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Where Do You Stand?
m m*    ■■ # , . .  

Herman Wouck, young author of Caine Mutiny, has strong convictions on the value of 
p ro fan ity  and obscenity in  the novel, always a moot question among the l i t e r a t i .

Some recent novels, highly spotted w ith candid-camera language, prompted Harry Hansen 
to  get Whack's views on th is  sub ject fo r  h is  featured  a r t ic le  in  the Magazine of Books 
(Chicago Tribune, A pril 22.)

Hansen says of Wouck th a t he ran in to  p len ty  of tough ta lk  and behaviour on a mine­
sweeper p a tro ll in g  the P a c if ic , th a t  he disclaimed using a lo t of the "good-natured 
b il l in g s  g a te11 s a ilo rs  blurb out on the basis th a t i t  in te rfe re s  with the flow of the 
s to ry . Wouck, says Hansen, made no attempt to  report language verbatim.

However, Hansen confines him self to  the question, "Is i t  good w ritin g ?". . . maintaining 
th a t th is  is  the only way to  judge the use of p ro fan ity  in novels. Some w rite rs  ap­
prove on the grounds th a t  "so ld ie rs  ta lk  th a t way;" others are opposed on grounds of
good t a s te ,  bu t good ta s te ,  claims Hansen, is  the hallmark of a s ta t ic  so c ie ty —when
the base of so c ie ty  s h i f t s ,  ta s te s  change, as manners change.

On the o ther hand, more im portantly and inseparably , is  a lso  the question of good 
morals which do not change. On both points Wouck's philosophy of w ritin g  should be 
of in te r e s t .  The follow ing ex tra c ts  were to ld  to  Henry Hansen by Berman Wouck;

The only ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  pushing l i te r a tu re  beyond the common decencies is 
in  the added a r t i s t i c  resources yielded by frankness and what is  ca lled  in ­
decency. I t  seems to  me th a t these resources prove meager. Beyond the f i r s t  
excitement of shock. , . I  th in k  the frankness becomes a nuisance and a bore.

. . . There is  a r e a l  commonsense reason fo r  closing  bathroom doors and pu lling  
down bedroom shades—th e re 's  nothing h y p o critic a l or u n re a lis tic  about i t .
Consider a book as a spoken yarn from author to  reader, which in  germ i t  re a lly  
i s .  Pew people have such charm or force th a t you w il l  forgive them free obscenity.

Using p ro fan ity  in  a s to ry  can completely d is to r t  the characters . F o u r- le tte r  
words in  p r in t  are not r e a l i s t i c .  They are  g laring  in  a h ighly  fa lse  and d is ­
to r te d  way. . . I  have heard s a ilo rs  who were a l l  innocence and v i r i l e  charm 
using the fo u le s t language. Beproducing th e i r  speech would destroy them as 
f ic t io n a l  ch a ra c te rs . In ev itab ly  you begin to  ed it and s e le c t ,  and in  the in ­
te re s ts  of realism , to  get away from the crusty , g laring  e ffe c t of prin ted  ob­
sc en ity , you end up by e d itin g  out almost a l l  the cussing. . . A fter a l l ,  the 
re a le s t  s a i lo rs  in  l i te r a tu r e  are Conrad's. They are  a l l  described and th e i r  
speech is  reported w ith in  the common range of l i t e r a tu r e .

Good l i t e r a tu r e i  Let us be co rrec t in  what we mean by "good," An a th e is t ,  a l ib e r ­
t in e ,  or an ir re l ig io u s  ra sc a l may follow a l l  the norms of good w ritin g ; what ho 
w rites  may be c la s s if ie d  as good l i te r a tu r e ,  but not in  the sense th a t i t  is  necessar­
i ly  and always morally good.

A ll m orality  i s  in t r in s ic a l ly  re la te d  to  purpose. Right reason suggests the purpose 
of man and h is  ac tio n s , which purpose is  confirmed by Revolution. Tho mistake some 
w rite rs  mako i s  in  th inking th a t freedom to  be r e a l i s t i c  must include freedom to  bo 
obscene, th a t freedom moans Independence of tho moral law. A murderer may bo a good
shot in  tho samo sense th a t a murdorer of souls may bo a good w rite r . The old bromides
"Don't spoon-food tho co llo g ia n ," or "Give him the 'f a c t s ' of l i f e , "  are  generally  
w orth less, oxoapt to  condone licen tiousness in  more ways than one, Hot to  be gainsaid,
behind a l l  f a c ts  of l i f e  is  one grant f a c t ,  answered to  tho question, "Why do I  ex is t? "
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