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A systent is an abstract concept whose tangible form is defined by
a gathering of resources, internal and external relationships, and a hier-
archical structure of authority. Typically, a system also exists in relation
to other systems, whether in a capacity that is overlapping, subsidiary,
or superior. The purpose of a system constitutes its focal point, although
ideological disagreement and structural complexity may give rise to a
plurality of competing goals.

Nearly a century ago, systems thinking emerged as a paradigm for
research and analysis in the area of science and technology. Eventually,
the framework was embraced for its utility in a social context, but not
without controversy. Today, the creation and maintenance of systems
remain of paramount importance in business, government, and industry,
and in the disciplines that study activity in these domains. Systems and
their applications have become increasingly multiform over time, with
divergent meanings and responses depending on the audience. Broadly
speaking, three perspectives are recognizable currently, with the concept
of the system viewed alternately as a versatile instrument for addressing
the problems of the world, an oversold or undermanaged package of vul-
nerabilities and risks for society and the individuals who rely on systemic
performance, and a threat to communal well-being given to authoritar-
ian proclivities. Systems are benevolent or menacing depending on who
controls them, and the character of a system may change over time due
to either choice or inadvertence. One way or another, these contending
perspectives are central to political debate and public policy development
as rival groups vie to interpret the past, envision the future, and work
toward their respective versions of a desired social order.

Building on this intellectual overview, we now move on to the medium
of political narrative, its different forms and devices, and systemic malaise
as a subject of contemporary realist fiction.

Chapter 2

Narrative and Its Political Uses

Voter registration, a campaign contribution, handshakes before the camera
ata party convention, backroom dealings and public hearings, a ballot box
the roll call vote on a controversial piece of legislation, a protest demon-’
stration—such is the stuff of politics, familiar to even the most casual
observers of American government. These iterns, however, constitute mere
symbols and instants of the democratic epic devoid of significance without
some text to situate them in time, place, and circumstance; to identify the
mat.erial and moral issues at stake; and to capture how participants and
audience members interpret events. Politics has been cast as art, science

game, war, drama, and spectacle, Whatever the preferred metaphor ma}:
Pe, language is key to perception and response in the political realm. “It
is language about political events not the events in any other sense, ;hat
people experience; even developments that are close by take their meaning

from the language that depicts them writes political scientist Murray
Edelman. “So political language is political reality; there is no other so far

as the meaning of events to actors and spectators is concerned”!

_ This chapter unpacks the role of language in politics, surveying the
territory marked by such grand, if contested, topics as narrative, discourse
thetoric, and argumentation that cut across the social science discipiine;
and humanities. Few observers predicted a time when this subject matter
would become as salient for political analysts as it is for English professors,?
but that point may now have arrived. According to Google Ngram a;1
online tool for charting the frequency of specified words in books wri’tten
in English and published in the United States, appearances of the phrase
political narrative rose 137 percent between 2000 and 2019, 624 percent
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from 1980 to 20193 Also entering commeon political parl.ance is the growing
number of related secondary terms like counterfmrratwe-, metfa—narratwe,f
deep narrative, and false narrative Of specifl'mteres.t in t%us sur:if.ey oa
political language is the “argumentative turn in public pf)llcy studies,
perspective that focuses on the utility of narrative for shipmg perceptions
of social problems and government’s response to them.. e bead
At the outset of this chapter, the compass of (lhscussm.m is broa
with a basic overview of the concept of narrative alnd its core mgrf.:c'herllts.
TThereafter, the presentation narrows and be.c-omes m-creasmgly p;hgcz; as
it progresses, venturing ultimately into polftn:al fiction, t'he I?Etth(; :)o(:g
of problem definition analysis, and systemic argumentation in the socta
problem novel. This material sets the stage for plart I .of this foo an
its in-depth analysis of four works of realist social fiction that focus en

public policy issues.

Narrative: A Primer

Among literary scholars, vigorous debate exists about the essenflz.e :iyg 133:—
rative and the forms to which this term may properly .be app lcel:d The
exchange back and forth is intellectually rich but subtle. at times, anh ergz:
from specialized bodies of theory that would only s-Ldetrack us lere.t. -
the moment, then, we will default to the most rudimentary explana md
that identifies the concept of narrative with “the presence of adstory a; ;
a story-teller”” While this statement substitutes one undeﬁnlel‘ termtof
another, story is a more familiar word than narrative, alnd te 11r)1g a Sd y
is an act most people probably feel they have engaged in or o served.
To elevate this discussion to a more formal pla_ne, a story is an
account consisting of a series of events, genez:ally invo.lwrfg hum'z:il;l1 ;:ho:;
and consequence, that follows a trajectory w;tf} a begmnu?g},l‘mlth ei):l)d
ending® A degree of incoherence can have .1ts place wit 1§ Z \ 3(1
of a fictional work. Characters with mental illness whose t oug ';11I1d
speech resist comprehension are not uncom;fmn.9 A type of w%‘ltmglc.:a tc:l !
“nonsense fiction” is marked by illogical, nnpc?ssrble, am'i inexp }Cfibl
elements.® However, the “lunatic” in fiction, w}-ule not easily intelligi :f:s,
can have important truths to bestow once their unique comlr}ente;.rt}'rcal
decoded. Nonsense fiction has been interpreted as a staltement 0-190 1d i "
subversion, given its propagation during times of socm.l turmoi tan S 10f
instrumental rejection of “commonly accepted, but arbitrary, system
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authority™"' All of this is to say that an intrinsic purposiveness guides the
composition of most fictional narratives overall, no matter how perplexing
the rendering of developments along the way.*? (Even William Faulkner,
an author whose level of incomprehensibility at times is legendary, has
his devoted expert translators to rectify the confusion.)®
A story can be as short as a single sentence or as lengthy as several

hundred pages. The genre to which it belongs depends largely on how the
author handles certain key ingredients. Plot, character, setting, a conflict
or problem to resolve, and theme represent the standard components
of narrative. Different genres of fiction place greater or lesser emphasis
on these elements or conceive of them in distinctive fashion, A thriller
is plot-driven, dystopian literature dwells on problematic conditions of
life and social structure in a defamiliarized environment, moral fiction
concerns itself with the response of characters to ethical challenge, and
so on. Every literary work involves multiple structural aspects and strate-

gles of presentation, so the permutations of storytelling are many. Genres

overlap, and disagreements abound about the criteria to apply when

labeling a given literary work, as will be discussed later in this chapter. At

times, established modes of fiction may also be violated by writing that

is unconventional, as when a nonlinear telling of events scrambles the

chronology. Consider Kurt Vonnegut’s master work of anti-war sentiment,
Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), in which the main character, Billy Pilgrim,
“comes unstuck” in time. ™

In fictional storytelling, theme refers to the guiding subject matter
of the work, that is, the central subjects, ambitions, or quandaries that the
author has chosen to foreground. One prominent theme across many genres
is the confrontation between the individual and the world’s controlling
structures of authority, status, and opportunity. Meaning is a slippery
aspect of storytelling. Some authors are transparent in the message they
wish to convey, while others create texts supportive of mixed meanings
or that prioritize aesthetics over meaning-making.'*

The word discourse has abundant associations and uses. It can
refer narrowly to “speech or writing a “conversation” the “ordered
and usually extended expression of thought on a subject” In February
2022, the Republican National Committee blurred actions and words by
controversially equating the 2021 attack on the US Capitol with “legiti-
mate political discourse”” Within the social sciences, a common usage
follows the theorizing of Michel Foucault, for whom the term discourse
encapsulates the relationship between knowledge and power in society,
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the way that “every established piece of knowledge permits and assures
the exercise of power™ By extension, discourse can also be seen as a
systemic instrument of dominance in the way that language becomes
embedded in the hegemonic institutions of society, both reflecting and
facilitating their functioning.

