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ABSTRACT

The last book of Alasdair MacIntyre, recently translated into Italian, considers the peculiarity
of Grossman’s life and work (MacIntyre 2016). Grossman appears as one of the examples of
practical reasoners who succeeded in achieving a virtuous life. On the one hand, Maclntyre’s
reading 1s a sign of the growing popularity of Grossman i our epoch. On the other hand,
philosophically speaking, MacIntyre’s peculiar reading 1s part of a tradition of readers focused
on Grossman’s work, which is considered part of or an emblem of a philosophical theory.This
paper attempts to recall those fundamental early theoretical readings (1), to situate Maclntyre’s
reading of Grossman within this tradition, emphasizing in particular his realism (2), and further
to qualify Grossman’s realism, taking into account the chronological development of his
thought in a metaphysical sense (3).
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1. INTRODUCTION

The last book of Alasdair MacIntyre, recently translated mto Italian, considers
the pecuharity of Grossman’s life and work (MacIntyre 2016). Grossman appears
as one of the examples of practical reasoners who succeeded m achieving a
virtuous life. On the one hand, Maclntyre’s reading 1s a sign of the growing
popularity of Grossman m our epoch. On the other hand, philosophically
speaking, Maclntyre’s peculiar reading is part of a tradition of readers focused on
Grossman’s philosophical theory. Both aspects are noteworthy, and I will briefly
recall them.

Many scholars have underlined the Western intelligentsia’s controversial
reception of Grossman. This singular treatment was marked by difficulties 1n
accepting Grossman’s unusual characteristics. Grossman was neither an “official”
author nor an “ofhicial” dissident. Seen from the West’s point of view, he was
known for being a famous Soviet journalist whose report about the Treblinka
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extermination camp had been used during the Nuremberg trial. In the seventies,
the publication of Everything Flows (1970)" was acknowledged by only a few
commentators. Even fewer were aware of the manuscript of Life and Fate, which
was not published in the West until 1978, despite numerous attempts. As the
owner and director of the publishing house I’age d’homme, Vladimir
Dimuitrievich, recalled at the 2006 International Conference in Turin, many
publishers were uninterested because 1t seemed that everything about the Sowviet
labor camps had already been said. The Communist mtelligentsia in both Italy
and France, the nations with the two largest Western Communist parties, did not
want to endure additional scandals arising from the mhuman practices that took
place in the Soviet Union. The adversaries of communism and the Soviet regime
in the West sought something more substantial politically, which could be used
against the regime rather than cultural commentary and novels. Therefore, few
mtellectuals acknowledged its importance when Life and Fate was published in
France (1980) and then in Italy (1984)." However, among those few, some inserted
Grossman’s work and thought into their philosophical frameworks. Here, before
passing to MacIntyre’s reading, I will recall perspectives on Grossman from three
commentators of this first wave: E. Lévinas, T. Todorov, and L. Grussani. Beyond
the speculative side of their observations, these founding fathers of philosophical
scholarship focused on Grossman also engendered a small but continuous stream
of readers that eventually resulted in Grossman’s rising fame, particularly after the
2006 foundation of the Grossman Study Center in Turin (Italy), new translations
of the author into many languages’, and a BBC radio drama.' From then on, the
story of Grossman's reception has completely changed, with the continuous flow
of Grossman scholarship leading to a deeper study of the philosophical topics.
Investigations into Grossman’s philosophy typically focus on his politics, including

1 See also Ellis (2018).

2 See the mtroduction of Calusio M., Krasnikova A., Tosco P. (2016). See Calusio (2017) for
Grossman’s reception in Italy.

3 As for the English language, after the announcement of the Turin conference, the translator
Robert Chandler revised his own translation of Life and Fate (1985), republishing it in 2006. The
first part of the saga, published in Russian under the title 3a npagoe deso (1952), was published by
Chandler himself in 2019 under the title Sta/ingrad, with particular editorial choices expressed in
the mtroduction. In 2000, Pour une juste cause was published in French (Pour une juste cause,
Lausanne). Tzvetan Todorov edited Grossman’s Oeuvres in 2006 and La paix soit avec vous: notes
de voyage en Arménie m 2007. In Italy during the same years readers welcomed a new version of
Vita e destino (2008), which was followed by translations of Linferno di Treblinka (2010) and the
short stories of Il bene sia con vorl. In Spain, the first translation of Vida y destino (2007) was a
literary event and was followed by a Catalan version (Vida idesti; 2008) and then by translations of
Todo fluye (2008), Por una causa justa (2011), and Aros de guerra (2009). War notebooks have
appeared in English (A Wiiter at War, 2005), French (Carnets de Guerre de Moscou a Berlin
1941-1945, 2008), Spanish (Un escritorenguerra: Vasili Grossman en el Fjército Rojo, 1941-1945,
2006), and Italian (Uno scrittore in guerra, 2015).

