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The State of the Society: ..v •, •  
An E d i t o r i a l 

I n f l a t i o n and recession have eroded the strenr-th of the Society 

during 19"0, so much so that for thf- f i r s t tine we had a substantial 

d e f i c i t of 'nore than three thousan'^ dollars ̂  tnakinp, necessary i dues 

increase for 1'^?>1. Furthermore, the reor'-mization of .lichipan State 

University has deprived us of much support, p a r t i c u l a r l y v i t a l c l e r i c a l 

assistance. Consequently, as ne ber.in our eleventh year, we are faced 

with the most serious problems in our existence. The cooperation of 

a l l members i s v i t a l i f the Society i s to continue and to groi;. 

Each member can, however, contribute substantially to the Society's 

well-belnp. i n the future by observing some or a l l of the following: 

., . Pay dues promptly in 19^.1. 

Subscribe to 'lidAmerica V I I I at the sapie time. 

S o l i c i t new members. 

Recommend membership to i n s t i t u t i o n a l and other l i b r a r i e s . 

Make special contributions or legacies. 

Volunteer assistance. 

Above a l l , participate: 

'Send essays, reviews, and anncmncemertts' for bur publication. "-' ' 

,̂ .. Volunteer for special programs during the year. .., •...if. 

Give a paper or reading at the annual conference i n ^Tay. 

Vote. 

I do appreciate a l l the cooperation in the past 3 I hope that i t continues 

and expands, and I ask your patience during the coming year. 

David n. Anderson 



ANNOUNCEMENTS 

Great R i v e r Review, a j o u r n a l bf Midwestern l i t e r a t u r e , announces the 

pu b l i c a t i o n of Volume 2, #3. This issue includes f i c t i o n by Delores Burdick, 

Viane F r y e , Rosemary K l e i n , Robert D r i e s , and Steven Finney, an essay on the 

p r a i r i e by Paul Grouchow, and poetry by John Caddy, David A l l e n Evans, Helen 

Valenta, Florence Dacey and many others. The review i s published twice a year and 

seeks submission of f i c t i o n , poetry, essays, and a r t i c l e s on contemporary Midwestern 

w r i t e r s up to 4,000 words. Su b s c r i p t i o n s : $8.00 for three i s s u e s . #3.00 per copy. 

Address: Great Ri v e r Review, P.O. Box 14805, Minneapolis, MN 55414. 

* * * 

The Clyde, Ohio, Heritage A s s o c i a t i o n held a symposium commemorating the 104th 

anniversary of Sherwood Anderson's b i r t h on September 13, 1980, i n the Clyde P u b l i c 

L i b r a r y . Coordinator was Thaddeus Hurd of Clyde, a member of the Soc i e t y , and 

c h i e f speaker was Gene H. Dent, Lakeland Community College and pa'st president of 

the So c i e t y . 
* * * = • ' 

A s p e c i a l one-day Conference on Wisconsin W r i t e r s was held on F r i d a y , September 12, 

1980, at Lawrence U n i v e r s i t y i n Appleton, Wisconsin.,-/., i ; - - ; , ; f .-, 

* * * . 

The U n i v e r s i t y of Missouot held a week-long symposium on Missouri w r i t e r s 

September 22-26, 1980. Coordinator was Douglas Wixson, member of the Soc i e t y , 

and featured speaker was David D. Anderson of the Society. 

* * * 
The Society w i l l sponsor s p e c i a l programs on November 6, 1980, i n Minneapolis 

i n conjunction with the Midwest Modern Language A s s o c i a t i o n and on December 28, 

1980, i n Houston i n conjunction with the Modern Language A s s o c i a t i o n . 

* * * 



The Darker Side of Toni Morrison's Jong of Solomon 

i l a r i l y n J u d i t h A t l a s 

Song of Solomon, published i n 1977, Toni Morrison's t h i r d novel, examines 

the d i s t o r t i o n of b l a c k people's l i v e s i n m'.dwestern America. Although tne 

s o l u t i o n t h a t the novel favors i s surrender to the a i r , or s p i r i t u a l t r a n s c e n -

dence,^ i t i s not the only s o l u t i o n t h a t i t s e r i o u s l y e x p l o r e s . I n a s o c i e t y 

where there i s no j u s t i c e f o r b l a c k people, Morrison, through her c h a r a c t e r 

G u i t a r Bains, and the r e v o l u t i o n a r y s o c i e t y he j o i n s , the Seven Days, s t u d i e s 

tiie r e p e r c u s s i o n s of p o l i t i c a l v i o l e n c e , what i t means i n terms of s o c i e t y , and 

how i t a f f e c t s the l i v e s of those who p a r t i c i p a t e i n i t . 

