudgiaent s and neces- sari.,./ charts, at least in a wide and general direc
tion, the course of those judgments. And it is a 
basic preconception because it has to do with a 
basic question: what Is the nature of man? • • ,
., * * • 7116 Christian critic’s pre concent ion Is
that the question did actually, at a definite point
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lOTFWt e S ar i n a» Ĉ ? i e t e ^ MWBr- 5,18 ^ e s t i o n  no T .?  T old- TheI'9 One who eaveo f  ™oni-K „i ®Du  ̂ wni! hot an answer mad© byw ord
o f l l  th a t f a o t ' t h ^ l T ?8 ”““Je ln  l lT ln S fa c t 'a n d  we rZttJnl V  fCt *h life ana redemptive death of
work «^Siinad 4th Chrlstian critic will come to his q ipped iVifch an awareness of this answer,3

h° one will contend, of course, that the Catho
lic critic has sole possession of a sound philosophy of 
literature, including both understanding of art and 
prudent moral insight, for such an assertion would dis
credit the accomplishments of eminent critics not of 
the Catholic faith. Separation from the true faith 
does nos necessarily mean divorce from all of its es
sential truths or from reason itself. Men of other
persuasions have frequently proved their intelligence 
and wisdom in critical judgments, sometimes even shar- 
ing the Catholic viewpoint, though not always in its 
full extent. Indeed, in certain phases of criticism, 
especially artistic appraisal, they have often sur
passed Catholic critics, who have learned to respect 
their opinions. The Catholic critic, then, should 
readily accept as part of his critical theory all that 
harmonizes with his principles, regardless of its

al! The A2Pra1»-
(,,BW Chari«© t o r i B o g r T T O f l S !
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source, acknowledging that only the fulness of his faith, 
with all its implications, can make him, in a sense, 
unique•

No greater incentives than the love of truth and 
the realisation of literature’s power to do good or harm 
can spur a Catholic to enter the field of criticism and 
compote with the enemies of morality and truth. But ex
clusive preoccupation with the practical aspects of lit
erary works will not win for him a place among critics 
of renown. Consequently, his theory of criticism must 
include an understanding and appreciation of the artis
tic phases of literature, A rigid moralist with miscon
ceptions of the true nature and function of art will 
often do more harm than good, even for the cause of 
morality.

In the sphere of education the Catholic teacher 
of literature, who is also a critic, has a serious re
sponsibility towards his students which compels him to 
know and us© the principles of Catholic literary crit
icism* Without adequate knowledge he will fail to 
give his students a correct understanding and appreci
ation of literature from the Catholic viewpoint. His 
own education in literature, especially if received In 
non-Catholic schools of higher learning, must be aug-
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merited by a philosophical and religious background. 
Otherwise there is no guarantee that his views will not 
be colored by unsound philosophies in non-Catholic writ
ings and the liberalistic cultural tradition so preva
lent in secular universities in the United States 
through the successive influence of men like Emerson, 
Whitman, /iIlian James, and John Dewey.9 A literature 
class is obviously not a religion class, nor is the 
teacher expected to force a moral issue into every lit
erary work* But if every class goes by without the 
slightest refutation of the bad philosophy, false 
ideals, or questionable morality found in some works, 
the students will be confused and even harmed by this 
neglect. For the cultural influence, good or bad, of 
any piece of literature will build by its own weight a 
structure of ideas and ideals in their minds. On the 
other hand, it may happen that a student will too eas-

reject as a worthy artistic masterpiece a work that

9?f* Victor Hermann, 0. F. M., "Literature from 
the Catholic Viewpoint,” Catholic English Literature.
A Report of the Twenty-second Annual Meeting of the 
Franciscan Educational Conference, Detroit, Mich.
£¡*¡2« 24r26» l949' Published by the Conference (Brookland, •ashington, D. C.t Capuchin College, 1940), p. 87*
In this article Father Hermann deplores the fact that 
some Catholic teachers do not teach literature from a 
Catholic viewpoint and maintains that insufficient 
Knowledge and a readiness to compromise with secularism 
are the reasons for this situation.
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Is only slightly marred by false philosophy or hereti
cal remarks. The instructor must be able to teach the 
wisdom of discernment in order to prevent this opposite 
error of complete intolerance and narrow-mindedness.

In view of the necessity of evaluating litera
ture from the Catholic standpoint, the principles that 
determine how this is to be done must be clearly estab
lished. In the preceding paragraphs it has already 
been indicated that the fundamental principles of Cath
olic criticism are all the truths, laws, and theories 
which can be derived from reason and divine revelation 
as criteria for the objective evaluation of the aes
thetics and the ethics of literature. Since this is a 
rather general definition, its meaning must be clarified 
and the ideas expressed in it made more specific before 
it can be put to practical use.

It Is the purpose of this thesis to do part of 
that analytic work— to establish, in other words, cer
tain basic tenets which every Catholic literary critic 
should hold In regard to the philosophy and the pruden
tial aspects of literature. Those tenets will serve as 
a guide to estimating standard literature of all times 
In the light of sound reason and common sense, Christian 
morality, and essential Catholic theology. Not specifi
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cally concerned with formal literary criticism (diction, 
style, imagery, versification, genres, etc*), the thesis 
nevertheless presupposes that the Catholic critic him
self does not minimize the Importance of sound artistic 
theories, which, after all, are a prime concern of any
one judging literature as an art*

The basic tenets which will be affirmed and 
analyzed in succeeding chapters can be summed up as 
follows J

1) Literature is a fine art, with the immediate 
end of expressing beauty and giving intellectual delight. 
Instruction and edification are not Its prime concern, 
since art as such does not function to communicate 
truth or promote good. That literature frequently 
achieves either or both of these ends, however, shows 
that it does have secondary, or mediate, effects.

2) Literature, in its relation to the whole man, 
is not a law unto itself, but must subordinate its aims 
and methods to the dictates of the moral order. Any 
conflict that takes place between art and prudence must 
be settled by recognition of the superiority of prudence 
in regard to man*s ultimate end.

When the Catholic critic considers the pruden
tial aspects of literature, he is no longer criticising
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literature as an art* Here his concern Is whether a 
literary work is to be approved or disapproved because 
its moral influence is good or bad, respectively* Xn 
other words, the important question is whether a piece 
of literature is good, not in itself as a work of art, 
but good for the man who reads it. This distinction Is 
quite valid? it cannot, of course, happen that litera
ture which seriously misrepresents truth and thus fails 
as a work of beauty will ever do good to its readers, 
but it may occur that what art allows in determining 
the work to be made, prudence will forbid in determin
ing its possible effect on man*

3) There are two principal elements which will 
influence the critic in passing moral judgment on a 
work: its moral point of view and its attitude towards 
truth. Though these elements are not mutually exclu* 
sive, each has its particular highlights which warrant 
for it special emphasis.

a) The moral point of view in literature is 
most conspicuous in those writings which repre
sent or discuss sin and temptation. To evaluate 
such works in terms of the author's moral atti
tude and treatment of his theme is a particu
larly complex problem for the critic, which he
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must handle In accordance with reasonable and 
prudent principles.

b) Whenever a work of literature fails to 
convey a true philosophy of life or seriously 
errs in Interpreting history, it fails just to 
that extent as a morally good work. For noth
ing can do more h a m  than falsehood and error 
presented In the persuasive form of literature, 
whereas the power of truth to do good Is im
measurable. Here again the critic must judge 
according to reasonable principles whether or 
not an author lias fulfilled M s  obligation to
wards truth.
The body of the thesis, then, is divided into 

four sections: the first deals with the nature and end 
of literature, the second with the relation of litera
ture to morality, the third with the principles to be 
observed in criticising works that treat the subject 
of Immorality, and the fourth with those principles 
that determine the conformity of literary works with 
truth.

Hot all the problems that confront a Catholic 
critic In his work of evaluating literature from the 
Catholic viewpoint are dealt with in this thesis, since
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it is not Intended to be a complete philosophy of criti
cism. Only certain principles that are basic and essen
tial for a sound theory of criticism are established. 
Many tenets can, indeed, be evolved from the more gener
al principles given here, and there are still others of 
special significance to the Catholic critic, but a de
tailed treatment of all of these would require a work 
of greater scope and magnitude.

neither does this thesis make the pretence of 
solving all the difficulties involved in the various 
problems discussed or in the applications of the prin
ciples to actual pieces of literature. The science of 
literary criticism is a complex one, and its foundation 
and structure must ever be further analyzed and ex
plained in order that a greater comprehension of the 
whole m y  be realized. There will always be differences 
of opinion among Catholic critics themselves, but with 
each successive discussion and investigation more light 
is thrown on the various knotty problems. Whatever dif
ficulties still remain, each explanation of certain 
truths, each stress on certain aspects, Is a worthwhile 
contribution to the cause of more perfect criticism and, 
Indirectly, of better literature.



CHAPTER II

THE NATURE AND END OP LITERATURE

The first requisite that any critic needs for 
building a sound theory of criticism is an adequate 
understanding of the nature and end of literature* 
Whoever intends to evaluate some kind of product must 
know beforehand what sort of thing it is, why and how 
it was made, and what it is expected to do; only then 
can he judge whether or not the particular object under 
consideration is good or bad for the purpose for which 
it was Intended* So it is with literature and literary 
criticism* Unless the critic knows what to expect or 
demand from any literary work, he can hardly give a 
fair estimate of its inherent value.

In the philosophy of literature there are cer
tain fundamental concepts which also serve as basic 
principles for a sound and well-balanced critical the
ory. Among the most important of these concepts are the 
following:

1) Literature is not merely writing In general* 
but is distinct from s ciencc and from ordinary verbal 
communication. It has, therefore, special elements
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which determine its own particular functions. On the 
on© hand, it cannot be required to do all that other 
forms of writing accomplish, while on the other, it can 
and should achieve certain ends not requisite in other 
forms of communication.

2) Literature is a fine art—-a making to express 
beauty by means of words. Its primary end as such is to 
give pleasure and delight to its readers* The functions 
of literature, however, cannot be restricted solely to 
Intellectual entertainment, but Include all the various 
worthwhile effects which it can produce while pleasing, 
instruction and inspiration being the most important. 
*151086 are its so-called secondary ends.

3} A puritannical disdain of aesthetic pleasure 
is not in accord with the true spirit of Catholicism.
‘Hiere is nothing sinful or hedonistic about the pleas
ure derived from good art and, consequently, nothing 
wrong with giving proper emphasis to the primary end of 
literature.

4) Overemphasis of either the primary end or 
the secondary ends leads to the literary heresies of 
aestheticism ("Art for art’s sake”) or didacticism 
("Art for the sake of instruction"), respectively.
These two extremes must bo avoided.
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Let us examine these basic concepts now, in the 
order given, to determine their exact meaning.

1. Literature as Distinct from Siting in General

"Literature,” says Albert Guerard, "is not mere
ly writing, but an art, the art of self-expression 
through w o r d s . I n  this simple definition the two 
terms art and self-expreasion are the key-words that 
distinguish literature from scientific writings and from 
ordinary, or informal, verbal communication.

Scientific works are neither forms of self- 
expression nor, per se, artistic writings. The scien
tist is not concerned with the expression of his own 
personality, but rather with factual matters; his aim 
is to know things as they really are— their objective 
truth* file literary artist, on the other hand, is 
interested in the imaginary or Ideal, the emotional, 
the aesthetic— in a word, with subjective truth; his 
aim is to portray things not so much according to their 
Inner nature as according to the impression they make 
upon his own person* In the words of Father Gilbert 
GarraghanS

3-Guerard, op* clt.. p. 81.
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To a scientist a rainbow is a phenomenon of 
chromatic dispersion; to the poet, it is a band of 
variegated colors with power to delight the eye and 
stir the emotion. Literature, while it deals with 
the realities of life, deals with them chiefly from 
the standpoint of personal impression and apprecia
tion.2

Literature is further distinct from science by 
reason of the artistic way it uses language, its medium 
of communication. "Science,” writes Cardinal Newman, 
"uses words merely as symbols, but literature uses 
language in its full compass, as including phraseology, 
idiom, style, composition, rhythm, eloquence, and what
ever properties are included in it."° The symbolic use 
of words is thus explained by Victor Hamm: science 
"abstracts as completely as it can from the personal 
elements of language, and its proper medium Is therefore 
some kind of algebra, where the symbols are specific, 
significant, and without emotional or other associa
tion. 1,4

It is true that some scientific works are also

2Gilbert J* Garraghan, S. J., "Studies in Lit
erary Theory," Literature. A Lecture by John Henry 
Cardinal Newman '(New York; Schwartz.1 Elrwin'.’' '& Fauss.
rnisTTpTTOrr

3John Henry Newman, "Literature," The Idea of a 
Hhivorsity (London: Longmans, Green, and CoV, TS'I'S"), 
p”..275#

