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icles of the mean streets seem as true as, say, Dickensf’s n(llurk}; z?r;flilltzoif PART THREE
i . s 3 ! 1 caae - . .
London or Fitzgerald's and Hemingway's pictures ol a de Literary Analysis

rupting society. And the priv?te _detectivlg, ft “T%Tm();phoozirt?eairtt}}llilﬁz’n
ropriate to his fiction as Natty _

ﬁ:eirglit.a ST;Ic)ephagd-bo_iled detective xllovel, the romance ‘Ehguller, Ci;a;}li
demonstrates a significant and meanlngful relationship wit someSes t-he
most important American literature; at 1ts best, moreover, 1t1 pt:l))slsesal e the
thoughtfulness and artfulness of serious literary work. f}? vl? ua fin nd in-
teresting form, it presents a worthy 'al'ternatlve to .the t rl1 er (1) man! thé
and indicates the potency and durability of the national cultural vision, Ul
American Dream, as it constantly metamorphoses into nightmare.

The Study of Literary F ormlj_l_as

by John G. Cawelti

Formulas, Genres, and Archetypes

In general, a literary formula is a structure of narrative or dramatic con-
ventions employed in a great number of individual works. There are two
common usages of the term formula closely related to the conception I
wish to set forth. In fact, if we put these two conceptions together, I think
we will have an adequate definition of literary formulas. The first usage
simply denotes a conventional way of treating some specific thing or person.
Homer’s epithets—swift-footed Achilles, cloud-gathering Zeus—are com-
monly referred to as formulas as are a number of his standard similes and
metaphors—“his head fell speaking into the dust”—which are assumed to be
conventional bardic formulas for filling a dactylic hexameter line. By ex-
tension, any form of cultural stereotype commonly found in.literature—
red-headed, hot-tempered Irishmen, brilliantly analytical and eccentric
detectives, virginal blondes, and sexy brunettes—is frequently referred to
as formulaic. The important thing to note about this usage is that it refers
to patterns of convention which are usually quite specific to a particular
culture and period and do not mean the same outside this specific context.
Thus the nineteenth-century formulaic relation between blondness and
sexual purity gave way in the twentieth century to a very different formula
~for blondes. The formula of the Irishman’s hot temper was particularly
characteristic of English and American culture at periods where the Irish
were perceived as lower-class social intruders. :

. The second common literary usage of the term formula refers to larger
lot types. This is the conception of formula commonly found in those
manuals for aspiring writers that give the recipes for twenty-one sure-fire
plots—boy meets girl, boy and girl have a misunderstanding, boy gets girl.
‘These general plot patterns are not necessarily limited to a specific culture

= John G. Cawelti, “The Study of Literary Formulas.” From John G. Cawelti, Adventure,
‘Mystery, and Romaence: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Culture {Chicago: University of
hicago Press, 1976), pp. 5-9, 16-18, 20-33, 35-36. Reprinted with permission of John G. Cawelti
the University of Chicago Press. John Cawelti is Professor of English and Humanities at

the University of Chicago.
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or period. Instead, they seem to represent story types thfat, if not universal
in their appeal, have certainly been popular in many different cultures at
many different times. In fact, they are exar_nples of what some scholars have
called archetypes or patterns that appeal in many different cultures.
Actually, if we look at a popular story type such as the western, the de-\
tective story, or the spy adventure, we find that it combines these two sorts
of literary phenomenon. These popular_ story patterns are embodiments
of archetypal story forms in terms of specific c1_11tura1 materials. To create a
western involves not only some understanding of how to construct an
exciting adventure story, but also how to use certain .mneteenth— and
twentieth-century images and symbols such as cow.boys, pioneers, outlaws,
frontier towns, and saloons along with appropriate cultural themes or
myths—such as nature vs. civilization_, the. coFifa of the West, or law and
order vs. outlawry —to support and give significance to the_ action. Thus
formulas are ways in which specific cultural themes and sterectypes become
embodied in more universal story archetypes. o - .
The reason why formulas are constructed in this way is, I think, fairly

straightforward. Certain story archetypes particularly fulfill man’s needs

for enjoyment and escape. ... But in order for th.esg patterns to work, t%ley
must be embodied in figures, settings, and situations that haye appropriate
meanings for the culture which produces them. One cannot write a success-
ful adventure story about a social character type that the culturfs cannot
conceive in heroic terms; this is why we have so few adventure stories about

plumbers, janitors, or streetsweepers. It is, however, certainly not incon- -

ceivable that a culture might emerge which placed a dif\f\el-"ent sort of valua-
tion or interpretation on these tasks, in which case we might expect to see
the evolution of adventure story formulas about them. Certau‘lly one can see
signs of such developments in the popular literature of Soviet Russia ar{q
Maoist China. ' - o

A formula is a combination or synthesis of a number of sp‘_ec:]flc cu_ltqra}
conventions with a more universal story form or archetype. It is also mmx}al;l;
in many ways to the traditional literary conCepnor}‘ of a genre. "l;herg 1s
bound to be a good deal of confusion about the terms fom}ula and‘ gem_‘led
since they are occasionally used to designate the same thing. F(’),I' example,
many film scholars and critics use the term “popular genre” to _denotg
literary types like the western or the detective story that are clearly the same
as what I call formulas. On the other hand, the term is oft.en_ used to deserlpg
the broadest sort of literary type such as drama, prose fiction, lyric poetry.

This is clearly a very different sort of classification tha1:1 that of wes'teh‘i,‘_
detective story, spy story. Still another usage of genre involves concepts

like tragedy, comedy, romance, and satire, Insofar as such concepts of genre
imply particular sorts of story patterns and effects, they'_c!o‘ bear somie
resemblance to the kind of classification involved in .the definition of popu-
lar genres. Since such conceptions clearly imply universal or transcultural
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conceptions of literary structure, they are examples of what I have called
archetypes. I don’t think it makes 2 great deal of difference whether we
refer to something as a formula or as a popular genre; if we are clear just
what we are talking about and why. In the interests of such clarification let
me offer one distinction I have found useful.

In defining literary classes, it seems to me that we commonly have two
related but distinguishable purposes. First of all, we may be primarily
interested in constructing effective generalizations about large groups of
literary works for the purpose of tracing historical trends or relating literary
production to other cultural patterns. In such cases we are not primarily
interested in the artistic qualities of individual works but in the degree to
which particular works share common characteristics that may be indicative
of important cultural tendencies. On the other hand, we use literary classes
as a means of defining and evaluating the unique qualities of individual
works, In such instances we tend to think of genres not simply as generalized
descriptions of a number of individual works but as a set of artistic limita-
tions and potentials. With such a conception in mind, we can evaluate
individual works in at least two different ways: (a) by the way in which they
fulfill or fail to fulfill the ideal potentials inherent in the genre and there-
by achieve or fail to achieve the full artistic effect of that particular type of
construction. These are the terms in which Aristotle treats tragedy; (b) by
the way in which the individual work deviates from the flat standard of the
genre to accomplish some unique individual expression or effect. Popular
genres are often treated in this fashion, as when a critic shows that a par-
ticular western transcends the limitations of the genre or how a film director
achieves a distinctive individual statement, This is the approach implicit
in much “auteur” criticism of the movies, where the personal qualities of
individual directors are measured against some coneception of the standard
characteristics of popular genres. - ' L
~ The concept of a formula as T have defined it is 2 means of generalizing
the characteristics of large groups of individual works from certain com-
binations of cultural materials and archetypal story patterns. It is useful
primarily as a means of making historical and cultural inferences about the
collective fantasies shared by large groups of people and of identifying dif-
ferences in these fantasies from one culture or period to another. When we

turn from the ‘culturil or historical use of the concept of formula to a con-
sideration of the artistic limitations and possibilities of particular formulaic
patterns, we are treating these formulas as a basis for aesthetic judgments of
various sorts. In these cases, we might say that our generalized definition of