4 Life and Fate, BBC, London 2011.
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his description of totalitarianism, his comparisons with Hannah Arendt, and the
legiimacy of the parallels between Nazism and Communism presented in
Grossman’s work. The other common approach 1s to focus on his moral teaching:
Grossman 1s the author advocating for the “small goodness” and “senseless
kindness” versus the implacable conclusions of formidable ethical doctrines, free
choice versus the deterministic fate preached by various 1deologies, and love of hife
versus the temptation to embrace death’. The three approaches taken by Lévinas,
Todorov, and Giussani put these crucial topics within more comprehensive,
theoretical frameworks. Each of these approaches captures essential aspects of
Grossman’s work, and each, in its way, advances our understanding of the Russian
author. Coming much later, in an epoch of acknowledged success of Grossman’s
work, MacIntyre’s reading finds its place mn this theoretical tradition. In him, as in
the other authors, Grossman has a specific place as a symbol or emblem of a
philosophical conception.

This paper aims to revisit those fundamental early readings (1), situate
Maclntyre’s reading of Grossman within this theoretical tradition (2), and further
qualify Grossman’s philosophy, taking into account the chronological
development of his thought in a metaphysical sense (3).

2. THREE EARLY ATTEMPTS TO QUALIFY GROSSMAN’S
THEORETICAL PHILOSOPHY: LEVINAS, TODOROV, GIUSSANI

Emmanuel Lévinas (1906-1995) read Grossman at a time when his thought
had already become settled (Anckaert, 2021). In Grossman, the French
philosopher finds confirmation of his central argument: ethics precedes and
surpasses metaphysics. Following Heidegger’s insights, Lévinas draws a parallel
between metaphysics and an objectification of Being that accompanies its loss of
meaning. The more you focus on Being as an object, the more you objectify it in
language, doctrine, and technique, and the more you restrict it to a measure that
Lévinas calls “totality”. The error of Western metaphysics has been to confound
totality with mfinity; that 1s, with the meaning of Being, of its possibility of revealing
itself (Lévinas 1961). Beyond Heidegger, I.évinas maintains that this possibility 1s
not a new form of truth, not even m the form of new mterpretations and
understandings. Instead, it 1s something completely different that goes beyond any
measure: 1t 1s an absolute, ethical call to responsibility. The mmportance of ethics
as a personal call to commitment cannot but resonate with Grossman’s small
goodness, the gist of Ikonnikov’s manuscript presented in Life and Fate, possibly
the only theoretical manifesto in Grossman’s works. As 1s well known, in that

5 In English, we have to recall two major collections of essays in which one can find all these
topics: the special issue of the Journal of European Studies, 43(4), 2013 and Bonola-Maddalena
2018.
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passage, Grossman advocates for gestures of small goodness and senseless
kindness as opposed to ethical theories of the Good. The latter tend to become
ideological and violent. Ethical theories of the Good have justified every evil in
history.

Yes, as well as this terrible Good with a capital ‘G’, there 1s everyday human
kindness... The private kindness of one individual towards another; a petty,
thoughtless kindness; an unwitnessed kindness. Something we can call senseless
kindness. A kindness outside any system of social or religious good (Grossman
2006: 407-8).

Lévinas’s philosophical considerations, grounded 1n anthropology and religion,
recognize the enduring vahdity of this law. To him, Grossman’s depiction of the
opposition between the theory of the Good, objectivation and ontologization of
the primacy of Ethics, and small goodness 1s a “remarkable utopia” (L.évinas 1991:
242).

As much as this picture of life and the fate of the umverse and human beings 1s
congenial to Lévinas’s thought, Anckaert notices a crucial pomnt of distinction.
Lévinas builds up a theory of justice that derives from this ethical primacy. Justice
1s the call to responsibility that does not exhaust its meaning in the dangerous and
always manipulable I-Thou relationship. The call to responsibility 1s also the call
to consider the third presence, the mute face who 1s present in the I-Thou
relationship without being an overt character. This thirdness mmplies that
responsibility becomes justice, which can be administered not directly but through
nstitutions.

Grossman’s radical, senseless kindness questions Lévinas’s structure of justice.
Small gestures cannot become nstitutions without losing their goodness, novelty,
and absolute gratuity. The call of the other 1s absolute, as Lévinas notes in a
particular scene from Life and Fate, n which this call 1s not even the face but the
back of the other’s head.

In Life and Fate, Grossman tells how in Lubyanka, in Moscow, before the
infamous gate where one could convey letters or packages to friends and relatives
arrested for “political crimes” or get news of them, people formed a line, each
reading on the nape of the person in front of him the feelings and hopes of his
misery... the face can assume meaning on what is the “opposite” of the face!

