A Poetical Economy
Social Credit

i William Carlos Williams’ Paterson
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An Idea Kit

Rebecca Stefty



This is an essay. But it’s not this essay.

To Use:

[N

Look, read, touch.

2. The blank notepads and pencils are here in case
you want to write something down. You can take
them with you.

3. If you want to, you can leave a com-
ment or question about this kit here:
http://rebeccastefty.info/blog/remediating-poeti-
cal-economy

4. Remember that this kit is not a SUM.

What does poetry use?

To what use is poetry put?

This kit shows some of the materials William
Carlos Williams used to write Paterson, a long poem
published in five books between 1946 and 1958,
with notes for a sixth book in process when he died.

It suggests that the poem enacts a textual economy
not unlike the fiscal economy envisioned by the
American Social Credit Movement, of which Wil-
liams was a part; it privileged subjects as consumers
and wanted to make vast credit available to indi-
viduals and the nation-state. Debt notwithstanding,
it was a fantastic plan for development.

Given Williams’ status as an American poetry patri-
arch and the imperial record of America in the 20th
century, this essay wants to put the ideals of Paterson
in tension with history in progress.

Rebecea Steffy
English 823
Professor Pondrom
11 December 2009
APoetical Economy: Social Credit in William Carlos Williams' Paterson

As the author of In the American Grain and theoretician of “the American idiom.” it should
come as no surprise that William Carlos Williams sought to work out his democratic political ideals in
all his writing, which include not just the short Imagistic poems by which many students recognize his
work, but also prose poems, novels, short stories, essays in history, autobiography, and the book-length
poem Paterson. Those political ideals entailed economic commitments; Williams was not satisfied with
a mathematical economics that ignored how exchange was socially organized and to whom it was
geared to maximally benefit. My title, then, which substitutes “poetical economy” for “political
economy.” revises politics as a poetics, a creative and imaginative endeavor that organizes and works
out aesthetic and social ideals. It also articulates a surplus — in the syllabic excess of “poetical” — in
order to assert the notion that a poetical economy inserts an imagined credit, a beautiful surplus in the
form of aesthetic production, into the pipeline of utlitarian trade. Williams argued as much himself, in
his explicit alignment with the American Social Credit Movement (ASCM), and in his compositional
practice, which borrowed freely from other sources in order to imaginatively and materially assemble a
poem that encompassed a democratic body politic.! This paper will read Williams' Paterson, tracing
material and imagined credits through its anti-Hamilton rhetoric. its tropes that link debt with a
damaging cultural economy, and its practice of textual borrowing without citations, or “interest due.” in
order to delineate Williams' poetical economy.

The American Social Credit Movement, as Mike Weaver details, officially debuted on October
5. 1938 in New York, with Gorham B. Munson serving as General Secretary (103). Williams joined and

paid dues almost immediately (105). The circle attracted champions of reform who wanted o shift the
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In print in 1925, Williams called Paterson
“the vilest swillhole in Christendom.”



Sunday in the Park

“Witnessing the Falls Hamilton was impressed by this show of what in those times was
overwhelming power...planned a stone aqueduct following a proposed boulevard, as the
crow flies, to Newark with outlets every mile or two along the river for groups of factories:
The Society for Useful Manufactures: SUM they called it.”

Williams, Paterson (73)

Colonial capitalists like Hamilton saw in Paterson and the Passaic’s Falls the opportu-
nity to transform colonies that produced raw goods into a nation with its own domestic
economy, a vision smacking of an Enlightenment-era utilitarian utopia.

The passage goes on to describe how, despite enthusiasm for domestic production of a
wide range of goods, the city planners of Paterson consolidated its manufacturing poten-
tial into one industry, cotton, which becomes a symbol for the United States’s incipient
nationhood:

Washington at his first inaugural

. . . . . wore

a coat of Crow-black homespun woven
in Paterson . . . . . . (/4

The ellipsis marks where Williams slimmed his historical source.

