
S U N S T O N E  

The stories we claim as a society are a powerfulforce in creating 
the metaphors that help us construct our lives. Considering our social 

conditions, it seems a moral imperative that those characters 
who are potentially subject to violence should be imagined wholly in our stories. 

THE MORAL IMAGINATION 

By Susan Elizabeth Howe 

T HOUGH IT MAY SEEM STRANGE, I AM GOING 
to begin this address to the Association for Mormon 
Letters by referring to the Holocaust. What is the pos- 

sible relevance of that European horror of the1930s and '40s to 
the practice of literature in contemporary Mormon culture? Or 
even to Mormon life? It is all too easy, considering our distance 
in time and space from World War I1 Europe, to deny any sim- 
ilarity between our late-twentieth-century-Wasatch-Front- 
Mormon selves and either the Jewish victims of the Holocaust, 
the Nazis and other Europeans who carried it out, or the thou- 
sands of respectable citizens who made it possible by not 
naming it evil and standing against it. 

And yet our own religion should remind us that we are not 
so different; the Jews, Germans, Nazis, Fiench, Italians, and 
Dutch are, indeed, our brothers and sisters. Only by denying 
this reality can we separate ourselves from them. We are like 
them in our bodies and in our spirits. What they have suffered, 
it is plausible that we might suffer; what they have done, it is 
plausible that we might do. Given the historical fact of the 
Holocaust, we human beings who have not experienced such 
atrocities owe it to those who have to leam something from 
their torture and destruction. It behooves us to consider any 
ways in which our cultural conditions might replicate those 
that enabled a highly educated Christian society to deliberately 
kill millions of people with so little sense of responsibility or 
remorse. And then we must fight those tendencies in ourselves 
and our culture. 

For example, I think we should have learned from the Nazis 
that it is morally wrong to incite prejudice and persecution by 
labeling people as bad or inferior not on the basis of anything 
they've done but merely because of their membership in a cer- 
tain group. Such actions justify otherwise decent people in de- 
grading and damaging individuals without ever actually seeing 
or knowing them; it is almost impossible to brutalize someone 
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you recognize as a human being with qualities of goodness, 
dignity, and worth. It is wrong to so label any group of 
people-Jews, Native Americans, Hispanics, Blacks, rednecks, 
housewives, the homeless, conservative Mormons, liberal 
Mormons, gays, lesbians, feminists, or intellectuals. 

And it seems to me a serious cultural weakness and absolute 
anathema to the gospel of Jesus Christ that so many Mormons, 
like so many 1930s Germans, are willing to turn over their 
powers of moral reasoning to their leaders. I cringe every time I 
hear someone say, "I'm so grateful that the general authorities 
have spoken on that matter and now I can just do what they 
say" Isn't the lack of agency-choice and responsibility for 
choice-the reason that Satan's plan would not work in devel- 
oping in us godlike capacities for learning principles of truth? 
And isn't that the reason Satan's plan was rejected? God has said, 

I will give unto the children of men line upon line, 
precept upon precept, here a little and there a little; 
and blessed are those who hearken unto my precepts, 
and lend an ear unto my counsel, for they shall leam 
wisdom; for unto him that receiveth I will give more; 
and from them that shall say, We have enough, from 
them shall be taken away even that which they have. 
(2 Ne. 28:30.) 

If we let someone else think for us, aren't we saying, in effect, 
"I'll use someone else's wisdom; 1 personally don't want any 
more"? Doesn't the above scripture make clear that by abdi- 
cating personal responsibility for moral choice, one begins to 
lose the wisdom he or she already has? Are we not always re- 
sponsible for working with the principles of truth presented to 
us by our leaders, for wrestling with them until we make them 
our own? It seems to me that one can only become godlike by 
acquiring the attributes of God, and one of those attributes is 
the ability to distinguish for oneself between good and evil. In 
a society in which the responsibility for individual moral 
choice is emphasized and valued, it is far less likely that 
wholesale evil will be carried out by a large number of people 
who excuse themselves for their actions or their complicity by 
claiming that it is a greater good to follow a leader than to 
ref~ise to destroy human life. 