Most of the c h a r a c t e r s i n the novel, Milkman, Hagar, Ruth, C o r i n t h i a n s , 

P i l a t e , and Macon, do nothing to change the tenor of s o c i e t y . Mostly they 

accept the d i s t o r t i o n s w i t h i n t h e i r world, and i f they s t r i k e out, they do 

so a g a i n s t one another i n s t e a d of a g a i n s t t h e i r r e a l enemies: white r a c i s t s 

and white r a c i s t i n s i t u t l . T h e i r l o y a l t y i s e i t h e r to themselves or a t 

most f a m i l i a l , never extending o u t r ^ r d to embrace the b l a c k r a c e . Only 

G u i t a r Bains ^nd the other members of the Seven Days attempt to focus t h e i r 

on the white power s t r u c t u r e , and i f not change i t , a t l e a s t a s s u r e 

that t h e i r people l o s e no more ground i n i t . 

I n c r e a t i h g G u i t a r and! the other members of the Seven Days, and i n 

making them synpathel:ic c h a r a c t e r s , Jtorrlson i s f o r c i n g the reader to take 

the s o l u t i o n of v i o l e n c e s e r i o u s l y . During the 1960s and e a r l y 1970s many 

i n t e l l e c t u a l s , dmong them Jean-Paul S a r t r e , L e r o i Jones, and Hannah Arendt, 

took a c l o s e look a t the l e g i t i m a c y of p o l i t i c a l v i o l e n c e and came to very 

much the sama c o n c l u s i o n as G u i t a r Bains; 



v i o l a t l c e can be a r a t i o n a l way of dealing with the forces of a power-

f u l , d i s t o r t e d culture.'^ Hannah Arendt, i n On Violence, d i r e c t l y s t a t e s 

what Ton! Morrison's Song of Solomon impl i e s : 

Since men l i v e i n a world of appearances and, i n t h e i r dealings 
w i t h i t , depend on manifestation, hypocrisy's conceits--as d i s -
tinguished from expedient ruses, followed by d i s c l o s u r e i n due 
time--cannot be met by s o - c a l l e d reasonable behavior. Words can 
be r e l i e d on only i f one i s sure that t h e i r function i s to r e v e a l 
and not to conceal....To use reason when reason i s used as a trap 
i s not ' r a t i o n a l ' ; j u s t as to use a gun i n self-defense i s not 
' i r r a t i o n a l . '3 

Morrison has her c h a r a c t e r , Guitar Bains, e f f e c t W e l y argue that violence can 

be r a t i o n a l . Guitar l i v e s i n a s o c i e t y which i s biased against black people 

and f e e l s compelled to j o i n a group, the Seven Days, which s e t s up i t s own system 

of j u s t i c e . He e x p l a i n s to h i s best f r i e n d , Milkman, that such a group i s 

both necessary and p e r f e c t l y j u s t i f i a b l e : 

"Do we have a court? I s there one courthouse i n one c i t y i n 
the country where a j u r y would convict them? There are places 
r i g h t now where a Negro s t i l l can't t e s t i f y against a white 
man. Where the judge, the j u r y , the court, are l e g a l l y bound 
to ignore anything a Negro has to say. What that means i s that 
a black man i s a v i c t i m of a crime only when a white man says 
he i s . Only then. I f there was anything l i k e or near j u s t i c e 
or courts when a cracker k i l l s a Negro, there wouldn't have to 
be no Seven Days. But there a i n ' t ; so we a r e . " 

While Arendt discusses the theory of p o l i t i c a l v i o l e n c e , Morrison explores 

how t h i s theory, i f accepted and acted upon, can d i s t o r t and destroy i n d i v i d u a l 

l i v e s . I f one accepts the r o l e of r e v o l u t i o n a r y , the burden of being r e s -

ponsible f o r r a c i a l balance, and s o c i a l j u s t i c e , one pays the p r i c e of one's 

humanity. Milkman warns Guitar of t h i s , s t a t i n g that h i s philosophy i s 
, . i 

dangerous and can e a s i l y lead to d e s t r u c t i o n , not simply of the enemy, but 

of what Guitar i s t r y i n g to protect: 

" G u i t a r , none of that s h i t i s going to change how I l i v e or how 
any other Negro l i v e s . What you're doing i s crazy. And something 

2 



, ,. e l s e : i t ' s a h a b i t . I f you do i t enough, you can do i t tp any-
body. You know what I mean'' A torpedo i s a torpedo, I don't 
care what h i s reasons. You can o f f anybody you-don't l i k e Y o u . v 
can o f f me.' (pn. 161-2). 

As Milkman p r e d i c t s , Guitar does turn against members of h i s own race i n 

h i s attempt to f o s t e r the cause of h i s s o c i e t y , and he does d i s t o r t 

r e a l i t y . His standards are too r i g i d and he breaks under t h e i r pressure. 

But Morrison never dismisses e i t h e r , the man: or h i s method. 

