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A TALK WITH WALKER P E R C Y 1

Walker Percy made his dehut in fiction with "The M o v i e g o e r " , 

the 1962 National Book Award novel . This and other novels, 

with the ex cepti on of “ The Last Gent leman", is set in the South, 

Perc y's native region. He was born in 1916 in Alabama. Or ph a ne d  

by both mother and father at the age of fifteen, he was a- 

do pted by his second cousin, Will iam  A le xander  Percy, a lawyer, 

plan ter and man of letters.

The Pe rcys were espe cially  famous in the Mi ssissip pi Delta 

region. Legal pr of ess io n hag been the her itage  of several ge- 

ne va tions of the Percys; they have been a pr ogre ssi ve  family 

vividly con ce rn ed with the social and political life of the 

Delta. The recently located family pa pers in the wa re ho us e of 

the co tton compre ss at Greenville, Mi ssiss ippi, pro vi de new 

insights into the family history. Of special interest is a 

pri nt ed copy of the speech given by Senator LeRoy Percy at 

Gree nvill e Courthouse. It was meant to coun ter the racist 

spee ch of Colonel Joseph G. Camp, an agent of the Ku Klux Klan. 

Percy's attack was formidable; it drove Camp out of the c o ur t-

house and out of Greenville. The traditi on of N egro support re-

main ed in the family. Will iam Alexand er Percy, who was not a 

p oli ti ci an  like his father LeRoy, found his own way of asaist-

1 A version of this interview in P olish ap pe ared in " L i t e -
ratura na świecie" 1987, No. 5-6, p. 411-422.

2 Pe rcy's other works: “ The M essage iri the Bottle" (1975), 
"The Last Gentlem an" (1966), “Love in the Ruins" (1971), "Lan-
celot" (1977), "The Second Coming" (1980), "Lost in the C o s -
mos. The Last Se lf -H el p Book" (1983) and "The T ha ną t os  Syn-

,drome" (1987).



ins the Negroes. Himself a poet arid author of the fan.ous "Lan-

terns on the Levee", he helped promote young talented black 

poets. Walker Percy continued this tradition.

Percy studied to be medical doctor but after graduatio n in 

1941 he contracted tuberculosis while working as an intern in 

the pathology section of Bellevue Hospital. This was the tu r n -

ing point of his life. He spent two years, and then another 

year at a sanitarium where for months he saw only the nurse. 

Though he started publishin g hie work3 much later, he d i s c o v -

ered his real vocation in the seclusion of the sanitarium. The 

reading of this period left a tremendous imprint on his own 

writing, and he read mostly writers who are now loosely iden-

tified as existentialists: Kierkegaard, Oostoievski, Marcel, 

Buber, Sartre. Camus and, as he for the first time a c k n o w -

ledges in this interview, Pascal*.

Elżbieta Oleksy: Most interviews with you boil down to ques-

tions about existentialism. What has always intrigued me, and 

I don't believe you have ever spoken about it, is the pr esence 

of Pascal in your writing.

Walker Percy: Yes, i t ’s true. People usually associate me 

more with Kierkegaa rd than they do with Pascal, but Pascal is 

at least as influential as Kierkegaard. Of course, Kierkeg aard  

is much more as sociated with European exis ten tia lis m than P a s -

cal. I think my main debt to Pascal is, perhaps, his image of 

a man in a cell, a man imprisoned. What would such a man do, 

what Should he do? Say, he has ten days to live. How should he 

spend his time? Well, Pascal said most men would spend that 

time pl aying cards or being depressed, but Pascal would say: 

"Well, I would spend my time trying to figure out how I came 

here, why I am here". Of course, he was com paring the p r is on -

er's jail cell to our life. He was saying how people have a 

genius for diverting themselves.

3 E. M o u n i e r  in "Exi ste ntialist Philosophies. An In-
troduction" (London 1940) convin cin gl y argues that the e x i s -
tentialist tree can be traced back down a gallery of ancestors 
among whom we find St. Augustine and the Stoics, Pascal and 
Kierkegaard, before the trunk divides into several versions of 
contemporary existentialism. He claims that wi th the advent of 
Pascal we come right up to modern existentialism.



E .0.,: This is why I asked you about Pascal. It seems that 

in "The Moviegoer" you play with Pascalian concepts. You present 

a rattier humorous version of P a s c a l ‘a concepts of "diversions" 

and "mediocrity".