In addition to these scholarly adaptations, as well as others current
in such fields as psychology, hermeneutics, semiotics, and linguistics, the
concept of discourse has long been central to the study of narrative. In
this context, 2 mainstream sense of the term encompasses all the ways that
stories can be shaped to fulfill the author’s expressive and communicative
aims.® Considered from another angle, “The arrangement of events in
the telling is typically regarded as belonging to the discourse . . . whereas
the story consists of the events that are told?® John R. Searle observes
paradoxically, “Almost any important work of fiction conveys @ ‘message
or ‘messages’ which are conveyed by the text but are not i the text™
Similarly, Eugenio Donato comments that literary discourse maintains an
“ambiguous relationship . . . with the language it deploys."* The discourse
of fiction, then, consists of many manipulations and contrivances {words
intended here in their neutral technical sense), including choices about
what is put in and what is left out of the narrative, assignment of the
narrator’s role, and the consciousness guiding the story.® Much like a
painted landscape, a fictional composition relies on objects in and out of
focus together with empty space. Echoing the holistic quality of systems
discussed in the last chapter, a novel is more than the sum of its parts.

Thomas C. Foster describes a category of “idea-oriented fiction”
that deals with big questions of political and social thought.** Novels like
Animal Farm (1945) and 1984 (1949) by George Orwell headline the
category, as do Ayn Rand's philosophical books such as The Fountainhead
(1943) and Atlas Shrugged (1957). Orwell and Rand are anthors whose
social philosophy differed in critical respects, although both deeply feared
the specter of totalitarianism. Insofar as works of this kind resonate, the
effect is due not simply to the literal statements of moral principle and
ideclogy set down on the page. Formalized dogma of this kind probably
does little to influence readers.?® In general, a successful social problem
novelist is one who employs the craft of fiction to tell an engrossing and
affectively engaging story in which the didactic material can find its fitting
place and purpose.

As Shaffer et al. have noted, “Volumes of research have been devoted
to understanding what constitutes the core elements of a narrative, how

Narrative and Its Political Uses | 43

narratives affect human behavior, and why narratives evoke diff
responses tl‘lan other methods of sharing information® While r;s:;re:}:
m.t.hts area 1s ongoing, there is no doubt that narratives have multifaceted
ut]l.:ty beyond that of entertainment. On the individual level, the e f
'ﬁCtIOIl has been hypothesized to extend to the existential sea’rch fcI:: r‘:lz;lfl)
gg as well as t‘he broade:ning of emotional awareness and understandin
n the collective level, it has been linked to the transfer of inf; ion
valuable for survival of the species.?” ormaton
A growing body of neuroscientific research highlights the nat
of s.torytel]ing activity from a “brain perspective” The complexi o? ﬂlge
gub.}ect cautions against any simplistic notion that, say, sgcialtgroble:r?
ctlo.n ioul_d be reiijlbly'purposed for programming readers to adopt a
certain “enlightened” point of view on social justice issues, Howeve
ﬁilrtnstr;lmg exp;alins in this connection, “Justice is a historicaﬁy contingr;:;ts
urally variable, and essentially contestable concept that narratives ¢ ,
Kiﬁ to resh;p.e a'md re-form through thejr play with our co gnitive habits? zf;
even i It is true that no two readers who immerse themselves i
Uncle Tom’s Cabin {(1852) or The Grapes of Wrath (1939) can be ex .
ed to leave with identical takeaways, novels that insightfully addresls)et(;;

condition of the times at a pi istori
: pivotal historical moment havi
potential for influence. " an undoubted

Political Narrative

Both John Hartley’s definition of political narrative as “the mediation of
the p?litical process in story form™ and Molly Patterson and Kl:':lto
‘l‘{enwxck Monroes formulation that political narratives are storiesltheri
help us unr-:lerstand ourselves as political beings™® underscore the neei:l
fo.r deSLgnat-mg a special category for writing that is political, but the
fail to sufficiently clarify which kinds of stories are included a;r;d excl dy
ed, ShaTﬂ Shenhav takes us further when noting that political narr ’:1 .
can l?e identified by two criteria: the context within which it takes al e
fmd_lts .thernes.-”1 In the formal sense, context refers to explicitl oiPt'aC?
Institutional settings (e.g., legislatures, a town council meetin iaf:n aige
Fﬂatfox:ms, protest demonstrations), while the theme includes fil instpa!gn
in which discussion of political issues, as well as other topics “norlii(i?;

COI]SldEI Ed Polltlcal ensues (E.g 10n »
> . the dlstrlbut Of OWEL, groy C()llt C
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Still, as Shenhav concedes, an “clusive” quality remains in the delin-
eation of political narrative simply because “there are no rigorous criteria
for defining politics”® One is reminded of the challenge faced by the US
Supreme Court in its approach to the concept of “political speech” under
the First Amendment.® In various decisions over the years, the court has
described political speech as including the subjects of “politics, nationalism,
religion, or other matters of opinion” (W. Va. Stafe Board of Education
v. Barnette, 1943), “discussion of public affairs® (Mills 1. Alabama, 1966),
any “interactive communication concerning political change” (Meyer
. Grant, 1988), and speech “relating to any matter of political, social,
or other concern to the community” (Snyder v. Phelps, 2011). Spacious
from the outset, the legal boundaries of “the political” have, if anything,
expanded over time in the hands of the courts as has “speech” behavior
itself, which now includes nonverbal activities like campaign contributions,
flag burning, wearing symbolic items of clothing, and a student’s choice
to remain silent during the pledge of allegiance.

According to Hartley, the most important political story is “the one

that creates the polity” A master narrative of this kind operates not at a
single point in time but continuously through retellings that counterpose
“us” versus “them,” bolstering this bifurcation with dramatic stories of
national origin, historical destiny, community formation, and shared sacri-
fice. It is an exercise in cultural boundary-setting that binds some people
together while separating them from individuals and groups designated
as “other” In this way, political narrative is key to situating individuals in
the world, connecting them psychologically and emotionally to the entity
of the state as a touchstone of personal identity formation,

Even as political narrative sustains the national collectivity, a mul-
tiplicity of stories always circulates within a given society to express and
channel conflicts of myriad types.® Of special relevance to the analytical
interests of this book is conflict in which groups debate the meaning of
political issues throngh competing accounts of etiology and social impacts.
With the recent vast expansion of social media, the proliferation of these
political stories can now take place virally, with relatively little control by
elite opinion-leaders compared to previous eras.

Political narratives often possess a strong normative or moral element.
As Patterson and Monroe explain, “When the subject of narration deals
with the common or everyday, narrative serves to both highlight and call
into question what we take for granted in our daily lives™ A preponder-
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ance of political narrative s problem- and grievance-oriented, featuri
charactfars casily identifiable as victims, villaing, and heroes. I;erha sr 1:8
theme I8 more prominent in political narrative than the virtuous Pue(t)
for social justice or the reality of justice denied, e
Early interest in fictional political narrative emphasized its purport-
ed ‘n.lake-believe character in contrast with the “realism” of faf:)t bp d
political exchange.® Over time this false dichotomy has dissolved :iuisi
awareness that a large Spectrum of political discourse draws upon—-and0
In some cases, cannot do without—well—developed narrative techniques,

3

article pl:lblished in Quinnipiac Law Review on lying under oath durip
congressional testimony concluded that “it is very likely that witnes "
routinely lie to congressional committees,” even though a paltry numl;s:j
have been prosecuted for it* Another study on congressional debat
jabout public policy issues found the content to be riddled with rnisleadia