(Lévinas 1998: 232)

Lévinas thus mtegrates Grossman’s view mto his own by affirming that this
radicalism of otherness 1s the dialectical contestation of the plan of justice that we
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have already settled. Small goodness 1s a call to revise institutional justice and to
keep it away from 1deology and violence.

The relationship I-Thou, the critical turn in Lévinas’s reading of Grossman, 1s
also fundamental to Todorov’s reading. Tzvetan Todorov (1939-2017) mserts
Grossman mto his book Mémoire du mal, tentation du bien: enquéte sur le siecle
(Todorov 2000). He confronts totalitartamism’s extreme political and moral evil
with the example of lives that resist this evil and find a path toward freedom and
democracy. The memory of all of these people fosters humanity, in contrast to the
cruel ammmality that seems to be the fate of human beings in such extraordinary
circumstances. Loyal to this vision, Todorov sees Grossman as a character of this
resistance, which 1s centered on the notion that other human beings are the
ultimate aim of human beings. They find their realization in the gestures of
kindness they show to one another. Light within the moral darkness of
totalitarianism comes from this naturahistic and humanist view. The moral stance
also becomes political because this view cannot help but lead to the possibility of
engaging in free gestures, which in turn fosters democracy.

Todorov posits a continuity between humanism, the Enlightenment, and this
form of liberalism. Beyond the famous parallel between Communism and
Nazism, which Todorov tackles 1 a long chapter of his book, he sees Grossman
as a moral philosopher who, amidst the horrors of totalitariamism, discerns a
higher order—a sense of humanity’s refusal to succumb to chaos. This sense 1s
needed to explain the trauma of his mother’s death at the hands of the Nazis
(Todorov 2000: 76). Grossman 1s, in this sense, a humanist who places freedom
and goodness at the center of his philosophy as the outcome of the biological
mmpulse of the human being, which must be embodied m mdividual gestures

(Todorov 2000: 77).°

It should be comforting to know that the instinct for freedom 1s part of humanity’s
biological nature, for that would suggest that political regimes based on the
systematic suppression of individual liberty cannot last very long... But that 1s only
half comforting. The trend of biological evolution does not necessarily determine
the history of humankind. (Todorov 2003: 69).

Grossman 1s understood m terms of one of his essential cultural roots, the
Enhghtenment. Indeed, Grossman, as a good Marxist of his time, took the
Enlightenment as a crucial step towards Marxism and communism. It 1s no
wonder we find many pages in Grossman that invoke the order and universalism

6 “Grossman offers more than a critical analysis of totalitarianism, although that is the underlying
thread of his writing. He sees the enslavement and degradation of the individual as the source of the
evil 1n totalitarianism; this leads him to see the individual as his own guiding value. By ‘individual’
Grossman means both a source of action (the autonomous self) and a target of action (the finality of

the other). To put it in other words, Grossman’s values are freedom and kindness”. (T'odorov 2003:
69)
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of reason as the opposite of violence. Above all, Grossman frequently condemns
Fascism as something against human beings, particularly in 7he Black Book,
written after the war and never published under Stalin’s leadership (Ehrenburg-
Grossman 2003: 8).

Todorov describes Grossman’s search for a humanist sense that somehow puts
human beings at the top of the umverse, conscious of that transcendental stance
that 1s their unique Self. Ultimately, trust in this transcendental yet naturalistic and
humanist order appears to be the core of Grossman’s thought m Todorov’s
reading.

Fr. Lugt Giussan (1922-2005) 1s at the center of the Italian reception of
Grossman. Giussani was a professor of theology at the Catholic University of
Milan. His philosophical stance 1s a traditional Thomism filtered through the
pragmatist idea of “experience”, which he derived from his studies of Niebuhr and
American theology (Giussani 2003). Dedicated to youth education and the
promoter of many charities and cultural activities, he was also a consultant of Fr.
Scalfi, the founder of Russia Cristiana, one of Europe’s hubs of dissident
literature. Giussam read Life and Fate when Jaca Book published it in Italy
1984. From then on, he recommended the book every year of his teaching,
underlining Grossman’s realism. Giussani focuses on the epistemic value of this
philosophical position: realism means accepting reality in its richness. For
Giussani, realism 1s the antidote to 1deology because it places the importance of
the object of thought above our subjective ways of understanding (Giussam 1996:
546-7).

For Giussani, realism mmplies that the reality that affects our senses or minds
(ideas and ideals are also real) acquires meaning when they touch the level of
affection, which he considers the root of reason and reasonableness (Glussani
1996: 232).From this epistemic pattern follows a moral stance: accepting and
adhering to reality as it happens 1s the way to understand 1t profoundly and to
change 1it. Here, Grossman enters Giussani’s theoretical landscape.