W.P.: üuite true. I combine Pascal and Kierkegaard. K i e r k e -

gaard has his playful, but also serious, notions of what he 

calls "rotation" and "repetition". I use that with Binx B o l l -

ing in "The Moviegoer". Although Binx h a d n ’t read Kierkeg aa rd 

he was very much aware of "rotation" and "repetition",. He did 

it playfully, like taking a girlfriend to a mo vie-house where 

he hadn't been for years. H r would talk about this strange 

feeling of coming back to this same movie-house. He even r e -

membered the seat-, he made the point of sitting in the same 

seat. It was serious in the way that it made him think of how 

curious it was that fifteen years should have lapsed between 

the last time he was there and the present time. It made him 

think about the nature of time. What is time like? This time 

is passed and what ara I doing? This is when he began, as P a s -

cal would say, t.o take life seriously. T h at ’s when he began 

his search. Instead of taking his secretaries out he became 

tired, as Рззса! woul d say, of his diversions.

£.0.: You share with Pascal, Kierkegaard, and other e x i s -

tentialists the mistrust of progress, the c onvict io n of the 

unrelatedness of science to the human condition. (Joes e x is t en-

tialism offer any solutions as regards the human condition ? 

In other words, is there any direct contribution to philosophy 

which should be described as existentialist ethics?

W.P.: Of course, you have to realize that existent ial ism 

has gotten to be a bad word. I d on ’ t know any seriou3 p h i l o s -

ophers who even use it any more and I d o n ’t know any serious 

writers who would call themselves existentialists. The word is 

used so loosely now that it means almost nothing. I d o n ’t use 

the word either. What I say in my writing, both in the fiction 

ana non-fiction, is that the scientific me thod is good for u n -

derstanding the world. But the scientific me th od cannot u n -

derstand the individual human being. That is the form of e x is-

tentialism. It goes back to what Ki er kegaard said about Hegel.



He regarded Hegel as the thinker, the scientist of his day. 

What he said about Hegel I would say about science. Hegel e x -

plains everything under the sun except what it is to be a man, 

or a woman, to be born into this world, to live, and to die. 

I put it differently: What people d o n ’t realize is that the 

scientific method has no way of uttering one word about an in-

dividual creature. Science only ареакз about leaves, or stars, 

or people in so far as they belong to a class. In other words, 

science is only interested in you in so far as you are like 

another class of people. But science itself cannot utter one 

word about the individual self in so far as it is individual. 

It leaves a huge left-over. We almost automatically believe 

that science is not only our best way of knowing things but, 

maybe, the only way at knowing things. If a thing cannot be 

known scientifically, we believe it cannot be known at all. 

That's the general torture that we live in. Or, here, in A m e r -

ica, anyway.

E.O.: Has existentialism offered any solutions as regards 

the human condition?

W .P ,: Yes, it has done so. Sartre did it. However, I don't 

quite agree with Sartre. I'm not sure that he distinguishes 

between moral and immoral acts, these are not the words that 

he takes very seriously. In my novels, my heroes find th em-

selves in the existential situation of being more or less alone. 

Most modern novels are about people who are alone. They are in 

the middle of a big śociety yet they are, to use a fa sh i on -

able word, alienated; they d o n ’t feel they belong to that s o -

ciety, or the town, or even a family. It can also be said that 

they are living in a post-Christian world where the ethics of 

Christianity are no longer as strong as they were a hundred 

years ago. Napoleon was probably an exception. Christianity is 

not as pervasive as it once was. By the way, do you know a G e r -

man writer, Romano Guardini?

E.Ü.: Yes?

W.P.: I use him as an epigraph to, I think, "The Last G e n t -

leman". He is talking about an existential predtcament. He says 

we are living in a post'-Christian world where people are alone 

but he also says, and this is an importand thing, i t ’s the



world where there is less deception; people are alone and, 

yet, they are capable of forming true relationshi ps. One lonely 

person finds another lonely person. Fr om this very loneliness, 

this existential alienation, there is po ssib le a true c o m m u n -

ion, which in a way is even better than It used to be, wh en 

ev erybody lived in the same system, ev er ybo dy un der st oo d one 

another, say, in the n ineteenth century Europe. Even in this 

terrible twentieth century, with these terrible wars, mi ll ions  

of people being killed, still, the peo ple I write about find a 

certain life, and it nearly always involves someone else. What 

do the French call it? "Solitude a deu". And betwe en the two 

they create a new world. At the end of "Ihe Seco nd Co ming" it 

takes place through the recovery of Christianity. It happens 

with most people, in fact. Most of us are brought up in a 

Chri sti an background. In this country i t ’s mostly nominal, it's 

part of the culture. Some people go to church, you know. But 

i t ’s not a very important part of life.