PAGE 58 DECEMBER 1995 



S U N S T O N E  

I I Some of our most gifted writers 

claim a moral purpose in using violence, 

but some naive readers who share 

some of the assumptions of the 

brutal characters may use the text to 

justify their own brutality. 

A few years ago Howard Ziff revienrd two books that asked 
how it was possible that "American reaction to the Holocaust was 
so slow and so ineffective." "Why was there no universal out- 
rage?" Ziff asks. "Why was an heroic rescue effort not mounted? 
Why were the Jews abandoned?"' Ziff claims that both books he 
reviewed offer, in one way or another, the same answer: 

. . . the abandonment of the Jews was a failure of the 
moral imagination. It was a failure to act, of course, 
but . . . what documents tell by their x7ery failure to 
tell, is the lack of a public rhetoric to comprehend, in 
the non-metaphorical sense of the word, what was 
happening. . . . For the larger, gentile community, . . . 
the picture [the books paint] is not one of immobi- 
lized horror, but more often of dumb incomprehen- 
sion, again in the literal sense, an inability to hold the 
Holocaust steadily in mind and imagination.2 

Ziff says that this failure is not a matter of ignorance but "of an 
imaginative poverty that carries with it a moral impoverish- 
ment."3 Those individuals in the American press and the United 
States State Department who received information about the 
atrocities of the concentration camps, by reason of "their educa- 
tion, cultural background, religious sensibilities, social status, in 
short, their life  world^,"^ did not have the moral imagination to 
conceive of those who were being destroyed as actual human 
beings, like themselves, with tastes and feelings and joys and 
aversions. With whole, authentic lives. 

T HE notion of a moral imagination intrigues me. How 
might one define a moral imagination, and how might 
the concept be useful in the development of Mormon 

literature? 
Ziffk review suggests that a moral imagination is the mental 

and spiritual capacity to conceive of those outside one's own 
group as fully human and therefore deserving of full human 
rights and identity In scriptural terms, a moral imagination 
might be the capacity to love one's neighbor as oneself. I think 
that there may be many other ways to consider a moral imagi- 
nation that might also lead writers to better work, but right 

now I would like to discuss the topic as a corrective for an 
alarming trend I see in some contemporary American and 
Mormon literature. 

I have been particularly distressed over the past few years at 
the brutality and violence in the work of some of our most 
gifted writers, including David Veloz, who wrote the screen- 
play of Natural Born Killers; Neal Labute, whose plays have 
been produced in Utah and the Midwest (and published in 
this issue of SUNSTONE); and Brian Evenson, author of 
Altmann's Tongue. But in criticizing the writing of these individ- 
uals, I am not questioning their character; in fact, I know two 
of these three individuals and have found them to be kind, 
generous, highly moral men and faithful Latter-day Saints. 
Furthermore, I find it ill-advised, if  not morally repugnant, to 
attempt to force a writer to change his subject matter by threat- 
ening, for example, his employment. A writer can only write 
what is imaginatively alive for him, and only the writer can de- 
termine that. Attempting to censor a writer not only takes 
away his moral agency, it also gives the writer no room to ma- 
neuver and to change. Such an action also destroys the 
processes of discourse that bring about real learning and 
should always be allowed to operate in a genuine academic 
setting. These authors claim a moral purpose in using such vi- 
olence; after all, readers learn in recoil as well as in identifica- 
tion. They trust the morality of their readers; they expect the 
readers to bring to their engagement with the text the moral 
response that is excluded from the work, and rather than to 
copy the text's brutality, to back away from it. 

