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phenomenon of ourselves.”>® In early Nietzsche, then, if art does not
quite occasion hope, it at least staves off despair, much as in Schopen-
hauer, though by different means. For Nietzsche, art helps us see our-
selves as we truly are; without it “we would be nothing but foreground,
and would live entirely under the spell of that perspective which makes
the nearest and most vulgar appear tremendously big and as reality it-
self.”>” But in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche makes clear that in
his estimation, art’s capacity to help us see our condition is not sufficient
grounds to occasion hope for the future. Hence his reformulation of
Schopenhauer’s will-to-live into the will to power, and his envisioning
of the Overman [Ubermensch] as the endpoint of human political and
social aspiration, “the aim of the earth.”>® In Thus Spoke Zarathustra,
Nietzsche opines that it is time for man “to plant the seed of his high-
est hope,” which means “to not throw away the hero in [his] soul,” to
strive to attain to that higher plane of earthly existence symbolized by
the Ubermensch.>® Physical life, of which this imagined specimen is the
pinnacle, becomes for Nietzsche the ground and aim of hope itself: “Let
your love for your life be love for your highest hope. And let your highest
hope be the highest thought of life!”®°

These exclamations can be read as Nietzsche’s attempt to resituate
the soaring, longing-filled language of the Christian tradition within an
entirely immanent, terrestrially focused vision of the future polis and
community. The vast gulf between the ecstatic language of Zarathustra
and the course of world history after Nietzsche is felt very strongly in
the work of a thinker such as Theodor Adorno, for whom, as we have
seen, the picture of world history and the future is one of gloom but for
whom art remains necessary as a radical revolt against the given: “The
darkening of the world makes the irrationality of art rational.”®!

6. Aesthetic Utility in Contemporary Criticism
and Theory

This putative gap between art and the world it enters must foment ei-
ther a creation of a space for aesthetics outside the social realm or a
challenge to its dehumanizing values from within. The ongoing deter-
mination of which of these has occurred has marked out a continuing
divide in literary theory and criticism that Adorno himself navigated
with some difficulty. I mean the divide between what Rita Felski calls
“theological criticism” — according to which art is valuable precisely due
to its otherness, its separation from the world — and “ideological criti-
cism,” according to which it is merely one more product in that world.®?
With Hope and Aesthetic Utility in Modernist Literature, 1 consciously
follow in the stead of Felski and other critics, who take the ideological
tack, but with the significant proviso that the category of the aesthetic is
no mere pawn of or window into history but catalyst of it in remarkable
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and complex if never precisely mappable ways. Among these critics is
Elaine Scarry, whose book O# Beauty and Being Just argues for a causal
link between aesthetics and ethics, suggesting that social good can and
does emerge from beauty. “Beauty,” Scarry postulates, “is a starting
point for education” — a position she maintains to be true whatever
one’s metaphysical presuppositions, and one that implicitly underpins
my thesis regarding the reach and validity of aesthetic utility.®3 In her
wide-ranging study Dreaming by the Book, Scarry delves more deeply
still into the processes by which writers use the materials and processes
of language to work on the imaginations of their readers. In Aesthetic
Reason: Artworks and the Deliberative Ethos, Alan Singer provides a
sustained critique of anti-aesthetic modes of reading in the academy.
Drawing on texts by Beckett, Melville, Joyce, and others, Singer maps
the interstices between aesthetics, ethics, and politics in order to contend
for the “potential cognitive usefulness of aesthetics as a means for ratio-
nalizing human community.”®* And in Ethics and Aesthetics in Euro-
pean Modernist Literature, David Ellison traces the complex history of
the relation between the aesthetic and ethical spheres through Kant and
Hegel to Virginia Woolf, showing how their presentation as separate
domains in Western philosophy is gradually interrogated and overcome
in the field of literature.

Together, these rich and challenging works comprise a welcome re-
joinder to the commonly espoused notions that aesthetics has nothing
to do with the ethical plane, that art has no real social force, or that the
only worthwhile metric to use in interpreting artworks is to assess how
they are implicated in systems of power or ideology. The books I list
above provide broad, exhaustive, and sweeping accounts of the validity
and reach of the aesthetic and document its rich interconnection with
other aspects of social life. But they also help remind us, albeit in vary-
ing ways, that aesthetic utility is initially and fundamentally about the
encounter of a human mind with an artwork. The very impossibility of
charting art’s wholesale influence on social and ethical praxis has to do
with the mysterious exchange inherent in that initial meeting between
art and audience. We leave the theater, close the novel, finish the poem,
experientially and psychically altered — but how? And in what ways do
these changes shape our later actions and so, in multiplying their effects,
insinuate themselves into history?

