pects for eftective, democratic governments are severely
quahified at best.

The installation of elected civilian governments i Cen-
tral America s cause for hope, but not necessanly tor
optimism. President Cerezo’s administration offers the
potential of a less brutal, more just society. But in his post-
clection press conference he adnutted that his party
couldn’t otter the social and economic reforms it had advo-
cated a decade cariier “because the political situation has
detenorated since then”
stzed as he outhned his hopes tor dealing with the econo-
mv. reviving the courts, and reorgamizing the security
torces. [t the new governments of Guatemala and Hondu-
ras prove no more capable than their predecessors of pro-
ducing o better hte tor their population, the hopes for a
demaocratic Central America could be replaced by a new
cvele of repression and civil confhict.

These governments will need help from the United
States in rebudding therr economices, patience in their ef-
torts to construct a more ettective and democratic political

“We are realists,” he empha-

order, and greater freedom i seeking, solutions to region-
al problems. The national preoccupation with the deficit
and the impact of Gramm-Rudman will make it ditticult to
maintain current levels of assistance to the region, much
less to fund any new programs. Many in the administra-
tion and in Congress, who are inclined to proclaim a vic-
tory for democracy in most of Central America and focus
their attention on efforts to isolate and destabilize Nicara-
gua, ignore the effect such policies will have on the rest of
the region. This approach will reduce still further what-
ever chances these governments have for success. In such
a case, the elections, far from being a solution to the re-
gion’s problems, could become only another element in
the destruction of these societies.

RICHARD L. MILLETT

Richard L. Millett, co-editor of the forthcoming Crescents of
Conflict: bternational Relations i the Caribbean Basin, has
been writing on Central Amenica for 20 years.

Political coups at the literary congress.

LEAD ME NOT INTO PEN STATION

BY EDWARD ROTHSTEIN

It the theme of the Wrter's Imagination and the Imagination
of the State proves as fertile as we hope, [we will] be able to
trec aurselves perhaps trom a tow ot the stale perspectives of
modern thought i this ninth decade of the technologieal
contury

Normnr Mader. presadent of the 488

Internutionar PEN Congress i the program ook,

B\ THE END ot the International PEN Congress, which
took place in mid-January at the Essex House in New
York, Norman Mailer was angry. He was shouting at
women who were walking out, regretting that he had not
written a more substantial speech, and annoyed that so
tew ot the speakers on the panels had devoted any time to
thinking about the congress’s theme. Mailer was taking it
all quite personallv. As president of the American PEN
Center, he had spent months helping to organize this first
congress i America in 0 years, one of the largest gather-
ngs of hiterary celebrities in this centurnv— all for this. Su-
san Sontag, a vice president of the American PEN Center,
was valling the meeting a “travesty.” And none of the
major media reports were inclined to disagree.

Indeed, PEN Congress memorabihia would include little
more than high-minded condemnations of tvranny near
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and far, and sclf-righteous displays of compassion. Gun-
ter Grass, the German novelist, reminded the congress,
again and again, of the starving people of the world. Toni
Morrison, the commercially and critically acclaimed black
American writer, solemnly declared that she could not
consider herself American, because the state had always
had plans to keep her a slave. Rosanio Murillo, a sometime
poct and wife of the Nicaraguan president, accused the
United States of genocide in Nicaragua. George McGov:
ern, the tormer presidential candidate, declared his defeat
{and Stevenson’s and Mondale's) to be signs of the fack of
imagination of the American people. And Derek Walcott,
the Caribbean-born poet, praised the assembled writt‘f"»'?
for their courage: “There is no one here who wouldn!
endure torture for the sake of truth.” The Canadian novel-
ist Robertson Davies, for one, wasn't sure he could keep
up with all the indignation and pride; “Is a Canadian 2
fitting person to speak in such company? What can Cand
da say to vou whose wounds are tresh and bleeding?” or
as Saul Bellow's Herzog might have said, “Lead mwe not
into PEN station.”