E.O.: Y o u ’ve talked about alienation, a loss of faith. 

Y o u ’ve also talked about co mm uni on be tw een two lonely persons. 

Mould you agree that in respect to ph ilos oph ica l b ack gro und 

your fiction ranges fro® Pascal and Kierke gaa rd, th ro ugh Camus 

and Sartre, to Marcel, his concept of co mmu ni on ?

W.P.: And Mounier. And also the Jewish phil osop her , Martin 

Buber. Ha was the one who had the "I-Thou" concept. Yes, y o u ’re 

right. This is what happens. It is the ev ol uti on from a n o m i -

nal Christianity to a loss of Christianity, a loss of faith, 

isolation, alienation. Maybe first a hu man  re lationshi p; a man 

finds a woman, or s omething about her, or a woman finds a man 

or so mething about him. It's not like St. Anthony in a desert 

who goes there and finds God all alone. Exce pt that this is 

what Will Barrett tries to do in "The Se co nd Coming". First he 

tries to find God alone in the cave. You see, he takes Разса1 

very s e r i o u s l y .

E.O.: Yes, he call ed Pascal "the only Fr en ch  intellectual who 

was not i n sa n e” . But then, although Will is a tt ra ct ed to P a s -

c a l ’s idea of ma kin g a bet on G o d ’s existence, he, Will B a r -

rett, wants to know for sure.

W.P.: I ’ve forgotten whether he ment i on s Pascal. Yes, I



think he dues mention Pascal. But he said Pascal was not good 

enough. Pascal trivialized the situation. He said: "Either God 

exists or God d o e s n ’t. If God d o e s n ’t exista it d o e s n ’t matter. 

You may just as well bet that God exists. So, what have ycu got 

to lose? If God exists you won, if God does not exist it d o e s n ’t 

matter anyway". That always struck me an a little silly. It 

strikes Will Barrett as silly. He says: " I ’urnot going to make 

a wager like that and hope that in the end I win, I am going 

to find out now". And he said: "Is there an y-reaso n why I can't 

ask God to show Himself?" After all, that happened in the Old 

Testament. God showed Himself. In the New Testament, too. So he 

performs this really nutty ex periment of going down in the cave 

to get an answer from God. My question to the reader and 

to you is: "Does he get ah answer from God?"

E .0.s Y e s , he does,

W.P.: W h a t ’s the answer?

E.O.: A toothache, i s n ’t it?

W.P.: Right. Here he is demanding God to manifest Himself 

as if he were Moses or somebody. And what does God give him? 

A toothache. And maybe t h a t ’s the best thing God could have 

done. So, to get back to your earlier question, I suppose you 

could call it existential ethics. You start from the s o l i t a r i-

ness, then there is a search in the fashion of both, K i e r k e -

gaard and Pascal, then the human connection, the human c o m m u n -

ion and the,finding of God through that human connection.

E.G.: Do you think that the shift of emphasis in c o n t e m p o -

rary American fiction from ethics toward overhe lmi ng aesthetic 

issues is in any way significant concerning the future of fic-

tion?

W.P.: I have no idea what the future of fiction is going to 

be. I think et hics has also gotten to be a bad word. I ’m t r y-

ing to think o f the last ethical novelist, maybe somebody like 

Hemingway. He had a very strange ethics. His idea of ethics 

was a man behaving well under stress. What happened, though, was 

that for the last thirty years or so the quest of the intellec-

tuals, writers and readers has not been for ethics, which they 

see as something imposed like ten commandments, but fur ati-



thenticity, self-realization. A lot that came from the old e x -

istentialist movement. “How to find myself, who am I", we went 

through twenty years of that in this country with the rebellion 

of the sixties. A lot of self -dece ption was involved in this 

movement. And the novels that come out of it are very serious. 