When Morrison creates the members of the Seven Days, she attempts to make 

them human ra t h e r than e i t h e r despicable or s a i n t l y ; she a l s o makes them 

uncomfortable with both t h e i r s o c i e t y and with t h e i r s o l u t i o n . Morrison begins 

her novel eleven ye^rs a f t e r the Seven Days o r i g i n a t e s . One of i t s members, 

Robert Smith, an insurance agent, i s about to f l y across Lake Superior from 

the cupola of the.town's a l l - w h i t e h o s p i t a l . He wears wide blue s i l k wings 

and i s reduced-I:© ̂ the term/'nutwagon" by Gut tar's Grandmother. Two days before 

the event he t*ck« a note on the door of h i s house e x p l a i n i n g h i s plans to 

f l y , and confessing h^s. love for his.people. He adds a l i n e asking f o r 

forgiveness: i m p l i c i t i n t l ^ i s apology i s that he i s np. lp«ge|f;. able to function 

as a member of the Seven-DayBij, -Thus, when we m^et Roberp. Smithy h^ has 

already broken under the .pressure qjf h i s d i s t o r t e d l i ^ e ; op the afternoon 

posted i n h i s message, he jumps to<his death. 

Another member of the Seven Days, Henry P o r t e r , i s also introduced to 

the reader e a r l y i n the novel. He, too, i s unable to cope with the s o l u t i o n 

he has chosen f o r himself; he, too, needs to communicate to h i s people that 

he loves them. Our f i r s t image of Porter i s of him drunkenly hanging from 

the window of h i s rented apartment holding a gun, c u r s i n g , screaming, 

u r i n a t i n g , and pleading for a woman. A crowd gathers and j e e r s at him and 

3 



he responds to t h e i r lack of sympathy with anger and f r u s t r a t i o n : 'Stop i t . 

Don't act l i k e t h a t . Don't you see I love ya? I'd die for ya, k i l l f o r y a " 

(p. 26). His chastisement of the crowd turns i n t o a p r i v a t e monologue and he 

confesses that h i s love i s too great a burden to bear: 

'Gimme hate, Lord," he whimpered. I ' l l take hate any day. 
But don't give me love. I can't take no more love. Lord. 
I can't c a r r y i t . J u s t l i k e Mr. Smith. He couldn't c a r r y 
i t . . . . A i n ' t i t heavy? Jesus' Ain't love heavy? Don't you 
see, Lord? You own son couldn't c a r r y i t . I f i t k i l l e d Him, 
what You think i t ' s gonna do to me' Huh? Huh?" (p, 26). 

His anger with God i s q u i c k l y t r a n s f e r r e d to anger with h i s landlord, Macon 

Dead, who has j o i n e d the crowd i n hopes of c o l l e c t i n g h i s overdue ren t . Porter 

considers shooting Macon, decides he would r a t h e r shoot hi m s e l f , but i s too 

drunk to turn the shotgun; f i n a l l y he drops i t out of the window and collapses^; 

But u n l i k e Smith, Porter recovers and continues h i s membership i n the 

Seven Days. He learns to s u r v i v e h i s burden of love and h i s commitment to ; 

the black race. When the reader meets him again he i s forming a v i t a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p with Macon's daughter, C o r i n t h i a n s ; he i s strong, c o n t r o l l e d , 

able to give love, g e n e r a l l y no man to be e i t h e r laughed at or scorned. 

I n another e a r l y , and memorable, scene, the reader meets R a i l r o a d Tommy, 

one of the owners of the black barber shop, and another member of the Seven 

Days. L i k e Robert Smith and Henry P o r t e r , R a i l r o a d Tommy i s b i t t e r l y aware 

that h i s l i f e i s p a i n f u l l y d i s t o r t e d . The reader meets him when Guitar and 

Milkman, then seventeen and t h i r t e e n r e s p e c t i v e l y , wander through the Blood 

Bank, the poor black s e c t i o n of D e t r o i t . They deje c t e d l y complain to Tommy 

that a f t e r c u t t i n g school and going to Feather's pool h a l l , Feather has 

refused to s e l l them beer because Milkman's f a t h e r , Macon, i s a r u t h l e s s 

black c a p i t a l i s t and Feather blames Milkman for h i s f a t h e r ' s s i n s . A f t e r 

l i s t e n i n g to t h e i r s t o r y . R a i l r o a d Tommy, at l e a s t at f i r s t , attempts to 

4 



tease them out of t h e i r disappointment: 

"You think that something'' Not having a beer? Well, l e t me 
ask you something. You ever stood stock s t i l l I n the g a l l e y 
of the Baltimore and Ohio dining car i n the middle of the 
night when the kitchen closed down and everything's neat and 
ready f o r the next dayV And the engine's h i g h b a l l i n g do\m the 
tr a c k and three,of your buddies i s w a i t i n g for you with a brand-
new deck of cards'....That's r i g h t , you never. And you never 
going to. That's one more t h r i l l you not going to have, l e t 
alone a b o t t l e of beer....You ever p u l l fourteen days s t r a i g h t 
and come home to a sweet woman, cl e a n sheets, and a f i f t h of 
Wild Turkey? " (p. 59) 

Tommy's mock serious routine continues, but near i t s end h i s tone changes. 

G u i t a r , a f t e r being promised no baked Alaska, grabs h i s own throat feigning 

horror and c r y i n g that h i s heart i s breaking: Tommy focuses on t h i s Image 

of a broken heart and stops teasing: he promises Guitar a broken fieart and 

a whole l o t of f o l l y . Guitar t r i e s to continue the l i g h t tone s t a t i n g that 

a l l he and Milkman wanted was a b o t t l e of beer, but Tommy has become serious 

He simply and powerfully says, "'Yeah, w e l l , welcome aboard.'" The 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y of s a t i s f a c t i o n even when what one asks for i s leg i t i m a t e and 

small i s a serious problem for the characters i n Song of Solomon. 

