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“Death is thc mother of bcauty, mysti- 
cal,” wrote Wallace Stevens in his mag- 
nificcnt poem “Sunday Morning.” That 
has nevcr been quite truc: Although 
death-mutability-can make us value 
things morc because wc know thcy must 
pass, it can also cast a pule over crcation. 
Further. the possessor of the privilegcd 
acsthctic vicw is usually thinking of thc 
dcath of other things, othcr people, not 
contemplating the certainty of his own. 
Still, what Stevcns said at one time 
madc sortie sensc. I t  makcs less scnsc 
today, however. and in fact may no 
longer be truc at all, for thc meaning of 
dcath has becn modificd by evcnts in 
our tinic. I n  the past we thought of 
death primarily as a part of the cyclc of 
naturc: I f  murder was common that was 
...w ell, one of thc unfortunate instru- 
mcnts of dcnth. but was still a psycho- 
logical cxception to naturc. The prcsent 
forces us to SCC that although murder 
cannot rival thc natural cyclc in the 
shcer numbcr of its victims, i t  is no 
longer exccptional, and naturc is in  
somc qualitativc way no longer the 
norm: Wc live and die not simply in a n  
age of mortality but of atrocity. 

Lawrcnce L. Langer details the grow- 
ing awarcness of this sea-change as 
rcflected in the literaturc of our centu- 
ry. The Age of Atrociry: Death iri Alod- 
erti Literature is ambitious in its sweep. 
Thc first two chaptcrs, introductory in 
naturc, contain discussions of, to nanic a 
fcw, memoirs such as John Gunther’s 
Drarh Be Nor Proud (on thc death of a 
son), Lael Wcrtenbakcr’s Dearh of a 
Alan (on a euthanasia-suicidc). Simone 
de Bcauvoir’s A Very Easy Dearh (on 
death i n  old agc), Jean Amery‘s Bevorid 
Guili arid Arorier)ieri( (on his concentra- 
tion camp experience), thc collection 
Lasr Letrers of Persoris Coriderirried I O  

Death, and formal studies such as A. 
Alvarez’s The Savage Gdd: A Strid}! of 
Suicide. Ernest Becker’s The Deriial of 
Dearh, and Robert Jay Lifton’s Dearh 
iri Lye: Survivors of Hiroshitna. 

The titlcs alone suggest the range of 
Langer’s concerns: from death defied to 
death embraced to death beyond any- 
thing that could be imagined before our 
age. The next three chapters deal with 
the writings of threc novelists, Thomas 
Mann. Albert Camus, and Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn. focusing primarily but 
not cxclusivcly on one novel of each- 
The Alagic Aloirrirain. The Plague, and 
Caricrr Ward-plotting the writers’ 
grapplings toward an attitude to death 
appropriate for an age of atrocity. from 
Mann’s lonc protagonist in  a sanitorium 
to Camus’s community under “occupa- 
tion” to Solzhcnitsyn’s victims of totali- 
tarianism. Thc last chapter analyzes (al- 
though l would rathcr not havc to usc 
that word) Charlotte Dclbo’s autobio- 
graphical Auschwitz trilogy: Aircirti de 
tioirs tie revieridra, Urie Coririaissarice 
iriirrilr. and Alesure de tios joirrs (the 
first volumc of which was publishcd in  
English as Notie of Us Will Retirrrr by 
Beacon Press thc same month as Lang- 
er’s book). 

Freud said during the First World 
War that we “cannot maintain our 
former attitude towards death ... and 
havc not yet discovcrcd a new one.” Nor 
have bi’e discovered it yet. We are conse- 
quently forced to live “psychologically 
beyond our means.” but that recogni- 
tion is healthier than clinging to old 
modes no longer appropriate. The writ-  
ers discussed, especially Delbo. show us 
that “modern man is condemned to live 
wi th  the knowledgc and memory of 
atrocities that contradict the founda- 
tions of his civilization,” which civiliza- 

tion has become to some significant 
degree-to use the title of Delbo’s sec- 
ond volume-a “useless knowledge.” 