Various generalist and specialist meanings for the term discourse
h_ave been noted. Rhetoric occupies a comparable position in its usage b

filfferent audiences. It is, on the one hand, an imprecise word em lg g
Interchangeably with discourse to refer to language in a generic sensi o%ie

Cn tl-'le other hand, political rhetoric has long been associated with the
practice of oratory as a too! for Argumentation on questions of right and
wrong, truth and faisehood, and the choice between competing pgolitical
o;)tlons such as rival candidates and policy proposals, Analysis of political
-dlscourse .and political rhetoric alike tends to concern itself with }c)iissect-
I0g Opposing points of view and the way that alternative constructions of
social reality are put forward, °
As political speechwriters confirm, narrative technique functions
asa f:rltlcal component of explanation and persuasion in all situations of
pol'ltlcal communication, certainly not in fiction writing alone.* f‘mecdoteD
‘Wthh can range from fact-based to apocryphal in nature, z;re a populasr’
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argument and analysis, particularly when advocates are trying to reach
an audience lacking expertise in the subject matter® As we will see, the
social problem novel also attempts to respond to this situation,

Can similarity of content and structure provide a bridge across adja-
cent narrative forms sufficient to span the nonfiction-fiction divide? The
answer is yes, as demonstrated by Borins’s exploration of Hollywood films,
TV dramas, documentaries, academic monographs, memoirs, and novels
concerned with public-sector leadership and institutional performance over
a roughly half-century period.® What surfaces from this heterogeneous
collection of worlk is a convergent fable of responsible political leadership
told from a perspective attuned to the fortunes of organizational and
human protagonists as these actors entwine in moments of historical
challenge and choice. Borins’s analysis brings into focus an intertextual
train of thought across time and medium whose bounty is the distilled
wisdom of democratic governance.

The curation of 4 diverse, collective commentary about leadership
provides an alternative to fixating on political narratives as merely artifacts
of a discrete and separable nature. This shift of attention hints at new vistas
of understanding about the overlap of culture, politics, and public policy if

only appropriate analytical methodologies could be developed for the task.
An ingenious step in the right direction is Martin’s comparative study of
literary narratives about education in British and Danish society from 1700
to 1920.% Using the technique of computational linguistics, she is able to
document distinctive narrative patterns in the two societies, revealing that
fictional works dealing with education are marked by higher frequencies
of “individualism, feeling, and upper-class words” within the individualist
system of England, and higher frequencies of “words referencing societal
goals” within the collectivist system of Denmark.” In this same research
project, a second methodological strand profiles influential novelists in
different eras who used their work for messaging about educational phi-
losophy and goals as well as questions of social and political organization
in the two countries. In her conclusion, Martin affirms the need to tran-
scend our usual presumptions about pathways of political influence for
an issue like education over the long term and across the indivisible web
of culture: “As creators of cultural narratives, fiction authors are crucial,
under-acknowledged, political actors in struggles over educational policy
choices. A close reading of major literary works suggests that cross-national

variation in education systems has deep cultural roots™
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One .branch of the neuroscience research program on storytelling® is
a burgeoning curiosity about the nature of neural and cognitive proces
ing for such variables as voting decisions and the formation of igeol !
values, and affective response in a political context.® Within this n ot
'ﬁeld, political narrative constitutes a primary object of attention c?scent
I1ts capat.;ilif:y to evoke deeply held factual beliefs and emotions tha:eaiz
?CiEd in, and bound togelther. by, neural circuitry within the individu-
al. As George Lakoff explains in his Jandmark work The Political Mind
cer?am narratives become “instantiated physically in our brains” du;nt ,
their prominence and prolonged repetition in the culture. He notes, fz :
iixample, the familiar stories of the “rags to riches” and ";;ull yoursesli“ 1? ,
by yfouf' b.ootstraps” variety that underpin the capitalist economic systenli
Y8 orifying the purported opportunities for those Ppossessing the requisit
wxll%)ower and commitment to succeed, Much Jess salient, by contraqst aI :
stories of e‘conomic corruption and injustice that teach disc’omﬁtin Ies;o .
a‘bouF capitalism’s dark side. This observation coincides with E%Ielman’S
hng.llfstic analysis of political rhetoric and its power to construct alternat'ns
realities 'and to interpret developments in the news “by fitting them ir?tfe
A narrative account providing a meaning for the past, the present ancc;
the f:uture compatible with an audience’s ideology ™ Further, what i; 1
c;t;gal to realize, according to Edelman, is how that ideolc;gy has biesrci
:egﬁ:flztseinl:iy tI}:}a:guage. from pelitical elite-s aimed at “the legitimation of
s acquiescence of people in actions they had no part in
i Dre‘w lWe§ten, another leading scholar on neuroscience and politics,
§ @ specialist in psychology and psychiatry whose book The Political
Brain preceded Lakoff’s similarly titled work by just two years. Weste
:’md I:,akoﬂ' are in step with each other when criticizing the tenélenc tn
identify ratcionai thought as a dominating influence over political attittz’dez
and b'eh.awor. In fact, a fundamental finding of neuroscience is the clos
?ssocu?tmn between reason and emotion in responding to external sti I'e
including those of a political character, although much of this intera::'u .
Operates outside of conscious awareness, Any attempt to overcome 1?:1
power of emotion in politics by a strategy that bases its appeal on wh i
is factual and logical can be counterproductive from the perspective af
t}?e hl.}man brain. As Westen states, “Reason can prod, regulate, Pand ﬂ’o
direction, but on its own it is pedestrian”> Narrative structure tilen o?feir
a tremendous resource for political communication and pers;lasion’ whexj
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i tive
it adroitly incorporates ideas, arguments of right and v\'rrong,land emgent
stimulation in a memorable format. Absent a strong visceral component,
political narrative courts rhetorical failure,

Political Fiction

According to The Encyclopedia of the Novel, the'purpose of .the go:'t;}:i.
of genre is to classify the diverse range of expressions composing fAicti ;
writing, in much the same way that distinctive categories ha;rf e.merfle
i i ic, and film.* Historically, this impulse
for the interpretation of art, music, a . ;o mpuse
ificati Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s
at classification goes back as far as fotles Poctic
i time, the process of genre develop:
in the fourth century BCE. Over X _ re development
i j itical scrutiny based on the recog
has itself become an object of cri t ‘ ¢ recognition
j t i “like” and “unlike” fluctuate in tandem
udgments of literary “like” an . : : .
Eilsltliiitiin of social knowledge® In practice, while certain corwentmns%
; o o
persist in our thinking about what goes into defining (ci‘hﬁ'm:ent t?rrlf;srest
i theme, style, structure, and setting—i
literary products—for example, ‘
has alzopdeveloped in how and why books thought to belong to a certain
daries.¥
may actually transgress these boun arie:
gem-eTheyta}conoi(nic intricacy of genrefication has progressed to an
advanced stage today. No single official compendit;mboflfoolic C}iifoifg
idely consulted by bookse
exists, but one standard source, w e Sty
ibrari i ist of subjects from the Book In ¥
librarians, is the annual list o Y
Cl}roup More than three hundred genres and subgenres Zlnad;e upﬁt}::oﬁo;:) ‘
: ications (BISAC) codes for ficti
Industry Standards and Communi -  for fietion for
i ment to literary regimen
20205 However, even as this monu - - mentadion and
ishing industry has attained impressive prop
the needs of the publishing in s @ e
iti “authority list” of genres shou
the proposition that some “au ‘ hould be dutituy
intai - ituted committee of expert gatekeep
maintained by a self-constitu ‘ D
i tent, by commercial purposes
one guided, to a great ex ot o e
ive of contemporary academic s
contrary to the perspective o ' - udents of genre
i i f scholars is Australian Jo A
One member of this society o 1 : \ .
influential guidebook Genre begins with the following proclamation o
postmodern fluidity and intersubjectivity:

Far from being merely “stylistic” devices, genres create ef‘fec:tsi
of reality and truth, authority and plausibility, Wh-lCh are cexlltt-ra
to the different ways the world is understood in the writing
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of history or of philosophy or in science,
everyday talk. These effects are not, howe
since texts—even the simplest and mos
“belong” to genres but are, rather, uses of them; they refer
not to “a” genre but to 1 field or economy of genres, and their
complexity derives from the complexity of that relation.®

or in painting, or in
ver, fixed and stable,
t formulaic~—do not

With this intellectual reservation no
genre of singular s
political fiction
device,

ted, it is instructive to home in on 1
gnificance for the subject matter of this book—namely,
—to examine its history and complications as a heuristic

The distinetion of being the first scholar to identify political fiction
as a genre of English-language literature seemingly belongs to Morris
Edmund Speare. As an undergraduate at Harvard University, Speare stud-

led philosophy under William James and George Santayana before going

on to earn his masters in English. For doctoral studies, he enrolled at
the Johns Hopkins Universi

ty, where he wrote a dissertation called “The
Political Novel” in 1923, published in book form in 1924 with the s
main title.* Wasting no time before attackin

first paragraph on the first page of the int

ame
g the business at hand, Speare’s
roduction to his thesis states:

A Political Novel is a work of prose fiction which leans rather
to “ideas” than to “emotions”; which deals with the machinery
of law-making or with a theory about public conduct than with
the merits of any given piece of legislation; and where the main
purpose of the writer is partly propaganda, public reform, or
exposition of the lives of the personages who maintain goy-
crnment, or of the forces which constitute government. In this

exposition the drawing-room is frequently used as a medium
for presenting the inside life of politics.52

As definition,

Spear¢’s formulation left something to be desired. The crite.
rion of “leani

ng to ideas rather than emotions” is too subtle t
consistently across a range of works, and
emotions qualify as discrete
than just arbitrary,
of legislation now s
concerning what a
material. No Jess o

o be applied
the suggestion that ideas and
phenomena is no longer very plausible. More
the exclusion of novels written about a single piece
eems a simple failure of imagination on Speare’s part
gifted politically minded author could do with such
dd is the quaint emphasis on the “drawing-room” as a
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distinguishing element of setting. In fuller exI,"Eanation of his deﬁnifion,
Speare revealed a conspicuously elitist orientation, describing tllose pf;lr-
sonages” who “play the leading parts” in political novels as above the
common average of intelligence. They are endowed not \-:ﬁ'lth common
joys and common sorrows, but are men and women'soph:stxcate.d in their
tastes, highly trained in the complex world of affairs ar‘1d of dlplomaC}c
dealing at first hand with problems of theology, of education, of economic
barter and exchange, of philosophy® 3 '

Speare himself betrayed no qualms about the imprecision or potential
biases of his classification scheme, which he celebrated as a breakt_hrough,
the announcement of a new field of study, the birth il.’ltO consciousness
of a category of writing that previously languished in l1te¥ary hmbf):
“Histories of English literature generally, and teachers c?f hte‘rature ::
particular, have, with almost unanimous accord, ignor.e.d its ex.lstence.
Speare posited that, by the time of his thesis, the pollt}cal’,ﬂct1on gente
consisted of works by a “number of distinguished novehst?, most signif-
icant of whom was the British statesman Benjamin Disraeli. For the r'n.ost
part, the writers that interested Speare were Victorians or others writing

land’s Victorian era.

about}?;egph L. Blotner was another American c?itic who t‘“ocus'ed og
political fiction as a genre in its own right, but his perspective 'dlffere
substantially from that of Speare. This was not a case of overt disagree-
ment since Blotner was unaware of Speare’s work, an unfortunate scholarly
broken link of the kind too likely to occur in the pre-.Internet, preuGololgltz
Scholar age. Blotner also titled his study, published in 1?55‘: The Polztn-ca
Novel ® In a foreword contributed by the editor of the series “Short Studies
in Political Science” in which Blotner’s work appeared, the (fflis.e) context
was set as follows: “So far as the editor and author know, thllS is the first
essay of its kind in the English language. The fact is worth noting b(;caus.;e,
despite the large number of political novels 1n‘a11 languages and espllite
the obvious importance of this particular species of thf: novel. f’gfsnera A
scholars in the field have not devoted systematic attention to it.

The world was a smaller place by 1955 than it was in 1924, a fE‘lCt
evidenced by the emergence of such academic subﬁel.ds'as comlparatwe
literature and comparative government and poli‘tics. Coincident with t{}ese
developments, Blotner himself adopted a decidedly more c-osmopg .1tatn
approach to genre than Speare, grouping the n'ov_els that he. discussed in (01
three broad geographic designations: Great Bntam,'tFle United States, ar‘lal
“The Continent and Elsewhere” He was also less elitist about the materi
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categorized as germane subject matter, arguing that to confine the polit-
ical novel “to activity in the houses of Congress or Parliament is to look
at the top floor of the political structure and to ignore the main floor
and basement which support it Writing nominally for an audience of
political scientists, Blotner took pains to distinguish between the methods
of social science and literature while simultaneously emphasizing that
novels dealt with factual documentation as well as dramatization, analysis
of social problems as well as consideration of their subjective emotional
impacts. On the grand continuum of writing that ranges from science to
art, political science and fiction stood at different intermediary positions
for Blotner, but they “complement each other”®
The year 1957 marked the publication of Irving Howe's classic Politics
and the Novel® This was not long after Blotner's book, and it is unclear
whether Howe was aware of this work, In any case, neither Blotner’s
nor Speares discussion of the genre of political fiction received mention
from Howe, who was less a sedulous scholar on this particular topic
than a literary critic who was also a popular commentator on politics
and culture in his day. In whatever way one chooses to appraise Howe's
engagement with his material, which includes indications of his socialist
orientation during the charged political atmosphere of the post-World
War 1 era, his analysis was broadly influential when it appeared. It has
continued to be a principal touchstone for studies on political fiction into
the contemporary era,™®
Devoting his book’s first chapter to “The Idea of the Political Novel,”
Howe did not define the genre as a unique and cohesive form of writing
objectively distinguishable by its content. He departs from this categorizing
method adopted by Speare and Blotner, conceptualizing political fiction
instead as a collision, or “violent intrusion” between literature and polit-
ical ideas.” For Howe, politics is, to a substantial extent, in the eye of the
beholder, and a political novel is one “in which we take to be dominant
political ideas or the political milieu”? Whether this genre classification
truly fits a work can only be confirmed by the degree to which the novel
“profitably” supports a mode of analysis that concentrates on the rela-
tionship of abstract ideology “with moral sentiments, with passions and
emotions; it tries, above all, to capture the quality of concrete experience””
Thus, in a kind of literary twist on the “observer effect” from quantum
mechanics, the nature of the fictional work cannot be detached from,
or is at least partly determined by, the critical framework applied to it.
Howe states, “Whether a novel may be called a political or a psychological
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novel . . . seems rather trivial beside the question, why -does a particular
critic, bringing to bear his own accumulation of experience, propose to
use one or the other of these labels?™™ ‘