...the life of the Russian people under Stalin 1s described; it’s a historic, dramatic,
and terrific book: it’s a book worthy of Dostoevsky. Their lives are all massacred
and crushed, yet it was either right for them to commit suicide or right for them to
live. It was right for them to live because in living, they were accepting, without
knowing, the path that led to their destiny. (Giussani 2008: 85-86)

You see the bulk of Giussani’s philosophical reading even in this colloquial
form. Grossman’s realism 1s an emotional registration of what happens. This
realism 1mplies the role of freedom, called to accept or deny the value of
experience. As in classic Thomism, true freedom 1s only the acceptance of truth,

7 For an exhaustive account of the complicated history of the Black Book, see Boschiero (2015).
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good, and being. Therefore, Grossman’s realism 1s powerful insofar as it
mntroduces us to this conception of freedom.

The three crucial authors of Vasily Grossman’s first wave of reception tackled
relevant points that hint at a more complete theoretical framework. Lévinas
mtroduces the transcendental level in Grossman’s realist work. There 1s
something, a call that asks for the exercise of responsibility, that arises from a level
beyond the historical realm or any 1deological pattern. It does not come from the
Self 1tself. It 1s transcendent. Todorov, who would not accept absolute
transcendence, agrees 1n 1dentifying a cosmos, an order of universal values that
provide strength and human hope i the face of a century of totalitarianism.
Giussani underlines the epistemic value of Grossman’s realism.

3. MACINTYRE'S READING OF GROSSMAN

Maclntyre also serts Grossman’s life and work mto his philosophical
framework. What mterests the Scottish-American philosopher 1s Grossman’s
example of a good practical, neo-Anstotelian, or neo-Thomist reasoner.
MaclIntyre mdicates four characteristics of these pecular human beings that he
uses as a narrative conclusion of his work. These four characteristics form a
“single, complex, theoretical conclusion” (Maclntyre 2016: 243):

It is that agents do well only if and when they act to satisfy only those desires whose
objects they have good reasons to desire, that only agents who are sound and
effective practical reasoners so act, that such agents must be disposed to act as the
virtues require, and that such agents will be directed in their actions toward the
achievement of their final end. (MacIntyre 2016: 243)

This passage encapsulates Maclntyre’s thoughts. Drawing on Aristotle and
Thomas Aquinas, he considers a cognitive conception of the good, viewing this
attitude more as a form of reasoning than a simple relationship between the good
and reason. For Maclntyre, there are good reasons to desire something.
Otherwise, it 1s not a thorough good that we desire. Reasons must be articulated
through language and logic, but their outcome 1s not merely a deliberation but an
action. Those actions are mserted into common practices and circumstances;
acting appropriately means acting virtuously. Finally, these practices are directed
toward a final end or aim. The book’s novelty 1s that MacIntyre does not want to
conclude theoretically once again. He already opened to a non-theoretical
conclusion at the end of After Virtue, where he was mvoking a new S. Benedict,
very different from the first one, as a solution to the moral confusion of our epoch
(MacIntyre 1981: 245). In the following books, however, he followed a more
traditional, theoretical path’. Here, he wants to convey models through narrative,

8 For a study of MacIntyre’s production in the 1980s, see Maddalena 2000.
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convinced that new forms of morality, or rather, old forms, can endure in new
times only 1if they create a narrative — a story that can be told mn our time.
Therefore, more than the author of literary masterpieces, Grossman 1s portrayed
here as a human being who must progressively open his mind and habits to
broader perspectives, reaching eventually a reasonable attitude towards life that a
neo-Aristotelian can evaluate as eudaimon, happy'.

In MacIntyre storyteling (MacIntyre 2016: 244-263), Grossman starts as a
young man focused on his career and success, well settled mto the mtellectual
circles of Stalin’s first years of leadership. As a practical reasoner, he finds a way to
live mn both Stalin’s Sowviet socialism and an imtellectual circle where he can
flourish his creative capacities. It 1s a double life, with two different standards,
typical of authoritarian societies. Maclntyre 1s keen on demonstrating that the
1issue of double standards 1n life extends beyond practical concerns to encompass
theoretical and literary aspects. Grossman participates in a literary group, Pereval,
founded by the former Bolshevik author Aleksander Voronsky, who proposed a
vision of art opposed to the official one, maintained by Gorky’s socialist realism.
For Voronsky, the artist finds beauty and truth within reality and communicates
them to others. Somehow, art teaches politics, rather than the other way around,
as Gorky maintained. Sowiet realism meant that politics guided art, aiming to
reveal the truth and teach lessons. In choosing the topic of realism for reading
Grossman’s life, Maclntyre puts himself in the line of theoretical readings
provided by Lévinas, Todorov, and Giussani. However, Grossman’s realism here
1s the progressive broadening of Grossman’s moral reasoning about the good and
the true. The reasoning of the first part of his life seems to equate with the double
answer of a duplicity of life: there are different goods in different compartments,
and sometimes, they are at odds with one another. For Maclntyre, this 1s the
reason why Grossman seems so weak in putting his name on an article that pleads
for the death penalty to the self but false confessions of the pretended Bucharin’s
conspiracy. At the same time, though, he appears so strong in trying (and
succeeding) to free his second wife, Olga Mikhailovna, from the NKVD prison in
1937.