Morrison has not yet introduced the Seven Days d i r e c t l y . Before she 

does that she c a r e f u l l y portrays the motivation that her characters have for 

forming such a s o c i e t y . They l i v e i n a v i o l e n t world, and the p r i v i l e g e s 

they see surrounding them are often outside of t h e i r reach. F r u s t r a t e d and 

d i s s a t i s f i e d , they are desperate for change and for some control over t h e i r 

l i v e s . 

Although Morrison creates some very e f f e c t i v e scenes using Robert Smith 

Henry Pprteii and R a i l r o a d Tommy, the member of the Seven Days she most 

c l o s e l y examines i s Guitar Bains. Of a l l the Seven Days, he i s the most , 

f u l l y developed. The reader meets him during the f i r s t chapter of the npvel 

5 



He i s then s i x years o l d , standing with h i s grandmother and w a i t i n g f o r 

Robert Smith to jump o f f the h o s p i t a l ' s cupola. Even at s i x , Guitar i s 

b r i g h t enough to notice that the nurse vjho asks him to run and get the 

h o s p i t a l guard has s p e l l e d admissions i n c o r r e c t l y , she has l e f t out an 

" s " , and he i s secure enough i n the accuracy of h i s perceptions to v e r b a l i z e 

t h i s to h i s grandmother. P i l a t e i s a l s o present i n t h i s scene and her 

singing of an a n c e s t r i a l song about f l y i n g a t t r a c t s him as much as Robert 

Smith's take o f f . Although, as he grown older. Guitar w i l l have the s o c i a l 

consciousness of Robert Smith, h i s a t t r a c t i o n to c n i r i t u a l transcendence 

w i l l never f u l l y d i s s i p a t e : i t remains part of what he r e s p e c t s , and as 

the reader w i l l f i n d out i n the l a s t scene, part of what he i s capable. 

Morrison purposefully nilces C j i ' i r f a s c i n a t i n g . She does not want 

h i s s o l u t i o n of vi o l e n c e to be e a s i l y dismissed. P h y s i c a l l y he i s a t t r a c t i v e 

h i s yellow c a t l i k e eyes add i n t e n s i t y to h i s f a c e , and r e i n f o r c e h i s aura of 

independence and strength; s p i r i t u a l l y he i s i n t e r e s t i n g : as a young c h i l d 

he c r i e d desperately for a g u i t a r which he never gets; thus, he has the 

s e n s i b i l i t y , i f not the instrument of an a r t i s t . Morrison a l s o makes him 

uncannily brave. Guitar explains how even as a c h i l d he was a n a t u r a l 

hunter: 

" I used to hunt a l o t . From the time I could walk almost and 
I was good at i t . Everybody s a i d I was a n a t u r a l . I could hear 
anything, smell anything, and see l i k e a c a t . You know what I 
mom'' A n a t u r a l . And I was never scared--not of the dark or 
shadows or funny sounds, and I was never a f r a i d to k i l l . 
Anything." (p. 85) 

Guitar may not have been r.frnid to k i l l anything, but there were animals 

which he did not want to ham: when he a c c i d e n t a l l y k i l l s a doe instead of 

a deer he i s upset because he has broken h i s self-imposed standards. 

I n c r e a t i n g G u i t a r , Morrison forms a v i t a l , brave, and s e n s i t i v e 

6 



i n d i v i d u a l who s e t s standards f o r himself; she a l s o creates a l o y a l , pro-

t e c t i v e f r i e n d . When Milkman i s teased by h i s f e l l o w school mates, Guitar 

w i l l i n g l y comes to h i s a i d , enjoying the f i g h t . A f t e r i t , without any 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s , he removes h i s own b a s e b a l l cap, t e l l s Milkman to wipe 

the blood from h i s nose, and simply replaces i t on h i s head (p. 267). 

Because he senses what Milkman needs, and because he i s brave enough to a c t , 

Guitar becomes the main l i b e r a t i n g force i n Milkman's l i f e . I t i s he' who 

introduces Milkman to h i s aunt P i l a t e , and thus provides him with h i s f i r s t 

experience of complete happiness (p. 4 7 ) . 