A typical writer is Jack Kerouac. There is no ethics involved 

there, i t ’s a search for authentic experience, of finding the 

right place and the right companion, so that now he can say: 

"This is it, this is the real thing". By finding it he means 

that he has found the right spot in Cali forni a or Mexico, he 

has the right companions and t h e y ’re dr inking the right booze 

or taking the right drugs and they have great feelings. That 

su bstit uted ethics in the American novel.

£.0.: Tp change the subject, your involvement and the i n -

volvement of your family in the mo vement for civil rights for 

the biackf» in well known. What has in trigu ed me, however, is 

that the blacks frequently appear in your fiction as bu tl ers 

and houseke epers. Elgin, a graduat e from M.I.T., is at best 

L a n c e l o t ’s confidant, not really a friend. I s n ’t this a p a t r o n -

izing trait in your fiction?

W.P.: Maybe it is. T h a t ’s the way it was. Those were the 

blacks that 1 knew when 1 was growi ng up. I mostly write about 

young men and young women who grow up in the tr aditi onal S o u t h -

ern environments. Those were the kinds of blacks that we knew. 

I t ’s not quite true, though. In "Love in the Ruins", w hic h is 

a fu turistic novel, there is a kind of black revolution, Bantu 

rebellion. Thomas More  has a few revo lutio nary frie nds there. 

Willar d Amadie and Victor Charles go from bei ng butlers, and 

house-boys, and waiters at the country club to acti ve g u e r r i l -

la fighters. I guess these are the only ones. But, you know, 

one writes about what one knows, I was not really in the ac -

tive civil rights movement. We have a small interracial group 

here, a few blacks and a few whites, who try to do small 

things. Maybe some day I ’ll write about that. My main interest 

was a traditional rel ationship and how that changed. Anyhow, 

i t ’s very difficult to write about civil rights movemen t. Most 

of the novels written about that are not very good; they are 

full of passion and politics. As no vels they are not too sue-



cessful. I c a n ’t think of any off hand that I greatly admire. 

In fact, the best ones are not about poli tic s and the movement. 

I ’m thinking about Alice W a l k e r ’s book.

E . O . : T h e  Color Purple*?

W.P.: That is a remarkable novel. Yet, she talks about these 

very black people y o u ’ve mentioned: black maids, cooks, s e r-

vants. The way she shows their relationships is what I call good 

fiction.

E.O.: Y o u ’ve mentioned that this may be one of your future 

subjects. Are you working on a novel, right now?

W.P.: Yes. I ’m wo rking tentatively on a sequel to "Love in 

the Ruins". I t ’s on what happens to Thomas More later. You see, 

this form, the futuristic novel, which is also satirical, gives 

me a chance to talk about the South and about this country 

in terms which are difficult to do in a straigh tfor ward novel. 

It gives you a lot of latitude to be satirical: about the p o l -

itics, about the Republicans and the Democrats; also about 

med icine and about science.

E.O.: Do you consider your fiction as part of the Southern 

heritage? Or, i3 it rather that the writer, if he is any good, 

shou ld transcend local limitations and relate to the American 

experience or human experience as such?

W.P.: T h a t ’s good question. Also, this is the question which 

always faces Southern writers. The Southern writer is in a 

nique position in Am erican literature which is both fortunate 

and unfortunate. The fortunate thing is that the Southern R e -

nascence in literature occu rred rather recently, in tfte last 

fifty years, beginning with the Tennessee poets, the Na shvil le 

poets; Tate and Warren, and many others. They were good poets, 

and critics, too, who really established major trends in A m e r -

ican poetry and American criticism. Then, of course, Faulkner 

came along about the same time. T h a t ’s the first time that the 

South began to express itself, in fiction. I always thought it 

was strange because before the Civil War people in the South 

liked to pret end that we had a great civilization. Where was 

the art, where was the poetry, where was the literat ure? I bet 

you would have trouble naming a Southern writer before  the C i v -

il War. There w e r e n ’t any to speak of.



E.O.s How about Poe?

W.P.: He was not very typical. But that was a good thing, 

this energy which suddenly found a voice, not only in their 

poetry, in their criticism, which was usually cons erva tiv e crit- 

icisn, but also in the novels which were mainly of Faulkner. 

