
53 

The Literary Politicians 
by Mitchell Ross 
(Doubleday; 372 pp.; $10.00) 

John Hawley 

When John Milton prematurely re- 
turned to England in the midst of his 
Grand Tour, which he  had envisioned as 
nearly completing his educational prep- 
aration for becoming a great poet, he 
found that the cause of truth demanded 
that he postpone his chief vocation and 
enter more directly into the government 
of England. In his subsequent political 
writings he notes the dilemma he faced: 
“1 should not choose this manner of 
writing wherein knowing my self inferi- 
or to my self, led by the genial power of 
nature to another task, 1 have the use, as 
I may account it, but of.my left hand. 
... Although a Poet soaring in the high 
region of his fancies with his garland 
and singing robes about him might 
without apology speak more of himself 
than I mean to do, yet for me sitting 
here below in the cool element of prose, 
a mortal1 thing among many readers of 
no Empyreall conceit, to venture and 
divulge unusual things of my selfe, I 
shall petition to the gentler sort, it may 
not be envy to me.” In the service of his 
country Milton offered himself as per- 
haps not the most likely spokesman for 
the correct governance of England, but 
as one willing to speak i f  others would 
not. He offered, in effect, to interpret 
England to herself. 

I f  Milton subsequently showed him- 
self to be the preeminent literary politi- 
cian, which Mitchell Ross defines as 
one who has chosen to practice politics 
by writing books, he shares this ofice 
with innumerable other writers in the 
history of Western literature. It is in  
this historical context that Ross’s book 
c a n  be best discussed. 

I f  the author skeptically notes that 
“honor, freedom, dignity, and justice” 
are “entirely without meaning to the 
politicians who use them,” and if he 
feels that, following the Bicentennial 
celebration, “it is expected that an exhi- 
bition featuring ‘A Tribute to Narcis- 
sism’ will be mounted at the Smithson- 
ian Institution.” it can be argued none- 
theless that the structure of his book 
denies the arrogance of his Olympian 
view of Americans. 

In our brief two hundred years as a 
nation, the world of letters has been 
divided in its search for an American 
“essence.” Ross’s question, “Whither 
America?” is historically tied to the 
earlier question, “Whence America?” 
I t  is commonly agreed that, while many 
early Americans felt their world was 
simply an expansion of England, the 
“American Renaissance” was fired by 
those who, like Emerson and Melville, 
behaved as Yahoos, intent on breaking 
rudely away and establishing something 
new, something nof British. For all his 
cynicism and despair over the “moboc- 
racy and its scribes,” Ross remains rath- 
er naively optimistic as to the essential 
goodness of “the people” of America, as 
to the comman man who only too 
frequently falls prey to ruthless politi- 
cians and perfidious professors. In his 
book Ross is attempting to find the 
Miltons of America, or, more accurate- 
ly, he is looking for those who might call 
Milton “brother” rather than “father.” 

The criteria guiding this search were 
the following: The writers should be 
marked by variety, fecundity, and influ- 
ence; they should be born in the second 
and third decades of this century and be 
shaped by the Depression and the Sec- 
ond World War; finally, they should be 
personally interesting to Mr. ROSS. 
Each of his literary politicians, Ross 
notes, is marked by a sense of urgency 
about the political situation and can 
presumably reassure himself that his 
voice is essential to the clarification of 
great matters. “The purpose of the liter- 
ary politician,” says Ross, “is to explain 
the people to the people.” 

Jimmy Carter’s promise to inaugu- 
rate a government as full of love as the 
American people is described by Ross 
as “lurid,” but, while he sadly notes that 
“Churchills and Clemenceaus we have 
not,” he nevertheless makes do with 
what the country has to offer. His 
search calls together an unlikely but 
fascinating assortment of individuals: 
William F. Buckley, Jr., Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr., John Kenneth Gal- 
braith, Norman Mailer, Robert Lowell, 

Gore Vidal, Henry Kissinger, and, in 
cameo appearances, the past six presi- 
dents. This would be a tall order for a 
major work of history, let alone a rela- 
tively brief volume. 