- aformula has become a conception of a genre. Formula and genre might be

best understood not as denoting two different things, but as reflecting two
phases or aspects of a complex process of literary analysis. This way of look-
ing at the relation between formula and genre reflects the way in which
popular genres develop. In most cases, a formulaic pattern will be in exis-
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tence for a considerable period of time before it is conceived of by its
creators and audience as a genre. For example, the western formula was
already clearly defined in the nineteenth century, yet it was not until the
twentieth century that the western was consciously conceived of as a dis-
tinctive literary and cinematic genre. Similarly, though Poe created the
formula for the detective story in the 1840s and many stories and novels
made some use of this pattern throughout the later nineteenth century, it
was probably not until after Conan Doyle that the detective story became
widely understood as a specific genre with its own special limitations and
potentialities. If we conceive of a genre as a literary class that views certain
typical patterns in relation to their artistic limitations and potentials, it will
help us in making a further useful clarification. Because the conception of
genre involves an aesthetic approach to literary structures, it can be con-
ceived either in terms of the specific formulas of a particular culture or in

relation to larger, more universal literary archetypes: there are times when

we might wish to evaluate a particular western in relation to other westerns.
In this case we would be using a conception of a formula-genre, or what is
sometimes more vaguely called a popular genre. We might also wish to re-
late this same western to some more universal generic conception such as
tragedy or romance. Here we would be employing an archetype-genre. ;..

The Artistic Characteristics of Formula Literature

Formula literature is, first of all, a kind of literary art. Therefore, it can bé
analyzed and evaluated like any other kind of literature. Two central aspects
of formulaic structures have been generally condemned in the serious
artistic thought of the last hundred years: their essential standardization

and their primary relation to the needs of escape and relaxation. In order '

to consider formula literature in its own terms and not simply to condemn it
out of hand, we must explore some of the aesthetic implications of these
two basic characteristics. '

While standardization is not highly valued in modern artistic ideologies,

it is, in important ways, the essence of all literature. Standard conventions
establish a common ground between writers and audiences. Without at least .

some form of standardization, artistic communication would not be pos-
sible. But well-established conventional structures are particularly. essen-

tial 1o the creation of formula literature and reflect the interests of au-

diences, creators, and distributors.

Audiences find satisfaction and a basic emotional security in a familiar
form; in addition, the audience’s past experience with a formula gives it a
sense of what to.expect in new individual examples, thereby increasing its
capacity for understanding and enjoying the details of a work. For creators,
the formula provides a means for the rapid and efficient production of new
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work;. Once familiar with the outlines of the formula, the writer who de-
votes himself to this sort of creation does not have to make as nian
dIfflCUll.al"tiStiC decisions as a novelist working without a formula. Th‘usy
formulaic creators tend to be extremely prolific. Georges Simenon'h’as:
tgrned out an extraordinary number of first-rate detective novels, in addi-
tion to his less formulaic fiction. Others have an even more sp’ectacular
record of quantity production: Frederick Faust and John Creasey each
tqrngd out over five hundred novels under a variety of pseudonyms. For
pul_)llshers or film studios, the production of formulaic works is a hi- hly
r:'itfolnalized operation with & goaranteed minimal return as well as theg os}i
sibility of large profits for particularly popular individual versions. I }EVé
been told, for instance, that any paperback western novel is almost-certain
to-r_sell enough copies to cover expenses and make a small profit. Many
serious povels, on the other hand, fail to make expenses and some represen};
§ubst.au?t1:al losses. There is an inevitable tendency toward standardization
implicit in the economy of modern publishing and film-making, if only
because one successful work will inspire a number of imitat‘ions,b ro-
ducers hoping to share in the profits. S o s B
If the production of formulas were only a matter of economics; we might
well.turn :(he whole topic over to market researchers. Even if, econoinic
considerations were the sole motive behind the production of formulas—
and I have already suggested that there are other important motives as well
~we would still need to explore the kind and level of artistic creation pos-
sible .within the boundaries of a formula....[We] seek escape from'pouI"
consciousness of the ultimate insecurities and amBiguities that afilict even
the m<-)st secure sort of life: death, the failure of love, our inability to ac-
complish all we had hoped for, the threat of atomic holocaust. Harry Berger
nicely described these two conflicting impulses in a recent essay: YRR

Man has two primal needs. First is a need. for: order, peace, and secm."ity‘
fqr_prqtectlon against the terror or confusion of life, for a familiar and re-1
_ d:ct_able w:orld, and for-a life which is hap'pi]y more.of the same. ... Butpthe
~ second primal impiulse is'contrary to the first: man positively needs anxiety
.and uncertainty, thrives on confusion and risk, wants trouble, tension
]eopa‘rdy, nov(_elty, mystery, would be lost without enemies, is sometime:;
: happ_lest when most misérable. Human spontaneity is eaten away by sameness;
man is the animal most expert at being bored.! o

In the ordinary course of experience, these two impﬁlses or needs ate
nevitably in conflict. If we seek order and security, the result is ]ikel}; to
be boredom and sameness. But rejecting order for the sake of change and
novelty brings danger and uncertainty. As Berger suggests in his. essay
many central aspects of the history of culture can be interpreted as a dynamic,

._ 1 . T Iy . Doy
H'arry”Berger,‘]r-., Nzuve.: Consciousness and Culture Change: An Essay in Historical Struc”
turakism, Bul[e:!m of the Midwest Modern Language Association, VI, no. | (Spring, 1973), 35
1 . 1 It
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tension between these two basic impulses, a tension that Berger believes has
increased in modern cultures with their greater novelty and change. In such
cultures, men are continually and uncomfortably torn between the quest for
order and the flight from ennui. The essence of the experience of escape
and the source of its ability to relax and please us is, 1 believe, that it tem-
porarily synthesizes these two needs and resolves this tension. This may
account for the curious paradox that characterizes most l_1terary formulas,
the fact that they are at once highly ordered and conw_annonal and yet are
permeated with the symbols of danger, uncertainty, violence, and sex..In
reading or reviewing a formulaic work, we confront the ultimate excite-
ments of love and death, but in such a way that our basic sense of security
and order is intensified rather than disrupted, because, first of all, we know
that this is an imaginary rather that a real experience, and, secom‘i, t?ecause
the excitement and uncertainty are ultimately controlled and limited by
the familiar world of the formulaic structure.
As we have seen, the world of a formula can be described as an archetypal
story pattern embodied in the imaggs, symbf)].s, themes, and 'myths ;)f a
particular culture. As shaped by the imperatives of the experience of es-
cape, these formulaic worlds are c0nstructlons.that can be deS(.:I‘lbed as
moral fantasies constituting an imaginary world in which the audience can
encounter a maximum of excitement without being confronted with an
overpowering sense of the insecurity and dar’lger that accompany such
forms of excitement in reality. Much of the artistry :of formul_alc literature
involves the creator’s ability to plunge us into a believable kind of excite-
ment while, at the same time, confirming our confidence that in the
formulaic world things always work out as we want them to. Three of the
literary devices most often used by formulaic writers of all kinds can serve
as an illustration of this sort of artistic skill: suspense, 1dent1f1ca.t10n, _anq the
creating of a slightly removed, imaginary world. Suspense 1s essentl:'ﬂly
the writer’s ability to evoke in us a temporaty sense of fear and uncertainty
that is always pointed toward a possible res_olution..T,he _snn_pl_est model of
suspense is the cliff-hanger in which the protagonist’s life is .1mmed1ately
threatened while the machinery of salvation is temporarily w?thheld from
us. We know, however, that the hero or heroine will be saved in some way,
because he always is. In its crudest form the cliff-hanger presents the com-
bination of extreme excitement within a framework of certainty and secur-
ity that characterizes formulaic literature. Of course, the c1_*uc_1er forms of
suspense — howevér effective with the young and the unsophxsthated—soog
lose much of their power to excite more soph1st1_cated audiences. Though
there are degrees of skill in producing even the simpler forms of suspense,