But also of Robert Pen «arren, Eudora Welty, and very i m p o r -

tantly, Flannery O'Connor. The unfortu na te part of it is that 

Southern writing gets stereotyped in the general American view 

of literature. When you think of Southern writing, you think 

either of old romantic writing, what we call magnolia and mint 

juleps, or of the gothic and bizzare So ut hern writing, like 

Faulkner and O ’Connor. And so, I don't like the fact that S o u t h -

ern writ ing gets pige on-holed into these categories. For in-

stance, 1 get uneasy when people call me a Southern writer b e -

cause I say: "Well, you d o n ’t call, say, John Up dike a N o r t h -

ern writer and nobody calls Saul Bellow a Mid- Wes te rn w r i t -

er".

E.O.: They call him a Jewish writer and this is also a c a t -

egory.

W.P.: True, but not as much as, say, Bernard Ma lamud or P h i -

lip Roth who are mu ch more Jewish in their themes. But, of 

course, i t ’s true, I am a Southern writer. I c o u l d n ’t write 

what I write if I was born in Montana. But Ï noti ced a real 

difficulty that Norther n reviewers have with Southern writers. 

They like to categorize us into one or two pigeon-holes, and 

if we d o n ’t fit there they d o n ’t know what to do with us. I 

simply would like for Southern literature to be less parochial, 

so that you d o n ’t think of it as being South ern  any more than 

you think of Updike an d Cheever as being New England. Sut I 

think that's changing.

E.O.: This reminds me of what you said once about having 

lived a hundred miles from Faulkner and ha vi ng been more i n -

fluenced by Camus than Faulkner.

W.P.t Inat's true. I read the Russians and the Fren ch b e -

fore I read Faulkner,

E.O.: You've talked about religion and the blacks. These 

are typically Southern themes. There is yet another Southern 

theme which, m  your fiction, comes late. It's violence and



it takes place tor the fir3t time in "Lancelot". Oo you think 

that writing about violence is a categoric imperative on the 

part of an American novelist?

W.P.: Apparently commercially yes. It Is difficult to pick 

up a novel now that is not either very violent or explicitly 

sexual. But I d o n ’t think it applies, to the art of the novel. 
"Lancelot" is violent for particular reasons. I chose him as 

a different kind of a rebel. He, too, is an outsider. He wa« 

an outsider as much as Bir>x Bolling, and Will Barrett and Tho-

mas More. But they were Pascalian. They had hope and they had 

embarked on various kinds of quests. The only quest that La n-

celot is embarked on is, what he called! the quest of the u n -

holy grail. He is also alienated, he is an alienated So uthe rn -

er. Just like Barrett and Bolling, he does not like what he 

sees about American civilization. He d o e s n ’t like the v u l g a r -

ization of culture, and the increase in what he sees as im-

morality, and the crookedness, corruption, politics. But, u n -

like my other protagonist, he does not undertake an interior 

quest. He is not interested in God. So, his solution for his 

alienation is a kind of fascism, or nazism. In a way, he a d -

mires the nazi; only he says: "The nazis were stupid". You 

know, I spent a summer with the German family, the nazi fami-

ly when I was about fifteen. I saw what the early nazi mo ve -

ment was like. And it was very exciting. Well, here was the 

old Weimer republic and along comes this real elan. I ’m tell-

ing you, that was a very exciting thing to see.

E.O.; You say you were fifteen at that time. Did you ever 

come to evaluate your initial fascination with the movement?

W.P.: Sure, Well, Marcel writes about this. Marcel writes 

how it is very easy to condemn Hitler, Stalin and the mass move-

ments. He despises the mass movements all over Europe. But he 

says what people overlook is the excitement and the fact that 

mass move ments answer to an emptiness in a Western soul. So, 

he understood it although he is the last man to approve of it. 

And to hear this from Marcel who was French, Jew, Catholic, 

existentialist, to hear him praising the excitement of nazism 

is extraordinary. Of course, then it turned into something which 

was absolutely destructive. Now, what I meant to say was that



Lancelot saw the good side of nazism. He says that the trouble

with the nazism uf Germany was that it was stupid.

E.Q.: This is quite a theory.

W .P .: I ’m maki ng up some of it. But Lancelot does say that 

the nazis were stupid; there was no need to per sec ute the Jews. 