Morrison does not simply give Guitar p o s i t i v e , v i t a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s : 

she tempers h i s p e r s o n a l i t y with a traumatic youth. As a young c h i l d he 

l e a r n s - t b a t people do not get what they earn, that there i s often no con-

nectiion between s e r v i c e and b e n e f i t s ; and that human kindness i s frequently 

an empty gesture. His e a r l y experience with i n j u s t i c e centers around h i s 

f a t h e r ' s grotesque death, colors h i s a t t i t u d e toward j u s t i c e and activism,"' ' 

and helps e x p l a i n why such a group as the Seven Days i s a t t r a c t i v e to'hlml ' 

The n a r r a t o r t e l l s the reader what i s too p a i n f u l for G u i t a r ' t b ' v e r b a l i z e ' ' ' ' 

even to h i s best f r i e n d , Milkman: ''̂  ' ;:i/;03 •rnj:^ 

. . . h i s mother smiled when the white man hatided her the four ' " f f B i i 

t e n - d o l l a r b i l l s . More than gra t i t u d e was showing i n her 
t y e s . More than t h a t . Not love, but a w i l l i n g n e s s to love. 'hTn) 
Her husband was s l i c e d i n h a l f and boxed backward. He'd heard 
the m i l l men t e l l how the two h a l v e s , not even f i t t e d together, 
were placed cut side down, s k i n side up, i n the c o f f i n , pitcing 
each other. ... . ^ i s • t i : 

Even so, h i s mother had smiled and shown that w i l l i n g n e s s to 
., love the man who was responsible f o r d i v i d i n g h i s father up 

' ' throughout e t e r n i t y . I t wasn't the d i v i n i t y from the foreman's' 
w i f e that made him s i c k . That came l a t e r . I t was the f a c t 
that instead of l i f e insurance, the sawmill owner gave h i s 

' > ; mother f o r t y d o l l a r s "to t i d e you and the kids over," and 
she took i t happily and bought each of them a big peppermint 
s t i c k on the very day of the f u n e r a l . Guitar's two s i s t e r s and 



.baby brother sucked away at the bone-white and blood-red s t i c k , 
but Guitar couldn't. He held i t i n h i s hand u n t i l i t stuck there. 
A l l day he held i t . At the graveside, at the f u n e r a l supper, 
a l l the s l e e p l e s s night. The others made fun of what they 
believed was h i s m i s e r l i n e s s , but he could not eat i t or throw 
i t away, u n t i l f i n a l l y , i n the outhouse, he l e t i f f a l l i n t o 
the earth's s t i n k i n g hole. (pp. 226-7) 

The s i t u a t i o n a f f e c t s him deeply and he never can eat sweets or look at an 

i n d i v i d u a l s m i l i n g i n the face of i n j u s t i c e without f e e l i n g i l l . The e x p e r i -

ence not only marks him i n ways he understands, he hates candy and i n j u s t i c e , 

but i t a l s o marks him i n ways he doesn't understand, he hates black i n d i v i d u a l s 

who can eat candy even i n ths face of a d v e r s i t y . His advice to Milkman, that 

Milkman should t r y to f o r g i v e h i s family t h e i r d i s t o r t i o n s , i s advice that 

Guitar himself cannot i n t e r n a l i z e : 

" L i s t e n , baby, people do funny things. S p e c i a l l y us. The cards 
are stacked against us and j u s t t r y i n g to stay i n the game, 
stay a l i v e and i n the game, makes us do funny things. Things 
we can't help. Things that make us hurt one another. We don't 
even know why." (v>. 8 8 ) 

Guitar has problems acceptins h i s -r-ce for what they are. He i s disgusted . 

by black people who do not share h i s outrage at white s o c i e t y . Honore 

I s l a n d , the black r e s o r t area where Milkman's father owns summer homes, 

represents a world of f a l s e luxury that Guitar both f e a r s and hates. The 

i s l a n d helps d i v i d e r i c h from poor b l a c k s , allowing those that are wealthy to 

simoly pretend that the world i s kind and j u s t . Guitar and Milkman q u a r r e l 

about Honore, but Milkman cannot think i n terms other than jealousy over 

m a t e r i a l wealth: he extends an i n v i t a t i o n to Guitar to v i s i t the i s l a n d , i n 

case he for some reason f e e l s he i s no longer welcome there. Guitar responds 

to the i n v i t a t i o n with h o s t i l i t y : ''Fuck Honore.' You hear me? The only 

way I ' l l go to that nigger heaven i s with a case of dynamite and a book of 

matches" (p. 104). Guitar i s angry because Milkman w i l l not see the e v i l 
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of luxury i n the midst of s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e , and because Milkman suggests 

that G.uitajr once enjoyed, t h e , i s l a n d , I n h i s attempt to be d i f f e r e n t from the 

Hpnore crowd, he f e e l s compell.ed to cut out even the memory of sensual pleasM^e. 

He has stopped d r i n k i n g , goin&. t.q. p a r t i e s , and smoking. He i s concerned only 

with j u s t i c e for the black race. I n concentrating on the group he stops 

associattPjg with i n d i v i d u a l s c u t t i n g out h i s own l e s s determined s e l f . He 

has, |thrown away the,peppermint s t i c k and re f u s e s , t o be tempted by i t any ^ ^ 

longer.,...., . ; .̂ , 

As.,Gv»,it,̂ r's d e s i r e for j u s t i c e becomes stronger, so does h i s a b i l i t y to 

d i s t o r t r e a l i ^ t y . He begins to di v i d e the world into categories which are 

too c l e a r to, be tr u e , and he moves toward i d e a l i z i n g and despising people ,. 

rat h e r than e x p l o r i n g and enjoying t h e i r complexity. When he decides to 

share the f a c t of h i s membership i n the Seven Days with Milkman, he makes 

t h e i r mission pe r f e c t l y , s e l f l e s s and c o n t r o l l e d : 

V'They don't I n i t i a t e anything; they don't even choose. They 

are as i n d i f f e r e n t as r a i n . But when a Negro c h i l d , Negro woman, 
or Negro man i s k i l l e d by whites and nothing i s done about i t by 
t h e i r law and £heir co u r t s , t h i s s o c i e t y s e l e c t s a s i m i l a r 
v i c t i m at random....' (p. 155) ... 