However, through the pamn of the war erupted in 1941 and the death of his
mother, shot by Nazis in the quick and unpredicted mvasion of Ukraine, he needs
to solve the duplicity. The first kind of answer 1s the unity of self-commitment to
liberation. He enlisted in the Army and became a writer for the cause, a soldier
among soldiers. Since Maclntyre analyzes this epoch as a progression toward a
broader conception of the final end and keener visions of virtue, war gives the
divided man a sense of an encompassing, common good and fosters a sense of
friendship and self-sacrifice. During the war, particularly in the hell of the battle of

% For the difference between happiness as a mental state and happiness as eudaimonia see
Maclntyre 2016, 54-60.
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Stalingrad, Grossman realized the inadequacy of bureaucracy and the party
apparatus. When he returned home, he was also commutted to the broader aim to
be a witness to what he saw and to do justice to the many dead, starting with the
Jews. He realized that belonged to these people much more than he had learned
before. That 1s why he was also so struck by the uprising of Stalin’s antisemitism
that eventually menaced his life too. After the war, he tried in vain to publish 7he
Black Book of the atrocities perpetrated by Nazis in Soviet Union”. Stalin did not
want people to know that Jews and not communists were the first target of Hitler’s
death machine. Neither he wanted people to understand that many soviet
comrades of the sister republics collaborated with Nazis. Again, the realism of the
true depiction clashed with socialist realism, for which “real” means what 1s useful
to Soviet power.

The tension between the two truths — the one of the Party and the one
referring to real facts, 1deas, and sentiments — 1s the bulk of the long fight between
Grossman and censorship over the publication of the first part of the saga about
the battle of Stalingrad. The book was out mn 1952, between the highest
appreciations and the harshest critiques suddenly emerging from Stalin’s circle.
Grossman was now menaced msofar as a Jew. The dualism between the two
realities brought Grossman to the infamous signature on a petition against the plot
of the Jewish medical doctors (January 1953). However, at the peak of the
criticism of Grossman, Stalin died in March 1953. That signaled a decisive move
toward the unity of life and a further broadening of the ultimate goal. Grossman
wrote the second part of his saga about the battle of Stalingrad, published and
known as Life and Fate, criticizing from within the Soviet power, which eventually
seized the drafts of his work (1960) and condemned him to some sort of social
segregation until his death (1964). MacIntyre sees Grossman’s major achievement
n Life and Fate because, according to him, the Russian author finds the right
horizon of summum bonum, to tell the truth, and the perfect balance of moral
reasoning. He sacrificed himself for a proper realism a la Pereval, namely, finding
the 1deals of beauty, truth, justice, and happiness within reality, the cosmos of
human values. His reasoning and his rightly directed desires (proairesis) were no
longer directed to the simple aim of being a good writer or a truthful witness of the
Jews. Now, he was settled to tell the truth for the sake of humanity itself and, even,
for the good of the whole Soviet Union, whose socialism could be amended.
Contrary to the majority of Grossman scholars, MaclIntyre does not see Life and
Fate as anti-socialist and thinks that the concerns about his anti-Sovietism by the
highest ranks of the Soviet Union were wrong. Finally, Maclntyre briefly
comments on Grossman’s last achievement, Everything Flows. He considers this
last work a bitter testament in which Grossman becomes what his adversaries
wanted him to be: an enemy of the system. In Maclntyre’s eyes, this last book 1s

10 See n. 7
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seriously anti-Soviet and loses the realist balance that Life and Fate had
conquered. However, the final judgment of Maclntyre 1s that, even though not
perfectly, Grossman achieved eudarmonia in the sense of a life in accordance with
reason and virtue within the culture in which he was embedded. He was an artist
who succeeded in being an mternal critic of his own society and culture in the
name of reasonable, universal truths.

A couple of comments are necessary to complete a critical picture of
Maclntyre’s reading of Grossman. MacIntyre’s view 1s interestingly Thomustic.
Like Giussani’s, he focuses on epistemology, linking Grossman’s style, life, and
philosophy. For MacIntyre, Grossman 1is both a great author and a great man,
specifically a good neo-Aristotelian reasoner who adjusts his reasons according to
circumstances, particularly in the most challenging ones, broadening the scope of
his concerns and aims. Ultimately, he does not resolve the duphcity of his life and
style, remaining torn between the highest ideals and personal bitterness, but
reveals the tremendous human path behind him and an already achieved state of
eudarmonia.