I t ’s senseless and cruel to kill six mi lion Jews. What you do 

is you destroy w h a t ’s evil. He had this nutty idea of starting 

what he ca lled the Third Revolut ion which was going to make A- 

merica clean and wipe cut all the corruption. He makes a b e -

ginning; he wipes out half of the Ho llywood crew who come down 

t h e r e .

E.Q.: It has always seemed to me that what you say in "L a n -

celot" is, in a way, kin to Ma iler' s theory of the American as 

hipster. You know, the new success myth ba sed on the d e m o n -

stration of courage and the purging of violent emotions; the 

life on the brink of death and the dream of orgy and of love. 

M a i l e r ’s protagonist, Stephen R o j a c k , is like Lancelot, a Grail 

Knight of a particular order, the essence of h is  Grail - is- a 

sexual sin. But it appears that, from what y o u ’ve said, here 

the analogy ends.

tf.P.: Well, I wanted it to be an up si de- dow n quest for God. 

Lancelot says to his friend, the priest: " D o n ’t give me any of 

that stuff about re ligion or God. The only way I coul d be c o n -

vinced of it would be if I could find s ome thi ng that, I b e -

lieve, is a true sin. Then I might be lieve in God". I t ’s like 

saying: "If I can find the devil..."

E.O.: St. Augustine said this. The ex istence of God can be 
pr ov e d oy the ex istence of evil.

W.P.: Right. T h a t ’s exactly it. H e ’s in the same p r e d i c a -

ment as my other protagonists, but his quest i3 turned upside- 

-down, inside-out. He is searching for an ab solute evil. But 

he is also a reformer, in a way. He wants to have the Third 

Revolution. He wants the best of the South to win. He is i m a g -

ining himself like a Civil War soldier, a young ma n suntanned, 

standin g in the gap of a mo untain in Virginia. As a matter of 

fact, I got it from a Hollywood movie, "Cabaret", have you 

seen it?

E . Q .: Y e s .



W. P . i "Cabaret" was about a rather degenerate Be rlin s o c i e-

ty before Hitler. And, do you remember? There is a cafe scene, 

A Hitler youth gets up and sings a song. The song goes like 

thiss tomorrow is mine, tomorrow will be free, tomorrow is ours 

Well, this is what excited Lancelot. He pict ure d himself as a 

good nazi who could accomplish a revolution without doing the 

atrocities of the Germans.

E.Q.: You have often emphasized that people feel bad in 

good environments. Lancelot tells us that the only time m e m -

bers of his familly were successful was during the time of war. 

Binx Bo lling acquires a sense of reality after his car a c c i -

dent. The examples pr ol ife ra te in your fiction. Do you derive 

your convictio n from your ob servation of people in go od e n v i -

ronments?

W.P.: Sure. Also in bad environments. Who was it? It was 

a European philosopher who said: "What would man do without 

war?" War is m e n ’s greatest pleasure. Women have a better sense, 

you know, women d o n ’t believe that. Before now we had 

this luxury that men could go out and have war without d e -

stroying the whole world. You c a n ’t do that now. 1 can re -

member the excitement of World War II. My uncle wanted us to 

get in the war very badly. When the Japanese bombed Pearl Har-

bor was the first time I ’d seen him happy for a long time. He 

was sick, it was shortly before he died. He was deli ght ed that 

it had happened. Everybody was delighted, excited. It was much 

more true with the Civil War, that was the time of the g r e a t -

est ha ppiness in the South.

E.Q.: One of the greatest paradoxes, i s n ’t it?

W.P.i Sure. Of course only half of them came back and the 

South was destroyed. Somewhere I said people get things b a c k -

wards. People are always saying: What if the Bomb falls?

E.O.: Yës, i t ’s in "The Man on the Train: Three E x i s t en -

tial Modes". You reverse the question.

W.P.: Yes. Suppose the Bomb does not fail. Well, my theory 

is that m a n ’s nature, not w o m a n ’s, is such that he gets bored, 

and he gets excited by the prospect of violence. Why do you 

think there is violence on television? Because pe ople like it. 

