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Some time ago a friend of mine gifted with scepticism told me that he started reading 

the Bible: to see who the murderer was. But the problem is, he continued, that you find out 

right from the beginning that it’s Cain. Well duh, I thought, because there are books, like this 

one for example, where the question is not who the murderer is but rather, why we are still 

alive.  

When the question is not who the murderer is but why we are still alive, we deal with 

inclusive literature. 

In sociology the adjective “inclusive” means that in a given society everybody has a 

place and the universal human rights apply to everyone – in contradistinction to the 

exclusive, segregating, or integrating social systems, in which on the assumption of 

differences between human beings the persons who don’t meet the criteria of arbitrary 

normality are a) excluded, b) excluded and ghettoized outside, or c) allowed to enter, but 

ghettoized inside, by the majority group regarded as “normal”. 

The criteria of normality vary in time, space, and according to social and political 

circumstances; where the system of checks and balances is dysfunctional or rigged, 

individual persons and minority groups are liable to be arbitrarily stigmatized and excluded. 

In the social sciences the inclusive research methodology means that every participant is 

responsible for the research process, proportionately with their quality of participation, 

indifferently of their qualifications – as opposed to the paradigm built on the researcher-

informant relation, which has objectified and appropriated the experience of the social groups 

that constitute the object of study. Everybody is a specialist and qualified in their own lives, 

even though most of the time our lives remain inaccessible to us. 

In public education inclusion means an attitude of acceptance, a judiciously built-up 

structure of preventing exclusion and a continuous attention, where knowledge reinforces 

personality and is itself solidary. Inclusive pedagogy is centred on the person and more 

closely, on the child; sharing knowledge does not occur vertically but horizontally; the 

teacher and the institution create a friendly, encouraging environment for discovery, 

creativity and cooperation. 

In Tolstoy’s school in Yasnaya Polyana there was no grading, no compulsory 

homework, attendance was not mandatory. Often it wasn’t easy to persuade the children to go 

home after classes. 



In the field of literary studies informed by the principles of inclusive pedagogy, to 

date only the concept of inclusive children’s literature gained traction. This includes such 

works that treat subjects considered taboo (for example, death, illness, or even human 

metabolism). Because a given book usually tackles only one thematic area, in fact we deal 

with integration here; for genuine inclusion the given phenomena should not participate in the 

processes in isolation but show a free, rather than prescribed, trajectory in the same context. 

We have one world, even if we tear it asunder to fabricate alibis for pan-suspicious 

melancholia. On the other hand, if we take the pains of decently observing anything, for 

instance, metabolism, letting all prejudices and prefabricated explanations go (for this too is 

part of art, as well as of science and meditation), the working of the entire world might be 

revealed. As the grandfather says in Péter Nádas’s novel The End of a Family Story, “a single 

drop of the sea is also the sea”. (Or, as Péter Esterházy puts it in The Book of Hrabal: “I 

wouldn’t be surprised if at the very core of the atomic nucleus there would perch, amidst the 

leptons’ hallelujah, the Lord God himself.”) 

In Nádas’s above-mentioned novel the context of the sea-drop idea concerns the 

child’s perception. When the grandmother scolds the grandfather for speaking of matters like 

sexuality, suffering, or the sacred, before the child, he answers: “Before the child? But the 

child already knows everything. In the child there is life, just as a single drop of the sea is 

also the sea.” In contrast, the general practice is that adult society makes sure to fragment the 

child’s synthetic perception, so as to be better able to chase them into one of the targetable, 

thus depressible consumer groups of eminently marketable particular existence. 

To be targeted may seem a source of joy, for there appears to be somebody who is 

attentive to our problems; in reality of course this is a manipulation that breeds unconscious 

anxiety, and which offers such products – for example, books – for alleviating this anxiety 

that would confine us inside the vortex of anxiety. 

An inclusive literature, in harmony with sociological and pedagogical inclusiveness, 

is a cooperative, open and dynamic literary phenomenon, attentive to the environment, where 

at stake is the creative shaping of hidden, silenced and tabooed reality, and the establishing of 

relationships between various phenomena. For it, the finds of scientific research constitute 

reference points just as much as personal life stories; inclusive literature conditions us to bear 

with reality, not merely to bear it. There’s nothing new to it but what we have forgotten – that 

it counts on the active participation of the reader, whether in the form of Umberto Eco’s 

opera aperta or Jan Assmann’s concept of hypoleptic cultural memory (hypolepsis in Greek 

means, to take up the thread, to enter communication in progress). By making place for our 

thoughts, imagination and feelings, what is more, by not occurring without them but merely 

lurking as a potentiality, inclusive literature becomes an indelible part of our lives: it provides 

new perspectives to our decisions, and our personality is shaped by our imagined answers to 

the questions of “what would I do” in the, however fictitious, situations hypothesised in the 

work. In contrast to the schizoid practice of our days, of separating allegedly serious, money-

earning work from the abandon of entertainment, inclusive literature is part of our lives. Not 

a privileged but an inseparable part of it. 