Also elided: sections of historical narration upon which the content of the text depends
- the agricultural production of cotton (not just its manufacture), Southern plantations
and the transatlantic slave trade.

Paterson’s industrial history is dominated by the manufacturing of cotton, silk and steel.



impressed by the show of overwhelming power
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The American Social Credit Movement officially debuted on October 5, 1938 in New York, with
Gorham B. Munson serving as General Secretary. Williams joined and paid dues almost im-
mediately. The circle attracted champions of reform who wanted to shift the economic debate
away from Marxism’s focus on gaining proletarian control of the means of production and to-
ward reforming the distribution of capital’s benefits in the interest of consumers. They took up
Major C. H. Douglas’ theorem that wages paid to workers, translated as the purchasing power
of consumers, was always less than than the total cost of production.



PATERSON
WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS

Revised Edition Prepared by Christopher MacGowan
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A false language. A true. A false language pouring — a

language (misunderstood) pouring (misinterpreted) without
dignity, without minister, crashing upon a stone ear.
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paterson has gone away
10 rest and write. Inside the bus one seeg

his thoughts sitting and standing. His
thoughts alight and scatter -

Who are these people (how complex

the mathematic) among whom | see myself

inthe reqularly ordered plateglass of

his thoughts, glimmering before shoes and bicycles?
They walkincommunicado, the

*Quation is beyond solution, yet
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At its nub, the idea of fiscal reform based on social credit sought to increase the
circulation of credit, thereby also increasing access to and circulation of goods and
services. In this view, “[bJanks take the place of the capitalist as the source of social
injustice,” because they “control...the distribution of credit” (Marsh 73). Credit, rather
than accruing within the clutches of a bank or as a commodity itself for speculation
and monetary profit, should be, according to Douglas, considered a broadly social
right, a “cultural inheritance” to be distributed among an entire living community,
thereby boosting a community’s productive potential — manufacturing and otherwise
— and their purchasing power (85).

W \

The circulation of eredit in this system would redistribute corporate dividends among
a community as individuals’ rightful share, not because they have invested in a partic-
ular business but because they are part of society. As Benjamin Sankey summarizes,
““Credit’ 1s the productive power latent within money - now concealed or imprisoned

there” (190).

Social credit, then, as it would “register what was possible” (Marsh 94), imagined a
system through which to affirm the productive potential, through economic and cul-
tural inheritance, of communities.
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Williams credits to readers

overheard speech

vernacular idiom

excerpts from letters from Allen Ginsberg, Ezra Pound, and Marcia Nardi

newspaper reportage

narratives from Historical Collections of the State of New Jersey (1844) by

John Barber and Henry Howe

* vignettes from Stories of New Jersey, a 1938 state guidebook compiled for
public school use by workers in the WPA-funded Federal Writers Project