^Victor II. The Pattern of Criticism
(Milwaukee; Bruce Publishing'Co.', 19511", p..'2TÜ
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regarded as literature, but only Insofar as they contain 
,fthat note of conscious pleasure in self-expression 
which is the essential characteristic of art,1,5 We 
cannot separate all scientific and literary writings 
into absolutely distinct categories, for there is noth
ing to prevent the scientist from becoming somewhat of 
an artist in his expression or in his use of language# 
But theoretically the two forms must be kept apart, for 
as Newman says: !,Par from confusing these various stud
ies, we view the works of Plato or Cicero sometimes as 
philosophy, sometimes as literature} on th© other hand, 
no one would ever be tempted to speak of Euclid as 
literature, or of Matthlae»s Greek Grammar,”5 6

As regards ordinary verbal communication—  
commonplace letters, conversations, and the like— it is 
frequently a form of self-expression, since personal 
views and feelings are thereby conveyed in a subjective 
manner# But It is not the same as literature. Though 
"only a trembling line separates literature from mere 
communication,”’7 that dividing line is real. Where or
dinary speech or writing is devoid of special content

5Guerard, op. clt,, p, 183,
6Newman, op, cit., p. 269.
7Guerard, op, cit,, p, 183.
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anci artistic fora, "literature is the artistic embodi
ment in speech (written or oral) of personal thought of 
a broadly human and enduring character.1,8 In other 
words, literature possesses the necessary content and 
form to make It something extraordinary:

Writing begins to be literature when It contains 
’.natter of considerable rational Interest set forth 
with what Lord Morley rather coldly calls "a certain 
largeness, sanity, and attraction of form"— that is 
to say, when it involves a measure of expressive 
art* It matters little what the theme may be, so 
long as It is of rational interest. It may appear 
as the naive but vigorous heroic story of Homer or 
Virgil, as the poignant lyric of Sappho or Burns, 
as the shrewd comedy of Molière or the searching 
tragedy of Aeschylus or Shakespeare, as the quaintly 
humorous chat of Lamb, or as th© sustained prose 
dramas of Thackeray or Dickens* It may rang© at 
large "from grave to gay, from lively to severe."9

The content, therefore, of literature is any
thing that interests men— not on© individual but many—  
as rational human beings* This universal appeal and the 
enduring character it imparts to literature are lacking 
In ordinary communication. Absent, too, is a true ar
tistic form, even in such non-liter&ry writings as pos
sess a more than ordinary style. For in literature form 
Is not just a polished style or technique; it is, as

sGarraghan, op, clt., p. 32.
9T* G. Tucker, The Judgment and Appreciation of

Literature (Melbourne : Melbourne.University Press, 1926),p. 8.
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Victor Hamm states, "a vital part of a piece of litera
ture, not merely the shape of expression it happens to 
take. m1® Form is the soul, which enters into an organic 
unity with content, each losing its individual entity to 
constitute the concrete thing called literature.

To the literary critic the conclusions of this 
discussion are apparent. He cannot expect literature to 
teach objective truth in the same way as science does 
(although the fundamental theme of a writing must be 
objectively true, as we shall see later). "Literature,” 
says Cardinal Newman, "expresses, not objective truth, 
as it is called, but subjective; not things, but 
thoughts."11 There are certain qualities, however, 
which a writing must possess before it can even be re
garded as literature: the personal use of language, 
special content, and artistic form* These the critic 
must demand from every so-called literary work, for they 
give to literature the possibility of achieving an end 
which no other form of verbal communication can attain—  
aesthetic pleasure.

10Hamm, op. clt., p. 159.
11■Newman, op, clt., p, 274.
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2, Literature as a Pine Art

What is probably the most important element in 
literature has not yet been mentioned, since it deserves 
a special treatment by itself. This is the element of 
beauty, which is predicated of both matter and form and 
which gives to literature its place among the fine arts.

The value with which the fine arts are specifi
cally concerned is, of course, the beautiful. Lit
erature shares this concern, and literary criticism 
must thus, in its judgment of the value of litera
ture* hold before it, as its criterion, the beauti
ful,12

Much has been written about the nature of beauty} 
in their attempts to explain it philosophers of all ages, 
including our own, have evolved a variety of theories 
that represent almost every possible attitude. Some 
consider the beautiful as something completely objec
tive, others as entirely subjective, and still others as 
a mixture of both, Hie materialist will place the es
sence of beauty merely in things of sense, the Idealist 
largely In spiritual values. Some will find beauty only 
in nature} others will deny its existence in other forms 
than art*

To enter into any detailed discussion as to the 
essence of beauty is beyond the scope of this thesis.

12IIaram, op, cit., p, 11,
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The definition which St* Thomas has given has yet to be 
surpassed and will suffice for present purposes *

St* Thomas, who was as simple as he was wise, 
defined the beautiful as what gives pleasure on 
sight, id quod visum placet* The four words say 
all tha¥' is"necessaryV a vision, that is to say 
an intuitive knowledge, and a joy* The beautiful 
is wKat gives joy, not all joy, but joy in know
ledge; not the joy peculiar to the act of knowing, 
but a joy superebounding and overflowing from such 
an act because of the object known* If a thing 
exalts and delights the soul by the bare fact of its 
being given to the intuition of, the soul, it is good 
to apprehend, it is beautiful*-*-3

Art, in a general sense, is concerned with 
making; it Is an application of knowledge or skill in 
effecting a desired result. The fine arts are concerned 
with making to express beauty; and literature, specifi
cally, is a making to express beauty by means of words*

The term beauty, of course, includes more than 
what is lovely, delicate, or fair. It is a transcen
dental concept, as Jacques Maritain points outs

As being Is everywhere present and .everywhere 
various, the beautiful likewise is scattered every
where and everywhere various* * , * Bach kind of' 
being is in its own way, is good in its own way, 
is beautiful in its own way*¿3

Thus when an artist chooses for his art a subject that * *

°Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism with 
Other assays, trans. J. F. Scanlan' "'{’lew" York: ’Charles“'"
Scribner * a Sons, 1947), p. 19*

14Ibld., p. 24.
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is apparently ugly and deformed, he seizes upon the ele
ment of beauty that is in it; he expresses beauty, not 
ugliness.

Prom this brief consideration of the element of 
beauty the primary end of literature as an art can be 
better understood. Since beauty has the immediate ef
fect of giving pleasure on sight, the products of the 
fin© arts, literature included, "are primarily intended 
for the delight of perception and contemplation which 
they elicit, and if they provide this they do their 
work.1,15 To inject into art the gospel of usefulness- 
teaching, communicating truth, Improving morality— is to 
Introduce elements alien to art as such. These elements, 
however, can rightly be called the secondary, or mediate, 
effects of art. As far as literature is concerned, it 
is always a communication, and what It communicates may 
Indirectly teach man or inspire him to do good.

The immediate aira of every literary work, in as 
far as it'"’"is” "literature, must be wholesome, intel
lectual, and emotional pleasure. . . .  The mediate 
aim of a literary work may be instruction, seculari' 
moral, or religious, and In much great literature 
such aim is attempted and realized.15 16

How does literature directly affect man and give

15Hamn, op. cit., p. 24.
16Garraghan, op. cit., p. 90.
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him intellectual delight? Father Garraghan answers this 
question as follows;

Man is a being of curiously complex and diversi
fied activities. He has understanding* memory, 
will, fancy, imagination, emotion, aesthetic sensi
bility* For certain, or even all, of these powers 
literature furnishes wholesome and abundant stimu
lus. Man likes to transport himself beyond the hum
drum associations of this workaday world to a world 
of Imaginative and ideal delights; he is aided in 
the attempt by literature. He recognizes in himself 
an ennobling instinct and craving for ideal perfec
tion or beauty, and he finds that literature, in a 
measure, gratifies the eraving* To please in an in
tellectual and aesthetic sense, to stimulate into 
healthful and plea sureable activity some of the 
noblest instincts and faculties of the soul, will, 
therefore, be the Immediate function of litera
ture#*1-'

Of course it must be taken for granted that any 
literary work worthy of the name of art should tend to 
produce wholesome pleasure in the reader. "In all the 
arts you may give pleasure to trivial persons by trivial 
things, to shallow persons by shallow things, to vulgar 
persons by vulgar things, and to unintelligent persons 
by silly things."-*-8 But none of those things can be 
called true works of art, nor can the pleasure produced 
by them be called aesthetic pleasure. For, In the words 
of T. G. Tucker;

»Aesthetic pleasure1 does not mean the pleasure

17Ibid., p. as.
18Tucker, op. cit., p* 14
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given to any chance set of perceptive sensibilities, 
however coarse-fibred or, so to speak, ill-bred#
Ho genuine artist would be satisfied with communi
cating pleasure of that mean sort. It implies the 
pleasure given to a fully and delicately responsive 
perception. . . .  But the perception must be fine.

»Spirits are not finely touch’d 
But to fine issues,*

says Shakespeare.19

5. Defense of Aesthetic Pleasure

Those who are deeply concerned with the ethical 
side of life and the moral improvement of mankind often 
take a too practical view of all human activity. Any
thing that is not directed immediately to the perfection 
of man, In the moral and religious sense, they regard 
with suspicion and sometimes with hostility. To them 
the very word pleasure connotes sin, or at least imper
fection; it is associated with hedonism and epicurean
ism; whenever emphasized, it condemns the artist and the 
art-lover as men who place false values on worldly 
things and neglect the things that really count.

This tendency can be traced as far back as Plato, 
who argued that since the pleasure which art produces 
has no useful purpose but merely engrosses the soul and

19I b id . , p . 12.
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rivets It to the body, art is generally disruptive of 
morality and harmful to the ideal republic# "It is 
generally well known," writes Father Jerome Kobel, "that 
if Plato had had his way, as it was expressed in the 
Republic (Book X), the poets would have received short 
shrift in the Greek Commonwealth."80

In seventeenth century England the Puritans, 
with their austere outlook on life and their rigorous 
moral code, rejected the pursuit of all temporal pleas
ure as something intrinsically evil# The fine arts 
obtained but small patronage, and literature in parti
cular was strongly characterised by philosophic melan
choly and sobriety. Under such conditions there could 
b© no general delight in art as such and, consequently, 
very little joy or- laughter in less serious works of 
literature. This fact Father Maurus Fitzgerald illus
trates rather cleverly by the comparison he makes be
tween Chaucer and Bunyan, the two outstanding represent
atives of medieval and Puritan England, respectively:

When we speak of the seventeenth century having 
lost the gift of laughter we can place Chaucer and 
Bunyan in juxtaposition and note the contrast. Both 
were going on a pilgrimage; one to the eternal city,

Jerome Kobel, 0. F. M. Cap., "Literature and 
Morality: A Prefatory Essay," Catholic English Litera
ture, op. pit., p. 598.
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the other to Canterbury, Bunyan trudged along grap
pling in tortured solitude with the problems of his 
soul. Chaucer traversed the road to Canterbury with 
joy in his heart, despite his downcast eyes, because 
he was part and parcel of an age that found peace 
and security in its faithJ an age in which "the 
Miserere ended in a chorus of laughter," and the 
souls of men were free because they knew the mystery 
of life, Bunyan plodded along with the burden on 
his back in weary depression of spirit. Chaucer 
left his burden In the confessional and went forth 
to meet the world with the smile of God’s benedic
tion on his lips. Bunyan floundered in the Slough 
of Despond while Chaucer was immersed in the Tale of 
Melibeo with his tongue in his cheek.81

Catholicism has a philosophy of life that main
tains a proper relationship between matter and spirit, 
this world and the next, the pleasures of art and man’s 
ethical responsibilities. Because of man’s fallen 
nature and tendency towards evil, Catholic asceticism 
emphasises self-denial and mortification as the only 
safe moans to attain perfection and save one’s soulj but 
it does not go to the extreme of denying the validity of 
all strictly human values. Temporal goods and pleas
ures— all products of God’s creation— have their place 
in man’s life as long as they do not obscure or inter
fere with his final goal. The fine arts, according to 
Jacques Maritain, perform a special service in this 
regard, even though they are not immediately concerned

wlMaurus Fitzgerald, 0, F, M,, "Catholic English 
Literature in the XVII, XVIII and XIX Centuries,” 
Catholic English Literature, op, pit., p, 87.
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with moral betterment:
Art is a fundamental necessity in the human 

state. ”11 o man," says St. Thomas following Aristo
tle, ”can live without pleasure. Therefore a man 
deprived of the pleasures of the spirit goes over 
to the pleasures of the flesh.”