the better formulaic artists devise means of protracting and complicating
suspense into larger, more believable structures. Good detective story

writers are able to maintain a complex intellectual suspense centering on
the possibility that a dangerous criminal might remain at large or that in-
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nocent people might be convicted. of the crime. They sustain uncertainty
until the final revelation, yet at the same time assure us that the detective
has the qualities which will eventually enable him to reach the solution.
Alfred Hitchcock is, at his best, the master of a still more complex form of
suspense that works at the very edge of escapist fantasy. In a Hitchcock
film'like Frenzy, reassurance is kept to a minimum and our anxiety is in-
creased to the point that we seriously begin to wonder whether we have been
betrayed, whether evil will triumph and the innocent will suffer. After we
have been toyed with in this way, it is a powerful experience when the hero
is finally plucked from the abyss. : :

Complex as it is, the suspense in a work like Hitchcock’s Frenzy is dif-
ferent from the kind of uncertainty characteristic of mimetic literature.
The uncertainty in a mimetic work derives from the way in which it con-
tinually challenges our easy assumptions and presuppositions about life.
This tends to reduce the intensity of suspense effects since, if we perceive
the world of the story as an imitation of the ambiguous, uncertain, and
limited world of reality we are emotionally prepared for difficulties to re-
main unresolved or for resolutions to be themselves the source of further
uncertainties. But if we are encouraged to perceive the story world in terms
of a well-known formula, the suspense effect will be more emoticnally
powerful because we are so sure that it must work out. One of the major
sources of Hitchcock’s effects is the way in which he not only creates sus-
pense around particular episodes, but suggests from time to time that he
may depart from the basi¢ conventions of the formulaic narrative world.
Of course, we don't'really think he’s going-to, but the tension between our
hope that things will be properly resolved and our suspicion that Hitch-
cock might suddenly dump us out of the moral fantasy in which mysteries
are always solved and the guilty finally identified and captured can be a
terrifying and complex experience of considerable artistic power. ‘At the
climactic moment of Frenzy the protagonist escapes from the prison to
which he has been wrongfully condemned and sets out to murder the man
who is truly guilty, but-finds himself beating an already murdered victim
in such a way that circumstantial evidence will certainly condemn him as
the murderer. This is an extraordinary suspense effect because, in the few
moments before the final appropriate resolution, we are suspended over
the abyss of reality. Such a moment would be less powerful if we were not.
ultimately expecting and anticipating the formulaic resolution.

“The pattern of expectations with which we approach an individual ver:
sion of a formula results both from our previous experience of the type and
from certain internal qualities that formulaic structures tend to have. One
of the most important-such characteristics is the kind of identification we

ire encouraged to have with the protagonists. All stories involve some kind

of identification, for, unless we are able to relate our feelings and expe-
riences to those of the characters in fiction, much of the emotional effect
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will be lost. In timetic literature, identification-is a complex phenor;;.ienogi
Because mimetic fictions aim at the representation of actions that w%z cgur
front us with reality, it is necessary for writers to ma?e. us reclc‘)gr}1a_6t3i0ns
involvement in characters whose fates reveal the uncertainties, 1imit nizé
and unresolvable mysteries of the realworld.‘ We must .learrll to recc‘::\;gomd
and accept our relationship to characters, mot}ves, and §1tuatt1§nsa\;vened e
not ordinarily choose to imagine.oursel:res as‘mw_)lved in erd re : e ed zro
“There but for the grace of God go 1. 'O.rdlnarlly 1 woludl pre gfailufe
think of myself as a murderer, as a suicide, or :as a mid ! Z—aget F e
cuckolded by his wife. Yet in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Puntshment, alrllize |
ner’s The Sound and the Fury, and Joyce’s b_’!ysses T am forced to re.iog, f
and come to terms with my participation in the: fate of .Rask(?l.m oy, -of
Quentin Compson, and of Leopold Bloom.."ljhe process of identification 1n
a mimetic fiction involves both my recognition of the differences petw;eeg
myself and the characters and my often reluctant b}lt rather tot?l _1nlx)r'o v;,»_— .
ment in their actions. I have at once a detached view and a distur ng

full sympathy and understanding. ...

Formulas and Culture

Formulas are cultural products and in turn presum‘ably have some . sort -
of influence on culture because they become conventional ways of repre
senting and relating certain images, symbols, themes, anc} myths. ’];heolt;);gr_ .
cess through which formulas develop, change, and give. wa}}lr Od‘ et
formulas is a kind of cultural evolution with survival through au .1e e

! ’ ! ) ) N ) ) . . v B
Sewl\dc:u?; different sorts of stories are written .about_ a . great clixvers;ty;-of-
subjects, but only a few become clearly estabhshec‘l as formulas. ((i)ir;.:,
stance, out of the vast number of potential story possibilities assom_atel wf th
the rise of urban industrialism in the nineteenth century, r‘elatwe v te}::mz
major formulaic structures have developed, s_.uch as the detective story,.,1 e
: the doctor drama, and various science-fiction forrula

have been repeated often enough to.become partly fors
the scoop, or; the
great

gangster saga,
Other story types
mulaic, such as the story. of the newspaper reporter a_.nd ,
sfory of the failure of success as represented in the figure of t e_'d ;
coon. But these two types have never had the sustained and Wslt"(ia;%iia

appeal of the western, the detective story, or the gangster saga. ‘lf‘ othe
potential story topics have never become popular at all. There is nol. ?rfiﬁ a
for the story of the union leader—despite the best efforts of' pro _tla. ar

critics and novelists in the 1930s. There are no formt_llas ‘wlth_pQ_fl_uQ,l%
or businessmen as protagonists, though they are social figures. oi.maj
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importance. Farmers, engineers, architects, teachers, have all been treated
in a number of individual novels but have never hecome formulaic heroes.