What could have brought such a distinguished literafy
gathering to such a level of platitude? How could the



congress, run by an organization devoted to writers and
their liberties, have vielded so few observations of lasting
Iiterary value and so many observations of rhetorical and
political excess? V

Some answers were to be found in the theme of the
fongress, which set the intellectual premises for the meet-
ing. An exploration of “"The Writer’s Imagination and the
Imagination of the State,” the conference proposed an
Opposition between the two: “The writer possesses or is
Possessed by an imagination, and life is generated there-
by. In the final years of the 20th century, the state pos-
Sesses an imagination of its own and something is generat-
f-‘d thereby. It has been widely noted that governments are
n important ways impervious to their citizens’ control. 1t
15 suggested that these two imaginations are in conlict all
over the world, and that such conflict is the most impor-
fant issue facing the writer in the 1980s.”

The writer's gift of imagination is thus confronted by a
Beneralized “state’ that gives rise to an ominous ““some-
thing” distinct from the will and control of its citizens.
That “something’” takes on human torm and so mav be all
the more threatening to writers “all over the world.” Mail-
er's keynote address attempted the tirst more specific de-
Scription of that peculiar imagination: “Images of future
activities are projected jbyv the state]; historical desires
which require exceptional solutions--as for instance,
sending a man to the moon—are undertaken. Mental con-
epts of the future are formed which are not actually pre-
Sent to the senses—another way of saying that every state
has a budget.” The imagination of the state, Mailer went
On to explain, is not altogether as innocent as moon land-
’“SS and financial plans. It interferes, it oppresses. Mailer
Pointed in particular to the “neurotic giants” of the USSR
and U.S, —“drunken parents” spawning terrorists.

FACED with such a “something,”’ of course the writer
was on his guard, in session after session. “Alienation
and the State” questioned whether writers were alienated
Om the state in new ways, and whether alienation is
Promoted by that state. “Problems of National ldentity”
3sked whether a writer can compete with the state or even
evel“P a relationship to the social order. “In Opposition”’
’*‘fent SO far as to ask: "What does it mean to be in Opposi-
ON, not to this or that state policy or action, butin Kierke-
lgaard‘s }’hf(\se, “to the whole of existence’?” And crudial to
€ task of the writer was “The Utopian Imagination.”
?80 clichéd themes might seem relatively tame, but
o e{" a]mt'\st invisible presumptions about the imagination
€ writer and the nature of the “state” helped lay the
Bround for what the congress would become,
Wi"::lcms arose the minute the ‘\btitm‘vtiun of the “state”
of v adlt" con&‘*rctv. It was }*It‘.)r the Sowgt Umon. would be
imagi;);t‘mlo mtorost. It 1s~h\\rdl}' an mtvrostx‘t:g act QI
ous 1 it}?ﬁfo t‘|<?ltﬂ that t‘!us pamcu}‘ar stateas “impervi-
are face;un’mm mmml, or that lt,n its domimion writers
SPeak o] g‘Wﬁh u:rmm ;:mbloms. VWhy do vou want to
nﬂ\fe]iaa itudes?” said l‘otcr Schaceider, the West (Jo\rm.‘m
SLowhen the subject arose. Morcover, the Soviet

Union has no PEN chapter, and retused to allow its invited
writers tu attend, referring to an “atmosphere ot hostil-
itv.” The truly interesting case would be the state where
alienation and opposition presumably swere more subtle,
and villainv less clear.

As soon as the word was out that Secretary of State
George Shultz was to deliver a welcoming specch to the
congress, Amenica’s role as Ustate” was relabively settled.
For Shultz’s very presence was taken as an example of the
congress's theme: the mandarin ot the state mecting a
polis of poets. Denounced as a representative ot “the most
ideologically right-wing administration this country has
vetseen” by E. L. Doctorow, Shultz inspired all the oppo-
sition the program so abstractly described—including
hissing, demonstrative departures trom the hall, and enes
of angry protest.

Susan Sontay later told me she thought it was the ap-
pearance of Shaltz that led to the decline of the congress
by beginning it as a political event—and reintorcing the
PEN board's apparent intention to tarn a sober protession-
al meeting into a publicity occasion. But Shultz was just a
diversion, In tact, the “something” in question was much
bigger than the secretary. The problem was not, as some
suggested, that a figurehead of the state should not have
been invited to address a writers” meeting, The presidents
ot Venerzucla and Brazit have addressed PEN Congresses,
as had Jack Lang, France’s culture czar: the director gener-
al of UNESCO, Amadou-Mahtar M'Bow, was also speak-
ing that week at a PEN-sponsored press conterence. There
was even a panel scheduled with politicians inattendance.