Art teaches men the pleasures of the spirit, 
and because it is Itself sensitive and adapted to 
their nature, It is better able to lead them to what 
is nobler than itself. So in natural life it plays 
the same part, so to speak, as the "sensible graces" 
in the spiritual life: and from afar off, without 
thinking, it prepares the human race for contempla
tion (the contemplation of the Saints) the spiritual 
joy of which surpasses every other lay and seems to 
be the end of all human activities. "

The greater emphasis in Catholicism is, indeed, 
placed on the future life and all that directly leads 
to its attainment* That is as it should be, since high
er values deserve greater concern. However, because of 
her stress on this other-worldly attitude the Catholic 
Church has been unjustly accused of puritan rigorism by 
those who have misinterpreted and falsely analyzed her 
viewpoint. The caricature of the Church drawn by 
Heinrich Heine, the German writer, is an example in 
point:

I speak of that religion in whose first dogmas 
there Is a damnation of all flesh, and which not 
only allows to the spirit power over the flesh, but 
will also kill this to glorify the spirit. I speak 
of that religion by whose unnatural requisitions sin 
and hypocrisy really cam® into the world, in that by

22'Maritain, op. cit., p. 62,
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the condemnation of the flesh the most innocent sen
suous pleastires became sins, and because the impos
sibility of a man*s becomingalt ogether spiritual 
naturally created hypocrisy.' *3

Such a view of the Church * s teaching led Heine to make 
these conclusions*

Men have found out the real life and meaning 
(Wesen) of this religion, and do not now content 
themselves with promises of supping in Paradise; 
they know that matter has also its merits, and is 
not all the devil*s, and they now defend the de
lights of this world, this beautiful garden of God, 
our inalienable inheritance. And therefore, be
cause we have grasped so entirely all the conse
quences of that absolute spiritualism, we may 
believe that the ChristiaxiJjlatholic view of the 
world has reached Its end.23 24

The Catholic Church, of course, has survived 
Heine, as it has so many of her would-be pallbearers, 
and her dogmas still continue to influence the minds 
of men, great artists not excluded. These dogmas are 
in no way opposed to the lofty pleasures of art— a fact 
that the Catholic critic must grasp thoroughly, so that 
he may avoid a puritannical disdain of aesthetic pleas
ure and give proper emphasis to the primary end of lit
erature.

23Heinrich Heine, "The Romantic School,” trans* 
Charles Godfrey Leiand, The German Classics of the 
nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, ed. by Kuno Prancke 
and’ ‘William Guild' Ho ward ("Alhany," H. Y. * J. B. Lyon Co., 
n. d.), VI, 159.

S4Ibid., p, 160.
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4, The Heresies of Didacticism and Aestheticism

It cannot be denied that among Individual 
Catholics there is a militant spirit of moral earnest
ness that sometimes tends to restrict the province of 
art, especially literature, and subordinate it so se
verely to practical ends that its spontaneity and 
aesthetic purity are endangered, "The tendency to take 
a «practical* view," writes Father Edward J. Drummond, 
"as well as a tinge of something like Jansenism still 
mark the attitude of many American Catholics towards the 
fine arts,n2s They regard all literature that does not 
promote good by giving practical information or moral 
lessons as having little, if any, value* By misapplying 
the principle Quid hoc ad aeternitatem?26 some even con
sider the reading of novels in general,27 or attendance 
at dramas, a waste of time,

25Edward J. Drummond, S. J,, "Catholic Criticism 
in Americas Studies of Brownson, Azarias, and Egan, with 
an Essay for Catholic Critics" (Unpublished Ph. D. dis
sertation, State University of Iowa, May, 1942), p. 189.

" Jhat Is this in reference to eternity?"
„ „ 27Rruce Marshall ("The Responsibilities of the 
Catholic novelist," Commonweal. L [May 27, 1949^ , 170) 
makes this comment on the tendencv to discredit the noveli

"Perhaps because the majority of novels published 
are frivolous there Is a tendency, chiefly among eccle-
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This attitude is known as the heresy of didacti
cism, because it stress the secondary end of literature—  
secular, moral, or religious instruction— almost to the 
exclusion of the wholesome aesthetic pleasure which lit
erature primarily aims to provide. Purely didactic 
writings, if they are in accord with good moral and re
ligious standards, may be edifying and instructive, but, 
as Victor Hamm demonstrates, they are frequently medio
cre as art*

Poets, novelists, and dramatists have often suc
ceeded in writing delightful works in spite of their 
didactic intentions. Sometimes, however, their work 
has suffered both artistically and morally from this 
preoccupation with teaching* Artistically, didacti
cism destroys the unity of a work when it separates 
the concrete and the abstract, makes a 3tory rather 
an example or analogue than an organic narrative or 
poem. As Chesterton put it, the distinction between 
the ethics of true art and those of didactic art 
lies in this; "the bad fable has a moral, while the 
good fable ip a moral.” Didacticism spoils the 
delight of contemplation which it is the reader’s 
right to enjoy, by Injecting into that delight dis
turbing elements of unsublimated matter. Like lumps 
of carbon in imperfectly refined steel, such pro
trusions of didactic intent mar the texture of a

siastlcs, to regard the reading of novels as a not very 
worthy form of relaxation. This, I think, is an error. 
Biography and tracts and theological treatises are not 
the only forms of serious literature* The serious 
novel, when it is written, is just as serious and often 
more serious. And it is so because it presents human 
life in a round and related form and reaches a wider 
public which it instructs all the more effectively by 
appearing only to entertain,”
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literary work of art.28
In avoiding the tendency to evaluate literature 

principally on the basis of its didactic content, how
ever, the Catholic critic Is not expected to go to the 
other extreme of regarding only the aesthetic qualities 
of literary works, nor can he conscientiously do so. 
According to Norman Poerster, the heresy of aestheticism 
is just as bad, even from a purely literary standpoint, 
as that of didacticisms

Both endeavor to make partial truth serve as the 
whole truth. Both tend to take us away from litera
ture , the one into problems of morals, the other 
Into problems of esthetics,29

ThU3 far the emphasis In this chapter has been 
mainly on the necessity of viewing literature as an art 
and recognizing its primary end to please and delight. 
Generally the Catholic critic needs to be reminded more 
of these facts than of the dangers inherent in the her
esy of aestheticism. However, lest the foregoing dis
cussion be construed as an argument In support of the 
theory of "art for art’s sake,” the secondary or mediate 
aims of literature need further explanation and support.

The ttArt for art’s sake” theory, according to

28Hamm, op. cit., pp. 80-1.
29Poerster, op. cit., pp. 71-2.
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Albert Guerard, one of Its defenders, "asserts the In
dependence of artj It refuses to admit that art should 
serve any purpose and obey any law except its own."0®
On the one hand, then, the theory discredits the second
ary ends of literature and, on the other, the control of 
literature by moral standards* Insofar as its princi
ples aim at freeing literature from subservience to 
didacticism, the "Art for art’s sake" attitude is ac
ceptable and good* But because it goes too far and be
comes the heresy of aestheticism, the theory as a whole 
is both philosophically unsound and morally untenable.
In effect, It even introduces a new kind of didacticism 
by making "a religion of beauty conceived as an absolute 
without relations to truth and goodness,”5^ pursues an 
abstract phantom which does not exist,* 52 and opens the

o0Guerard, op. cit., p. 402.
°̂ llaram, op. cit., p. 79.
52Irving Babbitt (Rousseau and Romanticism 

LBoston: Houghton Mifflin So*, 19S&J, p, 341) writes of 
Flaubert, a proponent of the doctrine of "Art for art’s 
sake"i

"Beauty in the purely aesthetic and unethical 
sense that Flaubert gives to the word is little more than 
the pursuit of illusion* Hie man who thus treats beauty 
as a thing apart, who does not refer back his quest of 
the exquisite to some ethical centre will spend his life 
Ixion-like embracing phantoms. ’0 Art, Art,» exclaims 
Flaubert, »bitter deception, nameless phantom, which 
gleams and lures us to our ruin2»”
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door to immorality in literature by disdaining ethical 
control.

A sound literary philosophy takes into consider
ation the secondary as well as the primary functions of 
literature, and gives to neither more importance than is 
due. In fact, the ends of literature are so closely 
interrelated and interdependent that one cannot separate 
them entirely, except by mental abstraction. Who can 
say with certainty just when a literary work delights 
and when it teaches man? The two effects go hand in 
hand, and neither can be totally excluded* Some form of 
instruction is a natural concomitant of the delights of 
literature, and conversely, the pleasures themselves are 
produced largely by means of the truths implicitly con
tained In literary works— truths which by their very 
nature cannot fail to teach man. Apropos of this fact 
Father Gardiner explains:

• • . Truth is an element in intellectual pleas
ure; I cannot take a legitimate pleasure in some
thing that I know to be intellectually or morally 
untrue. Literature, dealing with human life, must 
deal with facts and their Interpretation, meaning 
and bearing; it will teach, it cannot help It* But 
not approach it with the„demand that it instruct 
him as its primary duty,0*5

•Z*5t
^Harold G. Gardiner, S. J., Tenets for Readers 

and Reviewers (Mew Yorks America Press, ca. 1044),pp. 28-6 „
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lîo matter how hard the aesthetic purist tries to 
sterilize literature from any purpose but that which art 
primarily aims to achieve he cannot wholly succeed* Even 
the most disinterested delights of literature stimulate 
the faculties of the soul into healthful activity and 
perform a purifying and ennobling function which saves 
man from being engrossed in the shallow, material, and 
carnal pleasures of the world. This is certainly an in
direct improvement of man that literature effects. Fur
thermore , since the pleasures of the spirit prepare the 
human race for higher contemplation, as was previously 
noted, the reading of literature will benefit man to a 
very large extent.

Father Gardiner describes four functions which 
literature accomplishes by reason of its instructional 
aspects.34 In view of them, the ivory tower of aesthet
icism to which the "Art for art’s sake” theorists would 
like to retire becomes a dream castle without substance, 
a mythical structure of their own making. The following 
is a synopsis of those functions, so important to our 
present considérâtions

I. Literature indirectly shows what men ought to 
be. This is the teaching of Aristotle, who conceived

34Ibid., pp. 32-48.



38

art to be an essentially moral activity. It is also the 
concept that was current in the western literary tradi
tion till more recent times, and still dominates Catho
lic writing and Catholic reading. If interpreted in a 
narrow, doctrinaire way, however, it leads directly into 
preachment through art, an extreme that must be avoided.

II. All great literature is basically religious, 
in the sense that it deals somehow' with man’s destiny, 
his yearnings, their frustrations, their partial ful
fillments— in a word, the happiness, the beatitude, for 
which Christian ethics teaches us man was made, and which 
daily living reinforces with its experience. As such, 
literature contains implicit religious instruction.
Modern literary works, especially novels, are making a 
clean break with the traditional concept of basing mo
rality on religion; but the tradition still persists, 
particularly among prominent Catholic authors who are 
writing truly fine books that deal with man in his rela
tion to Cod— fundamentally, if not explicitly, religious 
books#

III* Good literature is an inspiration to man. 
Being intrinsically the product of an activity whose 
function Is moral and whose morality can rest ultimately 
only in religion, literature does more than merely report
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incidents, communicate impressions, or recreate experi
ences; it sets in motion a whole series of moral and 
religious reactions, quite independently of the writer’s 
intentions. The inspiration achieved is the sublimation, 
the ennobling, the strengthening of ota* emotional activ
ity through a deliberate and legitimate exercise of those 
emotions, with a consequent ennobling and strengthening 
of character.

IV. Literature is a means of charity, since it 
reveals to us, and helps us to understand and sympathize 
with, the problems of other men— their struggles, as
pirations, common interests, and common destinies. This 
function Brother Azarias further explains as follows;

He who reads the history of society, and stud
ies the trials and triumphs and failures of indi
viduals like himself— who has watched the ways of a 
Pendennis and a Copperfield* followed Bvangeline
in" Her "tried and" 'beautiful'."life, or imbibed the
deeper and more earnest lessons taught by a Job and 
an Augustine— will learn to look more kindly on his 
fellow-man; the light in which humanity will appear 
to him will be all the brighter for his extended 
acquaintance. 5

As far as the literary artist himself is con
cerned, in the composition of his work he need not 
consciously advert to any of these secondary ends* No

^Brother Azarias, An 5ssay Contributing to a 
Philosophy of Literature (New Yor k: P. O’Shea, 1885)",

» . M .I.IIII' II I .!■■*'!inwniu y  II . Hinnwi ■■■■! 'll ■ i iim.—h . i  w —  ii'H»mn*»n ili i ■ <» >.nnn. wnp. 18.
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reader or critic Is justified in demanding that his 
deliberate Intention be moral or didactic* "His pur
pose, qua artist,” writes T. G. Tucker, "should be 
simply to achieve the perfect expression of that which 
he seeks to express#”®6 But if he is actually influ
enced by some praiseworthy end, no on© will deny him the 
right to such a motive, so long as it does not interfere 
with his artistic expression# "Dante had his motive,” 
Professor Tucker states? "Wordsworth had Ills; Ruskin 
had hisJ Carlyle at least imagined that he had his.”®7 
And these writers still produced works significant from 
an artistic standpoint#

Tiie whole trend of this chapter has been influ
enced by one important principle— that of avoiding 
extremes. ”In medio stat virtus,”®8 as the schoolmen 
said, following the doctrine of Aristotle. Overempha
sis© one aspect of a concept to the point of excluding 
all the others, and you end in error# 3y choosing the 
middle-ground and seeing literature in its true light,

®6Tucker, op# cit#, p. 10*
37Ibid#, p. 11.
®8»virtue stands in the middle."
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the critic will be on the only safe road to sensible 
and well-balanced criticism. This is the course that 
the Catholic critic must take in his judgment of litera
ture; it will make him a better critic and no less a 
Catholic, and the soundness of his attitude will command 
the respect of all sincere lovers of art.