The enrichment of our spectrum of affect is the chance of art in all ages, but our 

situation is more disheartening, depressing and exhausting than ever. Cain’s story sounds 

idyllic as compared to contemporary world phenomena: militarization, the destruction of the 

ecosystem, deep poverty, industrial animal farming, systemic violence, etc. There is no way 

to avoid perceiving all this, and because the human psyche is not calibrated to impotently 

suffer so many threats, in self-protection we develop various addictions. (And the other way 

round: our various addictions trigger on the destruction.)  

“We will run headlong into the abyss”, Blaise Pascal wrote in the 17th century, “if we 

manage to hide it from our eyes.” The entertainment industry, into which vast sums of money 

are poured by governments and the tech giants that burn up the planet’s energy resources, is 

interested in never letting us face the imperilled nature of our existence and the appalling 

amount of suffering that we support with our lifestyle. The entertainment industry is the 

domesticating power to which we willingly submit. Apparently freely we choose the means 

by which we are robbed of our lives. 

Like so many times in its history, literature saw some possibility in the field of 

entertainment (that is, repression) to linger on the margins of digital and visual culture, on the 

fringe of sport stadiums, to develop genre-bound addictions by mesmerising the reader and 

producing some profit in-between, albeit one hardly visible in comparison to the construction 

industry, let’s say. The environmental destruction of the latter is of course incomparably 

more spectacular than the target-oriented products of the publishing industry that thrive on 

affectively infantilising their clients and shepherding them into self-deceptive, self-justifying 

pompousness and isolation from others, and which relentlessly reassure their clients of their 

superiority. All the same, these products also add their quota to our cosy living on, without as 

much as a word against the wrecking of our common habitat. 

Even the highly sensitive literary scene feels exposed to the seasonal dictates of the 

market; hunger for profit and the competition for visibility loom large, the selling out of 

particularities takes epic proportions and every single social problem has a sub-genre attached 

to it. Let me read another novel of domestic abuse. 

Engaged in the writing of Fatelessness, Imre Kertész was looking for the aesthetic 

condition for writing not yet another Holocaust novel, because it was not his aim to cater to 

readers who happened to have a hankering for Holocaust stories. As he writes later in 

Liquidation, “I don’t want to set up my tent on the fairground of literature, I don’t want to 

display my wares.” For Kertész’s whole Holocaust-determined outlook was unique in 

stressing that it was not the persons labelled Jews, but the whole of mankind to whom 

something happened in Auschwitz, and that this event was not safely tucked away in the past 

but continuing to shape our present and future. In the efficiently organised and rationalised 

dehumanising process it became evident that we need to rethink from the foundations what 

the human being is. For fourteen years Kertész looked for the form in which his experiences 

could be universally conveyed. When I first read Fatelessness I realised that, although there 

was nothing similar in our experience, I too was raised exactly in the way showed in his 

writing. The educational convention that the teenage protagonist of Fatelessness undergoes is 

critically synthesized in the later novel, Kaddish for the Unborn Child; it is an education 



process that breeds subservience and alienates the child so much from himself that if he were 

to find himself in a death camp, he would hardly notice: “I was a modestly eager, not always 

unobjectionably progressing member of the quiet conspiracy woven against my life” (trans. 

Christopher M. Wilson and Katharina M. Wilson).   

Kertész’ writerly technique is at the same time personal and universal, similarly to 

what is seen in D. F. Wallace’s Infinite Jest and in the film director’s creed in the novel: to 

observe the phenomena either from close up or from afar, now concretely and now abstractly, 

but never from a middle distance, because the middle distance stands for judgment, and 

judgment, besides being glib, produces boring texts. Regardless whether we are enthusiastic 

for something or despise it, judgment heats and freezes the same old relationships. 

How can we put the infinite into a finite form: this classic artistic problem (the 

awareness that if we look at it from close enough, every supposedly finite phenomenon is 

infinite) becomes synonymous with the question, how can a work be at once personal and 

universal, that is, how can it speak to us in such a way as to exclude no-one and nothing? 

I have rather untactfully listed above those world phenomena, not calibrated to our 

human psyche, which are judiciously brought to light by one science or another and, even 

though our lives depend on this knowledge, it remains inaccessible for several reasons. If, 

however, the arts collaborate with scientific research and seek to find inclusive forms and to 

invent stories which can accommodate new affective relationships, we will come to 

experience, albeit only for a moment, that the anxiety caused by alienation recedes; we feel to 

be actors in the state of the world. No matter how loudly the soundboxes blare out that only 

those in power, and by no means we ourselves, are responsible for everything, even our own 

lives, we will know and, what is more, feel that life is far richer and more exciting, that we 

bind with far too many phenomena and persons to submit to an erroneous, generalizing and 

superficial message. 