Morcover, one of PEN's “guests of honor” was Omar
Cabezas, whose position in the Ministry of the Intenoran
Nicaragua not onlv makes himva part ot the state, but gives
him authority over eensorship and prisons. (See "A Guer-
rilla and His Pen,” page 293 Another was Wang Meng, a
Chinese writer who is vice chairman ot the Writer's Asso-
ciation in China, and a member ot the Central Commuittee
of the Communist Party in China—an otficual representa-
tive of the state’s view ot literature. So the principle of
PEN's “independence” from the state was not theissue. It
was, instead, that Shultz represented a particular country
and a particular set of policies.

HUS, the “something’” began to take shape. William

Gaddis, tor example, attacked Amenican toreign poli-
ov, American defense strategy. American religious beliets,
Ganter Grass went on to sav: “Whoever still believes ‘the
American wav ot Hife is a viable path to take has to be
cnough of a hvpocrite to be able tognore the stums on the
periphery and the worldwide hunger.” From Salman
Rushdic’s assertion that the United States supports the
drug trade in Pakistan, to Ishmacel Reed’s accusation that
America represses ~Red English, Brown English. and Yel-
low English,” the congress developed its own ideological
core. An entire panel on VCensorship in the USA” turned
up what Robert Bernstein of Random House called a
“staggering, staggering hist” of books in the United States
that have been removed from libranes in vanous commu-
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nities. Grass asked once, perhaps more out of provocation
than conviction: "'Is capitalism better than gulag commu-
nism? [ don’t think so.”

So when Saul Bellow gave an elegant Tocquevillian por-
trait of the writer’s alienation in the United States, all he
had to do was mention America’s relative success in guar-
anteeing rights and material welfare to be set upon for his
callousness. Grass, Breyvten Brevtenbach, Allen Ginsberg,
Nadine Gordimer. and Rushdie reminded him of Ameri-
ca’s evils, its exploitations, its South Bronx tenements, and
the martvrdom of Nicaraguans. 1 started out giving a
historical sketch,” Bellow replied, “and vou are unfortu-
nately stampeding me into political positions.” He spoke
of the “abandonment ot a language of art’” in favor of
“anchorman jargon and the jargon of 50 to 60 years of
radical militancy.” In 1948 George Ornwell wrote, “To be
anti-American nowadavs s to shout with the mob.” Here
those voices could be heard.

UT it this jargon (and its associated set of ideas) had

identified a specific state as villain, it also needed a
specific state as hero: on this occasion Nicaragua served
the purpose. There the imagination of the (Amernican) state
could be seen nefanously at work, strangling a revolution
and pushing it into despotism. Omar Cabezas, along with
Rosanio Munillo of Nicaragua's first family, held court ata
table in Rumpelmavers at the 5t Moritz between sessions,
In his public talk Cabezas presented Nicaraguan writers'
demands for “our nighttolove . . and create 7 “"We too,”
he said, “want to be the land of opportunity.” Hans
Christoph Buch, the chairman of a session on national
identity, took the hiberty of reading out loud a petition
against U.S policy 1in Nicaragua, footnoting it with his
own vacal support. On the final dav Norman Mailer read it
again, intoning cach of the 149 signers’ names.

As tor the suspension of cvil liberties and the Sandinis-
tas’ long-standing notions of Marxast-Leninist revolution
on the Cuban model, as for the steady stifling of dissent
and suppression of those democratic forces that helped
the Sandimistas overthrow Somaoza, as for the curbs on
unions and repression of the Church, the foreed migra-
tions and kithings of the Miskito Indians—all such matters
were glossed over. “Nicaragua 1s so beautitul,” Cabezas
praclaimed, its problems so callouslv caused by the United
States,

PEN’s proclaimed “nonpolitical” pose was belied not
just by the writers themselves, but by the remarkable con-
fluence of points of view in the statesmen invited to the
final session—Pierre Trudeau, George MoGovern, and
Bruno Kreisky. Arthur Schlesinger, chairing the session,
praised McGovern for fighting overseas during World
War I while Reagan was m Holivwood, and proclaimed
that Kreisky, the tormer chancellor of Austria, must be
listened to of we want peace in the Middle East. Kreisky
went so far as to call tor accommeodation to all terrornists’
demands for recognition, and said of Qaddafi: “He is a
revolutionary, I am evolutionary.”