The Seven Days ne i t h e r searches f o r glory nor t r i e s to expand. I n Guit a r ' s 

estimation the group i s perfec^tly reasonable, neither nerverse nor angry». 

but simply and calmly t r y i n g to kee.p the numbers s t a t i c . , 

Neiither Guitar no? the oth^r members of the Seven Days are as i n d i f f e r e n t 

as r a i n and t h e i r reasoning i s sometimes i l l o g i c a l . For instance. Guitar 

e x p l a i n s to Milkman why a l l white i n d i v i d u a l s deserve k i l l i n g : 

' I t doesn't matter.who did i t . Each and every one of them could do 
i t . So you j u s t get any one of them. There are no innocent white 
people, because every one of them i s a p o t e n t i a l n i g g e r - k i l l e r , i f 
not an a c t u a l one. You think H i t l e r s u r p r i s e d them? You think j u s t 
because they went to war they thought he was a f r e a k ' H i t l e r ' s the . 
most n a t u r a l white man i n the world. He k i l l e d Jews and Gypsies 
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because he didn't have us. Can you see those Klansmen shocked by 
him? No, you can't. ' (p. 156) 

But even i f the Klansman are not shocked by H i t l e r , Guitar has not proven 

that the s e n s i b i l i t y of a Klansman i s re p r e s e n t a t i v e of the e n t i r e white race. 

When Milkman t r i e s to argue that some x^hite people made r e a l s a c r i f i c e s for 

Negroes, Guitar simply dismisses those i n d i v i d u a l s as aberrations. White 

people who do not stop k i l l i n g , deserve k i l l i n g . While he t r i e s , though 

granted he i s not very s u c c e s s f u l , to forgive the p a s s i v i t y of black people-,' 

he i s quite comfortable imposing a double standard and condemning white people 

for t h e i r a b i l i t y to turn away from i n j u s t i c e . He sums up h i s argument with 

a statement about white chromosomes: they simply make white people depraved. 

Since white people do not use s c i e n t i f i c evidence when k i l l i n g b l a c k s , he 

f e e l s j u s t i f i e d i n not proving h i s statements about the genes of white people. 

But i n h i s more reasonaible moments. Guitar r e a l i z e s that he needs the 

Seven Days for the organization allows him to take himself s e r i o u s l y , to ' 

j u s t i f y h i s l i f e , and to a c t i v e l y attempt to create a f a i r e r s o c i e t y . He 

hopes that h i s r e t a l i a t o r y murders some day make white'people think before 

they lynch (p. 174). ' • 

As Gu i t a r ' s involvement with the Seven Days increases so does h i s d i s t r u s t 

of Milkman. The f i n a l r i f t occurs between the two men when Milkman o f f e r ^ 

Guitar the p o s s i b i l i t y of get t i n g gold i f he w i l l help him s t e a l the green 

isack that hangs i n P i l a t e ' s c o t t a g e M a c o n has cotlvinced Milkman that the 

bag contains gold which P i l a t e has ho more r i g h t to own than he doefi. Guitar 

i s delighted at the proispect. Recently four colored g i r l s haci been blown 

up i n a Sunday School, and he needs explosives i n order to k i l l h i s white 

v i c t i m s i n a pr.rr.l?.':'•'. f a s h i o n ; e x p losives aire expensive and the gold w i l l 

allow t h e i r purchase. : 
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Milkman I E uilcomfoptible b i i n p generous. When Guitar shows enthusiasm, 

for the project something i n Milkman's own excitement becomes blunted: 

"Something perverse made h i a not want to hold the whole score to h i s f r i e n d 

on a p l a t t e r (p. 175). Guitar sanses Milkman's r e l u c t a n c e , and the d i s t r u s t 

between them grows. A f t e r the robbery they discover that the bag contains 

only dry bones. - Since Macon i s s t i l l convinced that the gold can be found, 

t h a t ' i t must siiiiply be i n the cave to whicl; he and h i s s i s t e r ran before . 

they forever separated, he convinces h i s son to ret-urn to D a n v i l l e , Pennsylvania. 

Milkman decides'to go aloa° co that h.3 can p r i v a t e l y discover his h e r i t a g e , 

but he promises Guitar that i f the gold i s found;that he w i l l s t i l l giye him 

the prdmi'sed share. When the men separate, they do so without tjheir usual 

warmth. Gui t ar s e c r e t l y follows him arid thinks he discovers that h i s f r i e n d 

i s keeping the gold hidden from him and more importantly, from the Seven 

Days. Guitar decides that Milkman must d i e , but because Milkman i s h i s f r i e n d 

idhd because Guitar r t r i l l hac r i g i d standards of f r i e n d s h i p he warns him of 

h i s murderous i n t e n t i o n s . 