CHAPTER III

THE RELATION OF LITERATURE TO MORALITY

IVhen the Catholic critic assumes the task of 
evaluating literature, he need never question his right 
to make an ethical as well as an aesthetic judgment. As 
Norman Foerster says, “the ethical or philosophical 
aspect Is not only a legitimate but an indispensable 
concern of the literary cr i t i c . H a v i n g  Christian 
preconceptions of what literature should be, a critic 
cannot be "disinterested,” in the sense of evaluating 
literature in a moral vacuum. In fact, to quote Foerster 
again, "esthetic value and ethical value are interde
pendent and, in all strictness, blended inseparably."2 
For practical purposes the two values are sometimes 
considered apart from each other, and we speak of formal 
literary criticism and moral criticism as if they were 
entirely distinct activities? but this never results in 
an adequate conception of either one. In the words of 
T. S. Eliot:

You can never draw the line between aesthetic

■̂ •Foerster, op. clt., p* 74*
2Ibid., p. 69.
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and moral and social criticism; you cannot draw a 
line between criticism and metaphysics; you start 
with literary criticism, and however rigorous an 
aesthete you may be, you are over the frontier into 
something"else sooner or later.3

The Catholic critic, therefore, should take for 
granted the fact that literature is not a law unto 
Itself, but something that must be guided and regulated 
by the dictates of the moral law. It is a human product, 
and its creator is a human being who, Ilk© those for 
whose entertainment he has written, is subject to the 
laws of nature, conscience, and revelation. With this 
principle in mind, the Catholic critic will see no anom
aly in such institutions of censorship as the Roman 
Index of Forbidden Books or the Legion of Decency; nor 
will he fail to take ethical standards into considera
tion when he makes his own evaluation of literary works.

According to artistic norms, certain writings 
must be rejected either because they tend to arouse 
pleasure of a mean sort, or because in their thought 
content and imaginative vision they have not those ele
ments of truth and goodness which are prerequisite for 
the expression of beauty* But artistic norms in them
selves are too vague and general to be absolutely re-

3T. S# Eliot, "A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry," 
Selected Essays (New York: Earcourt, Brace and Co., 

d .'*"55.
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liable when there is a question of making a judgment on 
the moral quality of literature•4 * The critic must have 
clear-cut ethical standards, based upon the immutable 
moral law, which determines whether human acts and 
human products are good or bad in relation to the final 
end of man*

elation between literature and morality was not only 
assumed but emphasised. The whole weight of traditional 
criticism in past centuries lends its support to our 
claims# H* W# Garrod, after demonstrating the moral 
prepossession of such critics as Plato, Aristotle,
Horace, Sidney, Ben Jonson, men of the eighteenth cen
tury, and the great romantics, concludes: MTho trouble 
is, indeed, not to find witnesses— the cloud of them Is 
overpowering— but to discover somewhere a great poet, a 
great man of letters, who does not bind up his art with 
that of virtue.wS

4In this connection Irving Babbitt (op, cit., 
p. 351) writes*

"Those who have sought to set up a cult of love 
or beauty or science or humanity or country are open to 
the same objections as the votaries of nature# However 
important each of these things may b© In its own place, 
it cannot properly be put In the supreme and central 
place for the simple reason that it does not involve any 
adequate conversion or discipline of man*s ordinary self 
to some ethical centre.”

(Cambrid, „ __/TS3TJT^TTST

Until relatively recent times the intimate asso-

Crltlclsm of Life
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Had the traditional view never been questioned, 
there would be no-need for the Catholic critic to defend 
his right to evaluate literature by moral standards.
But in recent times scoffers at inhibitory morality have 
raised their voices to proclaim the absolute independ
ence of literature and the consequent necessity of moral 
disinterestedness on the part of the critic. This quite 
prevalent frame of mind, called by its abettors the "New 
Criticism, " can be traced from Spingarn to Croce to Car
lyle to Goethe to Saint-Beuve to Madame de Staël,6 As 
Father Kobol says, "the ‘New Criticism* or as some pre
fer to call it, »Expressionism* might just as well be

)  :  *  *, v  -

labelled the »Liberalistic Trie or y * because its constant 
hue and cry is the freedom, in the sense of complete 
autonomy, of the artist."7 %

Joel S. Spingarn, one of the more recent expo
nents of Expressionism, has outlined in his essay "The 
New Criticism" the various traditions which the theory 
discards. Among other things he claims that "we have 
done with all moral judgment of art as art,"8 and goes

GCf. Eobel, op. cit., p. 266.
7Ibld,

8Joel E. Spingarn, "The New Criticism," Criticism
in America, Essays by Irving Babbitt et al. (New"York's---
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1924), p. 3’Sl
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on to say:
Romantic criticism first enunciated the princi

ple that art has no aim except expression; that its 
aim is complete when expression is complete, . • •
If the achievement of the poet be to express any 
material he may select, and to express it with a 
completeness that we recognize as perfection, obvi
ously morals can play no part in the judgment which 
Criticism may form of this artistic achievement. To 
say that poetry, as poetry, is moral or immoral Is 
as meaningless as to say that an equilateral tri
angle is moral and an isosceles triangle immoral, 
or to speak of the Immorality of a musical chord or 
a Gothic arch,®

Spingarn apparently has an odd concept of whet poetry 
actually is, if he can consider It to be as morally in
different as triangles, chords, and arches. Is not 
poetry, as all literature in general, an artistic repre
sentation or reflection of life— expressing, illuminat
ing, interpreting it— a criticism of life, and at times 
an expression of the author * s ideals? Do none of these 
concepts have any moral aspects at all?

Spingarn further exposes himself to the charge 
of using shabby logic when he states that there is no 
more ethical concern in the making of a poem than in 
the preparation of food or the building of a bridge. 
Pointing out the fallacy in this proposition, Father

®Ibid., pp. 53-4, 
1QIbid., pp, 34-5,



47

Kobel replies;

. a^ an,engi???r raQy not construct and approvea bridge, the durability of which he doubts for'the 
load he knows his clients will attempt to transport 
over itj and just as a chef may not serve food which

&7tn Partially °n the way to corruption anc. which might presently cause distress or worse to 
uhe consumer,— so also the poet or writer may not 
express anything, however beautifully, which both ho 
and his critics have reason to believe will be sub
versive bo thought or action on the part of him who reads it.xx

Without justifying the extreme indifference 
towards morality shown by the defenders of Expressionism 
and the "Art for art»s sake" theory (which, as mentioned 
before, also asserts the refusal of art to obey any law 
but its own), we can safely grant that there is some 
truth in their claims, especially when they state that 
the moral law does not determine what art as art should
be. It was for this reason that Jacques Maritain could 
writes

Art, therefore, keeping Making straight and not 
Action, remains outside the line of human conduct, 

an ®nd, rules, and values, which are not those 
of the man, but of the work to be produced# That 
work is everything for art— one law only governs 
it— the exigencies and the good of the work«*®

Maritain arrived at this conclusion after a philosophi
cal analysis of the virtues of art and prudence,-^ Both 11 12 *

11Kobelf op# cit«. p, 267,
12Maritain, op, cit,, p, 6.
15Ibid., pp. 5-7,
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these virtues, he asserts, belong to the practical order, 
which includes two entirely distinct spheres--Action and 
Making:

The sphere of Action is the sphere of Morality 
or of human good as such. Prudence, a virtue of the 
practical intellect which keeps Action straight, is 
wholly confined within the limits of human conduct*
• * • Prudence measures our acts in their relation 
to an ultimate end which is God himself.
* *  *  * * * * * .............................................................................................. .............

Making is ordered to such-and-such a definite 
end, separate and self-sufficient, not to the common 
eno of human life; and it relates to the peculiar 
good or perfection not of the man making, but of the work made.

The sphere of Making is the sphere of Art, in 
the most universal meaning of the word.^-4

In another passage Maritain asserts even more 
strongly the perfect independence of art in its own 
sphere:

The Prudent Man on the other hand, as such, 
judging all things from the angle of morality and 
in relation to the good of man, is absolutely ig
norant of everything pertaining to art. He can no 
doubt, as he ought, judge the work of art as It 
affects morality; he has no right to judge it as a work of art.l5

Tills line of reasoning may seem at first to 
indicate that Maritaln himself is an Expressionist of 
the first rank. But anyone who studies his statements 
carefully will discern that he uses the terms Art, 14 15

14Ibid,, pp. 5-6.
15Ibid., p. 65
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Prudono©» and fch© Prudent Man In an abstract sens©*
Art as anelli Prudence m  sudi» and fch© Prudent Man as
such; and» as we shall so© shortly» he does not concludo, 
as fch© Expressionists do, that’ art in the concrete is 
without ethical value and has no relation whatsoever to 
morality*

His speculations, however, though worthwhile in 
themselves to the philosopher, are of little practical 
use to the literary critic* An Father Kobel points out*

• * * Ho no longer supplies the critic with 
working principles, hut begins to wander about in a 
real® of speculation nodding to the right and to the 
left in recognition of Sundry entia rationio» His 
philosophising concerns art pr^ucetTBy man for man 
In an unfallen state, or as St* Bonavonturo had long 
ago conceded"*» in va cup #^g

Victor Hamm, too, suspects that Maritain*a philosophized 
'’Art** would remain forever unexpressed, a mere figment 
of his ratiocination*I7

These observations are not meant to discredit 
Maritain* His essay, Art and Scholasticism, as well as 
Mortimer Adler’s book, Art and Prudence » which is an 
extended elaboration of Maritain*s theory, are undoubt
edly works of great value# But, as Father Kobel says, 
the conclusions arrived at by theso two writers can

l%ob 0l, op# elt#, p# 270.
Victor Hamm, ’'Literature and Morality,” 

Thought, XV (forno, 1940), 269.
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Maritam himself confesses that by his abstrac
tions ha has reached a sort of impessl: "As the artist

U  8 “ d •» «-tist, it is easy to see
what conflicts will rage in his heart between Art and
Prudence, his character as Maker and his character as 
Man. "19 But he points the way to a solution when he 
bays that "such conflicts can be abolished only on con
dition that a deep humility make the artist as it were 
unconscious of his art. or if the all-powerful unction

’ 1,1 " ..................................................................

and Mr* Marl tain .̂ h e ^ l e w q*h2?0V , J! Tate ("Plato, Art 
19S8J. 141-2) S i t e f ^ ^ ^ i l i ™ .  X U  fApril,

?»°raiei ^ ° ^ . 0L the
k S L S i i t i «  n ? Z ^ * Ual&r O U a  W1*i t ®r »  ad op t the ^ e u d o -ofhSiii ^sarding all tho varIouSPf ormsactivity as ends in themselves, to be kept
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1^Maritain, op* cit*. p. 12.
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of wisdom imbue everything in him with the repose and 
peace of love.,ti0 "Wisdom, " he adds later on, "being 
endowed with the outlook of God and ranging over Action 
and Making alike, alone can completely reconcile Art and 
Prudence, No Expressionist would admit that much.
Nor would he concede, as Maritain does:

Art has no right against God, There is no good 
opposed to God or the ultimate Good of human life,
. . , So far as it [artH finds Itself in man and is 
made use of by the freedom of man, it Is subordinate 
to the end of man and the human virtues*20 21 22

The conclusions reached in this chapter can be 
summed up as follows: the literary critic has the right 
to make a moral criticism, and that right sometimes be
comes a duty which he cannot side-step under the pretext 
of being an aesthetic purist; for even though art as 
such, literary art Included, is an end in itself and has 
dignity and worthwhileness for man in terms of itself as 
an end, art in actual existence— in concrete form and 
under all Its aspects— is no ultimate end, no law unto 
itself. Metaphysical abstractions, though good in them
selves, tend to divert the critic’s attention from the

20Ibid«
21Ibid«, p, 67,
22Ibid., p, 58,
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actual problems in the relationship of literature and 
morality* He is never called upon to criticize art as 
such— an ens rationis? his concern is rather with this 
or that particular work of art, which may, and frequent
ly does, involve a moral issue*

This entire discussion, of course, has estab
lished only the general principles that the critic needs 
as the basis for making prudential judgments of litera
ture* It has not indicated the various ways in which 
literature can offend against the moral law, nor has it 
given the critic any practical rules for actual criti
cism. Because of the numerous angles Involved in this 
intricate matter, a thorough consideration of all the 
specific principles that are implicit in the general 
ones is obviously not possible here. Two special 
questions, however, have been selected for detailed 
treatment? the first concerns the moral attitude shown 
by literary artists, especially In works that have sin 
and temptation as their theme? the second deals with the 
relation between literature and truth* The former topic 
has been chosen because it contains problems that the 
critic will find particularly difficult to solve? the 
latter, because it is of vital Importance to prudential 
criticism*
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In the following chapters, then, we shall for
mulate and analyze certain principles that will guide 
the critic In handling these questions. With the aid 
of those principles he will be able to fulfill, at least 
to a great extent, his responsibility of making an 
Intelligent and sound criticism of the moral aspects of 
literary works*



CHAPTER IV

FIVE PRINCIPLES FOR MORAL EVALUATION

In order that a literary work may be considered 
good from a moral standpoint, its moral tone must be on 
a sufficiently high level, so that an average parson who 
reads It will receive only wholesome impressions in his 
intellect and emotions. An appeal to irrational feel
ings— such as avarice, self-pity, illicit sexual pas
sion, and so on--Is wrong in itself and harmful to the 
reading public, no matter how attractive this device 
may seem to certain individuals who cannot, or will not, 
discern between pure aesthetic pleasure and unsuitable 
entertainment#

Whoever writes stories, novels, plays, or any 
other kinds of literature assumes a responsibility 
towards his fellow men by the very fact that he dissemi
nates his views for general consumption. “He makes 
himself liable to the charge,” says Father Gardiner, "or 
open to the compliment that he has been the occasion of 
harm or of advantage to thousands of his readers •f'-*- 
Because of his responsibility he is not free to do as he

^Gardiner, Tenets, p# SI*
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pleases--elther to disregard the possible influence of 
his writings, or to cater to the whims of an unprinci
pled segment of his public* What he chooses to write 
and the manner in which he handles his theme, ©specially 
if it is concerned with the sinful side of human life, 
must conform to the standards set up by the moral law.