What is the basis on which this process of cultural selection of formulas
takes place? Why do some sorts of stories become widely popular formulas
while others do not? How do we account for the pattern of change within
formulas, or for the way one formula supersedes another in popularity?
What does popularity itself mean? Can we infer from the popularity of a
work that it reflects public attitudes and motives, or Is it impossible to go
beyond the circular observation that a story is successful with the public
because the public finds it a good story? C

First of all, we can distinguish, I think, between the problem of the popu-
larity of an individual work and the popularity of a formula. Determining
why a particular novel or film becomes a best-seller is problematic because
itis difficult to be sure what elements or combination of elements the public

. is responding to. For example, in the case of the enormously successful

novel The Godfather, is it the topic of crime and the portrayal of violence
that made the book popular? Probably not, since there are many other
novels dealing with crime in a violent way that have not been equally
successful. Thus it must be something about the way in which crime and

* violence are treated. Only if we can find other books or films that treat the

topic of crime in a similar way and also gain a.considerable measure of
popularity can we feel some confidence that we have come closer to
isolating the aspects of The Godfather that are responsible for its public

- success. ... Clearly, we can only explain the success of individual works by

means of analogy and comparison with other successful works, through the

process of defining those elements-or patterns that are common to a number

of best-sellers. . : o
“A formula is one such pattern. When we have successfully defined a
formula we have isolated at least one basis for the popularity of a large
number of works. Of course, some formulaic writers are more successful
than others, and their unique popularity remains a problem that must be

explored. in its own right. During his heyday, Mickey Spillane’s hard-

boiled detective stories sold far better than those of any other writer in the

formula, and Spillane’s success was certainly one main reason why other
writers continued to create this type of story. Yet quite apart from Spillane’s

wn personal popularity, the hard-boiled detective fornrula, in the hands of

ritex_‘s as diverse as Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, Carter Brown,
Shell Scott, Brett Halliday, and many others, in hard-boiled detective filins
by directors like Howard Hawks, John Huston, Roman Polanski, and in

V:series like “Cannon,” “Mannix,” and “Barnaby jones,” has been con-
ually successful with the public since the late 1920s. When it becomes
uch a widely successful formula, a story pattern clearly has some special
ppeal and significance to many people in the culture. It becomes a matter
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of cultural behavior that calls for explanation along with other cultural
patterns. : . ] o have .S-O.nﬂ.le
Unfortunately, to construct such an explanation requires us to ha .78
notion of the relation between literature and other aspects of culture, an
area which remains rather impenetrable. Are literary V.VOI“kS to be treated
primarily as causes or symptoms of other modes of l?ehav101j? Oris !1te¥*{a}turi
an integral and autonomous area of human experience without ps1gn1 ican
effects on political, economic, or other forms of social behaviors Do somg
works of literature become popular primarily because they contain a goo
story artistically told or because they embody values ar}d attitudes t.hat
their audience wishes to see affirmed? Or does popularity 1n'1ply some k1'1';d
of psychological wish-fulfillment, the most popular works being those wg:ch
most effectively help people to 1d§nt1fy 1mag_mat1vely with au:tlonsp Vz\ary
would like to perform but cannot in tt}e ordinary course of eventss We
certainly do not know at present which, if any, of these assumptions 18 cor-
rect. Persuasive arguments can be made for each one. Before_attemp.nng‘ to
develop a tentative method for exploring the cultural meaning of l?ter'ary
formulas, let us look briefly at what can be said for and against the principal
methods that have been used to explore the relation between literature and
other aspects of human behavior. ‘ o . _—
Three main approaches have been widely applied to explain the cu tl.ll"ad
functions or significance of literature. T.h(;.ES(? may be l.oosely Ch;ractel}')lzcle_
as (1) impact or effect theories; {2) deterministic theories; and ) symbolic
or reflective theories. : . _
1. Impact theories are the oldest, simplest, and most widespread way In
which men have defined the cultural significance of literature. Such theories
assume basically that literary forms and/ or contents have some direct
influence on human behavior. Naturally, the tendency of this approach' is
to treat literature as a moral or political problem and to seek to determine
which literary patterns have desirable effects on human conduct and Whl;h
have bad effects, in order to support the former and.suppress or censor the
latter. Socrates suggested in The Republic that it might be necessary 1o esc-1
cort the poet to the gates of the city since his works stimulate weakening an
corrupting emotions in his audience. Over the centuries, men of var{{ng
religious and political commitments have followed this advice by seeking
to censor literary expression on the ground that it would corrupt the peo-
ple’s morals or subvert the state. Today, many psych'ologlsts ‘study whaf
effects the representation of violence has on the behavior of children. Pres
sumably if they are able to demonstrate some connection between repre-
sented violence and aggressive behavior, the w1de.spread clamor against
film and television violence will increase and laws will be passed regulating
the content of these media. : ' o =
~The impact approach also dominated mass communications research in
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its earlier years, when sociologists were primarily interested in propaganda
and its effects. Propaganda research sought to show just how and in what
ways a literary message could have an effect on attitudes and behavior:
This research discovered, for the most part, that insofar as any effect could
be isolated, propaganda simply caused people to believe and act in ways
they were already predisposed toward. It became evident to most re-
searchers in this area that their original quest for a direct link between
communication and behavior oversimplified a more complex social process.
Much of the more interesting recent research has tended to focus-on the
process of communication rather than its impact, showing the ways in which
mass communications are mediated by the social groups to which the re-
cipient belongs, or by the different uses to which communications are put.
But the more complex our view of the process of communication becomes,
the less meaningful it is to speak of it in terms of cause and effect.

Another basic weakness of impact theories is that they tend to treat literary
or artistic experience like any other kind of experience. Since most of our
experience does have an immediate and direct effect on our behavior;
however trivial, the impact theorists assume that the same must be true of
literature. The difficulty with this view is that our experience of literature
is not like any other form of behavior since it concerns events and char-
acters that are imagined. Reading about something is obviously not the
same thing as doing it. Nor are the very strong emotions generated in us by
stories identical with those emotions in real life. A story about a monster
can arouse fear and horror in me, but this is certainly a different emotion
than the one I feel when confronted by some actual danger or threat, be-
cause I know that the monster exists only in the world of the story and can-
not actually harm me. This does not mean that my, emotion will necessarily
be less strong than it would be in reality. Paradoxically, feelings expe-
rienced through literature may sometimes be stronger and deeper than
those aroused by analogous life situations. For instance, I am inclined to
believe that the fear and pity evoked by literature is more intense for many
people than that generated in real-life experiences. That literature can give
us such intensified emotions may be one of the reasons we need stories. Yet
no matter how strong the feeling aroused by a work of literature, we do not
generally confuse it with reality and therefore it does not affect us as such.
There are probably some important exceptions to this generalization.
Unsophisticated or disturbed people do apparently sometimes confuse art
and reality. The same is apparently true of many younger children. There
are many instances where people treat characters in a soap opera as if they
were real people, sending them gifts on their birthdays, grieving when
they are in difficulties, asking their advice and help. Some of this behavior
is probably an unsophisticated way of expressing one’s great pleasure and
interest in a story, but some of it may well indicate that a person does not
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make our ordinary differentiation between imagination and reality. For
such people literature may well have a direct and immediate behavioral
impact. I suspect that this is particularly the case among relatively disturbed
children. Not surprisingly, it is here that recent studies may indicate a
causal- connection between represented viclence and violent behavior.
Nonetheless, for most people in most situations, the impact approach as-
sumes much too simple a relationship between literature and other behavior
to provide a satisfactory basis for interpreting the cuitural significance of
any literary phenomenon, . _ :
If such reflections lead us to question the idea that literature has a direct
causal effect on behavior, this does not mean that we must take the position
that literature causes nothing and is only a reflection of reality-without
further consequence than the evocation of some temporary state of feeling:
Such a view seems just as implausible as the notion that art directly and
immediately changes attitudes and behavior. One of my colleagues has
often remarked. that all of us carry a collection of story plots around in our
heads and that we tend to see and shape life according to these plots. Some-
thing like this seems to me to be the basic kernel of truth in the impact
theory. Qur artistic experiences over a period of time work on the structure
of our imaginations and feelings and thereby have long-term effects on. the
way in which we understand and respond to reality. Unfortunately, no one
has ever managed to demonstrate the existence of such long-term effects
in a convincing way, in part because we have never been able to define
with any precision just what are the most common and widespread pat-
terns of literary experience. The analysis of formulas may be a promising
method of beginning to study long-term effects, for formulas do shape the
greater part of the literary experiences of a culture. If we can clearly define
all the major formulas of a particular culture, we will at least know what