As Milkman r e a l i;5GS, the problem between Guitar . and h Ira runs deeper than 

gold.! He t r i e s to convince h/imself that becausie he has not betrayed h i s ... 

f f i e n t f i because he has hoprrded no gold f o r himsielf, that t ^ e , b a t t l e between 

him and'Guitar w i l l ?ieVer .occuri:-But even as he thinks about Guitar's 

anger c o o l i n g , ho r e a l i z e s .fehfit .ariconfrontation between tt\em i s i n e v i t a h l p : 

Even as he phrased' the. thoushi;_in h i s mind / t h ^ t the, anger Guitar ,, ^ 
f e l t toward h i n would 3ub,Tide_/, Milkman knew i t was not so. E i t h e r 
G u i t a r ' s dicappolnLniuut. vrtth the gold t h a t was not there was so deep 
i t had deranged h i i a , or hie 'work" had done i t . Or maybe he simply 
allowed himself to f e a l about Milkman what he had always f e l t about 
Macon Dead end the Ilonore crov/d. I n any case, he had snatched the f i r s t 

' • ' • a.traw, limp and" wet i t waj, to pro-va. .to. himself the need to k i l l 
Milkman. The Sunday-school g i r l s deserved better than to be avenged 

" 'by th .j: h-iwk-headcd raven-skinned Sunday man who Included i n h i s blood, 
sweep four innocent ^ h i t c g i r l s and one innocent black man. (p. 334) 

1 1 



Milkman i s innocent of s t e a l i n g the gold, but he i s not innocent of having 

l i t t l e s o c i a l conscience, and i t i s p a r t i a l l y f o r that reason that Guitar 

needs to k i l l him. As G u i t ar grows i n c r e a s i n g l y obsessed with c o n t r o l l i n g 

h i m s e l f , he a l s o becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y obsessed with c o n t r o l l i n g Milkman. 

Guitar would save h i s l i f e , and G u i t a r , having found an excuse that he can 

accept, Milkman's b e t r a y a l , i s comfortable taking i t . S e l f and other merge. 

By k i l l i n g Milkman, Guitar can s y m b o l i c a l l y k i l l that part of himself that 

w i l l not simply focus on r a c i a l j u s t i c e . 

I n her development of G u i t a r , Morrison avoids judging him. She i s not 

i n t e r e s t e d i n d e f i n i n g him as e i t h e r good or e v i l , but i n exploring h i s 

p e r s o n a l i t y and how h i s choices £̂ ffect i t . I n an i n t e r v i e w that Robert B. 

Stepto had with her when she wap i n theprocess of w r i t i n g Song of Solomon 

she s t a t e d that good and e v i l evade d e f i n i t i o n : ' Sometimes good looks l i k e 

e v i l ; sometimes e v i l looks l i k e good--you never r e a l l y know what i t i s . 

I t depends on what uses you put i t to. E v i l i s as u s e f u l as good i s , although 

good i s g e n e r a l l y more i n t e r e s t i n g ; i t ' s more complicated."^ . ,̂ 

Toni Morrison, makes Guitar Bains and the other members of the Seven 

Days d i s t o r t e d c h a r a c t e r s , but she does not make them e v i l . I n the f i n a l 

c onfrontation between Milkman and G u i t a r , Morrison implies that Guitar has 

as much a p o s s i b i l i t y of s p i r i t u a l transcendence as does Milkman. I f both 

surrender to the a i r , both may r i d e i t . Thus, while Morrison c l e a r l y shows 

that Guitar's perceptions have gone awry she does not condemn him. Such 

so l u t i o n s as that of the Seven Days, such characters as Guitar Bains, cannot 

simply be dismissed as e i t h e r i r r a t i o n a l or e v i l , and i n Song of Solomon 

Toni Morrison pays them her respect by s e r i o u s l y exploring them and by subtly 

t r a n s f e r r i n g r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for a more j u s t s o c i e t y where groups l i k e the 

12 



Seven Days would not consider themselves necessary, where such r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

belongs: on each reader who must pome to terms with Guitar Bains and the 
-J-

other members of the Seven Days. 

Ohio U n i v e r s i t y 
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Return to Innocence?: The Value of l i ck Carraway's 
;iidv;estern P e r s p e c t i v e i n F. Scott F i t z g e r a l d ' s 

The Great Gatsby 

E r i k S. Lunde 

I might say as a way of i n t r o d u c t i o n that v/hen I i n i t i a l l y proposed 

t h i s t o p i c to Professor David Anderson, he embraced i t r a t h e r eagerly. I 

puzzled over t h i s f o r a time, u n t i l I remembered hov; ambitious a man the 

normally benign, kind Dave r e a l l y i s about the Society f o r the Study of 

HidvTestern L i t e r a t u r e and how he never misses an opportunity to promote 

the Society. And then I remembered from the novel The Great Gatsby that i 

when the n a r r a t o r i>(lck Carraway f i r s t asks Jay Gatsby, the main c h a r a c t e r , 

what p a r t of the lidwest he came from, Gatsby responds r a t h e r humorously, 