The literary critic, who has to determine wheth
er or not the author has done his work satisfactorily, 
will not find this task an easy one. If he Is over- 
zealous in his demands and requires more of the author 
than is necessary, he will be accused of Puritanism; if, 
on the other hand, he passes favorable judgment on a 
questionable work, he will be charged, as often as not, 
with moral laxity. Without definite rules to guide him 
in this matter, he himself may frequently doubt the 
wisdom and prudence of his own judgments. How, then, 
can he have a reasonable assurance that his criticism 
will be sound and reliable?

The following five principles, which are based 
mainly on the treatment of the problem of morality In 
literature made by Father Harold 0. Gardiner, Victor 
Hamm, Austin J, App, and Father Jerome Kobel, will an
swer that question. Although these principles do not 
cover the whole matter in all its aspects, they provide
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valuable criteria for a sound and practical approach 
to the most important issues involved.

I. ¿»hat is to be reviewed is the work and not 
the author.

Every literary work comes out of the experience 
of its author and reveals his temper of mind and opin
ions. Consequently, the more of that experience we can 
learn from any source other than the work, the better we 
can understand the author’s point of view in the work 
itself. For this reason the study of literature inevi
tably includes the study of the lives, personalities, 
and philosophies of the men who wrote it.

But where literary criticism is concerned, the 
importance of biographical data can easily be exagger
ated. There is a danger that in his evaluation of a 
work the critic may allow his judgment to be biased by 
personal prejudice stemming from a knowledge of the 
author’s character, race, creed, political convictions, 
or even certain things the author has done in his pri
vate life* Against such a danger the good critic must 
ever bo on guard. It is the work that he must review, 
and not its author. In order to be fair and impartial,
he must let that work speak for itself} on the basis
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of what it aays depends its essential moral character.
The critic, of course, may advert to whatever 

the work reveals about the author, and judge the latter 
on that score. As Father Gardiner points out:

The author of any piece 
his work and in judging his 
have to judge him. But the 
1uflge him through his work,

of literature is in 
work I will necessarily 
point is that I have to 
and not his work through

Were a critic to presume a priori that the quality of a 
work essentially depends on what the writer is or has 
done, he would be denying the testimony of experience. 
There Is an old proverb, "Good wombs have borne bad 
sons,” while, on the other hand, it is a well-known fact 
that men whose philosophy of life or morals were not the 
best have written very good books:

Christopher Marlowe may have been a scoundrel, 
but Dr. Fauatus, even in the garbled form in which 
it has come down to us, is a masterpiece that must 
and can stand on its own merit's. Shelley believed 
in free love, but the ”Ode to the West Wind” has 
nothing specifically to do with that. Frans Werfel 
was not a Christian, but his Song of Bernadette is
nevertheless a hymn of prals&.that"any" Christian
would wish to have written.* 3

According to Father Gardiner, the imputing of 
motives is an easy fault for Catholic readers to fall

^Ibid,, p. 10.

3Hamm, The Pattern of Criticism, p. 84.



58

Into: "We hold the right so vividly and. tenaciously that 
we find it hard to conceive how someone can differ from 
us and still be sincere."4 To illustrate his point he 

cites the example of a priest "who simply would not read 
the Song of Bernadette, because he felt that there was 

some sort of indignity In a Jew’s writing of Our Lady."5 

Catholic readers and critics, however, are not 
the only ones susceptible to such prejudices, "Much of 

the criticism upon Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Keats,” 

writes C. T* Winchester by way of example, "in the early 
part of this century, was obviously inspired not by any 
discriminating opinion of their poetry, but by an obsti

nate prejudice, political or social, against tho men 

themselves,"6 The history of literature is replete with 

similar examples of unfair criticism, simply because 

some men, blinded by narrow-mindedness or bigotry, re
fuse to analyze an author’s work objectively, and sub
stitute personal invective for valid and sincere criti
cism. * 5 6

^dardiner, Tenets, p. 12,
5Ibid.
6C, T. Winchester, Some Principles of Literary 

Criticism (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1914), p. 9.
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II. The critic is concerned with treatment 
rather than with subject.

In dealing with the realities of life literature 
must of necessity use as its material almost all phases 
of human activity, including the sin and Immorality of 
mankind, and present evil characters and actions that 
ring true even though they shock and disgust* Exclusive 
preoccupation with human goodness would avert the range 
of literature from more than half of human fate* It 
would not even be truly uplifting, for the contrast of 
good and evil, virtue and vice, promotes better moral
ity— not to say better art. As Victor Hamm observes, 
this fact has been recognized by all the great writers 
in the history of literature:

The great epics from Homer to Milton are 
stories of sin? the great tragedies from Aeschylus 
to O’Neill; the significant novels from Richardson 
to Graham Greene* The essence of dramatic form 
wherever It be found is struggle, and there is no 
struggle that does not involve opposition of good 
and evil. Rape, murder, crimes of pride, wrath, 
lust, and envy, these are the very stuff of seri
ous literature.7

Perhaps some people— the virtuous and the pious 
especially— would prefer a pleasant literature, free 
from sin and temptation and at the same time great and 
powerful. But with few exceptions, such as certain

7Hamm, The Pattern of Criticism, p. 35.
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forms of lyric poetry and essays, that cannot be* In 
the words of Austin J. App:

A great literature must take the great tempta
tions and sins of man and damn them for the ugli
ness that they are. Literature Is not a game of 
marbles; it is a joust in which the white knights 
of reason and virtue, with banners flying but not 
without bruises and breaks, unhorse and roll into 
the dust the black knights of unreason and vice.®

Since, then, there is little subject matter 
that is outside the legitimate scope of literature, in 
almost all cases the material or theme of a composition 
does not determine the morality of the work; it is tho 
treatment or manner of using the material that counts. 
Accordingly, one of the chief pitfalls the critic must 
avoid is the often-found feeling that because a book 
treats a thing It encourages it. Professor App writes!

Because Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter revolved 
upon adultery one critic called it immoral. At
tempted seduction in Gone With The Wind, enforced 
sexualities in James Parrell *s Studs Lonorgan, 
the adulterous atmosphere of Tobacco Road fo' not 
necessarily make these books Immoral,' anymore than 
the frequent mention of these things make the Bible 
immoral, or murder makes Shakespeare’s Macbeth im
moral, The question is not, Did Scarlet tetter 
treat adultery? but, Does Scarlet Letter make the 
reader feel like committing adultery or 'like avoid
ing it? If it makes him feel like avoiding it, it 
is a great and moral book. Does the seduction scene 
in Gone With The Wind make the reader feel like se
ducing or like 'being'.seduced, or just the contrary?

^Austin J, App, "Presenting Sin and Temptation 
in Literature,H The Catholic World, GLVIII (Dec.. 1945). 
246. ---------- -------
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I think It makes one detest seduction, and therefor© 
the scene is as moral and good as the Ten Command
ments«9

Father Drummond, too, emphasises the principle that the 
critic must distinguish between the matters treated and 
the manner in which they are handled, and gives the 
following examples of how this rule is to be applied:

Fielding*s boisterous Tom Jones deserves the 
prudential award over the "hot-housew and calcula
ting morality of Pamela, Gil Bias is not the same 
kind of book as that tawdry quondam best-seller, 
Anthony Adverse, And evidently the hearty robust- 
nessof Chaucer and Cervantes is not the same thing 
as either the hard, but half-visioned case studies 
of Farrell * s south-side Irish, or the mucking-for- 
money of William Faulkner.

A few restrictions, indeed, have to be placed 
on the themes which a writer may legitimately use in his 
work. Following the principle that people are benefitted 
by books which dramatically condemn the temptations and 
sins to which they are most seriously and usually ex
posed, and that, on the other hand, they should not read 
works that dramatize temptations of which they are not 
yet in danger, Professor App states that a writer may be 
condemned for treating certain themes. He explains his 
stand as follows:

^Austin J. App, "Appraising the Style and the 
Philosophy of a Book,” The True Concept of Literature 
(San Antonio, Texas: The~Mis's£on Press’,“"I94H)",p.' S3.

10Drummond, op. cit., p. 187.
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Adultery is a legitimate theme for a novel be
cause that is a sin to which people are so generally 
tempted that it is wise to keep warning them against 
it, Incest is not ordinarily a legitimate theme for 
a novel because so few people are normally tempted 
to it that to talk about it may merely have the 
effect of putting abnormal ideas into people's heads 
who never would have had them otherwise. That goes 
for the unnatural vices generally,11

There are, too, some actions and situations in human
life which, though not necessarily evil in themselves,
are of such a private and intimate nature that it would
be unwise and sometimes even immoral to be too frank
about them. Father Kobel gives the following list of
items which he recommends the writer to avoid unless
there is an absolute necessity for including them:

, 1) references to excretatory functions;
2) unnecessary references to pregnancy and de

tailed descriptions of obstetrical processes;
3) unnecessary allusion to undergarments, acts 

of dressing and undressing, bathing, and 
intimate physical or medical examinations;

4) prolonged analysis of the thoughts, emotions, 
and physical reactions of a man and a woman 
placed by the plot in a compromising situa
tion;

5) unnecessary descriptions of the thoughts and

11App, “Appraising the Style," p. 39,
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emotions and actions prior to or after the 
conjugal act; the act itself should not, 
under any circumstances, be described in 
fiction, poetry, biography, or the drama.

In the last analysis, however, it is not so 
much the subject itself that is objectionable as the 
way in which it may be presented. In the above quota
tions Professor App states that incest and unnatural 
vices are not ordinarily legitimate themes, and Father 
Kobel, after conditioning his restrictions with the 
phrase "unless there is an absolute necessity for in
cluding them," further qualifies almost every item with 
such words as "unnecessary references," "prolonged 
analysis," etc. Thus the door is left open for possible 
exceptions; and when these occur, the critic, instead 
of denouncing them altogether, must refer back to the 
original principle that treatment matters more than 
subject*

III* If sin la discussed or portrayed in a 
literary work, it must be recognized for what it is, at 
least by the writer.

When an author decides to use any kind of im- 1

1SKobel, on. clt., p. 338,



morality in the subject matter of his writing, there 
are two courses open to him* Either he can ignore the 
fact that he is dealing with moral aspects, with values 
of good and evil, or he can recognize that fact by 
making Implicit morel judgments. In the first case his 
amoral attitude, implying as it does that there is no 
moral wrong involved, will make his work manifestly 
objectionable; in the second, the ethical quality of 
his writing will depend essentially on the depth and 
clarity of his moral insight.

Amorality In literature, just as in life, is a 
graver evil than any other defect. It Is bad enough 
for man to sin, but if he refuses to recognize his 
transgressions as sinful, there is little to prevent 
him from pursuing his downward path to moral ruin.
Thus, as Father Gardiner states, “the greatest of all 
sins is the philosophizing of sin out of existence, 
Although history reveals that the human race as a v/hole 
has never been free from corruption and immorality, at 
least In former times, whan Christianity was more prev
alent, sin was generally recognized for what It is— a 
violation of the moral lav/, and offense to God, and an 
act deserving of censure and punishment. But with the

-^Gardiner, Tenets, p, 16,

64
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advent of secularism and the decline of religion in 
recent centuries, the neopagan idea that morality Is a 
relative concept, if indeed a valid one at all, has
become increasingly popular.

In literature the effect of this modern heresy 
lias been slow but sure, until today we are reaping Its 
final and baleful results in the philosophy of natural
ism, which denies the very existence of sin by denying 
the moral nature of man# Without discrediting the 
splendid accomplishments of those modern authors, non- 
Gatholic as well as Catholic, who adhere in their writ
ings to the traditional Christian concepts of morality, 
we can safely say that the predominant characteristic 
of much of our contemporary literature, especially the 
novel, is a complete rejection of that moral vision 
which saturated the great literature of the past. As 
Father Gardiner points outl

Today’s strange anomaly is the novel which as
sembles its amoral characters, and dissects and 
analyzes and psycho-analyzes them not for any 
purpose of bringing home moral principles they 
violate, not with any suggestion or hint of moral 
indignation at them and the culture that makes 
them possible, but simply because the author evi
dently thinks they are interesting case-histories 
in themselves. 4

Sven from the purely artistic viewpoint the

14Ib ld . ,  p. 33.
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principle that sin must be recognized as sin is of fun
damental importance# It is, in fact, implicit In the 
very nature of dramatic literature* For the essence of 
drama, whether in a play, a novel, or a lyric poem, Is 
struggle and conflict; but "if there is no difference 
between good and evil, If all values shade off into a 
neutral gray, then there is no conflict possible, save 
on the sub-human grounds of pure instinct and feeling, 
much like the conflict of two dogs snarling over a 
bone.1,1 J Yet today the Hemingways, the Faulkners, and 
the Dreisers are placed on pedestals In the hall of fame 
as literary giants comparable to, or surpassing, the 
geniuses of old# Although the power and creative energy 
of our naturalistic writers is undeniably effective, the 
good critic will not fail to point out the absence of 
true drama and moral Insight In their works. The judg
ment of future ages will confirm the wisdom of his ap
praisal .