patterns are being widely experienced. It may then be possible to construct .

empirical studies in the relation between these formulas and the attitudes
and values that individuals and groups show in other forms of behavior.
David McClelland and his associates managed to isolate a particular pat-

tern of action in stories that they correlated with a basic cultural motive -

for achievement. In cross-cultural studies reported in The Achieving So-
ctety, McClelland suggests that the presence of this. pattern of action in the

stories of a particular culture or period is correlated with a definite emphasis-

on achievement in that culture or.in a succeeding period. Some of the cases
McClelland cites could be instances where the stories heard most often by,
children did have a long-term impact on their behavior as adults; it is, of

course, difficult to determine the extent to which these story patterns were -
causes or symptoms, but this, I feel, is a problem that can never be solved.:
If we can establish correlations between. literary patterns and other forms
of behavior, we will have done all we can expect to do by way of establishing

the long-term impact of literature. The reason for this can be best under-

The Study of Literary Formulas 133

stood by turning to the second major approach that has been employed to
explain the cultural-significance of literature: the various theories of sociai
or psychological determinism. .
_ 2. These deterministic theories—the most striking being various appiica.--
tions of Marxian or Freudian ideas to the explanation of literature —assume
that art is essentially a contingent and dependent form of behavior that is
generated and shaped by some underlying social or psycholdgiéa] dynamic.
In effect, literature becomes a kind of stratagem to cope with the needs of
a social group or of the psyche. These needs become the determinants of
I}terary expression and the process of explanation consists in showing how
literary forms and contents are derived from these other processes.

The deterministic approach has been widely applied to the interpretation’
of all sorts of literature with interesting if controversial results ranging from
the Oedipal interpretation of Hamlet to interpretations: of the novel as a
11t'era.ry reflection of the bourgeois world view. When used in conjunction
with individual masterpieces, the deterministic approach has been widely-
rejected and criticized by literary scholars and historians for its tendencies.
toward oversimplification and reductionism. And yet the method has.
gained much wider acceptance as a means of dealing with formulaic struc-
tures like the western, the detective story, and the formula romance. Some
scholars see the, whole range of formulaic literature as an opiate fér the
masses, a ruling-class stratagem for keeping the majority of the people con-.
tent with a daily ration of pleasant distractions. Others have interpreted
p_art}cular formulas in deterministic terms: the detective story as & drama-
tization of the ideology of bourgeois rationalism or as an expression; of the -
psychological need to resolve in fantasy the repressed childhood memories.
of the primal scene. ’ : '

.. All such explanations have two fundamental weaknesses. (a) Théy de-
pend on the a priori assumption that.a particular social or psychological'
dynamic is the basic cause of human behavior. If it is the case that for
exarlnple, unresolved childhood sexual conflicts generate most adult’ be-
havior, then it does not really explain anything to show that the reading
of detective stories is an instance of such behavior. The interpretation does
not go beyond the original assumption, except to show how the form of the
detective story can be interpreted in this way. But the only means of prov- .
ing that the detec_tive story should be interpreted in this way is through the
original assumption. Because of this circular relationship between assump- -
tion and. Interpretation, neither can provide proof for the other, unless the -
assumption can be demonstrated by other means. Even then there remains
the problem of showing that the experience of literature is the same as other
klnd__s of human activity. (#) The second weakness of most deterministic ;
approaches is their tendency to reduce literary experience to other. forms of.
behavior. For example, most Freudian interpretations treat literary expe-
rience as if it could be analogized with free association or dream. Even if
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we grant that psychoanalysis has pr.oved to be a successful lgfprtzach tlg :ﬁz
explanation of dream symbolism, it does not follow that litera u;le  the
same or even anzlogous. Indeed, there seems to me to be as much reaso !
to believe that the making and ex}jo‘ymg of art works is an aqtonommcél;e
mode of experience as to assume 1t 13 dependent_, contingent, o(r: atair11 .
reflection of other more basic social or psyct}ologlca; processes. i:adiny
many people act-as if watching television, going to the movies, or 1 thing'
a book were one of the prime ends of life rather than a means to somed. fag‘
else. There are even statistics that might suggest that peoplle spef; 0?
more time telling and enjoying stories than they do in sexua. ac:w; );t.o |
course, the psychological determinist would claim that listening }c; 1 irn?:
is in fact a form of sexual behavior, though stated in this way, the cla
se?rr;i)zzt;eg::re are many problems COnnecte.d with the psyc};lo‘anali}(;t;ac;
interpretation of literature, it is difficult to dismiss the colmpef_lr;gso 2
that in literature as in dreams unconscious or latent impulses fin tn:I °
disguised form of expression. Formula stories may well be one importa L
way in which the individuals in a culture act out unconscious 0:‘ rﬁﬁi?asﬁ_,
needs, or express latent motives that they must give expressloriho bt can
not face openly. Possibly one impﬁ)rtant dlf.fererilce‘between ed metic
and escapist impulses in literature 15 t?lat mimetic ht_erat_urfe ten ioﬁsﬁess'
the bringing of latent or hidden motives mnto the light o consc ousLiess
while escapist literature tends to construct new disguises ors'coh onfixm
existing defenses against the confrontation of latent desxrﬁs. 1uc 3 View
might be substantiated by the contrast between Sophocles’ play Oed rj: “
the King and a detective story. In the play dete.ctxoln 1ead§ to a reve ta : th:e"
hidden guilts in the life of the protagomist, while in the deltectnit‘at s Iclnt 3{ the
inquirer-protagonist and the hidden guilt are cs)miement% spli L o two
separate characters—the detective and the crimina -—the;:e Py erll-aowngim__r
to imagine terrible crimes without also having to recognize ou

pulses toward them. It is easy to generate a great deal of pseudopsycho~

izi i i i tantiate it con-
analytic theorizing of this sort without being able to substantia

vincingly: Nevertheless, I think we cannot ignore the possibility that this

is one important f{actor that underlies the appeal of literary formulas.