The book is an attempt to offer a 
quick revjew of all the major writings of 
these diverse men, incorporating a run-  
ning commentary on their views as Ross 
moves from Buckley to Mailer to John- 
son. If  Ross has set himself an impossi- 
ble task. it is equally clear that a review- 
er of Ross’s summation would do well to 
avoid subjecting this emanciated body 
of material to a further diet. But i t  must 
be said that the book is full of inter- 
esting detail, and does succeed in at 
least silhouetting most of the men under 
discussion. I f  we cannot agree with all 
of Ross’s conclusions, we can still catch 
the outline of his argument. 

Ross’s Buckley is a man who sees 
himself living in an age in which the 
sociologists, the technicians, and the 
planners rule; in this world he sees his 
role as establishing the foundations of 
the New Conservatism: laissez-faire 
economics, orthodox Christianity, and 
anticommunism. Ross quotes Buckley 
as deciding that the most significant 
development of the 1960’s was “the 
philosophical acceptance of coexistence 
by the West.” The American identity to 
which would-be conservatives must ad- 
here is detailed by Ross as “morality as 
a standard for all personal and political 
behavior, rebellion as an accepted in- 
strument of morality, and change as the 
great incorporator of morality.” 

Ross’s ‘Schlesinger is a maker of 
myths, maintaining a vision of history 
that incorporates the realities of power. 
Schlesinger notes that his constant in- 
terest has been “to preserve mutual 
trust among ourselves as Americans”- 
a difficuit task, particularly in 1968, 
when, he felt, the world would surely 
have called us “the most frightening 
people on this planet.” Ross praises 
Schlesinger for striving to write history 
artistically, in  human terms, focusing on 
“the potency of choice: the conviction 
that individual decisions do affect the 
course of events.” For Schlesinger, his- 
tory is “a tragedy in which we are all 
involved, whose keynote is anxiety and 
frustration, not prr ,ress and fulfill- 
ment. Yet, the ,rruggle (has been) 
worthwhile to the liberals, if for no 
better reason than that it (has) made 
them feel better inside.” 

Ross describes the predominant 



mood of Galbraith’s economics as 
“mordant skepticism” and emphasizes 
Galbraith’s endorsement of countervail- 
ing power as a “counterpart of competi- 
tion.” Ross touts Galbraith as one of 
America’s foremost essayists and mas- 
ters of prose style; and many would 
certainly agree. For Galbraith, “the po- 
tential conflict of our times lies not 
between labor and management, but 
between the technostructure and the 
‘educational and scientific estate.’ ” 
Galbraith obskrves that “the most nota- 
ble feature of the modern corporation 
and thus of the planning system is the 
uniformity of its cultural impact, re- 
gardless of its national origin.” 

In his treatment of Mailer, Lowell, 
Vidal, and many of the others Ross is 
similar to the Napoleon whom Emerson 
described as “the idol of common men 
because he had in transcendent degree 
the qualities and powers of common 
men.” Ross likes his writers to be clear 
and unambiguous, self-revealing but not 
narcissistic. I n  The Literary Politicians 
he is doing what Americans most like to 
do: He is debunking heroes and democ- 
ratizing the experiences and insights of 
society’s selecti quidem. 

The major problem of the book, how- 
ever, is its apparent lack of a guiding 
philosophy. I t  would be helpful, Ross 
says, if criticism were “less solemn, less 
moralistic ... less concerned with estab- 
lishing Great Truths.” I n  his advocacy 
of “critical anarchism” he notes that 
“there is no mystery to critical under- 
standing; one takes one’s openings 
where one finds them, and crawls in- 
side.” With such a wide-ranging cast of 
characters i t  is little surprise that Ross 
finds opportunities to crawl inside-but 
to what pupose? Philosophy, he de- 
clares, is “a combination of rationalized 
bias and circumstance!” 