For the sake of completeness, it should be noted that also several philological
flaws affect this reading. Many aspects of MacIntyre’s storytelling are maccurate.
Grossman always declared that his art was to find the truth, and 1t 1s not true that
“he did not care too much about truth” in his beginnings (MacIntyre 2016: 262)".
It 1s highly questionable that Trotsky’s communism was a “truthful Marxism”
(245) and that Life and Fate proposed “a newly critical form of Soviet life and
thought still mspired by and directed toward some version of the goals of the
October Revolution” (257). Scholarly studies so far seem to point to other
directions, much closer to what Grossman says in Evervthing flows i which
Grossman condemns communism as a whole (Calusio, 2018; Dell’Asta, 2007;
Ellis, 2018; Gihini, 2018).

It 1s certamnly unjust to label Grossman’s habits during the 1930s as mere
“duplicity” (248-252) since, at that time, any open manifestation of thought would
have led to death. Fnally, the reading of Everyvthung flows as “rhetorically
powerful, but argumentatively weak” (261) does not grasp the final step of
Grossman’s philosophical path. In the next paragraph, I will try to put MacIntyre’s
reading in a more accurate philological framework, trying to save his profound
insights from his own prejudices.

4. METAPHYSICAL REALISM

From the meaning of Everything flows begins the last step for comprehending
Grossman’s peculiar realism that resonates with Maclntyre’s reading of Pereval

11 For a reconstruction of the continuity of Grossman’s thought see also Bit-Yunan 2011, Tosco
2012.
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and Voronsky. As many authors have acknowledged, from the beginning to the
end of his work, Grossman’s central concern 1s telling the truth by describing the
correspondence between what is real and what the pen puts on paper.” As
Macintyre points out and several analyses of texts confirm, Grossman’s
conception of this reality changed profoundly over the years. His mtial realism
was materialist, imbued with a certain classical humanism; Gorky did not overlook
this when he nvited young Grossman to consider that soviet realism 1s not
describing the reality that you see with humanitarian eyes - the reality of poor,
suffering people - but writing about a reality that ideology will create.”

Biographical evolution and philosophical maturation expanded Grossman’s
mitial humanitarian realism, as MacIntyre acknowledges in the chapter dedicated
to the Russian author. MacIntyre 1s right in linking the literary and human changes
i Grossman’s life, but he probably stresses the biographical aspect too much.
Ultimately, he seems to derive Grossman’s literary achievements from his moral
reasoning. A closer study indicates that the gesture of literature 1s wholly
mtertwined with the change of thought. Literature 1s not an application of moral
principles but the place where they happen. Moreover, the change in Grossman’s
life seems to be theoretical more than moral, bound to the progressive broadening
of Grossman’s conception of reality in a metaphysical sense. I will try to pursue
this path of growing realism, trying to save Maclntyre’s insights from another point
of view.

The reality to be described 1s not only that of the “little people” and their
sorrows but began to encompass the enormous stage of nature and world history
as they came to play out decisively during the battle of Stalingrad, as well as moral
themes of goodness and evil, the necessity of telling the truth, the ultmate
meaning of life, the possibility of eternity, the existence of the soul and God. It 1s
thus an enlargement i scope and intent, that Maclntyre points out, taking
Grossman’s realism from a physical to a metaphysical plane. Reality encompasses
the physical, material, social, and political aspects, as well as the good, the true, the
beautiful, and the just (with their opposites resulting from their absence). Reality 1s
thus also full of what medieval philosophy called the transcendentals, the
fundamental properties found everywhere in being at every degree, level, and
realization. Significantly, Grossman adds life and freedom to these traditional
transcendentals. Freedom and life form a hendiadys that Grossman employs 1n all
his novels and short stories of the second part of his hife. Perhaps the most iconic
affirmation 1s his language at the end of the short story 7he Sistine Madonna.

12 Dell’Asta 2007, Sarnov 2007, Strada 2007, Tosco 2012.
13 On this exchange with Gorky, which Grossman recalls many times in his novels, see all of the
major biographies: for example, Garrad & Garrard 1996, Popoft 2019.
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‘What can we, people of the epoch of Fascism, say before the court of the past and
the future? Nothing can vindicate us. We will say, “There has been no time crueler
than ours, yet we did not allow what 1s human in man to perish.” Seeing The Sistine
Madonna go on her way, we preserve our faith that life and freedom are one, that
there is nothing higher than what i1s human in man. This will live forever and
triumph (Grossman 2010: 192).