Thus, though we may feel that most contemporary deterln{m_lstu;hig;_
proaches oversimplify the significance of literary works by exp :_nﬁu;ngt them.
in terms. of other modes of experience, I t.hmk‘we cannot d_eny t ;\ sh s
like other forms of behavior, are determined in some fashl'on. 'ff _01.1agl a?;
tistic experience may have an autono'my-t_hgt present theorles o , lsocl .
psychological determinism are not sufficiently complex to (;1 ozv (;): ;v
presume that, as human behavior in general is more fully understood, we!

i i cial and psychologica
1 also be better able to generalize about how socia ychologit
;\:gto?'ssplay a role in the process by which stories and-other ;magm.:e\lt{
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forms are created and enjoyed. In the present state of our knowledge, it
seems more reasonable to treat social and psychological factors not s single
determinant causes of literary expression but as elements in a complex
process that limits in various ways the complete autonomy of art, In making
cultural interpretations of literary patterns, we should consider them not
as simple reflections of social ideologies or psychological needs but as
instances of a relatively autonomous mode of behavior that is involved in a.
complex dialectic with other aspects of human life. It is reasonable to.see
collective attitudes entering into the artistic works created and enjoyed by a
particular group as a limit on what is likely to be represented in a story and
how it is likely to be treated. What we must avoid is an automatic reading
into a story of what we take to be the prevailing cultural attitudes or psycho-
logical needs. This has been too often the path taken by the deterministic
approach and in its circularity it tells us nothing about either the literary
work or the culture. : - : :

-3..A third approach to the cultural explanation of literary experience—
symbolic or reflective theories—rejects the more extreme forms of reductive
determinism by granting a special kind of autonomy to artistic expression.
According to this approach, the work of art consists of a complex of symbols
or myths that are imaginative orderings of experience. These symbols or
myths are defined as images or patterns of Images charged with a complex
of feeling and meaning and they become, therefore, modes of perception as
well as simple reflections of reality. According to this approach, symbols
and myths are means by which a culture expresses the complex of feelings,
values, and ideas it attaches to a thing or idea. Because of their power of
ordering feelings and attitudes,.symbols and myths shape the perceptions.
and motivations of those who share them. The flag is a relatively simple
example of a symbol. Though nothing but a piece of cloth made in a cer-
tain pattern of colors and shapes, the flag has come to imply an attitude of
love and dedication to the service of one’s country that has even, in many
instances, motivated individuals to die in an attempt to protect that piece
of cloth from desecration. In recent years this symbol has in turn become a

- counter-synibol for some groups of an unreasoning and destructive patrio-
_ tism, and this implication has motivated other individuals to risk danger
and even imprisonment to desecrate the same piece of cloth. The first usage

of the flag illustrates a class of symbolism that poses relatively few problems

- of analysis and interpretation since the meaning of the symbol is more or
- less established by some specific enactment, in this case laws designating
~-d specific design as the national emblem. In this sense the flag has an official

status with a designated set of meanings, as indicated by the fact that it is

‘against the law to treat the flag in certain ways. But the second usage of the-
flag as counter-symbol of regressive or false patriotism is of a different sort

ltogether. This symbolism was not created by specific enactment and has




136 e John G. Cawelti

no official status. It emerged as one means of focusing and representing the
rejection by certain groups of actions and attitudes taken in the name of
the country and defended by traditional claims of patriotism. I don’t know

whether it is possible to determine who first conceived of using the flag as

a symbol of this sort, but it is clear that throughout the 1960s, particularly
in connection with the agitation against the Vietnam war, this new sym-
bolism of the flag became a powerful force, generating strong feelings and
even viclent actions both in support of and in opposition to this new form
of symbolism.

These two types of symbolism indicate the great 51gn1f1cance that symbols
have for culture and psychology. In fact, the concept of symbolism seems to
resclve some of the problems we have noted in connection with the impact
and deterministic approaches to explaining the cultural significance of
literary experience. The symbolism of the flag suggests how it is possible
for an image both to reflect culture and to have some role in shaping it. Not
surprisingly, some of the most influential studies of American culture in the
past two decades have been analyses of symbols and myths primarily as
these are expressed in various forms of literature. And yet there remain a
number of problems about this approach, many of which have been effec-

tively articulated in a critique of the myth-symbol approach by Bruce

Kuklick. ... Kuklick defines two kinds of objection: the first concerns cer-
tain confusions in the theoretical formulations of the leading myth-symbol
interpreters, while the second involves a number of prob]ems of definition
and method. Since the formula approach that I am using...is essentially
a.variation of the myth-symbol method of mterpretatlon I feel we must
examine the most important of Kuklick’s objections to it.

Essentially, Xuklick argues that certain theoretical confusions in the
myth- symbol approach prevent it from being a meaningful way of connect-
ing literary expression with other forms of behavior. He points out that the
myth symbeol critics assume the existence of a collective mind (in'which the
images, myths, and symbols exist) that is separated from an external reality
(of which the images and symbols are some form of mental transmutation).
This separation is necessary, he suggests, in order for the interpreter to
determine which images are real and which are fantastic or distortionsor
value-laden. Unfortunately, this separation of internal mind from external
reality leads the method right into the philosophical trap of the mird-
body problem, as exemplified in what Kuklick calls crude Cartesxamsm
The result is as follows: : '

A crude Cartesian has two options. First,. he can maintain his dualism but
then must give up any talk about the external world. How can he know that
any image refers to the external world? Once he stipulates that they are

‘on different planes, it is impossible to bring them into any meaningful rela- -
tion; in fact, it is not even clear what a relationship could conceivably be -
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like. Descartes resorted to the pineal gland as the source and agent of mind-
bedy interaction, but this doés not appear to be an out for the [myth-symbol
interpreters] . Second, the Cartesian can assimilate what we normally take to

. be facts about the external world—for example, my seeing the man on the
corner—to entities like images, symbols and myths. ... Facts and images both
become states of consciousness. If the Cartesian does this, he is committed to a
form of idealism. Of course, this maneuver will never be open to...Marxists,
but it also provides problems for the [myth-symhbol interpreters] : they have
no immediate way of determining which states of consciousness are “imag-
native” or “fantastic” or “distorted” or even “value-laden” for there is no
standard to which the varying states of consciousness may be referred. On
either of these two options some resort to platonism- is not strange. A world
of suprapersonal ideas which we all share and which we may use to order our
experiences is a reasonable supposition under the circumstances. But this

) position, although by no means absurd, is not one to which we wish to be
driven if we are setting out a straightforward theory to explain past American
hehavior.?

According to Kuklick, the only solution to this dilemma is to give up
using symbols and myths to explain all kitids of behavior. Instead, he says,
we should postulate ‘mental constructs like images and symbols only as a
means of describing a disposition to write in a certain way. In other words,
a symbol or a niyth is simply a generalizing concept for summarizing cer-
tain recurrent patterns in writing and other forms of expression. Insofar as
it explains anything, the myth-symbol approach simply indicates that a’
group of persons ‘has a tendency to express itsel{ in certain patterns:

Supp0se we define an idea not as some ennty existing "In the mind” but as
a disposition to behave in a certain way undef appropriate circumstances:

Similarly, to say that an author has a particular image of the man on. the
corner (or uses the man on the corner as a symbol) is to say that in appropriate
parts of his work, he writes of a man on the corner in a certain way. When he
simply writes of the man to refer to him, let’s say, as the chap wearing the blue
coat, we can speak of the image of the man, although the use of “image” seems
to obfuscate n.atters. If the manis glorlfled in poem arid song as Lincolnesque,
we might speak of the author as using the man as a symbol, and here the word
“symbol” seems entirely appropriate. For images and symbols to become col-
lective is. sunply for certain kinds of writing (or painting) to occur with rela—
tive frequency in the work of many authors.?