Everything is different now because even men realize that this



war would be the last one. But I was always fa scinated by the 

excitement of war. The worst thing that ha ppene d was that ray 

two brothers want into the army. They went into most dangerous 

bran ches of the service. One brother flew a bomber, the other 

brother was on the Pacific, on a torpedo boat. He was on the 

запш squadron as Jack Kennedy, he was Ke nne dy 's  friend, he saw 

K e n n e d y ’s boat get shot. And there I was like C ast orp in "Ihe 

Magic Mountain", sitting on a mo untai n up in New York state.

I had ТВ. They were the happy ones and I was the unhappy one. 

Then, what hap pened  in 196A when the Vi etnam war came along, 

the happy ones were the ones who got out of it, who d i d n ’t go, 

who went to Canada. And the unhappy ones had to go. So, 

t h e r e ’s been a change.

E.Û.: You have time and again e xpr ess ed this paradox still 

differently, sp eaking about the blacks, who, as long as they 

d o n ’t live up to the standard of the affluent white people 

d o n ’t have their share of alienation. T h e y ’re better off?

W.P.: In a way but you have a ha rd time co nvici ng a bl ack 

person  of that. I think what Thomas More is saying in "Love in 

the (iuins* to one of the black r ev olut ionar ies iss "You think 

y o u ’ve got trouoie. Wait till you get what we have. Wait till 

you live here, in this country club. "Well, i t ’s true. That 

doesn't mean that there is any ex cuse for the o pp re ss io n of the 

black people. Even now, in spite of the black revolution, 

there is di sc rim inat ion against the blacks. Half of the young 

blacks in New Orle ans are not employed, And there is serious 

poverty - actual hunger. It seems almost obs cene to tell s o m e -

bo dy like that who is really su fferi ng thati "Well, we af -

fluent, white poeple have our troubles, too, "That d o e s n ’t make 

any sense. But i t ’s true that aa the black mi ddle class a r i s -

es, and there are be gi nni ng  to be mi ddle c las s writers, t hey’ ll 

kn ow  what I’m ta lking about,

E.O.; Cons ideri ng this very com pl ic at ed c on te mp or ar y scene, 

what is, to you, the role of a writer today?

W.P.i Ihe role of a writer. Well, it seems to be, for me 

anyway, to affirm people, to affirm the reader. The general 

cult ure of the time is very scientific, one  might call it 

"scientistic" on the one hand, and simply aest het ic al ly  o r i e n -



ted, on the? other. This does not satisfy a certain reader. Sn, 

the reader is left in the state of confusion. The contemporary 

state of a young American man or woman is that he or she has 

more of the worl d’s affluence than any other people on this 

earth and yet he is more dissatisfied, more restless. He e x -

periences some sense of loss which he cannot understand. For 

him, the traditional religion does not have the answer. So the 

role of my kind of writer is to speak to this person about this 

whole area of experience that h e ’s at or s h e ’s at. This is 

what you feel, this is how you feel. now. My original example 

in "The Message in the Bottle" is that you take a commuter, 

the man on the train. He has everything, he succeeded. He 

lives in Greenwich, Connecticut. H e ’s making a hundred thou-

sand dollars a year,and he comes into New York every day. H e ’s 

moved into a better house, to a better country club, has a 

very nice wife and nice kinds. He is riding on this train and 

he wonders: what am I doing? He can open a newspaper, and he 

can see a column which says something about the mid-life cri-

sis. He can read some popular advice from a popular psycholo-

gist who would say why you have your mid-life crisis. But this 

do es n ’t satisfy him. He picks up a book by an American writer, 

John Marquand, which is about a roan like himself, a commuter 

on the train who has the same sense of loss. So, I say that there 

is a tremendous difference between a man on the train who is 

in a certain predicament and the same man on the same train 

with the same predicament who is reading a book about a man 

on the train, fhe role of a writer is very modest. It ’s to 

identify the predicament. The letters I get are from people who 

say: I didn’t know anybody who talked like that, I know what 

you mean, you have described my predicament. I get letters 

from the businessmen (the men on the train), from young men, 

and from young women, and they’re excited because I ’ve named 

the predicament. That do esn ’t sound like much, t ha t’s a very 

modest contribution but i t ’s very important. You see, I agree 

with Kierkegaard. He said: " I ’m not an apostle, i t ’s not for 

me to bring the good news. Even if I brought the good news, 

nobody would believe it” . But the role of a novelist, or an 

artist, for that matter, is to tell the truth, and to convey



a k ind of kn ow led ge *riich cannot be co nve yed  by science, or 

psychology, or newspapers.