And so the presumptive political ines of the congress
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were drawn, again and again marking out the boundaries
of what might be called the international counterculture.
The volume of assumption, the absence of genuine argu-
ment, the indifference to other positions, as though only
these positions were appropriate for a nonpartisan, non-
political congress, were stunning. Would any speaker
have dared to praise Reagan as Schlesinger and Gaddis
and numerous others condemned him? Would any panel
speaker have apenly condemned the left as consistently as
its positions were praised? The congress as a whole was
not simply a literary congress, or a literary congress gone
politival. On display were the manners of contemporary
literary culture. [f the congress was a “travesty,” it was
because it simply displayed with full force its own hidden
presumptions.

YI,{T those presumptions didn’t hold sway entirely un-
challenged. There was a dissenting sensibility at the
congress, which attacked the ideas found even in the
phrasing of the questions. It became clear from the audi-
ence’s enthusiastic response to these attacks that the un-
derlving premise of the congress was wrong, It was not
possible simply to assume that there was a link between
literature and left-wing political views that cast the writer
as crusader against the undifferentiated powers of the
state.

Amos Oz, tor example, challenged the very posing of
the theme, with its reference to the “state.” Calling tor @
particularity, rather than a grandear, of vision, he made

evil, that the writer bears responsibility for making distind
tions. (See “A Writer's Guide,” page 28.) When he fin-
ished there was a sustained outburst of applause, enthusi-
asm, and reliet. Similarly when Mario Vargas Llosa
resisted dealizing the writer, took the need for the state
senousty, called democracy a “medioere” system but @
necessary one, and attacked, passionately, a ntidemogratic
sensibilities in fellow Latin American writers, the sus
tained ovation was an expression of a public voice freed
from tactful silence.

But that silence was one of the largely unremarked prov”
ocations of the congress. Even the petition against Unitt’.d
States policy in Nicaragua, the most circulated and pub[l‘
cized document at the congress, could get only 149 signa”
tures out of the 700 or so in attendance. This was unrecog’
mzed dissent, the voice of writers choosing solitude and
sifence over public poses, whether they agreed or not.

In the echoes of the silence could be heard how little
Grass and Hans-Magnus Enzensberger and Morrison an
Rushdie and Schneider and Vonnegut and Doctorow ait
Paley were really saying and how unconvincing they
were. What they were after was a kind of gesture, a dem”
onstration of something far different from the mundan€
attention to detail and circumstance that ordinarily makes
tor politics—or literature,

The nuances of such dissent were neglected from the
start by the organizers of the program, celebrated writer®
from the United States and their Western colleagues, who



may have felt not a little envy of those who had sulfered
under true tyrannics. After all, the organizers came from
precisely those countries where the state 1s most open to
transformation, and where the role of the writer is of least
significance. Meanwhile, Eastern European writers, such
as Czeslaw Milosz, or Soviet ¢migres, such as Vasily
Aksyonov, were from countries where such questions
have life-and-death signiticance and where the role of the
writer is of immense importance. As Philip Roth once put

it, here “everything goes and nothing matters” while
there “nothing goes and evervthing matters.”

The writers of the Western democracivs, feeling history
passing them by, seemed to have based the entire con-
Bress on an attempt to claim tor themselves the themes,
urgency, moral stance, and significance that their col-
leagues from the East have no need to strain for. In his
quest for seriousness, for example, Doctorow invoked
Slaughterhouse ive and Cateli-22 as novels that have saved
lives by influencing the antiwar movement.

HE RESULT was not an active engagement with the
& social world and the powers within it, but a metaphyvs-
ical claim on historical urgeney. Itis perhaps the manutac-
tured sense of exclusion, of living “unheard” in democrat-
i€ eulture, that causes so many of these writers to demand
almost rehigious salvation in politics, which becomes a
quest for utopian solutions. The utopian temptation of
course may well be there for every writer. Utopia. which
Means “no place,”” is bound to the world of fiction. An act
Ofimagination is almost by definition utopian; itis onlv in
the imagination that utapid can exist.