Howe's fluid approach offered nothing less than the intellectual r.a'fxo—
nale for a bold, if idiosyncratic, enlargement of the boundaries of pohncai\l
fiction, so labeled. At this point, however, it is necessary to punctuate tbls
symposium on the genre’s evolving sense of. identity tc»-au:knowleclgc;h its
interruption——or, more exactly, its prospective absorption—by ano e1i
mode of literary interpretation that attempts to comprehend fictiona

ive in its entirety.
narrat;:ztzllgcltlsamesonrybegan his groundbreaking 1981 work ’foz Political
Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act with an audacmus' affir-
mation: “This book will argue the priority of the political interpretation of
literary texts. It conceives of the political perspective .not as some su;;lplz—
mentary method, not as an optional auxiliary to othe.r_mterpretwe .mt_et 2}1 5
current today—the psychoanalytic or the myth-cntlca‘l, the stylistic, the
ethical, the structural—but rather as the absolute honz‘on of alt r‘?admg
and all interpratation. 75 Pressing further, Jameson exp‘lamed that his taék
amounted to much more than echoing the “modest claim . . . that certa’f:
texts have social and historical—-sometimes even p?liticai resonance.
Instead, building on the theoretical work of Marxist hte.rary cr.mcs bﬁforef
him, he positioned his analysis on a plane‘where a ra_dlcal philosop )};1?
history spotlights the capitalist underpinnings of so‘c.lal struc:‘u?re, public
deliberation, and personal experience, in the composition ofa 511‘1gle greiat
collective story” of class struggle across the industrial an.d postmdust.nal
era. From this lofty perch, the corpus of fictional narratlv.e morphs é?to
ongoing “cultural text” with no particular st_ory repres,:a??tmg more than
an additional episode “in a single vast unfinished p)Iot.

Equally fundamental to the nature of Jameson's ?vc.)rk are the terms
“political” and “anconscious” in his book title, the conjoined phras?e seri;r-
ing as doctrine for, and a wake-up call from, the z'nfthor. ‘As do'ctr:m;, t.fe
political unconscious is an assertion that the political dir‘nensmn o 1:hle,
while paramount and pervasive, is obscured from perc-eptlc')r} by ‘the ; s;
domains of privacy, individuality, consumerism, and ah1stonc151‘n in wklcd
the majority of the populace take psychological she!ttlar‘ or are mdet‘rache .
As wake-up call, it is an imperative for the literary crmf: to rec.o’gmz; c;w
fiction's imagined worlds reflect the historical and social rea:hltles that lie
beneath distraction, not least, paradoxically, when overt political contt_ant
seemingly is absent from the text. For Jameson, the challenge remains
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straightforward: to unmask the political totality in society that saturates
even the most creative narrative undertakings to ignore it.

It will not be possible here to do justice to the body of work by a
figure placed in the highest ranks of “literary and cultura] critic[s] in the
world today,” and whose writing has been described as difficult to “capture”
owing to its mapping of “an ever-changing, ever more complex, totality
that itself cannot be reduced to a static, stable image."™ That said, it does
not seem unfair to observe that Jameson's interest in literature, passion-
ate as it is, consistently falls within the orbit of his engrossment in the
workings of society and “the political” He offers undeniable proof of how
much there is for literary scholars and political scientists to talk about,
were anyone disposed to question this intersection. Actually, Jameson’s
belief in the penetration of society by an overarching, immanent polit-
ical agenda—at all levels, and in all social institutions and relations—is
more sweeping than the position held by many political scientists on
theoretical issues such as the “autonomy of the state” and the interface
between politics and culture under democratic regimes.” However, his
comparatively firm stance on these matters, which consistently privileges
the weight of economic exploitation and its effects, does align well with
the critical theory perspective presented in chapter 1.

On the question of genre, Jameson is disapproving, to say the least.
On one hand, he dismisses genre-based criticism and the rules it applies
as “thoroughly discredited by modern literary theory and practice®
Maintaining, moreover, that “Genres are essentially literary institutions, or
social contracts between a writer and a specific public, whose function is to
specify the proper use of a particular cultural artifact”® Jameson laments
the stifling effect of genre, with its distortion, through commaodification, of
“authentic artistic expression® To the extent that an attachment to genre
clouds the kind of meta-analysis advised in The Political Unconscious, the
author understandably rejects it as counterproductive, On the other hand,
Jameson argues that the construct of genre can still be salvaged if recast
as an object for evaluation, one whose history is capable of revealing the
explicit and implicit forces that control the social ordering of aesthetic
endeavor. In the end, Jameson succeeded neither in banishing the con-
ventional uses of genre nor in converting most literary scholars to his
own theoretical framework for the concept’s critical affordances, He did
manage to expand awareness of genre’s interpretive pitfalls while widen-
ing the aperture through which the political dimension of fiction can be
observed, going beyond such limiting criteria as setting, plot, and manifest
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ideological content.®” Of Jamesons project, it has been asked, “How can
a ‘revolutionary’ critique be said to succeed in a period when revolution
itself is failing?”® But this question may only confuse the quality of the
analytical effort with its impact in an inhospitable intellectual and social
environment,

One tendency in works of criticism on the political novel during
recent decades has been the carving out of new subtypes within the
genre— “holocaust fiction,” the novel of “political estrangement;” the
“Washington novel,’ the “global novel”—accompanied by discussion of
the social and historical contingencies giving rise to sach forms.® During
the latter part of the twentieth century, leading figures in American public
administration pointed to the subgenre of the “administrative-organiza-
tional novel” for its trove of insights into the bureaucratic functioning of
the state.’s As these scholars well knew, government officials and public
institutions typically receive harsh treatment in the hands of novelists. But,
according to Dwight Waldo, this critique supplies a corrective for “what
the professional-scientific literature {in public administration] necessarily
omits or slights: the concrete, the sensual, the emotional, the subjective,
the valuational,’” and it makes important contributions to “our thinking
about the health and viability of an Organizational Society.™

If disparagement has generally dominated fiction about government
bureaucracy over the years, some interesting breaks in the pattern can be
found. Take, for example, Dunbars Cove (1957) by Borden Deal, which
concerned the tense relations between local residents and the federal
government as the Tennessee Valley Authority, a multistate power and
economic development project, entered its implementation phase during
the late New Deal. A principal in this narrative is TVA agent Crawford
Gates, who brings to bear a combination of persistence, integrity, and
personal sympathy for the injured parties when relocating landowners
from those areas affected by new dam construction.®® Over fifty years
later, David Foster Wallace's posthumously published work, The Pale King
(2011), transported readers to an out-of-the-way office of the Internal
Revenue Service in Peoria, Illinois, in the mid-1980s. Commending the
unpopular activities of the IRS and its employees is a more daunting task
than presenting the socially progressive agenda of the TVA, but Wallace’s
characters embody a kind of invisible heroism in their commitment to the
tedious daily work of government. In the words of one reviewer, “Against
the grain of our times, The Pale King stands as a sustained and incredi-
bly convincing advertisement on behalf of government itself—at least its
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inner workings, the back office types tasked with ensuring fairness, justice
and the distribution of vital services™ For another case of gove,rgnne t
f.avorably portrayed in fiction, one can turn to contemporary dysto izﬂl
Titerature. In The Ministry for the Future (2021), Kim Stanley Roy;inspon’
hope.ﬁ%l im:.agining of how planet Earth might avert climate disaster, ar?
administrative body created by the United Nations plays a sur risi;l 1

key role in finding the solution, although not without strayin oufside tghy
legal bounds of appropriate bureaucratic authority.® ’ :

The Social Problem Novel

Whatever scholarly insights are to be derived from the unyielding impulse
for cllassiﬁcation, the question of genre for political fiction is boufd to
remain haunted by a concern that the range of authors and subject mat-
ter under discussion exceeds, or fits clumsily inside, the conﬁlj'lin b
estafblished for it. At the same time, the stance that all novels shmﬁd 1(;:
designated as political fiction is incongruent with the special recognitio
that dawns when encountering a certain type of novel that is deterrr?ine:ﬂn
‘systemic and moralistic in its interests, a book where the contradiction ory
In some cases, the interdependence between Pprivate and public s heres,
personal and collective experience, and the actual versus desired rfI)Js ects:
of. s-ocietai life are knit together so tightly as to be inseparablff wiglout
misinterpreting the narrative as a whole,