I think we must accept Kuklick’s contention that insofar as the myth—
symbol approach assumes a direct connection between literary symbols and
other forms of behavior such as specific political or social actions, it js
highly questionable. To explain the American course of action in Vietnam

2B_ruc:e Kuklick, “Myih and Symbol in American Studies,” American Quarterly, XXIV, no.
4 {October, 1972), 438.
3Ibid., p. 440.
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as the effect of the American western myth is to indulge in speculations
about causal connections that can never be demonstrated or substantiated

and that probably assume an oversimplified view of the relations between

art and other kinds of experience. Yet, to take the further step of insisting
that the myths and symbols found in written (and other forms of expressive)
behavior can only be understood as 2 generalization about that specific kind
of behavior seems contradictory to experience, for we can all think of many
ways in which our lives have been shaped by the symbolic or mythical
patterns we have encountered in various forms of literature. The problem
is to arrive at some better and more complex understanding of the way in
which literature interacts with other aspects of life, for I think we can grant
that imaginative symbols do not have a direct and immediate causal effect
on other forms of behavior. Otherwise the impact approach to interpreting
the cultural significance of literature would long since have proved more

fruitful, e o _ 7
The resolution of the problems posed by these criticisms of the myth-

symbol approach lies, I think, in replacing the inevitably vague and am-

biguous notion of myth with a conception of literary structures that can be
more precisely defined and are consequently less dependent on such im-
plicit metaphysical assumptions as that of a realm of superpersonal ideas,

which Kuklick rightly objects to. One such conception is that of the conven- .

tional story pattern or formula. This notion has, in my view, two great
advantages over the notion of myth, First of all, the concept of formula re-
quires us to attend to the whole of a story rather than to any given element
that is arbitrarily selected.* A myth can be almost anything—a particular
type of character, one among' many ideas, a certain kind of action--but a
formula is essentially a set of generalizations about the way in which all the
elements of a story have been put together. Thus it calls our attention to
the whole experience of the story rather than to whatever parts may be
germane to the myths we are pursuing. This feature of the concept leads to
its second advantage: to connect a mythical pattern with the rest of human
behavior requires tenuous and debatable assumptions, while the relation

between formulas and other aspects of life can be explored more directly

and empirically as a question of why certain groups of people enjoy certain
stories. While the psychology of literary response is certainly not without
its mysteries, it seems safe to assume that people choose to read certain
stories because they enjoy them. This at least gives us a straightforward if
not simple psychological connection between literature and the rest of life,

Beginning with the phenomenon of enjoyment, we can sketch out a tenta-, -
tive theory for the explanation of the emergence and evolution of literary-

4[See especially Robert Champigny, What Will Have Happenea‘: A Philosophical and Tech-

nical Essay on Mystery Stories (Bloomington, Indiana, 1977} and Hanna Charney, “This Mortfal

Coil™: The Detective Novel of Manners (forthcoming from Fairleigh Dickinson University

Press), both of which use Roland Barthes to good advantage. Editor’s note.]
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formulas. The basic assumption of this theory is that conventional story
patterns work because they bring into an effective conventional order a
large variety of existing cultural and artistic interests and concerns. This
approach is différent from traditional forms of social or psychological
determinism in that it rejects the concept of a single fundamental social or
psychological dynamic in favor of viewing the appeal of a conventional
literary pattern as the result of a variety of cultural, artistic, and psycho-
logical interests. Successful story patterns like the western persist, accord-
ing to this view, not because they embody some particular ideology or
psychological dynamic, but bécause they maximize a great many such
dynamics. _Thus, in analyzing the cultural significance of such a pattern,
we cannot expect to arrive at a single key interpretation. Instead, we must
show how a large number of interests and concerns are brought into an
effective order or unity. One important way of looking at this process is
through the dialectic of cultural and artistic interests. In order to create
an effective story, certain archétypal patterns are essential, the nature of
which can be determined by looking at many different sorts of stories. These
‘story patterns must be embodied in specific images, themes, and symbols
that are current in particular cultures and periods. To explain the way in
‘which cultural imagery and conventional story patterns are fitted together
constitutes a partial interpretation of the cultural significance of these
formulaic combinations. This process of interpretation reveals both cer-
tain basic concerns that dominate a particular culture and also something
about the way in which that culture is predisposed to order or deal with
those concerns. We must remember, however, that since artistic experience
has a certain degree of autonomy.from other forms of behavior, we must
always distinguish between the way symbols are ordered in stories and the
way they may be ordered in other forms of behavior. To this extent, I think

‘Kuklick is correct in suggesting that the existence of symbols and myths in

art cannot be taken as a demonstration that these symbols are somehow di-
i‘e’ctly related to other forms of behavior and belief. Yet there are certainly
cultural limits on the way in which symbols can be manipulated for artistic
purposes, Thus our examination of the dialectic between artistic forms and
cultural materials should reveal something about the way in which people
in a given culture are predisposed to think about their lives.

- -As an example of the complex relationship between literary symbols and
‘attitudes and beliefs that motivate other forms of behavior, we might look

at the role of political and social ideologies in the spy story. Because of its
setting, the spy story almost inevitably brings political or social attitudes
into play since conflicting political forces are an indispensable background
for the antagonism between the spy-hero and his enemy. Thus, in the
espionage adventures written by Johm Buchan and other popular writers

of the period between World Wars I and I —"“Sapper,” Dornford Yates,
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E. Phillips Oppenheim, and Saxe [sic] Rohmer, for instance—one dominant
theme is that of the threat of racial subversion. The British Empire and its
white, Christian civilization are constantly in danger of subversion by
villains who represent other races or racial mixtures. Saxe Rohmer’s Fu

Manchu and his hordes of little yellow and brown conspirators against the -

safety and purity of English society are only an extreme example of the per-
vasive racial symbolism of this period. It is tempting to interpret these
stories as reflections of a virulent racism on the part of the British _and
American public. There is no doubt some truth in this hypothesis, especially

since we can find all kinds of other evidence revealing the power of racist -
assumptions in the political attitudes and actions of this public. Yet few -

readérs who enjoyed the works of Buchan and Rehmer were actually moti-
vated to embark on racist crusades, for it was in Germany rather than

England and America that racism became a dominant political dogma. -

Even in Buchan’s case, many of the attitudes expressed in his novels _a_i‘e
far more extreme than those we find in his nonfiction and autobiographical

works, or il his public life and statements. It is a little difficult to know just -
what to make of this. Was Buchan concealing his more extreme racist views -

behind the moderate stance of a politician? Or is the racial symbolism in

his novels less a reflection of his actual views than a means of intensifying-

and dramatizing conflicts? Umberto Eco in a brilliant essay on the narrative
structure of the James Bond novels suggests that something like this may
well be the case with Ian Fleming’s “racism.”