The school example of the classic work that shows something at once from very close 

up and universally is Rainer Maria Rilke’s Archaic Torso of Apollo. While it speaks about a 

very concrete block of stone, it is capable of calling forth new interpretations in every age. If 

in the age of late modernity the question was aesthetic existence and the immortal nature of 

beauty, now, when the natural environment is smothered by our discarded things and we will 

either effect a paradigm change in our relationship to objects or we will have to buy an one-

way ticket to Mars from Elon Musk, Rilke’s poem allows us to undergo and feel everything 

that Object Oriented Ontology (OOO) articulates: objects are far too complicated to be 

treated as merely our property. In the life of a Coca-Cola bottle, belonging to a human being 

is but an insignificantly short time; after it is discarded, several hundred more years follow. 

To this it’s easy to reply that nothing really depends on us, for what is really one bottle when 

compared to a whole bottle factory. Yet if looked at rationally, this is merely a half-truth, 

whereas if looked at emotionally, the proposition renders our relationship to ourselves 

insignificant. Rilke’s poem (in A. Z. Foreman’s translation) sees into the stone “cut short… 

and maimed” the glowing gaze that “burst out blazing” (in William H. Gass’ translation); that 

it is not only you looking at the torso but it too looks at you – “for there’s no place that does 



not see you,” in Gass’ translation – and it looks at you in a way to make you understand, “you 

must change your life”. 

The Hungarian emulator of Rilke’s blazing objectivity, the modernist poet Lőrinc 

Szabó – whose trajectory also included a pro-Nazi slide – wrote his canonic poem Entirely 

and for Nothing, to this day part of the school curriculum, out of a fundamental 

misunderstanding and reduction of the poetics of Sachlichkeit, thus contributing to the 

opposite orientation of an influential direction of twentieth-century Hungarian poetry. In 

Entirely and for Nothing, Rilke’s image of a (street-)lamp or candelabrum will not shine 

through everything and address you, but rather, it becomes the condition of being at the whim 

of the lyric self. Szabó’s poem says not, you must change your life, but that you must become 

my slave. Be my slave and pity me for being the tyrant I am: 

Let the law save those who are 

    good as their fellow-men; 

beyond the law, like an animal, 

be like that, I'll love you then. 

Like a lamp that's turned off, you 

mustn't be if I don't need you to; 

don't complain, don't even see 

    a prison that's invisible; 

and I in my mind will guarantee 

that you forgive my ruthless rule. 

 (trans. Edwin Morgan) 

 

Its pathos, the clichés of self-pity, the I-am-such-a-great-personality-that-no-one-is-worth-

being-in-a-relationship-with-me is but the manifestation of a provincialism refusing 

knowledge; it has suffused Hungarian public life ever since. For easily-offended emotional 

infantilism, for the refusal of respect for the other, for the resistance to debunking privileges 

we also have to thank a literary tradition that has chronically opted for self-justifying 

solipsistic pathos over the search for new forms of affect. This is exclusive writing, 

authoritarian and cultic. 

Not long ago we discussed with MA students a scene from Péter Nádas’s Parallel 

Stories set on Budapest’s Margaret Island. This is one of the book’s most testing, graphically 

written scenes: of group sex of gay men at night in a public urinal, some time during the 

Communist regime, when homosexuality was punishable by imprisonment. Somebody said 

that the scene was too much for him, as he was a romantic at heart. Which meant, there and 

then, that in contrast to a pseudo-public scene unfolding on the margins of society or rather, 

banished to the darkness of ignorance, we would far rather be looking at the sunset on the 

beach, holding hands with our beloved. Oblivious to the fact that in our society such a thing 

is still a privilege, some cannot afford it for their poverty, their sexual orientation, their 

bereavement. Not to mention the fact that it’s becoming more and more difficult to access 

privatised seaside spots, that the beaches are flooded by discarded objects, or that sonic 

pollution is unbearable – idyll is now more or less done in. That scene in the urinal is 

rendered from a close-up perspective and with such humour that if the reader pays attention, 



judgment wouldn’t even occur to them. Nádas’s novel, like all inclusive literary phenomena, 

does not expect you to identify with the scene or its figures, fleeing from your own life, but to 

connect to it, no matter who and what you are: to connect to the world and to yourself. 

Inclusive literature (and the best of the classics belong here) makes us face the world, 

face our fragile existence. It is a form of knowledge, the broadening of our perception, a 

liberating experience. It is not a state but a process; it doesn’t tell you what to feel and what 

to do, it merely leaves open the possibility of relation. It does not only render us sensible but 

contribute to our resilience: it is not working toward making us cry because we are alone and 

lost in the woods (like the 500 gallegos in the joke told in Roberto Bolaño’s 2666) but toward 

making us stronger and more clear-sighted. 

The reinforcement it offers is that whoever we are, we need not hide, we need not 

keep mum, because we are part of the world, and its existence also depends on us. 