I grant these writers their intended moral purpose. If their 
work is read by an audience trained to recognize irony and to 
look below the surface for meaning, the violence the work pre- 
sents will be perceived as repugnant, and the audience will re- 
ject it. But a text is a cultural artifact as well as an aesthetic con- 
struct. As a text enters a culture, it may be appropriated by 
naive readers who share some of the assumptions of the brutal 
characters and use the text to justify their own brutality 
Deconstruction teaches us that a text says several things at the 
same time. So even as a text presents a character and demon- 
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strates to the reader that that character is depraved and repug- 
nant, it also creates a fictional world that many readers see as 
corresponding to the conditions of the real world. If, in that 
fictional world, the only choices are to be a victim or a victim- 
izer, most readers would rather be the aggressor. I found my- 
self adopting this attitude as I read Brian Evenson's short story 
"The Munich ~ i n d o w . " ~  As 1 "entered the story, I wanted to 
kill the narrator, a truly evil man who had sexually abused his 
daughter when she was a child and who, in the course of the 
story, murders the daughter's psychiatrist-also a woman- 
and brings about the daughter's death in the same way he had 
caused his wife to jump from a window with their second 
child eighteen years earlier. I wonder if my reading experience 
was morally useful to me: I wanted to see enacted on this man 
the violence he enacted on the other characters. Only by intel- 
lectualizing my actual reading experience did I distance myself 
sufficiently from the story to evaluate the author's intention in 
writing it. And I am trained, at least to some degree, in sophis- 
ticated reading theories. As naive readers are confronted by 
such material, they often see it as representative of the condi- 
tions of the real world and therefore as justification for their 
own violence. And unfortunately, the majority of readers, it 
seems to me, are naive. 

Furthermore, in many of these stories, dramas, and screen- 
plays, the characters who are brutalized are women, children, 
minorities, gays-the very individuals who in real life are most 
at risk in our violent society These characters are seldom, if 
ever, centered in the texts. Because the writers have not imag- 
ined these characters fully, readers don't know them and don't 
identify with them. The characters finally don't matter; in con- 
sequence, their suffering doesn't matter either. Such literature 
promotes the conditions of imaginative poverty that kept 
Americans from comprehending the experiences of the Jews in 
the concentration camps, that kept the Americans from acting 
to stop the atrocities. Considering the social conditions in 
which we live, it seems a moral imperative that those charac- 
ters who are actually, in their real lives, potentially subject to 
violence should be imagined wholly in our texts. 

Once in a fit of anger, I wrote a poem that describes what I 
mean. It is an offensive poem, for w h i ~ h  1 apologize: 

TO THE VIOLENT LITERATI 

This ten-year-old on the swing 
has her own problems-a bully 
ripped the tongue from her soccer shoe. 
Leave her alone. Don't claim her 
for your story where she winds up 
knifed in the park, her tongue cut out 
because a teen-aged boy didn't like her talk 

This mother at the breadboard, cutting 
meat for stew while her husband watches 
the Super Bowl, knows she is dumpy, 
dull, and couldn't make a decent 
buck. Why do you need to rip her 

from her home, where she'll probably 
get beaten anyway, and put her in the path 
of your crazed psychotic, so he can 
demonstrate his dementia in the literary plot? 

If you must have a child to die brutally, 
bones broken, freezing at the bottom 
of a well, let him be your own. 
Make the pattern of the sleepers 
you put him in each night, 
then foul them with excrement and mud; 
leave wisps of his hair-its very color- 
on the limb they used to beat him, 
stiff in tufts with scalp and blood. 

Rape your own lover, your wife. 
If she agrees, go to bed with her, 
write the smell of her skin, 
the shape of belly, breasts, 
then gouge the eyes from her head 
and let her writhe while you read her 
this story of herself. 

Or better yet, if you must have victims, 
sacrifice yourself. Yes you, 
young professor, sure of your philosophic 
posture and academic rights; 
let the natural born killers find you 
at the convenience store, put the barrel 
of the real shotgun in your mouth 
and spatter your brains across the Coke cups. 

Or later in your career-university provost 
now-advancement based on awards 
for your astonishing brutality 
(fictional, of course)-have the terrorists 
kidnap you from your plush, 
high office, torture you in detail 
till the institution sends the cash, 
then castrate you anyway 
and let you bleed to death. 

Write your own torture often 
enough-the rapist's fist, the knife 
slicing your face-and you might feel 
what it is always to walk 
through the world in a body 
that looks like the bodies of victims. 

I wouldn't submit this poem to be published (as a poem), but 
it was instructive for me to write it. Although it makes its 
point, it perpetrates the very violence I am protesting. It shows 
no moral imagination but responds to a perceived brutality in 
literature (to women and children) by returning-and thus 
perpetuating-that brutality on the authors of that violence. 
Let it stand for the very type of literature I think we need to 
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Would it not be more challenging 

to create images of people responding to conflict I I 
I 1 without becoming victims or resorting I I 

to violence? The moral imperative of our time 

is to transform our violence into 

another method of solving conflict. 1 
stop writing. 