The second course open to the literary artist In 
his use of sin as material for his work— that of rocog
nizing Its real nature and making Implicit moral judg
ments— is the only morally acceptable one. Since art 
shrinks from preachment, no writer need or should make

15Ibid., p. 17.
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his judgments explicit. "If the bones of his doctrine," 
writes Victor Hamm, "protrude from the texture of his 
work, we are cheated of the delight of art,"16 But in
directly, by the manner in which he interprets his 
characters and their actions, tho good artist reveals 
his faculty of moral discernment, which the intelligent 
reader promptly detects:

 ̂¿shakespoare, for example, obviously chooses 
Incidents and situations to reveal Macbeth’s de
generation in the tragedy of that name. He judges 
the character in the catastrophe he brings upon 
him» • » « The reaction of the audience or reader 
is an indication or corroboration of the artist’s 
own judgment: "Too bad Macbeth allowed himself to be 
tempted and fall 1 He was a noble person in poten
tialities, but he brought his own fate on him."17

The author who truly recognizes sin for what it 
is will write a great work, provided that his literary 
skill is as excellent as his wisdom. Not every author, 
however, can be expected to achieve the heights of per
fection in his moral vision* Nor can the critic indict 
any who fail to write the whole truth about sin and its 
consequences. What Father Gardiner says in the follow
ing quotation is a perfect example of fair criticism in 
this matters

The closer an author approaches the realization

16IIamm, The Pattern of Criticism, p. 86.
17Ibid., p. 77.
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that sin is an offense to God, the greater will his 
work he, but he may never realize that, and yet his 
work may be good and eminently worth reading, Sigrid 
Undset’s realization of this fundamental malice of 
gin is far deeper than, say, John ?, Marquand’s; for 
him, sin is sin, not exactly for the reason that it 
loses God’s friendship, but rather because it sets 
the Individual off center, confuses his aims and 
makes life pointless. This, of course, is true, and 
if an author does no more than approach the problem 
in this way, he may be missing the heights, but he 
is safe from the charge that he has glossed over 
sin,18

By implicitly showing disapprobation of sin, the 
literary artist fulfills his major responsibility towards 
the moral law. Although an analysis of his work may re
veal that the clarity and depth of his moral insight are 
far from ideal, such a discovery would indicate that the 
work is imperfect rather than objectionable. In the 
ascending scale of values there is room for all sorts of 
moral attitudes; the highest and most perfect is cer
tainly the ideal, but even the lowest is so far above 
amorality that it should satisfy any reasonable critic.

IV. Sin, though recognized for what is is, may 
never be so described as to become a temptation to a 
normally discriminating reader.

After establishing the principle that it is the 
treatment of a subject, rather than the subject itself,

18Gardiner, Tenets, p, 18,
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that matters, we have seen how this principle affects 
the author in regard to his attitude toward sin. If he 
recognizes sin for what it is, his work will pass the 
first and most important test that prudential criticism 
must apply in determining the moral quality of litera
ture# But his responsibility does not end here, for he 
has a further obligation toward the persons who will 
road his work. In dramatizing sin and temptation, he 
must use a good measure of prudence, so that his writing 
will not be an occasion of sin to the average reader.
For even though he depicts the evil as vile and ugly,
It is possible that his portrayal may be indecent beyond 
tolerance* To fallen man vice tends to be alluring and 
captivating even when Its true nature and consequences 
are clearly known. The reader who Is exposed to a too 
vivid and disturbing account of evil can be severely 
tempted to commit sin himself? in such a case the author, 
having given the impetus, becomes morally responsible 
and shares the guilt of that sin.

Every author who uses the subject of sin in his 
writings Is thus faced with a dilemma: If his description 
is too vivid, it becomes a poison for the reader? if too 
dull, It Is flat and unconvincing* In order to write 
literature that Is morally safe for the reader while
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atill preserving its dramatic effectiveness, he must 
avoid those two extremes and find a golden mean# But 
ha cannot do so if he has to consider the temperaments 
and individual consciences of all possible readers.
Unless literature is to confine Itself to singing the 
praises of God and the heroic deeds of men, as Plato 
thought it should, even the greatest and best works 
will inevitably constitute a danger for certain classes 
oi readers. The Bible itself can be an occasion of sin 
to abnormally impressionable people, because parts of 
it deal explicitly with sinful actions. Human imagina
tion and emotional sensitivity are such variable fac
tors that what .is safe for one person may be dangerous 
for another. If a writer had to take into account every 
possible difference, he would be forced either to give 
up writing or to sacrifice art to prudery. Thus the only 
reasonable principle he can follow is this! whatever 
the demands of art may be, the dramatization of sin and 
temptation may never be so vivid as to become a tempta
tion to a normally discriminating reader. The untypical 
or the immature reader must either look out for himself 
or follow the advice of a wise counselor in this matter.

The author who recognizes his responsibility,
■i

however, will not find It an easy task to determine the
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Unit of draraat i z a. t i on that; oven an average reader can 
take. Citing an example of how complex this problem 
can be, Professor App writes:

A priest novelist once told me that difficulty 
sometimes nearly drives him to despair and makes 
him feel like giving up the writing of fiction. He 
said, "To make the story realistic and plausible I 
have to represent the temptations like really dan
gerous temptations; yet when I do so, most pious 
Catholics immediately cry out that my treatment is 
obscene or a new temptation. What is a writer to 
do? he asked in despair,

I can sympathize with him. It is an almost in
superable problem for a writer, I am convinced 
that it is the reason why manv gifted Christians 
shy away from writing fiction.1«

For this problem no completely satisfactory solution can
be found. The author can only do whatever his prudent
judgment recommends, and let the verdict of the majority
of his readers decide whether or not he has done his job
well.

Realizing the difficulty which confronts the 
writer, even though he has the best of intentions, the 
prudential critic must not bo too quick to condemn a 
work as Indecent because of a relatively few parsons 
who will react unfavorably to certain of Its seemingly 
seductive passages. "Definitely obscene literature 
aside," writes Father Gardiner, "for there the obliga
tion and the verdict are clear, he cannot indiscrimi— 19

19App, "Appraising the Style," pp, 39-40.
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nately say of every book that contains a vivid passage 
Ox this naturei * This is a bad book and you cannot read 
it without moral infection.'1,20 Provided that he him
self is a normally discriminating reader, his own ex
perience with the work will be a fair criterion for his 
evaluation of it. If he sincerely feels that it has 
not gone beyond the limits set by prudence, he can and 
should pass favorable judgments, adding a few words of 
caution whenever necessary. He, too, cannot be bur
dened with full responsibility towards all who may be 
affected by his opinions. As Victor Hamm points out, 
"the reader has his own duty here: if a novel or play 
offers particular temptations to him, he has the obli
gation to be his own censor."20 21 Or, to quote Father 
Gardiner again:

Each reader must-be his own Index as he reads. 
This is his moral obligation, and not even a book 
reviewer's recommendation can free him of it. Only, 
if he finds that he cannot read a book that the re
viewer has commended (with cautions}, let him not 
immediately accuse the reviewer of lax judgments 
but simply say to himself: "Well, I am just not 
attuned to that sort of passage," Nor need he feel 
queer or abashed? it all simply means that his sen
sibilities, whether higher or lower, are not on the 
same wave-length as the reviewer's,22

20Gardiner, Tenets, p, 23.
21Eamm, The Pattern of Criticism, p. 87.
2%ardiner, Tenets, p, 24.
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V. Parts do not condemn the whole*
Granted that a literary work as a whole Is fun

damentally sound in its acknowledgment of sin and, for 
the most part, treats the theme of sin and temptation in 
a satisfactory manner, it may happen that in certain of 
its Pnrts critic will find something manifestly ob
jectionable* There may be, for instance, passages that 
are Inconsistent with the author’s customary moral atti
tude or descriptions of immorality that are too tempting 
for the average reader. What should the critic do in 
such a case? Must he condemn the work in toto because 
It is not acceptable in ©very single element and detail? 
Professor App gives a sensible answer to this question 
when he formulates the principle that wa novel should be 
judged upon its general impact, not its incidental ,1abs* 

UPQI* its majority, not its minority effect*”85 7,hat 
he says about the novel is valid, of course, for any 
other form of literature*

The critic, therefore, must practice moderation 
in his opposition to immoral literature. To save him 
from making rash judgments, he should heed this advice 
of Professor App:

cthoiftrsfo&isggi
23
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If the purpose of the book is good, if its un
derlying idea is in harmony with the Ten Command
ments, then fast soberingly for ten days before 
calling It immoral because of any seemingly danger- 
scene# If you feel like rushing in to condemn a 
book because of an alleged obscene word or scene 
here or there, Just remember that a hundred years 
ago good Sir Walter Scott was labeled immoral dyna
mite, absolutely not to be permitted within the 
walls of any girls’ academy* It Is too easy to be 
squeamishly mistaken in this matter. Therefore, 
give the writer, whose idea is good, every benefit 
of the doubt.24 25

Since we have seen how difficult it is for an author to 
use certain themes and still write an absolutely perfect 
masterpiece, we can understand the wisdom of this coun
sel. As Victor Hamm states, "it would be a miracle if 
the literature of sinful man were without blemish, and 
just as we do not condemn a person for a few falls from 
grace, so we ought not condemn a book that contains a 
few morally reproachable passages»"2®

This is no Invitation to moral indifferent!sra on 
the part of the literary critic. He can and ought to 
warn the reader that a certain book has some dubious 
portions which deserve censure. But as long as the gen
eral tenor of the work is decent and good, there is no 
reason why he should reject it as a whole. Such a 
common-sense attitude, together with the faculty of dis-

24App, "Appraising the Style," p, 40.
25Hamm, The Pattern of Criticism, p. 88.
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comment instilled in him by the other principles ex
pressed above, will qualify him for performing his task 
of moral evaluation with prudence and good judgment.
An occasional lapse into one or the other of the faults 
that were described may possibly occur, but fundamen
tally his' ideas will be sound. And that is all one can 
expect of any good critic*



CHAPTER V

LITERATURE AHD TRUTH

In its very essence literature Is a communica- 

tion of thought, an expression of ideas; for thought and 
speech are Inseparable from each other. As a man speak
ing to men, the writer has something to say, and though 
the knowledge he Imparts may be colored with imagination 
and feeling, it necessarily has some kind of Intellectual 
appeal. Now obviously every literary work need not ex
press a profound thought or soul-stirring truth. In the 
wide range of themes that a writer may choose for his 
work there is room for the light and gay as well as the 
serious and studied. In fact, while we hesitate to re
gard as literature a philosophical or theological trea
tise in which the loftiest truths are proclaimed, "some 
book made up of pretty trifles we admit instantly to the 
category of literature.

The reason, of course, is that the intellectual 
appeal as such does not decide what is literature. De
scribing the qualifications of a great author, Newman

•^Winchester, op. cit., p. 39.
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writesï

of thought^orbreadth of^vlew S™ h', ??y d9pth

have, and the more he has of til™ * ? 1 gifJs he maJ biit t flnfm<K0 I T  Z • 13 01 them the greater he is:
a iayt„ c " (' him, as his characteristic p-ift in
® o t o v L Sfiai,!h° i«0l£Lt7 of ^presalci! . .8, ’ ln
suitably and forSlts°mra sake.?1" l0*' h® tr9ata lt

Ihero la, however, an enormous quantity of literature 
that deals with serious topics as earnestly as any 
learned thesis, though In a different way. Pew philos
ophers, for example, have told us so much of human life 
as has Shakespeare, and the same can be said of many a 
poet, novelist, or dramatist. The wisdom of the ages is 
enshrined ln the great works of literature, with a meas
ure of forcefulness and clarity seldom surpassed by the 
strictly didactic writings of the theologians and phllos- 
ophers. It Is noteworthy that the Bible Itself, the 
sublime document of divine revelation, Is to a great ex
tent a work of literature rather than a formal treatise 
of theology.

The literary artist, then, is frequently a phi
losopher or a theologian. Dealing with the serious 
realities of the universe from the standpoint of per- 
sonal Impression and appreciation, he mirrors and inter-

g  ' ■■■-

Newman, op, pit., pp. 291-9S,
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prots life, expresses moral and religious truths, and 
indicates ways and means or improving man’s religious, 
ethical, social, economic, and political status. He is 
also an historian of sorts. Though history, considered 
as the science that objectively communicates and inter
prets past events, is really distinct from literature, 
which throws a personal light on facts, the two cannot 
help overlapping each other# In an historical work 
there will sometimes appear that element of self-expres
sion which Is the essential characteristic of art, while 
a literary work will occasionally contain enough narra
tion of past events to warrant our calling it historical.