E.O.: is this edifying?

W.P.: Edifying. You*ve pi cked up all the bad words. Well, 

"edifying" is a perf ect ly good word, but it has very bad c o n -

notations in English. Well, in the largest sense, it is e d i f y -

ing, because i t ’s helpful, it cr eates hope. At its best i t ’s 

affirming, it affirms the reader in the way he or she is at. 

It offers an o pen nes s and some hope. And t h a t ’s about all a 

novelist can d o .

Covington, Louisiana, May 8, 1984

Walker Percy remained a doctor to this day, al ways d i a g -

nosing and always prescribing. He di agnosed the ma la ise that 

afflicts a co nt emp o r ar y American as alienation, and his p r e -

scribed therapy is intersubjectivity, the I-Thou relationship. 

If he is aware that he takes his cue from exis ten ti a l is ts , he  

at the same time exercises a degree of ca ut io n when appl ying 

the term to his own writing. And he has good reasons: for al-

most two decades the term has be en use d w ith what might be 

call ed in tellectual promiscuity. It has b ee n  ap pli ed to texts 

wi th no visible spec ializ ed p hi los oph ic al implications, to 

writers who never de mo nstrated interest in exis ten tial thought 

per se. This kind of ch arl at an i sm  Percy has in mi nd when he 

says that exis ten ti ali sm is a "bad word". But this w r it ing ^s 

existential in the sense C a m u s ’nQvels are exis tential. They are 

fictional repr ese nta tio ns of p hil oso ph ica l c a te g or i es  which, in 

P e r c y ’s case, is all the more d e cip her abl e as he so earn estly 

talks about his indebtedness to existen tialism. As he has said 

in the interview, his main interest is 1л the nuan ces of the 

human condition, in man as a being con st an tl y  st ru ct uri ng his 

ex istence through the choices that he makes in an ab su rd world. 

This, needless to say, is the crux of exis ten tia lis m.

Above all, P e r c y ’s fiction fulf ills two fundamental fu n c -

tions. While c omp ris in g such typical mo tifs  in Sou th er n  l i t e r -

ature as racial problems, re ligion and violence, his no vel s



move beyond regional literature and hark oack to the tradition 

in American literature which says "no in thunder", as Molville 

and Hawthorne do. Moreover, in his disappointment with 

scientific - technoloflical humanism, Percy revokes in hi3 fi c -

tion a pastoral ideal of order. In "Ihe Secund Coming", two a l -

ienated characters, a »an and woman, reconstruct their lives 

in a greenhouse. This is precisely the point Percy wishes to 

make. In his own words: "The mode rn literature of alienation 

is in reality the triumphant reversal of alienatio n 

its re-representing... (It) is an aesthetic victory of
4

liness, a recognition of plight in common" .
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WYWIAD Z WALKEREM PERCY

Powyższy tekst jest wywiadem ze znanym pi sarzem a m ery ka ń-
skim Walkerem Percy'. Percy urodził się, mieszka i tworzy na P o -
łudniu Stanów Zjednoczonych. 3ego powieści są pod wieloma 
względami ch arakterystyczne dla pisarstwa z P o łu d ni a/ rep re ze n-
towanego przez takich pisarzy jak William Faulkner, Robert Pen 
Warren, czy też Flannery O ’Connor. Takie typowe wątki w tw ór -
czości P e r c y ’ego to religia i problemy rasowe, czy też konfron-
tacja kodeksu dżentelmeńs kiego ż rozpadem norm moralnych. Z 
drugiej jednak strony cechą wyró żniającą jego powieści jest 
wpływ, jaki na pisarza wywarła myśl egzystencjalna. Dyskusji nad 
tymi problemami poświęcony jest wywiad.

Pionier skim jej aspektem jest zasugerowana przez prowadząc ą 
wywiad zbieżność problematyki powieści P e r c y ’ego z niektórymi 
założeniami filozofii Pascala, powszechnie dziś uważanego za 
prekursora e g zy s te n c ja l iz m u. Percy przyznaje słuszność tej te-
zie i rozwija temat wpływu Pascala na jego twórczość.
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4 See W. P e г с у, The Message in the Bottle, New York 
1975, p. 93.