For purposes of this study, I identify the social problem novel as
Ifollows: a literary work centering attention on an injurious situation that
Is rooted in prevailing conditions in society, a particular social issue o
conflict, the disadvantages experienced by a defined stratum or rour
of people, or some combination of like circumstances. The problegm opf
concern may have yet to be brought to public awareness, or it may be
a long.-standing ill in society suffering from neglect. By va’ried mean); of
narrative composition, most frequently applied in the service of a realist
per-spective, the social problem novel represents the problem under review
while suggesting a direction for remediation in terms that
not, be explicit in nature, nermy

One scholar has noted the existence of different kinds of social
problem novels: those in which the author actively seeks to promote a
program or policy related to the topic under examination, those in which
the author seeks to oppose an existing program or policy, and those in
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which the author treats the social problem and debate arour}d it merely as

novelistic materiel without engaging in any advocacy of their own related
to the issue.? The above definition encompasses the first two of thf.:se
three types of novels, but with flexibility concerning the extent to .WI’}lCh
an author engages in problem solution as well as Proble.m de‘scnptlon.
In setting forth this formulation, my prima.ry aim is to 1_den‘t1f)ifi a‘typel'
of writing that presents the working of society and‘ politics in ctlonaf
form and that provides insights with potential E.w:arm.g on t}Te sphere o

government responsibility. However, this definition is not m'tended to
suggest that a book meeting such criteria could not also have: unpo;;ant
novelistic purposes of an artistic nature. In other words, a s?aal problem
novel need not be “just” a social problem novel to t}%e exclusion of s;rlous
questions of personal identity, philosophical reﬁecty-nn, and so on.

In the light of earlier comments about genre, it should come as n(}
surprise that ambiguities beset the social problem novel as a catelgdorzlr 0f
writing. The label has been used inconsistently and rnos‘tly as a kin od
catch-all for subgroups of novels whose subject fnatter is oftc;n deﬁ.n.e
more narrowly or in association with specified time periods. -Pamlh.ali
designations include the novel of purpose, the radical novel, the mdustnz;
novel, the propaganda novel, the proletarian novel, and the protcest ‘nov; .
There is also the peculiarity that, although social Prt?blem ﬁct:(in in .t Ei
early Victorian era provided a critical point of origin for the political
novel?” the inherent political content of the social problem nov-eI has not
always been acknowledged. Speare objected that the latter d1splayefi a
“moral fervor” and “didactic” intent that concerned matters of 59c1itlzty
generally, not the political sphere more precisely.” Bl(‘Jtner drew a sim a;
line in concluding that “the political element is forced into the })ackg{ozl;i
by the sociological or economic” in such novels g:s Upton Sinclair's The
Jungle and John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. ' o

From a contemporary political science standpoint, suc}f h‘an'—sp itting
seems strange, bordering on the dogmatic. In this c.ontext, it is plain that
the enterprise of literary genrefication, if carried to picayune enfis, Eeco;nes
antithetical to appreciating the interrelated forces o‘f pu.bllc policy deve op-
ment, from the backstory of issue formation to ins.ntutllonal agen-da setting
to government problem solving. Significantly, this bl-md spot 1s1 grfeai:cest
with respect to novels that aim to provide a systemic portrayal o tth
social problems arise, the forces that perpetuate them, and t‘he opportu-
nities available for reform, such as they may be. The rule-drl\_ren. prozﬁss
of genrefication is bound to be confounded not only by the insight that
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the examination of social problems is unavoidably a political discussion
in some way but also by the fact that the social problem dimension may
be primary in certain novels while the politics dimension will be primary
in others. There is, further, the discombobulating fact that some novels
concentrating on the political realm do so for the purpose of highlighting
corruption, extremism, and other political ills as social problems. In a
field such as this, where objects of analysis exhibit continuous reinvention
as well as properties of instability and tremendous idiosyncrasy, all the
scholarly gain lies on the side of a deliberately integrative approach, not
fragmentatjon.

Social problem fiction acquired prominence in tandem with the
establishment of novels as a popular literary form in England during the
early 1800s. Indeed, it has been said that “the reformist novel was the
genre that defined the nineteenth-century novel more generally”>” Among
English writers this movement peaked around 1850, its dominant subject
matter the industrial economy and its impact on society, including the
exacerbation of class tensions, conditions of widespread impoverish-
ment, and the call for government intercession.® American writers were
strongly influenced by these literary and economic developments across
the Atlantic.” In short order, the social problem novel gained popularity
in the United States as well, with Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom’s
Cabin (1852) as the most successful major publication in this vein and
also one of the earliest. American social problem novels did not focus on
industrialization and urban ills to quite the same degree as in England,
at least not at the outset. This is no surprise given the different timing
and character of the Industrial Revolution in the two societies, and the
extent to which the United States was embroiled in the social and political
conflict over slavery at mid-century.

Not until decades later did the social problem novel receive scholarly
recognition as a distinct subgenre of Victorian fiction.!® In 1903, the French
scholar Louis Cazamian published his landmark study on this subject, Le
Roman social en Angleterre: 1830-1850, but the book was not translated
into English until 1973."% Cazamian described the early Victorian period
as “a time of riots, bloody strikes, and violent clashes between capital and
labor. Poverty and industrial troubles reached an unbearable pitch, and
revolution seemed imminent”' Novels “with a social thesis” were part
of a broader “emotional and intellectual response” within English society
to the strained social relations of the day.® Cazamian characterized this
effort as an idealistic and impassioned antidote to utiljtarian philosophy
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and the latter’s justification of unbridledl.il?dividualism as a guide for
and political economy alike.
Perso?;igg&d%iglandpand America, the dorflinant literary style ofntt}:-z
early social problem novel was realism, that is, the accurate r(:-p;eif:onal
tion of the social world despite or, ironically, through the q?atj;- c 1'5“1
fabrication of people, places, and events. One of ﬂ.le maost éugkylfl })r;lmr
of 2ll social problem novels from this era was Ehzabeth‘ asle sfamﬂy
Barton (1848), which described the struggles of. a working-c ‘issrterary
in Manchester, England, during a severe economic downtll:irn. ls i Char}:
scholar Josephine Guy has written, “In Mary Qarton wor] ng;:t ‘asss ar
acters are portrayed as individuals with their own personali Iccla ;1 her
own life histories and their own culture, all of which are recor ed "
abundant and affectionate detail”'™ A frequently noted shortcfommi;tgher
social problem fiction is the tendency for char’acterf to ﬁ.z;ct;on eor e
as one-dimensional mouthpieces for the author’s political ideo oi)lr] i
symbols in 2 $oap opéra fixated on the stere‘otypes c')f clas.s, welj 01,{ ind
power. The value of the kind of vibrant realism achieved in atho e
Mary Barton was its ability to induce readers to care aboﬁt eandin
protagonists and the difficulties that befell them.whlle genetr; y expin Thi
social consciousness of the pre{:ariczlusx;less otf e:lzijgc:uc;triavatz én:rﬁl ez;sure
i i ting and beloved character va !
Z;eggigziézts;eieafers for the dense dis-.cussion of pli)lxlt:::s, economics,
and public policy that sometimes occurs in these works. " .
When the social problem novel eventually came into ;tsfowrtr;l' o
United States, a long-term patter:: begfin of ir%tegmi)t;elr:; f;t;k: r?d P;-gfolin ! i
activity roughly coinciding wit ma.]()r periods e
the country.'® Presented chronologicaily, a sample .0 pre minent works
i , just to name a few, Stephen Crane’s Maggte..A Girl of the
l(rliglf;l;?}r]ank Norris's The Octopus: A Story of C'al{forma (19£1C), ani Iip;%r;
Sinclair's The Jungle (1906) from the Progressive Era; Jac } 011;; 9}; Te
Disinherited (1933), John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wratd é er,Lee’s
Richard Wright's Native Son ()1940) fﬁm}l[ tﬁe Peg;jsztozg; ??951)?5“(1 et
i kingbird {1960), Joseph Heller’s - )i
I];Zsf;{i grfolglengver the Cuckoos Nest (1962) from the rajlcal lei?;d
The most celebrated of these classics not on.ly serve ilp e
information about the defining social conﬂlictsf of th::ll;3 :e:;;;c : ns:l) ?;ef -
verberations of these struggles for re s then and lat
:&i;ﬂttj{: io;z commentator observed regz_irding Keseys angl-nll{stlt:ttlgﬁ?l
tour de force about an abusive psychiatric hospital, the book n y
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powerfully expressed the upheaval of the early 1960s, it “contained the
prophetic essence of the whole Vietnam period of revolutionary politics
going psychedelic” Although particular social problems may fall from
the national agenda, they almost never disappear from the world in which
people live. Even during quiescent times, voices of truth and outrage expand
the fiction catalog with tales of harm calling out for a general audience
as well as political attention. Consider that Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man
(1952), a transformative work about Americas racial divide, appeared
the same year that Dwight Eisenhower, a moderate Republican, won the
presidency by a landslide. It would be three more years before Rosa Parks
famously took a stand by refusing to take her seat at the back of a bus in
Montgomery, Alabama, launching the civil rights movemnent.