Now if all the writers of serious literature 
were men of unerring wisdom and insight, the literary 
critic would have little difficulty in evaluating the 
subject matter of their works as far as truth is con
cerned, But unfortunately such is not the case. True 
wisdom is not always found together with the faculty 
of self-expression. Just as many of the major philos
ophies and religious beliefs in the world do not conform 
with objectively true principles, so also the mass of 
literary writings which reflect those thoughts and 
ideals fall to measure up to the correct standards of 
truth. It is safe to say that in the modern era of ra-
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tionalisrn, materialism, secularism, and a host of other 
baneful philosophies as well as religious heresies, 
there Is more error than truth expressed in the writings 
of the literary artists in general.

Since the critic has the right and frequently 
the duty to make a moral evaluation of literature, he 
must realise that fidelity to truth is the chief requi
site of a work from the moral standpoint* Usually the 
tern immorality in reference to literature Is taken to 
mean lewdness or sexual aberration; thus by immoral book 
is understood one which presents the seamier side of 
life, with emphasis on human profligacy* This concept 
is too restricted, For the greatest violations of the 
moral law arise from a subversion of the fundamental 
principles and truths on which it is based, A writer 
who occasionally violates the standards of decency in 
his works is far less culpable than one who by error or 
untruth weakens or destroys the very foundations of 
morality. "The critic must remember," writes Father 
Drummond, "that sex is not all of morality and that a 
false philosophy of life sympathetically portrayed can 
do more damage to many readers than any amount of por
nography, 1,0 Another scholar, John S, Kennedy, confirms

^Drummond, op, cit., p. 187.
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the same notion:

.. P 16 ^«Porting of the sordid does not begin to do
the harm stemming from a false Interpretation of man. 
Tito such dissimilar writers as T. S.' Eliot and 
Somerset Maugham have both emphasised that the nov- 

*and are primarily commenting on
il~0 -;n feexma of a certain set of postulates and 
principles* Too often the reader does not advert to 
this j.act, does not sift out and assess the author’s 
concept of life, but is content to praise or blame 
on the basis of, say, what he considers the decency 
or indecency of speech used,4

Therefore, the first and most important princi
ple which every critic should hold in his task of moral 
evaluation is that whenever a work of literature fails 

a true philosophy of life5 or seriously errs 
jjLjjfo.QPPPQtlng history, it falls just to that extent as 

good, work. Much as he respects the personal 
views of the literary artist in debatable matters, the 
good critic realizes that error has no right to exist, 
and that when the opinions of an author manifestly dis
agree vith objective truth in matters of importance, the

4John S, Kennedy, ,fJohn Steinbeck: Life Affirmed 
and Dissolved," Fifty Years of the American Novel. 
op. cit. , p. 234. --------------------

5The term philosophy of life is used here in its 
most comprehensive sense, and is meant to include theo
logical truths and dogmas as well as facts derived from 
reason alone* As such it entails a complete knowledge 
of man in his relations to himself, to others, and to 
God— a knowledge that is sometimes called "-understanding 
the meaning of life,” "getting the world straight,” or 
interpreting the universe*"
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letter’s work can never be approved despite any artistic 
excellencies it may have. Recognizing the importance of 
this principle, Professor C. T. Winchester states;

w :  a ^ ^ V s ^ a s a s s * »  a a .Of life as th«1«nf5* an iraaSinative representation x xxie, as the author conceives life* u  ». . .
of th° d o p e trrthe truth of the conception.6 p on

Thus stated, the principle of truth in literature 
need« so» quallfioatlon and analysis. We cannot bland
ly assert that all literary works must be true, and then 
proceed Indiscriminately to weed out all fiction, fanta
sy, and partially Imperfect writings from the category 
°f good literature. Pew writings, if any, could stand 
such an extreme and uncalled-for test. Shakespeare>s 
plays, for instance, cannot be judged false and Immoral 
because they do not conform strictly with the events of 
history as they really happened. Nor could Chaucer's 
tale of Chauntecleer and Pertelote be ruled out as un
truthful simply because animals do not talk. Therefore, 
to prevent misconceptions of his duty in regard to truth, 
the critic must use the following subordinate principles, 
which will clarify the main Issues Involved.
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I. The fundamental thought of a book— the theme, 
the thesis« the proposition that the writer sets out to 
Illustrate or demonstrate— -must be objectively true,7

It Is the basic meaning behind a literary work 
that is of immediate concern to the critic; Incidental 
opinions and attitudes of the writer need special con
sideration only when they are important in themselves 
or seriously affect the central theme. Thus the critic 
should first discover what the author is trying to say 
through his writing and whether his statements are true 
or false from an objective viewpoint. Then the rest of 
the work should be judged according to the same standard, 
although, as we shall see later, accidental deviations 
from truth in less important matters do not necessarily 
affect the truth of the work as a whole.

Two examples of how this principle has been ap
plied by Catholic critics will serve to illustrate it.
In reference to Milton’s epics, Father Kobel makes this 
rather disparaging comment:

’Wien Milton said "I will justify the ways of 
God to man” ha erred seriously against truth, for 
he Immediately proceeded to deny the Divinity of 
Christ. His semi-Arlan concept of the Redemption 
falsifies the theme of Paradise host and its sequel 
in an essential part»8

7Cf• Kobel, op, c11. , p• 333.
8Ibid., pp, 333-34.



83

For Dante*s Divine Commedla. however, Conde B. Fallen 
has only words of praise and admiration:

As a link between the period just passed and the 
coming era, Dante’s great song, like a sublime an
them, connecting earth with heaven, fittingly closes 
the one and ushers in the other, and embodies the 
main characteristics of both. It is scholastic 
philosophy in poetic form, it is human reason ooured 
into the alembic of a fervid and magnificent imegina- 
tion, and the divine science of theology winged with 
a fancy soaring to the empyrean Itself, The soul of 
man never before nor after dared such a flight as 
Dante’s, and none but a Catholic soul, which had 
breathed the atmosphere of St. Thomas, coxald have 
sounded the profundity of hell and winged its way 
through the crystalline spheres of heaven,®

There is hardly any need to point out that fail
ure on the part of a writer to conform to subjective 
truth i,e,, to the truth as he himself conceives it— Is 
equivalent to deception, which is bad from the moral as 
well as the artistic standpoint. If It can be proved 
that some prejudice or bias has caused the writer to us© 
as his theme something that he knows to be untrue (such 
would be the case in xonsavory propaganda), the critic 
must discredit the work as Insincere and unworthy of the 
name of literatxoro.

®Condo B. Fallen, The Philosophy of Llteratiore 
(St, Louis: B, Herder, 1397), p. 50.
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11 * Since literature Is in large part creative 
or fictional, truth does not necessarily mean correspond
ence to actual reality«

By reason of his extraordinary sensitivity, the 
Ix^erary artist often perceives significant facets of 
reality that are obscure to most men and reveals them in 
his writings. But for the most part he transcends actual 
reality, refashioning it into a second nature, a new 
reality. His work, therefore, is an imaginative repre
sentation rather than an exact transcript of life. Ho 
one who reads it is expected to give credence to the 

> outward facts and circumstances as if they actually 
happened. The law of truth remains unviolatod as long 
as the inner truths of human life which the fiction em
bodies are correct. "Incidental subjects and attitudes 
writes Father Kobel, "which bring out or elucidate the 
fundamental thought may be as fantastic, unreal, un
truthful as the author chooses to make them*"10 Per
fect examples of fantasy are the unreal worlds of Swift’s 
Gulliver * s Travels and Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Fight’s 
Dream, where Impossible things happen to impossible 
beings. There is, indeed, in these works a so-called 
artistic or ideal truth— "truth to what would, or might,

10Kobel, op, clt,i p. 334.
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naturally happen in certain assumed circumstance s,,3‘3*-- 
which Victor Hamn calls an illusion of consistency and 
coherence:

Grant the world of Swift’s pygmies and giants 
and noble horses and the book proceeds logically; 
it is^probable, yet impossible* Grant the premises 
of fairyland and A Midsummernight* a Dream is a 
coherent fiction:“there is no violation of the 
logic of fairyland.3*2

But this kind of truth Is the concern of the critic as 
an aesthete rather than as a moralist, for the logic 
of fantasy or fiction has no moral connotation*

HI* Fidelity to truth does not prevent an 
author from f/riting about the errors and false philos
ophies of mankind*

There is quite a difference between propagating 
falsehood and acknowledging that it exists. A writer 
is not expected to shut his eyes on the fact that truth 
has fewer adherents in the world than error; if he is 
to mirror life faithfully, he would only deceive his 
readers by restricting his outlook to the positive as
pects of moral and religious truths and avoiding all 
mention of heresy, falsehood, and evil. Bruce Marshall * 12

^Tucker, op. clt., p* 113.
12Hamm, The Pattern of Criticism, p. 55.
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brings this out very pointedly when he says:
If it is important to get the meaning of the 

world right it Is also Important to get the accidents 
of the world right. And one of the chief accidents 
of the world today is that the majority of human 
beings entirely fail to get the meaning of the world 
right.13

If the mere reporting of the erroneous views and 
false standards by which men live were wrong, then a 
book of moral theology would be the most immoral work 
ever written, since it lists practically all the sins 
that can be committed* It Is only when the writer at
tempts to justify error that he violates the law of truth 
in literature* Therefore, even a Catholic author need 
not confine himself to writing about good people who ad
here vigorously to principle, with only an occasional 
minor crisis to disturb their complacency* Though such 
persons undoubtedly exist, they are not types of human
ity in general* What Bruce Marshall says of the Catholic 
novelist applies to all Catholic writers in general:

Prom time to time there is a discussion in the 
Catholic press as to what constitutes the essence 
of what Is perhaps inappropriately called the 
Catholic Novel. Catholic novelists, it Is usually 
assumed, should write Catholic Novels and Catholic 
Novels should deal exclusively with the doings, 
preferably virtuous, of Catholics, I do not agree.
I think that a novelist who Is a Catholic (this is 
the term which Mr. Graham Greene prefers) should be 
free to write about any subject or experience what-

13Marshall, on, cit,, p* 169*
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whatever, provided he writer? about them under the 
aspect of eternity.

IV. Fidelity to truth does not demand ideal 

perfection in a literary writing.

“Other things being equal,” writes Professor 

Winchester, "the value of all literature Increases with 

the breadth and depth of the truth It contains»”3.5 The 

more perfectly a work of literature embodies sublime 

truths, the greater is its artistic and moral value.

The critic, however, cannot demand that the writer 

strive for the acme of perfection; his own Ideals may 

be very high, but he cannot require the same of the 

author. Referring specifically to the criticism of 

novels, Father Gardiner writes:

The novelist generally faces man on his own 
level, and that is all the critic can and will 
demand# It is only when the novelist approaches 
human nature on a subhuman level that the Christian 
critic will cry out against the distortion. It Is 
only when utter naturalism fouls the picture that 
the critic will protest that the novel has become 
unhuman— and therefore, in a profound sense, ir
religious ,3*6

Perhaps a work may conform only to the minimum

14Ibid.

3-5 winches ter, op, cit., p, 150.

16{jardinor, "A Christian Appraisal,” p. 8
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standards of truth that a critic deems necessary# In 
such a case he can indicate how the writer could have 
improved his them© by a more profound wisdom and in
sight* But he must realize that what the artist could 
have done does not spoil his actual accomplishments« 
What is good is good, even though it could be better#

V. Literary works with an- historical background 
need not conform in exact detail with historical truth#

Tiiere is a legitimate place in literature for 
imaginative legends, ©pics, historical novels and 
dramas, despite the fact that strict fidelity to actual 
fact is never found in such works* The reason is that 
they do not pretend to be history in th© scientific 
sense# They are fictional stories in a realistic or 
semi-realistic setting, and the same law applies to 
them as to all fiction in general: as long as there is 
no distortion of fundamental truths, invention may have 
free scope,

VI. A single deviation from truth or a small 
number of such errors do not render the whole work 
untruthful*

'•‘/hen we consider how difficult It is for man to
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know all the angles of truth and how rare are such 
qualities as perfect judgment, wide experience of life, 
and proiound knowledge, we must concede that even the 
best artist is fallible and can make occasional mis
takes, Must we then relegate every imperfect work to 
the same category In which we place books that present 
a totally distorted view of the truth? Is there not an 
ascending scale of values in morality just as there is 
in art? Father Gardiner answers these questions as 
follows:

You cannot, without distinction and reservations, 
aPPly the principle of bonum ex Integra causa, malum 

qv?cyf1U9 <;lef.eGtu* in all its “stark philosophical simplicity, flatly to complicated moral and cultural 
matters. This axiom, which one of my critics trans
lates "a thing is good when there is not a flaw, in 
It, but a single flaw makes it evil,” if applied as 
the criterion, for example, of a good man, would 
force us to say that a single moral defect would 
make him an evil man* A flaw in a painting, a 
statue, does not make it a bad work of art? it pre
vents it from being perfect, but It may still be 
excellent, Nor can we jump to the conclusion that 
a single passage, or even a number of passages, 
necessarily make a book a bad book.^7

Ho one can say with precision just how far 
literature can deviate from truth before it becomes un
acceptable— or Mimmoral" in the wider sense of the term_
but the literary critic would do well to practise mod
eration in hxs judgments# Let him point out error where

^Gardiner, Tenets, p, 12,
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it does exist, but at the same time let him not disdain 
the beauties of a work when they far outweigh its acci
dental defects.

