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The Paperback in the Pew 
Portraits of Man in Modern Literature 

'T1o uodcrsbllld contemporary man that 
.l we might better reach him with the 

kerygma, we do well to listen to his 
spokesmen. A L Kershaw 1 points out the 
need to listen to the "sensitive spirits" 
among the contemporary poets, novelists, 
playwrights, artists, and composen of the 
day, who, he avers, "have been far more 
sensitive to the judgment of God on the 
hollowness of our life and society than 
have the majority of religious leaders." 

Purtbermore, a whole spate of books 
has appeared in recent years analyzing the 
contemporary "images" of man found in 
current literature and drama and in ad
dition often affirming that the novelist or 
dramatist is giving us a more realistic 
piaure of man than do most clergymen or 
theologians. The authors of these works 
include such names as Nathan A Scott, 
Jr., Amos N. Wilder, Stanley Romaine 
Hopper, and William R. Mueller. (.A list
ing of typical works is appended in the 
bibliography.) 

Por the purposes of this article it will 
suffice to cite the somewhat representa
tive thesis of William R. Mueller in The 
Proph•lit; V oic• in Motl11m Piclion.2 This 
writer scores the mass of contemporary 
literature of an explicitly "religious" na
ture u &iling to qualify u either great 
literature or profound religious thought. 

1 A. L Kenhaw, et aL, JUou ;,, 11» Crowtl 
(New Yo.rk: Nadoaal Student Council of die 
YMCA and YWCA. 19,,1), p. 7. 

1 W-alliam lL Mueller, Tl» Prt>/JHlic Yak. 
• Mai.,. Pldiot, (New York: Auodadon 
Preu. 19,9). 

By DoNALD L DEPFNBR 

There is much pulp devoted to the mawk
ish expiasion of man's love for God, just 
u there is to man's love for woman. Much 
"relisious" writing is sentimental; it titil
lates flabby and easily seduced emotions 
and offends the taste of anyone with either 
literary or religious seosibilities. 1 

He affirms that a Dante or a Milton 
would be unlikely in our century since 
Biblical situations and vocabulary have 
been overworked and sentimentalized by 
superficial and inept artificers. To be ef• 
fective any serious writer must resort to 
the portrayal of different situations and 
the use of a different vocabulary. 

In short, there is the paradoxical situation 
in which much of our osteosibly religious 
writing is hardly worth the time of a per
son seekio.g religious imights or aesthetic 
satisfaction, and in which the most pro
found religious writing is frequently to be 
found in works which may initially appear 
to have little or nothing to do with man's 
relatiooship to God.' 

.Although Mueller feels that we find 
man's condition nowhere more expertly 
diagnosed than in the pages of today's 
perceptive novelists, he does not press for 
a seqt1ilt1r that the individual in search of 
himself and God can now "lay aside his 
Bible and confidently tum for the revela
tory and redeeming Word to the words 
of James Joyce or Albert Camus. ••• " 1 

But in modem fiction the serious student 

1 Ibid., p. 23. 
t Ibid., p. 24. 
I Ibid., p. 14. 
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454 THE PAPEllBACK IN THE PEW 

may find affirmations regarding man that 
are forcefully set fonh and have previously 
gone unnocicm. Biblical truths regarding 
man may come home in a startling and 
penetrating manner through the medium 
of drama or fiaion. 

The novelist will not save us, but be may 
well brins us to the knowledge that we 
are in need of salvation.O 

As James Pike bas also said: 
Motion pictures and plays which do nor 
appear to be the least "'reliaious" may pro
vide an honest analysis of a human prob
Ian which will so mise the question that 
the religious answer will be more relevant 
and understandable to our people.T 

The images of llD individual have been 
compared to the four tines of a pitchfork. 
The one is the real, "'inside" me. One is 
the me I think I am - my mask to the 
world. One is the self I would like to be. 
And there is the final self I ought to be. 
The authors of some of the aforementioned 
books contend that much preaching and 
religious writing is more often concerned 
with the last three tines of the pitchfork 
thllD with the fint one llDd that the imagi
native "'secular'' literature of our time 
shows us man "as he really is." 

Stated positively, much of modern lit
erature at least points out that man is in 
desperate need of salvation. The "popu
lar" image of man in the world today is 
of a man swimming in three feet of water, 
asually interested in a nearby boat. At 
any rime he can stand on his feet and walk 
to shore. But the voices of modem fiction 
are rather presenting man as struggling in 
30 feet of water, where reaching the boat 

• Ibid., p. 16. 
T TIM Cbmtin C••l'"1, LXXVII (March 

30. 1960), 395. 

is a matter of life and death. Man senses 
that be is trapped and needs some kind 
of salvation. At the same rime the wailing 
voices disagree on what the boat is - or 
indeed, whether there is any boat in sight 
at all. 