Grossman’s contemporary view completes the classical medieval picture of
transcendentals: truth, goodness, beauty, but also life and freedom, inter se
convertuntur. A separate discourse could be made for “motherhood,” whose
power 1s such in Grossman that it could be included among the transcendentals,
were it not that it perhaps coincides fout court with life." In any case, reality is no
longer hmited to what we see, touch, and feel with our senses, but also
encompasses all 1deas, feelings, abstractions, and 1deals that constitute the
uniqueness of every human mdividual. Grossman 1s not a philosopher and does
not analyze this belief to establish whether it 1s explicitly religious. He 1s not
interested 1n this consequence, but his openness to religion in a broad sense, to his
Jewish roots, to a sense of forgiveness 1s apparent, as Suslov himself recognized n
the notorious dialogue that took place after the seizure of the manuscript of Life
and Fate.”

The broadening of realism to encompass transcendentals has a counterpart in
the theory of truth. The mtial truth of Grossman’s works 1s reduced to a
correspondence with what happens or has happened, hence the egalitarian or
humanitarian impulse. Metaphysical realism, as developed m Life and Fate, 1s a
recognition of transcendentals and an openness that does not find fulfillment in
ther unfolding mn the world and m history, without, however, doing so according
to any dialectic that would bring Grossman back into the sphere of idealism. His
theory of truth becomes similar to that proposed by the pragmatist Charles S.
Peirce: 1t 1s the embodiment and unfolding of effects over the long course of
history. The correspondence between reality and its description takes time to
appear. Still, 1t occurs in a gradual unraveling that comcides with a growth of
awareness on the part of human beings. A famous lne by Willlam C. Bryant,
often quoted by Peirce, steeped 1 ancient Christian wisdom, comes to mind here,
perhaps representing Grossman’s art and biography: “Truth, crushed to the
ground, will rise again.”"

Truth 1s not merely a description of states of affairs but 1s the sure aim of a
process that does not invalidate its uniqueness but instead expands its possibilities.

14 Maddalena 2023, Sisto 2007.

15 Among Sulsov’s statements, Grossman recalls: “Your book contains direct comparisons
between us and Nazi Germany. ...You speak favorably in your book about religion, about God,
about Catholicism. You defend Trotsky. You often express serious doubts about our Soviet

system”. For the transcription of the dialogue with Suslov, see Garrard (1996: 357-360).
16 Bryant 1878.
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It will always remain true for Grossman that “there is only one truth. There cannot
be two truths” (Grossman 2006: 661) - his reply to Gorky’s theory of duplicitous
truth - but the one truth will have to wait to reveal its content entirely. It will take
Ivan’s years in the concentration camp and loneliess to allow Anna Sergeevna to
“confess” to actively participating in the Holodomor (Grossman 2010: 123-149). It
will take Grossman’s years and suffering to admit that Lenin was no less guilty
than Stalin of the subsequent totalitarian terror (Grossman 2010: 177-186). It will
take years, Grossman seems to say in one of his last stories, to understand the full
horror of the atomic bomb (Grossman 2006a: 751-767).

In the expectation of full correspondence between truth and reality that will
unfold over time, transcendentals occasionally manifest i the physical world,
prompting people to discover new aspects of their nature. Indeed, part of
Grossman’s realism 1s the well-known i1ssue surrounding “acts of senseless
kindness” or “madness”, the 1ssue of the sudden and gratuitous - and therefore
unrepeatable - gestures that appear in human hfe, not as a consequence of
antecedent factors. As we know, Grossman will oppose these gestures to any
theoretical conceptualization (and ‘capitalization’) of the Good, the True, the
Beautiful. These gestures embody transcendentals that form the human mn man,
the highest level of his freedom, life itself. Transcendental goodness 1s suddenly
manifested in the widow who cures her husband’s murderer (Grossman 2006:
408-9) or the woman who gives a piece of bread to the German prisoner who was
a perpetrator of violence (805-6). Truth 1s embodied in Ikonnikov’s refusal to
build a gas chamber and also in the kiss on the hand of the Catholic priest who
blesses God’s madman in his “crazy” decision (304-5). Beauty is embodied
entirely in Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, recognized as alive i the streets as she
begs for bread in the Ukramnian famine, as she looks down from the stairs at her
son kidnapped by the KGB, as she tries to defend her newborn from the clutches
of the Nazs at Treblinka. Life, freedom, and motherhood live on in the umque
gesture of Sofja Osipovna, who dies n a gas chamber, remaming to the last with
the little David she has just met. Nature itself becomes a gesture as it happens in
The Good be with you! In the Ararat stone, Grossman sees embodied “the
migrations of peoples, paganism, the 1deas of Marx and Lenin, the wrath of the
Soviet state” (Grossman 2013: 170).