Two books that ably rise to the challenge of exploring this question
are Derek Attridge’s The Singularity of Literature and Rita Felski’s Uses
of Literature. The initial problem Attridge poses for himself in his book
is that of how to differentiate literature from other kinds of writing.
Literature’s unique capacity and influence, Attridge argues, derives from
its quality of otherness or alterity, its introduction of a wholly new con-
ceptual plane with which readers are confronted and by which they (and
thus, slowly, history) are changed. Concerning what I term aesthetic
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utility, he is both reserved and forceful, insisting that while literature
“solves no problems and saves no souls . . . it is effective, even if its ef-
fects are not predictable enough to serve a political or moral program.”®’
In Uses of Literature, Felski stresses that literature’s social value must
begin with its immediate effects on its reader. She identifies four basic re-
sponses literature provokes: recognition, enchantment, knowledge, and
shock. With respect to my project, the critical contribution of Felski’s
book is to specify some instigating agents of what I here call aesthetic
utility — namely, the affective changes wrought in the reader by a text
in the moment of its being read. These categorizable modes of readerly
response are signposts of how and where aesthetic utility originates, as
literature functionally alters psychological, emotional, and cognitive
states, and from there, flowers mysteriously into thoughts, actions, and
events the numerous cultural and political dimensions of which cannot
be precisely mapped.

My own work assumes the reality of the process Attridge and Felski
enumerate, but in Hope and Aesthetic Utility in Modernist Literature,
I am interested less in the mechanics of that process than its implica-
tions for modernism and modernist writing. T argue that aesthetic utility
forms a crucial and heretofore overlooked element of the thought-world
of the modernist writers I investigate. This is evident not only because
they defend it in their work but because their belief in aesthetic utility
helped to predicate for them a version of hope with which they could
write into a future that seemed, in many respects, increasingly ominous
as the century progressed.

7. Aesthetic Utility: Between Autonomy and Pragmatism

“Poetry makes nothing happen.” This famous line from W.H. Auden’s
poem “In Memory of W.B. Yeats” puts my appeal to aesthetic utility to
the test. In context, Auden’s jarring claim is softened by what follows it,
the consolation that poetry nevertheless “survives / In the valley of its
making” and is, finally, “[a] way of happening, a mouth.”®® In a clever
gloss on the poem, Matthew Zapruder switches the natural emphases in
the line, so that nothing becomes, counterintuitively, the thing that po-
etry makes happen: “Nothing, a mostly dormant idea that we probably
don’t think much about (and if so pejoratively), starts to happen for us
in the poem . . . .”%7 But this imaginative reading is at least somewhat
belied by Auden’s own pessimism with regard to poetry’s influence in
the world. The passage that best sums up his view is found in his essay
“The Public v. The Late Mr. William Butler Yeats,” first published in the
Partisan Review in 1939:

For art is a product of history, not a cause. Unlike some other prod-
ucts, technical inventions for example, it does not re-enter history as
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an effective agent, so that the question whether art should or should
not be propaganda is unreal. The case for the prosecution rests on
the fallacious belief that art ever makes anything happen, whereas
the honest truth, gentlemen, is that, if not a poem had been written,
not a picture painted, not a bar of music composed, the history of
man would be materially unchanged.®®

To vouch for the reality of aesthetic utility, as I do in this book, is to
argue the precise opposite of Auden’s view. In this book I claim not only
that Auden is mistaken but that the writers I examine generally take
aesthetic utility for granted, as a starting point for their work. Poetry —
and not just poetry, since my argument expands to encompass the liter-
ary arts more generally — does make things happen, real things, all the
time — even if, frustratingly, we can rarely pinpoint exactly what or how.

That said, Auden is not alone in his resistance to acknowledging
aesthetic utility. One way to contextualize this resistance is to note its
connection to theories of the artwork’s isolation or separation from so-
ciety or of an inherent opposition between art and society. For Theodor
Adorno, the development of mass culture is antithetical to the flourish-
ing of art, which, during the modernist period, was forced to turn away
from traditional realism in order to resist and condemn the deadening
onslaught of capitalism. Art, Adorno argues,

becomes social by its opposition to society, and it occupies this po-
sition only as autonomous art. By crystallizing in itself as something
unique to itself, rather than complying with existing social norms
and qualifying as “socially useful,” it criticizes society by merely
existing, for which puritans of all stripes condemn it.®