Another reason I protest violent literature is that we already 
have so many examples of extreme violence in our actual lives. 
Locally, we have the eighteen-year-old woman who was re- 
cently kidnapped in Salt Lake City, held at gunpoint, and 
raped by six young men. We have the kid who dressed up like 
the Woody Harrelson character in Natural Born Killers and 
murdered his step-mother and his sister. We have death over a 
disagreement at a pay phone. We have drive-by shootings at 
the Delta Center and in many Salt Lake neighborhoods. We 
have gangs. On the national scene, we have the stabbings of 
Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman. We have Ted 
Bundy and Jeffrey Dahmer. A man who opened fire on the 
New York subway, and another who shot up the family plan- 
ning and abortion clinics in Boston. The bombing of the World 
Trade Center. And then, internationally, we have Chechnya, 
Sarajevo, the West Bank, Somalia, Iraq, and Kuwait. In 1993, 
Maxine Hong Kingston wrote, "At this moment, we human be- 
ings are fighting 36 wars, which I can't keep up with, name, be 
informed about, let alone stop."6 

Images of this actual violence come into our homes daily, 
thanks to the miracle of television. And then we have televi- 
sion entertainment itself. An American child from a middle- 
class home, by the time he or she is eighteen, will have 
watched 200,000 acts of violence on television. Violence is re- 
dundant. To create violence in literature, when there is so 
much of it in our lives, is no a stretch of imagination. It is a 
very easy choice, not worthy of the best Mormon minds 
writing in the last days of the twentieth century I think the ex- 
tremely gifted individuals who are writing such literature 
could make far more important contributions. 

The moral, spiritual, and intellectual imperative of our time 
and generation is to transform our violence into some other 
method of solving conflict. Such a dramatic change can come 
about only from a general shift in the thinking of a whole 
people. The stories we claim as a society are a powerful.. even 
an unconscious, force in creating the metaphors that help us 
construct our lives. Would it not be a more challenging and es- 

sential project to create artistic images of people responding to 
conflict without either becoming victims or resorting to the vi- 
olence that makes others victims? Do we have the moral imag- 
ination even to conceive of such possibilities in works of liter- 
ature? 

C HRIST is the best example I know of someone whose 
stories make use of a moral imagination. Take the 
parable of the Good Samaritan, for example (Luke 

10:25-37). The occasion is this: a lawyer, trying to trap Christ, 
asks what he should do to inherit eternal life. Christ answers 
with a question-what is written in the law? What do you 
think? The man responds well-to love God with all one's 
heart, soul, and strength, and to love one's neighbor as one- 
self-and Christ praises his answer. Then the lawyer asks, 
"Who is my neighbor?" Christ answers with this story, which I 
have rewritten into our own cultural situation so that we will 
hear it: 

A certain man traveling from Salt Lake to Lehi on 
Redwood Road, when his car broke down in the 
middle of the night, ran into a gang, who stripped 
him, shot him in the neck, and ran off, leaving him 
h l f  dead. 

And by chance, a certain stake president came 
down the road, and when he saw the injured man in 
the headlights, moved quickly into the inside lane of 
traffic and passed by 

And likewise a bishop came walking down the 
sidewalk, looked at the victim, then quickly crossed 
to the other side of the street and walked past. 

But a certain Native American, Catholic by reli- 
gion, as he drove by, passed the wounded man, and 
when he saw him, he had compassion on him, 

And went to him, administered what first aid he 
could, then got him quickly into his car, drove him to 
the emergency room, and took care of him. 

And before the Native American left, he got out his 
checkbook, paid the emergency room bills, and said 
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to the accounting department, "Take care of him. If he 
doesn't have insurance, I'll be responsible for the bill." 

Which of these three do you think was the 
neighbor of the man who was attacked by the gang? 