Buckley. Ross says, is the most pro- 
vocative man in America. But Vidal 
seems to be the one Ross most seeks to 
emulate. Vidal rails against the mob, 
“parading his learning while denounc- 
ing the professors,” and this is certainly 
a continuing motif of Ross’s work. I n  
The Literary Politicians Ross parades 
his own wide reading while, at the same 
time, taking frequent potshots at the 
academic establishment. The critic’s 
job, for Ross, is “to assess, and often 
explode, the Great Truths of others: he 
cannot afford to offer his own in compe- 
tition.” In his chapter on the author of 
Myra Breckerrridge. Ross notes that 

Socrates failed to observe that “the life 
too much examined may not seem 
worth living,” but, he continues, “the 
skeptic, in contrast, seeks understand- 
ing without commitment.” Surely, how- 
ever, the detached acquisition of knowl- 
edge leads today in the same direction 
that it did for Faust. 

The reader can discern, however, that 
the well-aimed potshots, the emotional 
tone of many of Ross’s apparently OK- 
hand comments, and the clever insights 
into the worlds of history, economics, 

Orientalism 
by Edward W. Said 
(Pantheon; xi -t 369 pp.; $ 1  5.00) 

David Dell 

This is an important critical study of the 
centuries of Western observation and 
cultural categorization of the people 
and places of Asia. I t  argues that Orien- 
talism, as a field of study, is part of 
political dominance. Western politi- 
cians and imperialists (primarily 
French, British, and American) p x s  
cruel and insightless judgments upon 
the governed from the shelter of a 
culture that claims to know all about the 
other. The lost decency and culture of 
the subject peoples are benignly re- 
stored to them by the heroic figure from 
the West, who uncovers cities and res- 
urrects dead languages. The polemics 
heaped upon the half-naked peoples of 
India and the shifting minds of the 
Egyptians are based in no small part, 
Said contends, upon the supposedly ob- 
jective scholarly researches of Oriental- 
ists. 

To Said, there is no need to separate 
dispassionate scholarly study from pop- 
ular stereotypic notions. He notes that 
“strictly speaking, Orientalism is a field 
of learned study,” but clearly he is not 
speaking strictly when he cites speeches 
of Henry Kissinger and Disraeli and 
excerpts from the novels of Flaubert 
and John Buchan. Even the jacket of his 
book-Gerome’s The Snake Charm- 
er-is a painted caricature of Western 
notions and no reflection on learned 
study. Orientalism, in Said’s use of the 
term, permeates Western intellectual 
and imperial history of recent centuries 

literature, and politics discussed.in this 
book indicate that Ross, too, is commit- 
ted to Great Truths. He is writing, and 
strongly endorsing, partisan literature, 
“books intended to start people march- 
ing.” On this level his book is success- 
ful. Recognizing the limitations im- 
posed by space and an unclear rationale, 
this study is a valuable matrix of the 
concerns of twentieth-century America. 
To the question, “Whither America?” 
it offers ten to fifteen definitive an- 
swers. 

and includes “such disparate realms as 
the imagination itself, the whole of 
India and the Levant, the Biblical texts 
and the Biblical lands, the spice trade, 
colonial armies and a long tradition of 
Colonial administrators, a formidable 
scholarly corpus, innumerable Oriental 
‘experts’ and ‘hands’ and an Oriental 
professorate, a complex array of ‘Orien- 
tal’ ideas (Oriental despotism, Oriental 
splendor, cruelty, sensuality), many 
Eastern sects philosophies, and wisdoms 
domesticated for local European 
use ....” 

Seeing Orientalism as a mode of 
cultural dominance rather than as the 
healthy search for understanding of 
alien traditions, Said glosses over much 
of the greatness of the intellectual flow 
from the East to the West and its 
impact on Western culture in the last 
two centuries. He declines to give seri- 
ous attention to the revival of traditional 
study, albeit in  a Western mode, in the 
countries of the Mideast and in India. 
What he is writing of is prejudice, 
propaganda, and cultural supercilious- 
ness, and what he says rings true. We 
should give a serious hearing to his crit- 
icism of the flippant way in which a 
people can be dismissed as alien and 
inhuman by mere categorization. Per- 
haps the whole knowledge enterprise 
associated with Orientalism is deserving 
of sound condemnation. He has shown 
Orientalism, perhaps better than any- 
one before, as a major phenomenon of 