By all signs, the early years of the twenty-first century qualify as
the latest resurgence for the social problem novel, along with a broader
Spectrum of topics than ever before—degradation of the environment,
racial injustice, health and mental health care, homelessness, ferninism,
political dysfunction and extremism, immigration, the impact of 9/11,
school shootings, errant technology, the pathologies of late-stage capitalism,
and more. (See Appendix A.) Also unmistakable as a sign of these times
is the plethora of futuristic works forecasting the dire consequences of
climate change, often in stories that interweave environmental and political
collapse. As cultural historian Jill Lepore has attested, ours is s golden
age for dystopian fiction™ Within this large and heterogencous sampling
of titles, some count as serioug literary endeavors while some are works
of popular fiction targeting the reader interested in casyal entertainment.
Still others defy pigeonholing and straddle the [ine between broad char-
acterizations of this kind, not unlike many social problem novels of the
Victorian era that pursued commercial success while being anchored within
the literary and cultural tradition of “populist radicalism

Noteworthy as this renaissance of social problem fiction may be, it
cannot easily resolve the long-term ambivalence of “big publishing” toward
the genre. In an industry inherently more attuned to product sales than to
consciousness raising for its own sake—a sector increasingly consolidated
in the hands of large multinational corporations and dominated by white
executives and editors'®—the plight of minority groups and those disad-
vantaged by the workings of capitalism has never constituted 2 priority
(at least not since Victorian England). This situation may be changing
today, most notably on the subject of race, but it has taken a ground-level
shift in the bestseller list to jump-start the process."™ For activists in the
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contemporary “radical fiction movement,” what Promi&:.e; to lie :ie::u;i
a protracted struggle with another mega system in which progr s
be measured not only by the diversity of authors that ngltekeepersl 1pres112
to the reading public but also by the nature of the tc?plcs they a ?lwi' i
Realism persists as the canonical style of social problem cl1.o '
but other literary styles also mark the genre, among them mgur; 1s:}r;
(an extreme form of realism emphasizing the corruption of in }vaes at
by environmental forces), sentimentalism (a method of wn:lmg a;n;nism
provoking strong emotional responses from t.he reader), ax(; mo :Ctives
(the incorporation of unconventional narrat-nfe fo_rms an E:er&]?hﬂe th;
often with a sense of cynical alienation or d131l.lus1onment): ; fhe
intermixing of literary elements potentially diverts attentngn -rgénfmm
objective of verisimilitude—realism’s hallmark—the synergy er?f from
complementary literary styles can enrich a c9mplex f\oc':xa]l)narr? 1v<;.latin
dystopian fiction has its basis in social re':ailty, for it is by ext lizfr “defag_
from existing conditions that writers in this group conjure up -
miliarized” social settings to show—in logical and causative te;rms—»w ere
the contemporary world will wind up in the a})rv.ence of tlme-y iix::;ec‘;v e
measures. M. Keith Booker explains the Wl'ltlI-lg strategy mt f: v }fe
“Dystopian fictions are typically set in places or times far distant fro n the
author’s own, but it is usually clear that the real refe?ents h ﬁre %n ner
ally quite concrete and near-at-hand.™* P_ostmodermsm,.“;l ich ca ° t0
the fore in the closing years of the twentieth centuryt mig t seem Itaone
apart from the tradition of the social problem novel given 1;5 1r:::uc ) 1e,
philosophical embrace of meaninglessness, and experimental wri m;gjhgc ai
yet some writers grouped within this movefnent h?ve been verybp e
and social in their interests while practicing the‘1r own lnew ra; o
realism.!’® With its evolution over time, thta social prob em n(;gdition
frequently assumed hybrid form, melding 'w1th other genlzeisl 11n ditor
to science fiction, including historical fiction, the Fegal thriller, }rln al
dramas, detective fiction, and domestic tragedy. This confluence has
diversified the writing conventions employed.

The Eramework of Problem Definition and Its Application

This research project treats the social problem novel as a narrative fo;ﬁ
with two principal objectives: communicating a message ab.out £a;sc: :
issue and satisfying the artistic demands of fictional storytelling. Literary
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critics have often portrayed these as conflicting aims, objecting that the
didactic ingredient of the gente tends to cross into propaganda, or that
the obsession with factual detail induces a counter move by some authors
to melodrama and romance for the sake of propping up reader interest,'s
Other detractors have stated that a preoccupation with conditions in the
external world, with society rather than the individual, results in the
creation of superficial characters lacking believability. The present study
approaches the aesthetic and argumentative dimensions of the social
probiem novel as complementary to each other. The proposition is that a
social problem novel can in fact do justice to the substance of its subject
matter while also measuring up to the standards of “zood literature?” and
the best social problem novels depend on superior fiction writing and its
powerful literary devices.

Once one embraces—rather than bemoans—the social problem
novel’s function as an instrument of advocacy, it becomes clear that while
a literary lens remains relevant in understanding how such a work is
composed, equal attention must be given to the political argument with-
in this narrative. Public policy debates are always attempts at audience
persuasion based on the presentation of factual information, discussions
of harm and wrongdoing, and an appeal to normative standards. As
already discussed, they also consist of stories, short or long, that draw on
empirical observation, creative construction, or, most commenly, some
mixture of the two. The framework to be employed for examining policy
argument in the four novels under review in this book is the rhetoric of
problem definition.

More than eighty years ago, sociologists began to think about social
problems in terms of a natural history marked by an initial phase of
problem recognition, followed by expanding public awareness, entrance
into the governmental arena, and, if it happens, the culminating enact-
ment of policy reform.!” Fundamental to this conception are several
assertions: that identifying a “social condition” as a bona fide “social
problem” involves considerations of an objective and subjective nature;
that preexisting values, beliefs, and perceptions shape the interpretation
of factnal information about a social issue; and that heated public quarrels

" over ideology, group interest, morality, and the role of government typify

this collective process of meaning-making and response. Echoing this
discussion, the radical sociologist C, Wright Mills drew the distinction
between “personal troubles” and “public issues”® According to Mills, a
sitwation of distress can only progress from a personal problem to a public
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issue with sufficiently widespread agreement that social factors beyond
individual control are responsible.