® sermonizing

* language motifs from David Lyle, a former military radio operator, who re-

tired in New Jersey to scan public language for patterns

¢ flyering from Social Creditors and money issue fanatics
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Or..it is equivalent to saying that there is some fast running, flowing continuous
imagism mood..equivalent (as growth points) to Goethe’s, ‘fruitful moment
“um), Emerson’s ‘ecstatic moment’, Lord Dunsany’s MOOD..or for a short inter-
val..it is the equivalent to attaining Jeffers’ express aim...to achieve the con-
tinuity Bochme meant by ‘Life above sense’. LIFE above sense is what a dancer
means by saying that in dancing, you’ve got to keep your mind above (your
body matter) feet...feet are taken in as instantaneously comprehensible picture
setup of the ‘SWAGGERING SHUFFLE’ of Jap soldiers..and transferred from one
picture setup to another..all known, all instantaneously comprehensible, and for
convenience, sown in and out of the concrete pictures at hand. In this week’s
LIFE..ie, an example of the language Harold Rugg asked for in the Stieglitz
essay. As continuous imagism...you can test it for yourself.. The Secret behind
it.....and [or all of any human acts whatsoever..concerning anything..or any
length of TIME whatsoever...ie, the secret behind Maya or appearances...or
quoting H.Ellis again..When all disguises have been stripped away, it is
ALWAYS and EVERY-WHERE (Where is your re-al substance?) the same simple
process, a SPIRITUAL FUNCTION which is almost a PHYSIOLOGICAL function,
and art which NATURE makes.. that is ALL, and of imagism..Ellis says..quoting
Gaultier..FACULTY of drawing joy from IMAGES of things, apart from the pos-
SESSION of them, is based on physiologic conditions, which growing knowledge
of the NERVOUS SYSTEM may some day make clearer. That is here Now...and
involves the objective translation of that which is of the utmost permanence
behind any and all possessions or appearances and creations...a substantial
sameness for each and all...thru all history idea ideal, iso, oid, story, wisdom,
righteousness. HT 25..a GREAT FACE..65 feet high..is pictured..the worD
and Name beneath..George Washn...It will tower above Constitution Hall.
p8..Living ‘GREAT FACE’. (Pope Pius 12th)..will give radio address...pg...
Rabbi Goldstein asked great face Pope Pius 12th...to speak few words necessary
to start the summons for world peace parley. HT'..22..Many Nashville Tenn
convicts get liberty thru falsified symbolic areas.. the records. HT21..NYCity..
Working in full sight of 7 man, 5§ woman jury, a govt agent swaps a disputed
symbol area NAMED a Check entry in 1934 ledger...there is revealed a singular,
simultaneous and all history, all men, all mankind, allness law...which is over-
whelmingly simply and plain to see..once you know, HOW TO see the terms of
the answer to the ‘wHO and WHAT are the People?’..which eliminates all
MULTIPLICITY...and answers the real substance question..and allows everyone,
everyone...an exceptionless generality..everyone..to ‘BREAK thru Humanity’,
together...as Dr. Canby has said Am literary men engaged in one mighty
mapping of efforts to make a ‘language adequate to DESCRIBE society’, ie, a
topological language, equivalent to Rebecca West’s.. Literature set out to make
a map of the SEA. Describing society ..involves first answering the Lynd question
wHO and What are the People?’ The word science roots with the Gr schizo..to

From one of David Lyle’s many letters to Williams,
in search of “fresh coorelations”




Advertisement

DO YOU FAVOR LENIN OR UNCLE SAM?

The Constitution says: To borrow money on the credit of the United States. It does
not say: To borrow money from Private bankers.

To explain the fallacies and illusions upon which our present method of financing
the national budget is based would take too much space and time. To win the cold
war we must reform our finance system. The Russians understand only force. We ‘

must be stronger than they and build more airplanes.

FINANCE THE BUILDING OF AIRPLANES AS FOLLOWS:

1. Pay the manufacturer with a NATIONAL CREDIT CERTIFICATE.

2. Manufacturer deposits the Certificate with his bank the same as a check.

3. Banker returns National Credit Certificate to Treasury Dept., which opens UNITED STATES NATIONAL
CREDIT for banker.

4. Banker in turn now opens BANKER’S CREDIT for depositor. Manufacturer draws checks against his credit
as usual.

5. Manufacturer pays his workers with checks upon his bank.

Treasury Dept. pays banker a service charge of 1% for handling the Treasury transaction. If the airplanes

cost 1 million dollars the banker’s profit would be $10,000.

a

WHAT DO WE ACCOMPLISH BY USING THIS SYSTEM?

Manufacturer is paid in full.

Workers are paid in full.

Bankers make a $10,000 profit every time he handles a 1 million dollar National Credit Certificate.
We do not add to the National Debt.

We do not need to increase federal taxation.

The only cost of the 1 million dollar airplane is only $10,000, the cost of the banker’s service charges.
We can build 100 airplanes for the price of one.

~N NN RN~

I would like to have some smart economist or banker stick out his neck and contradict one single claim I pres-
ent herewith to the nation.

ENFORCE THE CONSTITUTION ON MONEY

August Walters, Newark, NJ

If there is subtlety, you are subtle.