Summarizing in a more theoretical manner, gestures of senseless kindness are
the sublime moments of the embodiment of transcendentals in action. Their
strength lies in their sudden and unique appearance and the weakness of their
unrepeatable event, bringing Grossman’s thought closer m this sense to that of
Buber than that of Lévinas.” Grossman’s gestures are not external to metaphysical
reality as Lévinas would have said, but are nstead - and more classically, as
Todorov pointed out - expressions of a logos, of a metaphysical order with its

17 Buber 1937.
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classic transcendental values. Grossman does not recognize this position
theoretically-emphasizing the difference between this layer of gratuitousness and
the rational one and not clarifying the ontological status of these transcendentals-
but his realism, which expands metaphysically without yielding to forms of
nihilism or pessimism, testifies to a classic conception of 1t that to structure itself
theoretically would have needed a philosophical training that Grossman did not
possess.” The crucial point is that classic transcendental values are potential
realities that enter existence without adhering to any determunist attitude.
However, while understood as unrepeatable events, gestures that embody
transcendentals show their full extension and intension. They are the beginning of
the revelation of the truth that will emerge in the long run. In this embodiment,
through gestures, transcendentals show their intension, while in their being always
potentially present, they show extension. For Grossman, anyone, in any condition
and society, can always reach out to this transcendental, invisible order and bring it
mto existence. Ontologically speaking, Grossman’s view 1s an ontology of real
potentialities that suddenly and abruptly emerge into existence, but without the
opportunity to be transformed into definitions or consistent theories.

Thus, followmng Grossman’s characters m his later works, we amend
MaclIntyre’s judgment on Grossman’s late work. In Everything flows, justice, an
mtrinsic aspect of truth, becomes a necessity for forgiveness; we understand from
the Judas chapter of Everything Flows (Grossman 2010: 61-75) and Anna
Sergeevna’s confession (Grossman 2010: 123-149) that goodness becomes
gratuitousness as it happens n the many gestures already mentioned of aiding the
enemy or, even more emblematically, in the virginal offering the Madonna makes
of her Child who will die on the cross (Grossman 2010a: 184-5). Finally, beauty
becomes comprehensible only as goodness and truth, as Ivan and Anna
Sergeevna say on their might of love, confession, and consolation. Speaking the
truth means accepting that transcendentals happen and widen our narrow
1deological views, leading us to new, unexpected meanings.

5. CONCLUSION

Maclntyre’s view of Grossman 1s original and interesting. Like Lévinas, he sees
the ethical call to responsibility mncluded i Grossman’s hfe and work. Like
Todorov, he understands that Grossman can be an example of human values,
even though he translates them on the plane of reasoning. For Maclntyre,
Grossman 1s above all a good human reasoner, a neo-Aristotehan one, as he
would label this attitude to thought. Like Giussani, MacIntyre thinks that this
sound reasoning 1s related to some form of epistemic realism. All of these msights

18 For this acknowledgment see Maddalena (2007) and Riconda (2007).
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are mmportant. I add to them that realism must be metaphysical and, if we
consider 1t this way, we will understand better the passages of Grossman’s literary
work. In particular, we can understand his late work, related to a metaphysics of
forgiveness, which 1s otherwise incomprehensible in MacIntyre’s terms.

This evolutionary metaphysical realism accounts for the consideration of
Grossman as a classic author of Russian, Jewish, and Christian religious hiterature.
Grossman was often compared with Chekhov, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy, alongside
the great names of nineteenth-century literature, whose work was pervaded by
compelling and imposing metaphysical questions. It 1s a metaphysics full of action,
namely, of gestures in which transcendental 1deals find embodiment, but it 1s still a
metaphysical 1ssue.

Finally, even mn this seemingly classic rediscovery, the very modern quality of a
missing ending remains. It 1s a quality MacIntyre correctly ascribes to Grossman’s
work and life. Whereas in classical metaphysical realism, the mdividual, the
cosmos, and history seem to find fulfillment and pactfication in higher orders, be
they religious or historical-ontological, in Grossman’s metaphysical realism, the
non-repeatable embodiment of potential transcendentals means that there are
only partial developments and that the end of human life and freedom 1s neither
already decided nor already written. It 1s no accident that Life and Fate ends with
a series of questions from the grandmother about the destiny - this time
understood n the sense of task and fulfillment - of her loved ones (Grossman
2006, 860-2), as Maclntyre correctly underlines. Destiny, thus conceived, 1s not
fate because 1t 1s not necessary. The possibility of other incarnations of
transcendentals and order 1s still open. The fact that those ulimate questions and
sudden gestural realizations of transcendentals exist 1s a sign of the possibility of a
final and totalizing answer, of a positive and happy outcome for our lves. Stll,
nothing will occur without our acceptance of what happens and the concomitant
sacrifices. Nothing will come to pass without our freedom.
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