VII. Literature should present a balanced view 
of reality.

Throughout the history of literature there has 
been a succession of literary philosophies, which, In 
conjunction with religion, science, and general culture, 
have influenced the substance of the writer*s view of 
reality. The names of these philosophies are familiar 
to all students of literature: classicism, romanticism. 
jiL-i/ir-.-i.0?-» 13n , and various forms and combinations
of these. Each one represents a preferential attitude 
towards life, a trend in a certain direction, rather 
than a clear-cut and precise theory. To define the 
variety of literary "isms” with scientific accuracy is 
impossible because of the numerous meanings which they 
have acquired In the course of time. But for practical 
purposes we can describe them in terms of their funda
mental outlook on life and evaluate them accordingly.

Realism and romanticism are two attitudes which 
represent opposed extremes, neither of which, by Itself 
gives a balanced view of reality. Professors Walley
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and Wilson explain this opposition thus:

3 attitude which endeavors to find 
trutn through a submission to fact; romanticism 
see.-:ŝ  to find truth through an oscape from fact.

v'orc"s* realism limits its interpretation 
of life to its scientific perceptions of fact; 
romanticism interprets life through an arrangement 
of facts in accordance with its intuitive conceptions. *-«

ine film of realism, therefore, is to discover 
and present the realities of life— the world of actual 
experience as opposed to the world of idealism sought 
by romanticism. How both attitudes are all right if 
they are neither distorted nor exaggerated# It is only 
when they emphasize one dominant attitude to the total 
exclusion of the other that the critic rightly condemns 
them# And that is what frequently happens: realism 
restricts its view of reality to the material and ex
cludes the spiritual, while romanticism degenerates 
into pseudo-idealism and pseudo—mysticism*

The proper balance of the two theories is found 
in classicism, which includes both the actual and what 
is abovo the actual# According to the same writers 
quoted above, the classical attitude is the golden mean 
between two extremes:

-Harold R, Walloy and J, Harold Wilson, The 
Anatomy of Literature {New York: Farrar & Hinehart, 
1934), p. 9* *
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nfither succumbs to fact nor floes 
irom it, classicism accepts facts in their fust

?.&nd infcerPret3 them in accordance with 
Ti-PA«1P!CtXVe4.0f»«r0aS0n0d syiffiHetry and perfection.
wholol»l9°rS t0 S0Q life st0ad11^ and see it

Thus the literary artist who adopts the classical 
attitude has a well-balanced view of reality. He is 
both romantic and realistic in proper proportion; he 
seos in life the ideal as well as the actual, the glow 
as well as the mud. But it is important that he avoid 
the conventionalism and formalism of neoclassicism— or 
pseuaoclassicism, as it is more properly called. Imi
tation of the outward characteristics of classicism—  
restraint, austerity, elegance, intellectuality, and 
decorum— usually results in mere sterile adherence to 
rules, Such an attitude is a far cry from the spirit 
of originality that a true classical spirit engenders 
by reason of Its sincere, though calm and well-ordered, 
search for universal truth.

The fourth literary philosophy to be considered, 
that of naturalism, has little to commend it* On the 
contrary, there are several reasons why It must be re
jected as a myopic and truncated form of realism that 
presents an altogether unbalanced view of reality.

d9Ibid., p, 10.
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Among the principal reasons are: its philosophy of bio
logical and psychological determinism; Its pessimism 
ana defeatism; its false generalizations; and its exces
sive preoccupation with abnormal types of humanity, such
as uninhibited and erotic individuals, neurotics, cynics, 
and the like.20

In the following quotation Victor Hamm gives an 
excellent summary of the conclusions he reached after 
an analysis of literature and the role of the intellect

ln its productlon* nls evaluation of the four principal 
literary "isms" substantiates all that has been said 
here about them*

, * * t Naturalism is incompatible with art and
humanely conceived, though we can still ad

mire the power and creative energy displayed bv m n v
T h terf* ^manticlli considered a s T ^  philosophy is likewise a perversion of subjective

thr ght nnd foeline into reality.’ Classi
ci the world o?aÌÌ7 compatible with the demands both
of that bho rieht constitution^orld which is the artist's mind.

ti ,moderafce realism,” in the lan-
L i h04-5 ChOOiS* defines thG true philosophic norm, When these terms are employed as, with the

°f the first» they can be, to denote style and external manner merely, romanticism, classici'sm, 
and realism have each their value, though again

ade<i1Jfìtely reflects in its oultlva- 
h1!"on,®~ coherence, simplicity, and proportionthejde«1 order of naturo and* of the h u m a V p S ™ ™ ’

20Of. Nobel, op, cit*. p. 289,
2lHamrn, The Pattern of Criticism, p, 63.
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Throughout this chapter the word "truth” has 
been used with the presupposition that it stands for ab
solute, objective truth, insofar as it can be known 
through reason and faith. The critic does not create 
the norms of truth by which he evaluates literaturej 
having learned them from the philosopher and the theo
logian, he applies them to a literary work to see wheth
er the latter conforms to them or not. One can find any 
number ox critics who will accept wholeheartedly the 
principle that literature must reflect the truth if it 
is to be ethically good, but not often will they agree 
on what objective truth really is. It is here that the 
Catholic critic exeels the rest. For if he has had a 
good training in Catholic philosophy and the essentials 
of Catholic theology, he is in a position to judge ac
cording to true norms. Some who share his viewpoint in 
varying degrees still have to search for the complete 
answer to all their problems, while others who ask, 
Pilate-like, "¿¡hat is truth?", content themselves with 
meaningless talk of relative standards, common accept
ance, and other hasy notions.

Being entrusted by God with the deposit of 
Christian truth, the Catholic Church, by her infallible 
doctrine and inspired leadership, furnishes man the
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principles and often blazes the way for the correct so
lution of many problems of philosophy and social endeav
or , and so becomes a safeguard and a guide to true human 
culture* No one will claim that even the best and most 
1earned Catholic critic can know all truth, since God 
alone is omniscient* But the fundamental knowledge and 
the firm convictions that such a critic has are the best 
possible assets for a sound criticism of literature* 
Those who follow his judgments can do so with the assur
ance that he is qualified to speak with authority and is 
not a will-o’-the-wisp leading them on through devious 
paths of error, skepticism, and untruth.



CHAPTER VI

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The variegated and complex thing called litera
ture can never be defined in a few simple words that 
will express all of its important notes and all the 
ends which it can and should achieve. As we have seen 
in the preceding pages, literature is a unique form of 
verbal communication, distinct from science and ordi
nary communication by reason of special content and 
artistic form. Its dominant characteristic, of course, 
is the element of beauty, which places It among the 
fxne arts and determines Its primary end— aesthetic 
pleasure. As a communication of thought, however, which 
Cardinal Newman defines as "the ideas, feelings, views, 
reasonings, and other operations of the human mind,"! 
literature obviously has secondary ends, the most im
portant being instruction and inspiration. A typical 
definition describes literature as "the artistie em
bodiment in speech (written or oral) of personal thought 
of a broadly human and enduring character,"* 2 but these

^•Newman, op. cit.. p. 291.

2Garraghan, op, cit.. p, 82.
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general terms, although they express what is most es
sential, merely hint at some of the major problems In
volved In understanding the nature and end of the 
literary art#

llie Catholic critic, after a more thorough 
analysis of the essence and scope of literature, will 
find that there is a considerable difference of opinion 
among scholars as to the laws regulating literary com
position, the standards to which it should conform, and 
the ends which it should accomplish. He will discover 
that a sound literary philosophy leans neither to the 
heresy of aestheticism— art for art’s sake and complete 
indepenu.enc© from the laws of morality and truth— nor 
to the opposite heresy of didacticism— art purely for 
the sake of instruction. Ordinarily the good Catholic 
critic will discern the fallacies in the "Art for art’s 
sake” theory, but in his zeal to preserve morality and 
truth he may become very militant and ultra-Catholic, 
taking a too practical view of literature’s function. 
For such a person a reminder that literature does pri
marily aim at arousing wholesome pleasure in the reader 
and only secondarily attains more practical ends is 
certainly in order. Good criticism must take the via 
media between overemphasis of the immediate and the
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mediate ends of literature#
As far as morality is concerned, any reasonable 

critic will agree that literature, conceived abstractly 
as art, is subject only to artistic rules and regula
tions, but that in respect to man— composer, critic, or 
reader— It is subject indeed to the laws of morality 
and must also conform to truth. Prudence dictates cer
tain rules that allow no exception under the guise of 
"artistic freedom”:

I Every literary production that promotes, en
courages, and strengthens truth and virtue, may be 
read with profit to soul and Intellect,

II Every literary production not opposed, in 
its spirit and bearing, to truth and virtue, and 
implying the necessity of both one and the other, 
may be read with safety,

III Every literary production, be its artistic 
qualities what they may, that scoffs at religion, 
disregards truth, looks upon morality as a prejudice 
into which men have been educated; that speaks 
lightly of any of these; that throws any, the least, 
aspersion upon them; that even, in a negative man
ner, by losing sight of them, and treating subjects 
as though these eternal principles were not, thus 
insinuates that life is good without them-—every 
such production Is to be condemned, and its readingdiscouraged,3

In rejecting a work as morally harmful, however, 
the critic must exercise great caution. It Is easy to 
become prejudiced or bigoted in this matter and sometimes

^Azarias, op, cit., p, 185.
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very difficult to see the good in what is only apparent
ly evil. The critic, therefore, must always remember 
that h© is to evaluate a work and not its author, that 
he should concern himself with treatment rather than 
with subject, and that a few offensive parts do not 
necessarily condemn the whole* Mien a literary work 
deals with the subject of sin and temptation, and the 
author evidently recognizes and condemns sin for what 
it is, the work is certainly acceptable from a moral 
standpoint— provided, of course, that sin is not pre
sented so vividly as to become a temptation to a nor
mally discriminating reader. With these practical 
rules for guidance, the critic will avoid many of the 
pitfalls into which unreasonable critics and reviewers 
often stumble.

The task of the Catholic critic is not an easy 
one, regardless of how many correct rules and principles 
he can claim. Prudential criticism Itself demands out
standing qualities in a man who is called upon to eval
uate literature for the benefit and guidance of less 
qualified readers. Understanding, patience, sympathy, 
honesty, and sincerity— these and similar virtues he 
must possess in large meas lire. "Like Aristotle's good 
man who is the canon of ethical behavior," remarks
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Victor Hamm, "he must himself be a living embodiment of 
the taste that is, finally, his standard of judgment»”4 
The task of total criticism is even more difficult, 
since it involves the integration of artistic criticism 
With prudential judgment* It is understandable, then, 
why great critics are rare.

As Donald Stauffer states, "a critic is not an 
ideal critic if he thinks of himself as the impersonal 
voice of truth."4 5 However certain he may feel that his 
judgments are correct, the Catholic critic should in 
all humility recognize his own limitations and personal 
fallibility* For he will often find that other critics 
oi his own faith differ from him in the evaluation of 
particular works of literature. It would be well for 
him to remember then the famous dictum attributed to 
St, Augustine! "In necessariis, unites; in dubiis, 
libortaa; in omnibus, earltag.” which Father Gardiner 
interprets and applies as follows:

The nocessaria refers to the dogmas of Christian 
faith and"the Imperatives of Christian morality.
In this there must be unity. The dubia admits dis
cussable areas— for our purpose here they include 
matters of literary taste and opinion— and there 
liberty dominates; the omnia is all things— whether 
those on which agreement".is' necessary or those

4Hamm, The Pattern of Criticism, p. 16.
5Stauffer, op. cit., p. 7.
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wherein diversity of opinion has its place. In 
all, charity must be the soul that informs all.6

For the most part, this thesis has dealt with 
the ñocoasarla, the necessary matters. The principles 
established here are universally valid for all times 
and have nothing to do with personal taste. For that 
reason they have been presented in an imperative way. 
"This the critic must do; that he must avoid," Imposing 
tenets for the literary critic may be outright dogma
tism, but where truth and morality are concerned, it is 
a dogmatism that comes not from man but from God. The 
Catholic critic is less free than his "liberal" associ
ates to stamp the mark of approval or disapproval on 
literary works on the basis of personal opinion, but 
God is supreme and suffers no contradiction. In the 
final analysis, however, true freedom is never lost by 
moral control. In the case of the good Catholic such 
control is unattended by any real constraint, because 
the law has become his own interior inclination* Lit
erature that offends God by discrediting truth and 
morality offends him too; and being thus incapable of 
giving delight, it loses in his eyes all reason for 
being beautiful.

^Harold C. Gardiner, S. J., "Foreword," Fifty 
Years of the American Novel, on. clt., p. x.
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