In the modern period especially, Adorno believes, art exists only to in-
dict society, which he saw as highly inimical to the creation of great
art. The modernist concept of aesthetic autonomy, according to which
the art object is in some sense free of the social realm, is incipient in
Adorno’s thinking here. In his classic work Theory of the Avant-Garde,
Peter Burger historicizes the rise of the concept of autonomy in the late-
nineteenth century, linking it to aestheticism and to the avant-garde
tradition that followed.”® Autonomy, which Biirger calls “the detach-
ment of art as a special sphere of human activity from the nexus of the
praxis of life,” formed a kind of crisis in aesthetic engagement and a
significant cultural moment in nineteenth-century philosophy and lit-
erature.”! The apparent failure of art to impact society led to a with-
drawal on the part of some artists from the social plane, a recursion to
the worship of beauty and the defense of l'art pour l'art — art for its own
sake. Such movements are chronologically and conceptually prior to the
narrative of this book’s argument; indeed, their very limitedness helped
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to provoke the determined social hope in which the authors I discuss
invested. Biirger describes autonomy as a constrained (and bourgeois)
“historical development,” and one with a built-in blind spot: “The cat-
egory ‘autonomy’ does not permit the understanding of its referent as
one that developed historically.””? Critical axioms regarding the purity
of the art object (its existence separately from its creator) or regarding
the freedom of the artist to work outside and against the dictates of her
culture are valuable theoretical tools because they can help us elucidate
principles surrounding aesthetic meaning and the process of interpreta-
tion. But they do not, finally, absolve us from the fact that art is inevita-
bly a product of cultural forces (as Auden noted) and equally a producer
of cultural forces (as he denied), which is to say, inextricably bound up,
for good or ill, with history itself.

While the concept of the autonomy or freedom of the artwork is one
alongside which aesthetic utility can be made to coexist only with care,
contemporary studies of autonomy make space for its inclusion along-
side the commitment to aesthetic utility I make in this book. They do
so by qualifying its supposed existence in a kind of ahistorical space,
noting its emergence as a historical phenomenon as well as a theoretical
apparatus. Two examples will suffice. In Modernism’s Other Work: The
Art Object’s Political Life, Lisa Siraganian reframes autonomy as art-
ists’ commitment to the idea “that the art object remains immune from
society’s meaning” rather than from society itself.”> Autonomy connotes
not the art object’s wholesale freedom from society but its freedom to
mean independently of a given social interpretation — a freedom with its
own social and political consequences. Autonomy thus becomes a “fas-
cinating compromise” between writer, text, and reader, one that returns
us again to the question of art’s influence on the world via the creation of
a “politics out of a theory of beholding or reading.””* In a similar vein,
Andrew Goldstone’s Fictions of Autonomy: Modernism from Wilde to
de Man recasts aesthetic autonomy as a means of modernist self-inquiry,
a way for writers to create space for literature’s independence within a
specific social framework. What Goldstone terms “relative autonomy”
acknowledges the symbiosis between literature and culture but develops
as a trope that allows “modernist writers to take account of, and seek
to transform, the social relations of their literary production” by imag-
inatively emplacing visions of autonomy within art forms themselves.”

Even apart from arguments for aesthetic autonomy, the depiction of
art as something fundamentally useless to society is not uncommon —
and forces us to think carefully of what we mean when we talk about
utility. Hannah Arendt poses these questions for us in her essay “Culture
and Politics,” in which she proposes that

artworks are superior to all other objects. Even after millennia they
have the ability to shine for us, as they did on the day that brought
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them into the world. That is why they are the most worldly of all
things. They are the only ones that are produced for a world sup-
posed to outlast each mortal human being, and that therefore have
no function whatsoever in the life-process of human society. Not
only are they not being consumed like consumer goods, or used up
like objects of use; they have to be lifted up out of this process of use
and consumption altogether . . .7

The final goal of artworks, Arendt claims, is immortality; they are “im-
perishable from the standpoint of the political sphere and its activities,”
because they have no bearing on or relation to it.”” Arendt here means
immortality in figurative and not literal terms; the art object is immortal
when and because it survives the death of the culture that produced it
and lives on into the next one. For Arendt, the essential division between
aesthetic creation and other forms of production is that art bears within
it an inherent resistance to a utilitarian mindset — what Arendt calls a
“suspicion of means-ends thinking.””® This suspicion has political ori-
gins; it emanates from a distaste on the part of the ancient Greeks for
the violence required in utilitarian forms of production, a distaste itself
rooted in the fact that the Greeks’ “discovery of the political rested on
the earnest attempt to keep violence out of the community.””’