Clearly Langer handles a big theme, 
and the size of it,  by sheer contrast, 
reveals the pettiness of most academic 
criticism. But he has not written a very 
convincing book. I do not mean to say 
that I reject the notion that we live in  an 
age of atrocity and that our attitudes 
toward death generally lag behind the 
brutal facts-indeed, I embrace both 
ideas. But i t  is history that convinces 
me, not Langer’s book: and I think that 
i f  the reader did not already bring to the 
reading a general agreement, the argu- 
ment would fall flat. 

One problem is that Mme. Delbo is 
not equal as a writer to the task Langer 
assigns her. I do not wish to pursue that, 
for her experience was hell. And I do 
not want to risk the kind of condescen- 
sion Langer sometimes practices. as 
when he says of one of Delbo’s ex- 
compatriots at Auschwitz who refuses 
to speak her anguish: “There is some- 
thing mournful about the ‘success’ of 
her rehabilitation: atrocity rieed tiof 

penetrate the facade of middle class 
respectability.” (Why cavil about her 
pitiful attempts to forget? She experi- 
enced. Wc who did not experience have 
the obligation to remember.) 

Anothcr problem, for me at least, is a 
theme that threads its way through thc 
book, a spin-off of a sort from Langer’s 
vastly superior The Holocairsr arid the 
Literarji Iniagitiafiori: One difference 
between “private dying” and the “pub- 
lic ordeal of atrocity” is that tragedy has 
little to say about thc latter, another 
example of our culture failing us. “As in 
most dramatic tragedy. private dying 
usually represents a limited interference 
in [human society’s] continuity; after a 
’xief or prolonged period of mourning. 
social order reasserts itself and the indi- 
vidual finds consolation and support in 
the fact that society survives his person- 
al ordeal unchanged, and welcomes him 
back into the normal rhythms of exis- 
tence.” That riiay be true of “private 
dying,” although many mourners do not 
find their way back, but i t  is an inade- 
quate suggestion of what literary trage- 
dy is about. Classical tragedy does not 
prcsuppose an ordered world to which 
we return, purged, after the blood is let, 
although that is certainly a conventional 
academic view of it. The tragedians, of 
all people, would be least surprised by 
our age of atrocity. But I have argued 
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this in some detail in these pages before, 
and should not rehearse i t  now. Lang- 
er’s views of tragedy are not the major 
weakness of th is  book. 

That weakness is that the book is so 
tiresome, occasionally deadening. Not 
the subject, which is frightening and 
necessary, but Langer’s laborious treat- 
ment. As I read 1 tried to recall an 
elegant and precise statement of what 
Langer is trying to say, and then I had 
it-an essay by the Austrian philoso- 
pher Gunther Anders in Dissent many 
years ago: 

“We have just emerged from a period 
in which for Europeans natural death 
was an unnatural or at least exceptional 
occurrence. A man who died of old age 
aroused envy: he was looked upon as one 
who could afford the luxury of a peace- 
ful and individual death .... Occasionally 
natural death was viewed in a different 
light-as evidence of man’s freedom 
and sovereignty, as a twin brother of 
Stoic suicide-but even then natural 
death was felt to be unnatural and 
exceptional. During the war, being 
killed was the most common form of 
dying: the model for our finitude was 
Abel, not Adam. 

“In  the extermination camps natural 
death was completely eliminated. 

... There the venerable proposition, All 
Men are mortal, had already become an 
understatement .... For the truth con- 
tained in the old proposition was now 
more adequately expressed in a new 
proposition-‘All men are extermina- 
ble.’ ” 

The Age of Atrocity. in  other words, 
should have been a longish essay and not 
a book at all. Much of the literary anal- 
ysis would have to go, but we and the 
subject could be spared it. For the 
book‘s title should be what the subtitle 
is: Death in Modern Literature. all the 
author can say about it, more than once. 
Ultimately the book becomes just an- 
other lit-crit exercise, drowning its sub- 
ject. For example, Mme. Delbo takes a 
bath in a brook-her first after two 
months at Auschwitz: “The rehabilita- 
tion of flesh,” drones Langer, “en- 
crusted by the filth of atrocity is an 
essential step for anyone interested in 
rescuing the mind from memories of 
inappropriate death, though once more 
the first ritual does not guarantee the 
success of the second. But the bath rite 
is elaborate, a grotesque ballet of read- 
justment to life ....” Why continue? I t  is 
obscene to obscure such a literal, pitiful, 
and terrible scene with such grad semi- 
nar cleverness-a minor atrocity. 