Fleming intends, with the cynicism of the disillusioned, to build an effec-
tive narrative apparatus. To do so he decides to-rely upon the most secure
and universal principles, and puts into play archetypal elements which are
precisely those that have proved successful in traditional tales. ...[There.-
fore] Fleming is a racialist inthe sense that any artist is one, if, to rep{“esent
the devil, he depicts him with oblique eyes; in the sense that a nurse is one
who, wishing to frighten children with the bogey-man, suggests t.h‘at,hg:_:;;
black. ... Fleming seeks efementary opposition: to personify primitive and.
universal forces he has recourse to popular opinion. ... A man who chooses
to write in this way is neither Fascist nor racialist; he is only & cynic, a de-

viser of tales for genéral congumption.®

As in the case of Fleming, many apparently ideological exPressions in
Buchan may arise more from dramatic than propagandistic aims. There-
fore we must exercise some caution in our inferences about the social and
political views that the author and audience of such stories actually believe
in. Most audiences would appear to be capable of temporarily tolerating:a
wide range of political and social ideclogies for the sake of en.joy.ing a g(_)od
yarn. As Raymond Durgnat has suggested, recent spy films with 1de010g1§al
implications ranging from reactionary to liberal have been highly success-

5Umberto Eco, ed., The Bond Affair (London: Macdonald, 1966), pp. 58-60.
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ful.-Or to take a different example of the same sort of phenomenon, a num-
ber of recent black detective films and westerns, which portray whites as
‘predominantly evil, corrupt, or helpless, have been quite _successful with
substantial segments of the white as well as the black public.

But even if we grant that the melodramatic imperatives of formula stories
tend to call forth more extreme expressions of political and moral values
than either author or audience fully accept, there still remains a need for
author and audience to share certain basic feelings about the world. If this
isharing does not occur at some fundamental level, the audience’s enjoyment
of the story will be impeded by its inability to accept the structure of
probability, to feel the appropriate emotional responses, and to be fascinated
by the primary interests on which the author depends. An audience can
enjoy two different stories that imply quite different political and social
ideologies, so long as certain fundamental attitudes are invoked. Durgnat
puts the point rather well in explaining why the same public might enjoy
Our Man Flint, a spy film with very conservative political overtones, and
T'he Stlencers, which is far more liberal in its ideology:

The political overtones of the movies appear only if you extrapolate from
the personal sphere to the political, which most audiences don’t. The distinct
moral patterns would be more likely to become conscious, although neither
film pushed itself to a crunch. In other words, the two moral patterns can co-
exist; both films can be enjoyed by the same spectator, could have been written
by the same writer. Both exploit the same network of assumptions.® ‘

*+ ‘This “network of assumptions” is probably an expression, first, of the basic
“values of a culture, and on another level, of the dominant moods and con-
cerns of a particular era, or of a particular subculture, That Buchan is still
‘enjoyed with pleasure by some contemporary readers indicates that there
are enough continuities between British culture at the time of World War
T and the present day to make it possible for some persons to accept
‘Buchan’s system of probabilities and values at least temporarily for the
‘sake of the story. That Buchan is no longer widely popular, however, is
‘presumably an indication’ that much of the network of assumptions on
‘which- his stories rest is no longer shared. o

These considerations suggest the importance of differentiating literary
imperatives from the expression of cultural attitudes. In order to define the
‘basic network of assumptions that reflect cultural values we cannot simply
take individual symbols and myths at their face value but must uncover
‘those basic patterns that recur in many different individual works and even
in many- different formulas. If we can isolate those patterns of symbol and
theme that appear in a number of different formulas popular in a certain
period; we will be on firmer ground in making a cultural interpretation,
sirice those patterns characteristic of a number of different formulas pre-
' :'GREYmond Durgnat, “Spies and Ideologies,” Cinema (March, 1969), p. 8.
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sumably reflect basic concerns and valuations that influence the way people
of a particular period prefer to fantasize. In addition, the concept of the
formula as a synthesis of cultural symbols, themes, and myths with more
universal story archetypes should help us to see where a literary pattern has
been shaped by the needs of a particular archetypal story form and to
differentiate this from those elements that are expressions of the network
of assumptions of a particular culture. Thus the spy story as a formula that
depends on the archetype of heroic adventure requires a basic antagonism
between hero and villain. The specific symbols or ideological themes used
to dramatize this antagonism reflect the network of assumptions of a par-
ticular culture at a particular time. The creation of a truly intense antag-
onism may well involve pushing some of these cultural assumptions to
extremes that would not be accepted b most people in areas of life other
than fantasy. ... : : : S
I would like to suggest four interrelated hypotheses about the dialectic
between formulaic literature and the culture that produces and enjoys-it:
1. Formula stories affirm existing interests and attitudes by presenting an
aginary world that is aligned with these interests and attitudes. Thus
westerns and hard-boiled detective stories affirm the view that true justice
depends on the individual rather than the law by showing the helplessness
and inefficiency of the machinery of the law when confronted with evil and’

lawless men. By confirming existing definitions of the world, literary
formulas help to maintain a culture’s ongoing consensus about the nature
of reality and morality. We assume, therefore, that one aspect of the struc-
ture of a formula is this process of confirming some strongly held conven-
tional view. _ . ‘ _ o .
2. Formulas resolve tensions and ambiguities resulting from the conflict-
ing interests of different groups within the culture or from ambiguous at-
titudes toward particular values. The action of a formula story will tend to
move from an expression of tension of this sort to a harmonization of these
conflicts. To use the example of the western again, the action of legitimated
violence not only affirms the ideolagy of individualism but also resolves
tensions between the anarchy of individualistic impulses and the communal
ideals of law and order by making the individual’s violent action an ultimate
defense of the community against the threat of anarchy. . _— :
3. Formulas enable the audience to explore in fantasy the boundary.
between the permitted and the forbidden and to experience in a carefully
controlled way the possibility of stepping across this boundary. This seems;
to be preeminently the function of villains in formulaic structures: to-ex=
press, explore, and finally to reject those actions which are forbidden; but
which, because of certain other cultural patterns, are strongly tempting. For
example, nineteenth-century American culture generally treated. racial
mixtures as taboo, particularly between whites, Orientals, blacks, and In-
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dians. There were even deep feelings against intermarriage between certain
w}'ute groups. Yet, at the same time, there were many things that made such
mixtures strongly tempting, not least the universal pleasure of forbidden
frulF. We find a number of formulaic structures in which the villain em-
btadles exPIic.itly or implicitly the threat of racial mixture. Another favorite
kind of villain, the grasping tycoon, suggests the temptation actually ac-
ceded. to by many Americans to take forbidden and illicit routes to wealth

Ce.rtalmly the twentieth-century American interest in the gangster suggest:;
a similar temptation. Formula stories permit the individual to indulge his
curiosity about these actions without endangering the cultural patterns that
reject them.

_ 4. Finally, literary formulas assist in the process of assimilating changes

in values to traditional imaginative constructs. . .. [The] western has under-

gone almost a reversal in values over the past fifty years with respect to the

representation of Indians and pioneers, but much of the basic structure of
the. formula and its imaginative vision of the meaning of the West has re-
mained substantially unchanged. By their capacity to assimilate new mean-

ings like this,
ways of expres

literary formulas ease the transition between old and new
sing things and thus contribute to cultural continuity. ...
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