If this distaste led to the creation and protection of a separate sphere
for art, within which it could strive to attain immortality, several strands
of Arendt’s argument are nonetheless worth challenging. In keeping with
my commitment to aesthetic utility, I posit that she underestimates art’s
immediate social relevance in favor of its longevity. We might observe,
for instance, that it is not necessarily true that art objects are not “con-
sumed like consumer goods”; do we not sometimes speak of consuming
a movie, or a novel, or even a painting, in just this way? And while
reading a book and eating a cheeseburger are not equivalent, both leave
the consumer changed, whether mentally or physically.8? Furthermore,
given Arendt’s reluctance to acknowledge the shaping of society by art
in the short or long term, it is unclear why the survival to which all
artworks attain should even be desirable. Of what value is immortality
if — since it precludes influence — it is defanged?

I believe the gap between my view and Arendt’s can be bridged some-
what by attending to her notion of utility. For Arendt, utility involves a
concrete, goal-based, practical approach that is inhospitable to artistic
creation. To understand “utility” in this (admittedly pervasive) sense of
the term is to render it as something potentially ruinous for art and ar-
tistic flourishing. It is for this reason, I believe, that many modern-day
poets and critics are as hesitant as Arendt to talk about poetry in terms
of its social utility. In his book The Hatred of Poetry, Ben Lerner argues
that because the poem exists outside the world of capitalist labor and
market value, “its usefulness depends on its lack of practical utility.”8!
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Poetry is useful - to the extent this can be possible on such terms — only
insofar as it does not enter the messy real world of human affairs. Mat-
thew Zapruder offers an equally paradoxical assessment. In his excellent
book Why Poetry, he calls the poet’s task “usefully useless” and avers
that although poetry is “vital to our survival,” it performs this vital role
by evading utility as traditionally understood.?? Poetry’s value emerges
in how it presents “the possibilities of language freed from utility.”*3
In so doing, it “draw[s] us into a different form of attention and aware-
ness.”* But its effectiveness is restricted, for Zapruder, to the realm of
language: the medium in which we apprehend it also delimits its impact.

I think there is something admirable and protective in these reticent,
careful estimations of poetry’s social effectiveness. A major reason for
the critical and artistic reluctance to merge terms like “aesthetic” and
“utility” — to admit, straight out, that art has its uses, and is a potent
social actor — is because this would seem to sully and cheapen the purity
of the artist’s task. Merely one more tool in the global economy, art
would be pragmatic, commercial, potentially didactic. It would be sub-
ject to the whim of market forces — and eventually, maybe, wholly fix-
ated on them. Interpretation, too, would suffer, constantly drawing us
back into the exhausting confines of the narrow world art in fact seems
intent on freeing us from.

My usage of the phrase “aesthetic utility” downplays none of these
very real concerns. Instead, my response is to flip “utility” on its head by
asking why we must expect so little of the word. As Felski puts it, in ac-
ademic circles there exists “a deep reservoir of mistrust toward the idea
of use.”® But utility can be profound and multi-faceted. Why must it be
measured? Why should something have to be calculable or predictable
to be effective?

An irony obtains here. We wish to keep art separate from crass no-
tions of utility. But it is the lens through which we define such terms as
usefulness and utility that tells us whether the realms even need separat-
ing. As I see it, the contemporary and limited understanding of utility
originates in two thought systems. One is the commodifying, mecha-
nistic superstructure of late capitalism, which understands and values
all products solely in economic terms and via cost-benefit analyses. The
other is a post-Enlightenment materialist mindset prejudiced in favor of
empirical data and quantifiable evidence and against mystery, indetermi-
nacy, and the hidden life-world of the individual mind. Both these forces
have combined to create an episteme in which whatever cannot easily be
quantified, predicted, or apportioned into units of value, whatever does
not leave a clear material trace, must be classified as useless. In contrast,
I argue that resistance to the uncategorizable or ineffable requires deny-
ing most of the invisible work through which a culture actually survives
and prospers. If these cultural forms of thinking have taught us what
counts as utility, so that we understand the word by their lights, then
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to affirm aesthetic utility is to reject their lesson — an action that, in my
estimation, needs repeated doing.

8. Literary Expressions of Modernist Hope

If aesthetic utility is the ground for modernist hope, can any cultural
source be identified as the origin of this chain of cause and effect? At the
risk of oversimplification, I would suggest that exactly insofar as mod-
ernism appears historically as a crisis of the new — a crisis of epistemo-
logical, psychical, and spiritual proportions — it occasions the need for a
hope founded on aesthetic utility. The heterogeneous texts and writers
I discuss imply that this feature of modernism is not limited to any one
strain, chapter, or movement within it. The texts in question range over
a timespan of some fifty-five years, from 1902 to 1957, covering roughly
the whole of the modernist period. They were written by individuals
who held a range of sexual, national, gender, racial, and ethnic identi-
ties and who produced texts in genres including the novel, film, poetry,
memoir, and drama. This breadth intimates that more work can yet be
done to localize iterations of modernist hope to particular sites of being
and doing but also shows that hope is not entirely subordinated to any
of these identities, though it is often tethered to them in fruitful ways.