It is impossible to appreciate problem definition’s dual significance
as a rhetorical form and a moving part in the mechanism of democracy
without considering the dynamics of political agenda setting. Agenda sei-
ting is the designation for a subfield in contemporary policy studies that
squarely situates social problem solving at the crossroads of culture, political
behavior, public opinion, and institutional deliberation. If we recognize
society as a breeding ground for a virtually unlimited number of conflicts,
losses, and grievances at any point in time, then agenda setting refers to
the narrowing action by which only certain claims become matters of
governmental concern.” According to Roger Cobb and Charles Elder’s
classic formulation, the public, or systemic, agenda refers to the “general
set of political controversies that will be viewed at any point in time as
falling within the range of legitimate concerns meriting the attention of
the polity” while the instifutional, or formal, agenda comprises that subset
of issues “scheduled for active and serious consideration by a particular
institutional decision-making body.'® The transition from private trouble
to public issue, from public issue to government action item, and from
government action item to official public policy is no easy path, not for
any one of the thresholds that must be crossed, much less for completion
of the circuit as a whole. Experience teaches that, absent the expansion and
intensification of support among both organized groups and the attentive
public, the birthing process for a new public policy will stall.

As early as 1960, political scientist E. E. Schattschneider observed
that in politics “the definition of the alternatives is the supreme instrument
of power?'# This is so because definitional matters determine audience
size, as well as composition, for an issue. Adding to this insight, Cobb
and Flder asserted that “policy problems are not simply ‘givens, nor
are they simply matters of the ‘facts’ of a situation. They are matters
of interpretation and social definition”® John W, Kingdon's work on
policy innovation concentrates on the intertwining vectors of action in
problem, political, and policy “streams”* Problem definition is influen-
tial across all three areas by establishing the language, the perceptions,

and the categories of discussion that shape the agenda-setting process
for a particular social concern. Similarly, in a series of theoretically and
empirically rich comparative studies over the past twenty-five years on
the rise and fall of diverse issues on the national agenda, Baumgartner
and Jones turn to problem definition as a key variable for explaining the
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behaviors of individual decision makers and the political systermn overall
v-vhen policy choices are made.” Drawing on a multidisciplinary body of
literature in such areas as the social construction of reality,'” framing,"
symbolic politics,” public policy analysis,”™ political narrative, a;ld
postmodernism,'* the framework of problem definition analysis patterns
the habitual vocabulary and flashpoints of dispute that predominate in
such policy debates.!

Table 2.1 identifies the major elements of attribution that structure
the rhetoric of problem definition. The table divides into six areas: social
values invocation, nature of the problem, problem causation, characteristics
of the problem population, status of existing services and policies, and
nature of the proposed policy solution. ’

. Never merely a technical matter, the discussion of social problems
raises profound questions of social philosophy, political ideology, and ethics.
Schattschneider speaks of the “crowd” that watches when a political fight
!Jreaks out but that resists getting involved unless the stakes are defined
in terms meaningful to them." Even if some members of this observing
audience care little about the nitty-gritty details of a policy debate, they still
may become engaged by arguments defining the topic in terms of broad
values like liberty, equality, liberalism, conservatism, justice, patriotism
rights, the public interest, and other abstract ideals that are a powde;
keg for so much discord in our society. Writes Schattschneider, “These
concepts tend to make conflict contagious; they invite outside intervention
in conflict and form the basis of appeals to public authority for redress
of private grievances !

. Manageable inconveniences rarely become the focus of government
lr.atervention. Only when a problem impinges on public welfare (or spe-
cial interests) in a serious way is it likely to gain priority on a congested
Political agenda. Claims about the issue characteristics of scope, severity,
{ncidence, novelty, and proximity help to build this case.’% While scop.;
is the number of people affected, or the magnitude of a problem, severity
concerns the impacts of a problem when gauged in such terms as lives
torn apart or ended, health and mental health harms, economic damage,
social instability and exclusion, environmental destruction, disturbance
of public order, and other appalling consequences difficult to ignore.
"The attribute of problem incidence pertains to a situation in which some
Population segment is identified as being at greater risk of involvement or
impact than others. The label of proximity signals to onlookers whether,
and how, a problem has personal relevance to their lives—if not now,




Table 2.1, Patterning the Rhetorical Framework of Problem Definition

Dimension of Problem Possible Ingredients
Definition
Social values invecation A rhetorical link is made to broad values
and ideologies:

liberty

equality

liberalism/conservatism

justice

patriotism

human rights

the public interest

etc.

The character of the problem is described:
scope, severity, incidence, proximity, novelty,
crisis {emergency, catastrophe)/noncrisis

Nature of the problem

Problem causation The origins of the problem are identified:
unguided/purposeful
intended/unintended
systemic/nonsystemic

blame/no blame

Characteristics of the problem | The people involved.’aﬁefted are desc:_'ibed:
population worthy/unworthy, deserwng.’undeserﬁng,
familiar/strange, sympathetic/threatening
ingroup/outgroup (the “other”}

victims, villains, heroes

Status of existing services and | A condition of need exists/does not exist in
policies light of: -

action by the private sector

the effectiveness of current government
action

Nature of the proposed policy | A solution chosen to match the defined
problem is advanced and debated:
social domain of “problem ownership”?
(health, mental health, social services,
science and technology, law and justice,
economy, efc.)

solution is available? acceptable? affordable?
solution is perverse? futile? jeopardizing?

solution

Source: Based on David A. Rochefort and Roger W, Cobb, “Problem Definition: An Emerging
Perspective,” in The Politics of Problem Definition: Shaping the Policy Agenda (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas), chap. 1.
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then in the future; if not from one type of negative fallout, then from
another. Problems defined as novel are prone to gain more attention from
the media than items viewed as routine. Politicians also like to identify
themselves with cutting-edge issues, particularly during campaign season.
(A degree of caution may creep in later when policy makers get around
to tackling a problem so novel that basic information is lacking or poorly
understood.) Taken together, the above descriptive claims can help to
advance a social problem on the public and institutional agendas, all the
more so if coupled convincingly with pronouncements that a situation
has reached the point of a “crisis” ‘emergency,” “catastrophe’ “calamity;’
or similar dire straits,. However, if Opponents are effective in countering
conﬂicbexp?nding attributions rhetorically, it will undercut a sociai prob-
lem’s politigal momentum.

Invariably, the definition of a problem includes some account of its
origins. According to Patterson and Monroe, perhaps no better way exists
for connecting the events, forces, and relationships in a social setting
than to “emplot” them in a story, for “isolated events by themselves tell
us nothing™* Political sociologist Charles Tilly comments that “when
humans began creating stories, they fashioned one of their great social
inventions™ In the context of political debate, participants often employ
causal stories that seek to clarify the nature of reality through simplification.

Across a wide spectrum of overlapping research concerns, culpability
is the most widely studied aspect of problem definition. In her analysis of
story-based attributions, Deborah Stone classifies causation using a two-
fold schema in which actions may be unguided versus purposeful, while
consequences are intended versus unintended.™ Jones and McBeth draw
on this approach, as well as other narrative elements, in their narrative
policy framework for testing hypotheses about the role of narrative in the
policy process.”* Compatible with an array of source materials and research
methodologies—experimental, quasi-experimental, and nonexperimental;
quantitative as well as qualitative—such a perspective yields findings of
interest to many scholarly audiences. Of vital importance in this book
is individual versus systemic culpability in problem definition and the
related question of blame. Causal attributions not only put forward an
understanding of how social problems come to be, they also anticipate
the design of future policy interventions. Remove the identified cause and
its ill effects should disappear; so goes the logic.

The purpose of social policy is to transfer resources, deliver ser-
vices, and provide protection to groups of people targeted as being in
need. But that need must be for socially acceptable reasons. In other
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