As we look at these literary portraits of 
man we find that types, of course, are nor 
dear cut. They interplay and merge with 
one another. Furthermore, the works cited 
- some great and some not so great -
serve simply as examples. While they are 
not being recommended to be read for 
edi6auion, they may serve to depia pagan 
man more dearly to us. 

It is also true that these literary images 
impinge upon the thinking of our parish
ioners, who with their countrymen are 
reading more than ever before.8 To a great 
extent, they, too, are what they read. Iden
tification with the hero or the heroine is 
a subde process which may lead to a 
rationalization and sanctioning of acts and 
points of view portrayed in a plot. 

Contemporary man may therefore be 
found also among our own people. Ac
cording to their "old narures," they repre
sent a mixed array of images in church on 
Sunday morning. To that extent we are 
dealing with "'the paperback man" in 
the pew. 

CoMPLACENT MAN 

As intimated, any image which we 
fashion from a purview of current lircra-

a If our parishes arc representative of the 
mainstream of American life we can espect u 
inacuiqly literate and culturally rcspomhc 
parishioner. Figures of the American Ll"brarJ 
Association show books circulated from public 
libraries in cities of 100,000 or more iaacued 
by 10 million durins the put ICftD ,cars. Book 
production has also grown, one podccr book film 
reportiq sales of 700 million copies in the put 
20 ,can. 
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THE PAPER.BACK IN THE PEW 

ture will be somewhat arbitrary. The 
reader may also feel that this or the other 
DOYel fits better in a different category. 
But for the purposes of this study some 
selection had to be made. 

We an speak of the "man of com
placency." This is the type not only de
picted in a lead article in Time O about 
"Mrs. Suburbia" but also found in our 
urban culture. He is often the organiza
tiOll man, coddled with creature comforts, 
pmerved by piety, pills, and psychiany.10 

•Generous Electric" company has become 
the god of apathetic or unconcerned m:m. 

Par multitudes among w there is no 
vision of a City of God coming down 
f.rom the skies, such as appeared to the 
author of the book of Revelation. They 
have a vision of a vast conjuring trick 
coming up from the c:arth, from the mines 
and the factories - a p:amdise of chro
mium and ceramics, egg-shaped automo
biles and layer-cake howes, skyscrapers 
made of glass, and clothing made of soy
beans. They do not need a D:ay of the 
lord; the General Motors will take care 
of all that! 11 

Here is the breakdown of human values. 
'Ibe machine and the organization repl:ace 
the rich human rel:ationships of accept• 
ance, affection, and love.12 

Compl:acent man is not directly the sub
jea of an extensive literature, for he is 

D Ti••• LXXV (June 29, 1960), 14-18. 
10 William H. Whyte, Jr., Tb. Or6•iulio• 

Ma (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday Anchor 
Boob, 1956); abo, Sloan Wilson, Tb. ltfn ;,. 
IN Grti, P/ar,,l S•il (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 19,,). 

11 Halford Luaiock, Co•-iuli•6 11# Gos
,.Z (New York: Harper & Brochen, 1954), 
p.97. 

11 Tbe poem ''The Eaw, of Mr. Price," by 
Morris Bishop points in chis direction. 

essentially self-satisfied. But his image can 
be seen in such pedestrian paperbacks as 
John McPartland's No DoU/11 P.,,,,,.,,1,11 

a raw story of the life of young couples 
in suburbia, and in a host of other works 
in the not so great category. 

However, this life of the falsely secure 
man is not all bliss. Burt E. Coody de
scribes the vague image he has of his 
"house of security." 

In it are the rooms of the organization, the 
voaation, the job, the family room, the liv
ing room of social status and entertain
ment, the deo for comfort, relautioo, 
apons, the bedroom for sleep and sexual 
gr:ati6catioa. The foundation for the whole 
suueture is money aod social status pro
vided by being a member of the "in
group." When these are removed the 
whole suueture falls, and he is plunged 
either into despair or de6aoce.H 

Although this type of contemporary 
man is perhaps the one commonly known 
among us, his complacency is actually de
ceptive, as Coody implies. For dose under 
the surface of his delicately struaured life 
the man in the gray B.annel suit may be a 
figure either of the emptiness and hollow
ness of life or of one ready to blast out 
against his little world in torrents of 
hatred and anger. But basically he "has 
neither the desire, the ability!, nor the 
courage to differ from the patterns of his 
organizationally structured existence." 111 

THB MAN OP 0ESPADl 

It is not hard to hear the voice of the 
"man of despair," for his lament is con-

u John McPardaod. No Do,,. P.,..,,, 
(New York: Pocket Boob, 1957). 

H ''Tbe New Ase aocl the New Mm," Tb. 
PIil/iii, XXIX (July 1958), 20. 

111 Ibid., p. 19. 
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