Dear Citizen:

The Federal Reserve System is a private enterprise...a private monopoly...(with power)...
given to it by a spineless Congress...to issue and regulate all our money.

* ok ok

In other words, the Federal Reserve Banks constitute a Legalized National Usury System,
whose No. 1 is our Government, the richest country in the world.

NO 1

American Social Credit Movement supporters assumed a
public voice by starting the magazine, New Democracy.

Alfred & Clara Studer

The magazine, in turn, led to the establishment of New Di-
rections press in 1936, headed by James Laughlin in New
York. New Directions published the individual books of Pat-
erson in 1946, 1948, 1949, 1951, and 1958, respectively, with a

complete Paterson, including fragments of a sixth book, put

out in 1963.

New Directions credits to readers the authors that follow:
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What is credit? The Parthenon

What is money? The gold entrusted to Phideas for the
statue of Pallas Athena, that he “put aside”
for private purposes

— the gold, in short, that Phideas stole
You can’t steal credit  : the Parthenon

Money : small time

reciprocal action relic
precedent to stream-lined

turbine : credit

Uranium : basic thought - leadward
Fractured : radium : credit

Curie : woman (of no importance) genius : radium

THE GIST

credit :the gist

Greer
Garson 1n
“Madame

Curie”

MGM

1943




I see they - the Senate, is trying to block Lilienthal and deliver “the bomb” over to a few
industrialists. I don’t think they will succeed but ... that is what I mean when I refuse to get
excited over the cry, Communist! they use to blind us. IUs terifying to think how easily we can
be destroyed, a few votes. Even though Communism is a threat, are Communists any worse
than the guilty bastards trying in that way to undermine us?

The TVAs Wilson Dam.

David Lilienthal served as head of the Tennes-
see Valley Authority and, later, as chair of the U.S.
Atomic Energy Commission.

He started a business called the Development and
Resources Corporation, which specialized in ma-
jor energy projects.

He coined the term “multi-national coorporation”
and did work in Iran, Colombia, Venezuela, India,
Italy, Ghana, Morocco, Nigeria and South Vietnam.



The Library

Williams does not pay his debts, so to speak, in Paterson. He freely borrows from what he wants
to develop his work.

Alec Marsh provides a term from Jeffersonian political economy, a tradition against federalism,
that I think will be helpful as a final frame in which to think through the investment in social
credit that Williams makes in Paterson. Jefferson, according to Marsh, records the influence of
French Physiocrats (Francois Quesney and Marquis de Mirabeau) in using the term “usufruct” to
indicate the legal right “of enjoying all of the advantages of a thing that belongs to another as far
as i1s compatible with the substance of the thing not being destroyed or injured” (37). This sense
of usufructory - use for the enjoyment of fruits - can be seen in Williams’ well-known short poem
“This Is Just to Say,” in which he eats, and enjoys, the plums in the icebox even though they “be-
longed” to someone else. Interestingly, that poem is framed as an apology, with traces of entitle-
ment and anxiety over indebtedness.

Poetry is not financial credit in real terms.

Calling it a social credit, however, suggests that language, art and culture are
publicly available no matter to whom they might have previously “belonged”
and that using them releases latent potential. How comfortable does that feel?

The follow images are from the contemporary art anthology /fresh Cream (2000):

The Century with Mushroom Clouds: Event at Nevada Nuclear Test Site, 1996 (Cai Guo-Qiang)
Warm Benches, 1997 (Ayse Erkmen)

Untitled, 1994 (Fernanda Gomes)

Inseparable. 1999 (Kaisu Koivisto)

She Is No Longer Looking for Beauty or Love (1998) Jason Dodge

Carnivores, 1999 (Kaisu Koivisto)

Rooms, 1994 (Montien Boonma)

Dear Robert I'll See You at the Crossroads - Man Trap (1994) Renee Stout

Arokhayasala, 1996 (Montien Boonma)

From the Silkworm Series, 1994-1995 (Xu Bing)

Following the left-facing image, the objects are made using either cotton, silk or steel.
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