To Feed This World 
-the Challenge and the Strategy 

and Ralph W. Cummings, Jr. 
by Sterling Wortman 

(The Johns Hopkins University Press; xiv + 440 pp.; $6.95 [paper]) 

Sudhir Sen 

This is a most timely and welcome addi- 
tion to the fast-multiplying literature on 
the apparently intractable “food-pover- 
ty-population problem” that plagues 
our world. Few people are better placed 
than the two authors (Wortman is presi- 
dent of the recently established Interna- 
tional Agricu,ltural Development Ser- 
vice and a vice-president of The Rocke- 
feller Foundation, Cummings is an 
IADS program officer), to envision the 
problem in its broad, global sweep and 
to subject i t  to meticulous clinical anal- 
ysis. They examine both the “forest” 

and the “trees” to see the macro and 
micro aspects of international, national, 
and local farming realities. 

As a leading agricultural specialist, 
Wortman has long been involved in  the 
development of “tropical” (embracing 
the tropics and subtropics) agriculture. 
Moreover, he is spiritually in a direct 
line with that remarkable band of 
America’s dedicated and defiant scien- 
tist-missionaries who started in the ear- 
ly Forties in Mexico and have perse- 
vered ever since. Mocking the capri- 
cious winds of triage and dauntlessly 

sailing through stormy weather toward 
the promised land of plenty, they pio- 
neered a campaign against hunger, un-  
leashed a dramatic revolution, and con- 
vincingly demonstrated that mankind 
need not lose the food-population race. 
By their unique service these people 
have earned the abiding gratitude of the 
Third World and have, in  the process, 
held aloft America’s highest ideals of 
humanism and service to mankind at a 
time when the blasts of an intensifying 
cold war were driving those ideals into 
the background. Those who know Dr. 
Wortman and his writings cannot but 
be impressed by his forthrightness, his 
capacity to detect and reject whatever 
appears to him wrong or false, and his 
“can do” approach. 

These qualities are richly supple- 
mented by those of his young co-author. 
Cummings’s concern for the food-and- 
hunger problem of the developing coun- 
tries, his understanding of and empathy 
for traditional culture, the wisdom he 
imbibed from his illustrious father (the 
famous agronomist) during the forma- 
tive years of life, all these are assets of 
rare value that virtually destined him 
for a work of this nature. 

The keynote of the study, as one 
might expect, is a message of vibrant 
hope. The first era of agricultural devel- 
opment consists of traditional farming 
evolved over thousands of years; the vast 
majority’ of the world’s farmers still 
subsist under that hoary system. The 
second era began when science and 
industry fueled a revolution. This is a 
surprisingly recent phenomenon-only 
in the last seventy-five years have the 
industrial nations radically transformed 
their agriculture with ihe help of sci- 
ence, ..technology, and manufactured 
products. 

We are now on the threshold of a 
third phase, the era of what the authors 
call “accelerated, forced-pace agricul- 
tural and rural development.” Scores of 
nations, stricken by poverty and hunger, 
are anxiously looking for ways to boost 
food production, incomes, and living 
standards, especially for the rural 
masses. They want to do this, not in 
fifty or seventy-five years, but in ten or 
fifteen. This, the authors believe, is 
entirely feasible. Now is the time, they 
assert, for a frontal attack on the food- 
poverty-population problem-and there 
is no time to lose. 

To drive home their compelling sense 
of urgency, t h i  authors have evoked a 