In the first chapter of this book, I begin by considering the lineaments
of hope in two late Henry James novels, The Wings of the Dove and The
Golden Bowl. The chapter seeks to clarify James’s conception of the
relationship of aesthetics to ethics, and relatedly, art to life, through an
analysis of the heroines of these two novels, Milly Theale and Maggie
Verver. I show that each of these protagonists draws from the realm of
the aesthetic in order to respond to situations of extremity in their own
lives. The unpredictability of aesthetic utility ensures that Milly and
Maggie must each come to grips with the fact that the social power
of art must be harnessed to an ethical framework in order to provide
sustainable hope for the future. The same is true of James, for whom
the novel must not only represent the world but imagine avenues to a
better one.

My second chapter seeks to prove the reality of aesthetic utility by
examining a mistaken understanding of it. Proceeding from the premise
that modernism is characterized by deep uncertainty, the chapter con-
tends that D.W. Griffith’s film The Birth of a Nation contains two signif-
icant responses to this uncertainty: hope and fear. But the hopefulness
signaled by Griffith’s film is problematic, firstly because it presents a rac-
ist vision of society, and secondly — and relatedly — because it rests on a
flawed understanding of aesthetic utility. Despite its virtuosity, Griffith’s
film denies the necessary indeterminacy of art in favor of a brute didac-
ticism and an appeal to verisimilitude. These strategies reflect Griffith’s
aggressive, confident form of hope, one that is ultimately undermined
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by the film’s own anxieties concerning the realization of the future it
depicts.

The book’s third chapter engages with the work of H.D., focusing
especially on her autobiographical novel The Gift and her collection of
long poems, Trilogy. Interpreting H.D.’s art and aesthetic philosophy
alongside her spiritual practices, I show that the animating principle in
H.D.s work and thought is that of creativity. For H.D., each creative act
is absolutely new but also partakes in a tradition of aesthetic communi-
cation traceable throughout history. It thus demonstrates a paradoxical
singularity and connection I term identity within uniqueness. Through
this mechanism, art offers its audience both continuation and change
and therefore enables hope for the social future over against the warfare
and violence that beset H.D. throughout her career.

In Chapter 4, I read Melvin B. Tolson’s long poem Libretto for the
Republic of Liberia as undergirded by a transnational and multi-ethnic
politics of identification. Tolson’s Marxist-democratic vision of a future
utopian society centered in Africa but extending throughout the world
is rooted in his belief in what I term the recovery of democracy — the
possibility of meaningful and egalitarian connection between individu-
als otherwise divided by class, race, or language. While Tolson stresses
throughout his poem the ways in which difference is embedded into so-
ciety at all levels, his poem itself works to spark confrontations between
these sites of difference, including from the spheres of high and low cul-
ture, Western and African ideologies, and capitalist and socialist mores.
In this manner, and with typically modernist self-referentiality, Tolson’s
poem both affirms and exemplifies aesthetic utility — the “work” art
performs in culture — as the vehicle that enables us to go beyond merely
envisioning a future toward fashioning it.

Finally, Chapter 5 argues for the presence of an unlikely and weak
hope in Samuel Beckett’s plays Waiting for Godot and Endgame. This
hope, I contend, is occasioned by art’s capacity to defer — to fill time
with provisional but necessary meaning given the apparent absence of
other sources of hope. The world of Beckett’s drama is structured by the
impossibility of ascertaining the basic conditions of existence. Against
this deficit of knowledge, art provides solace and hope in its very be-
ing; as future-directed aesthetic communication, its production signals
a commitment both to the world Beckett lived in and the world it could
become.

What ties these disparate artists together, then, is that their obligation
to their chosen vocations subsisted not simply for its own sake — neither
for love of beauty nor out of a longing to escape — but for the sake of
the cultures in which they were invested. Their art contains an ethical
slant: to put it simply, they cared about other and future human lives
(and where this attention to others’ lives was flawed or compromised — as
in Griffith’s case — their art turned against itself). This book thus offers
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a window into a species of modernist writing that shares William Faulk-
ner’s conviction, expressed in the final line of his Nobel Prize acceptance
speech, that “[t]he poet’s voice need not merely be the record of man, it
can be one of the props, the pillars to help him endure and prevail.”$¢
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