Yet writers aren’t cqually susceptible to the atopian
temptation. it took a Central European, Milosz, to articu-
late the problem both critically and dearly. Grass gotup at
One point during the congress, dismayed that it was neces-
5ary in a discussion of tailed utopias to repeated iy mention
the Soviet Union, and asked why more attention wasn't
Paid to the failure of capitalist utopia. Milosz pointed out
that it was stmply incorrect to talk about the utopian vision
of capitalism: “Capitalism was a natural growth ot lite . .
there is a Natura devorans and a Natura devorata: a Nature
tbﬁt devours and a Nature devoured. This s just the oppo-
Site of utopia.” Whereas the atopianism of the totalitanan
BOVernments of the East seems to create writers wha are
ada_mantly anti-utopian, the non-utopian traditions of
Cﬁp\talism and democracy have praduced writers almost
Pamfully vulnerable to utopian tantasy about mankind as
well as about states.

When such writers take to the moral and political soap-

0%, as s0 many did at PEN, the utopian imagination
omes to the fore, treed from the demands ot reality.
aced with the world of the Western demacracios- which
a‘_"’ Ron-utopian-—these native dreamiers become restless,
Stressed. Tocqueville describes the ““heterogeneous stir-
nng Crowd” of the demaocratic state, a “motley multitude
:;'(‘);T;tellwmal wants (‘u bct‘rst“pplivd” but lacking in tradi-
X nd common habits. This atmosphere poses a prob-
M to the writer. Heary James complained again and

againin The American Scene of the “thinness” of American
lite. The writer may teel alienated from the democratic
scene; as Bellow argued in his talk, the presence of rights
and riches do not guarantee a heritage of high culture that
pives a home to the senous writer. The writer may well
take his convictions clsewhere.

He mav take themy more specifically, to the Third
Waorld, whose citizens, like bourgeois arrivistes in the 19th
century, vearn tor something more than their past. In the
Third World, as in Eastern Europe, history s not trivial,
but urgent. For what is tound in such places as Nicara-
gaa—tor the writer in particular—is the illusion that histo-
rv is literally being written, that a grand experiment of the
magination is taking place with the biggest themes and
biggest subjects, beside which daily lite in the capitals of
the West seems trivial indeed. Here—as was once believed
of Rassia, China, Cuba, Vietnam. and Cambuodia—is Rev-
olution. History, People, Destinv—a state coming to be
born with its own tervent imagination, with many plans
for what can be made ot man and society. Right now such
offerings are made almost exclusively by aspiring regimes
of the so-valled left. though earlier in this century the
appeal of Fascism was tempting tor the same reason.

Untortanately, the flights ot writers” tantasies have im-
plications. As Vargas Llosa said: "Very great writers can
be totally blind in political matters and put all their pres-
tige and imagination at the service ot something which
one dav may destrov what they do.” We do not have to
look too far in the past to stumble on the false wisdom of a
Gide or a Celine. In fact, it the historv of political judg-
ments by owriters should teach writers anvthing, it is
hamility.

HE CONGRESS demonstrated vet again how stupid

our most talented writers can be about history and
politics—and how unrchiable that faculty of the imagina-
tion really 1s for intellectual comprehension, The imagina-
tion belicves so strongly inats own utopian powers to
remake and reconstruct that the hard material edges of
expericnce seem to give way betore it. The novel, by na-
ture of its artfulness, allows the imagination literal reign.
Art mav be a noble e or anignoble one—but it grants its
creator no authority on the truth.

We may be thanktul atter the PEN Congress that our
writers are not the legislators, acknowledged or unac-
knowledged. of the world. But they do contribute to s
debased political discourse—and they do. as Shelley not-
ed, reflect the world, even it they understand it not. After
hearing the proclamations of PEN, the solemn pieties and
genuflection, the staged compassion, the broad-stroked
imaginings ot a wav station to utopia, Shellev's words
have heavilv ironic implications: “It is impossible,” he
wrote, “to read the compositions of the most celebrated
writers of the present dav without being startled with the
clectric life which burns within their words. They measure
the circumference and sound the depths of haman nature
with a comprehensive and all-penetrating spint.” Perhaps
he didn't actually have to listen to them speak. .
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