The startling, disruptive power of this story is much clearer 
when the characters are contemporary And don't you see 
Christ's moral imagination at work? His way of stimulating 
th66e moral imagination of his audience? The story begins 
with an act of violence, but its focus is on the response of sev- 
eral individuals to that violence. Each person who comes upon 
the victim is presented mi~h the moral choice of either helping 
or ignoring the wounded man. In the original parable, Christ 
broke down cultural assumptions that led the Jews to judge a 
priest or a Levite or a Samaritan by his social or ecclesiastical 
position rather than by his actions. Christ also created respon- 
sibility in his audience-the lawyer who asked "Who is my 
neighbor?"-by leaving the attorney to figure out for himself 
that his neighbor is anyone who comes before him with a 
need. 

When we read this parable from the context of our own so- 
ciety, it also becomes clear why Christ so disturbed the Jewish 
leaders. To use as characters a priest and a Levite (or a stake 
president and a bishop) and then to place them in a moral 
dilemma in which they fail to act with courage and love is to 
acknowledge that in real life such, leaders might similarly fail, 
and that no one should consider himself above sin, above the 
need for repentance. 

A moral imagination is an intriguing personal capacity to 
try to develop and use in the writing of literature. A moral 
imagination would not deny life's genuine difficulties and per- 
plexities or the actual conditions of violence in our world. The 
artist would certainly include those realities in his work. But a 
moral imagination should spur an author to get beyond the 
limited number of responses to those difficulties offered by her 
conscious mind, a mind that has been limited by her culture. 
My moral imagination should tell me, "Come on, Susan, en- 
gage. There are many more possibilities for presenting and 
then dealing with a particular conflict than the usual ones. Use 
your language. Use your imagination." 

Another of Christ's imaginative, incredible teachings in the 
Sermon on the Mount addresses the problems of violence: 

Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an 
eye, and a tooth for a tooth: 

But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: but 
whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to 
him the other also. 

And if any man will sue thee at the law, and take 
away thy coat, let him have thy cloke also. 

And whosoever shall compel thee to go a mile, go 
with him twain. 

Give to him that asketh thee, and from him that 
would borrow of thee turn not thou away (Matt. 
5138-42.) 

All of these directions offer imaginative ways to respond to 
being hurt without returning violence. And all of Christ's sug- 
gested responses are moral, creative acts. To take an eye in ret- 

ribution for an eye that has been lost is not a creative act; it de- 
stroys another eye. Christ recommends, instead of this course, 
to "resist not evil," to turn away from evil, and instead of trying 
to destroy what is evil, to act in creating what is good. By the 
ancient Roman law under which the Jews lived, any Roman 
citizen could compel a Jew to give up his coat or to accompany 
him for one mile. Those were not creative acts; they were in- 
voluntary servitude. But to see the Roman citizen as a human 
being, and to give him one's cloak as well as one's coat, or to 
offer to accompany him a second mile, was to offer a voluntary 
act of goodness, an individual creative gift. Christ asks us to 
create rather than to destroy, to do good rather than to do evil. 
That is the only way to stop one violent act from becoming a 
cycle of revenge, the kinds of cycles we see being camed out 
all over the world in incidents between nations, ethnic groups, 
gangs, and even religious communities. 

It requires a considerable imagination to return good for 
evil. When the vet gives my dog a shot, my dog always tries to 
bite the vet. Unfortunately, human beings respond the same 
way When someone hurts us, our immediate reaction is to 
hurt back or to direct our anger at those we can hurt. Violence 
begets violence; abuse begets abuse. Would it not be useful to 
have powerful stories to teach us other possibilities? 

It seems an impossible ideal to suggest that our imagina- 
tions might create stories to help us transform our tendency to 
violence into something else. But in every religious culture that 
I know of, there are stories of salvation as well as stories of de- 
struction. I feel  hat imagination may be, though it is not nec- 
essarily, connected to the power of God. My experience of 
imagination is in every way connected with my understanding 
of the processes of creation. Like the Gods, we have the possi- 
bility to bring into being, from unorganized matter, that which 
did not exist before. And these creations can be beautiful, can 
expand our understanding of our lives, can teach us what we 
do not know. B 
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REPENTANCE 
Put on this mask and pray for grace 
That what you wear become a face. 

-WAYNE JORGENSEN 
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