"San F r a n c i s c o , " and l a t e r , Nick declares that the main chara c t e r s i n the • 

drama, Jordan Baker, IJick'iS g i r l , h i s cousin, Daisy and Tom Buchanan, Nick 

himself and Gatsby, a l l coming from portions of 'iid-America from L o u i s v i l l e ; : 

to Chicago to Minnesota to Worth Dakota r e s p e c t i v e l y , were r e a l l y IJesterners 

and that t h i s has been a s t o r y of the test, I thought, 'that's- i t ! ' D a v e i s 

alxrays looking to push out the boundaries of the i l i d w e s t i n Gatsby, the 

Midwest takes over the whole 'Jest and then moves East to ''est Egg, where 

Mick declares himself a modern pathfinder, to take over the East as w e l l . 

Hence i n Gatsby, the Midwest beccaneEB the n a t i o n , and Dave has lonf argued 

that a study of h'idwestern l i t e r a t u r e i s r e a l l y a study of American 

l i t e r a t u r e ! And, of course, my point i s that a study of the .iidwestern 

perspective i n The Great Gatsby i s a study of the American perspective. 

Countless numbers of c r i t i c s have discussed the theme of regionalism 

I n The Great Gatsby, emphasizing the c u l t u r a l c o n f l i c t between the 'Testern 

o r i g i n s of the main characters and the E a s t e rn setting; i n which t h e i r summer 
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a c t i v i t i e s take place. iany have s t r e s s e d the c l a s h between the apparent 

innocence of the n a r r a t o r , the nodern p l l g r l n ^!lck Carraway's p r o v i n c i a l 

h e r i t a g e , and the corruption of h i s Wew York C i t y l i f e . Of course, 

F i t z g e r a l d encouraged such treatment wi th symbols l i k e the v i l l a g e s of 

'Jest Egg and E a s t Egf i n Long I s l a n d and w i t h s e v e r a l d i r e c t r e f e r e n c e s , 

l i k e Nick's statement, t h i s has been a s t o r y of the West, a f t e r a l l . . . 

we were a l l 'Jesterners. Yet the I.astern/'Jestern motif i s complex, because 

c r u c i a l to the s t o r y ' s development i s the point that i J i c k ' s p e r s p e c t i v e , 

h i s v i s i o n , i s not j u s t Ifestern but more s p e c i f i c a l l y !!ldwe'stern ; h i s point 

of view emanates, j u s t as F i t z g e r a l d ' s d i d , from h i s presumably ilinneso'ta 

h e r i t a g e , hence h i s own i'iddle '..'est. F l t z g e r a l k makes d i r e c t references 

to the 'tiddle Western c u l t i v a t e d landscape and middle c l a s s ̂ backgrdunci as 

w e l l when di s c u s s i n g the o r i g i n s of h i s c h a r a c t e r s and w i t h s e v e r a l of Nick's 

statements. I n the beginning of the book, iUck says that he went'Kast because 

instead of 'being the warm center of the world, the " I d d l e ^Jest now seemed 

l i k e the ragged edge of the u n i v e r s e , " and at the end of the novel, i n a 

r e v e r s a l , Mick now t a l k s of 'my I'lcidle 'Jest.. [ w i t h ] the t h r i i l i n g r e turning 

t r a i n s of ray youth." 

I propose that i t i s t h i s ;ildt..Test p e r s p e c t i v e , with i t s c r i t i c a l j 

m o r a l i s t i c , a g r a r i a n overtones, which gives Mick the detachment necessary 

to make judgements on the a c t i v i t i e s of E a s t e r n compatriots. I n a wayj" 

Gatsby resembles works l i k e Janes Agee's Let Us •'tow P r a i s e Famous len '' 

and Henry David Thoreau's '.lalden i r i that i t i s e s s e n t i i a l l y a s t o r y of i 

Journey of the main character (as Lee ^'arx s t a t e s ) who enters r a t h e r 

c a s u a l l y i n t o a new environment a f t e r l e a v i n g home and then f i n d s " 
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that he r.mst face h i s hone to reassess the immediate past. Hence the 

p h y s i c a l Journey i s s i n p l y a metaphor f o r the psychic journey. The 

patter n i s c y c l i c a l ; the push from home, the experience, the r e t r e a t to 

home as a new r.ian or woman. The v i s i t o r not only makes comments about the 

so c i e t y he v i s i t s , whether Agee's r u r a l Alabama, brute l i f e a t the pond 

i n Walden or Nick's 'ieu York C i t y , but he a l s o has the perspective to 

make r e v e a l i n g remarks about the environment fron. which he has come and 

to which he s h a l l r e t u r n . Carraway not only c r i t i q u e s the Eastern c u l t u r e 

but the liidwestern h e r i t a g e , and by extension, the n a t i o n a l h e r i t a g e . Uis 

ret u r n to 'linnesota a f t e r h i s journey i n nodern Hades, where i n Thoreauvian 

terms, he, tas,tes the t o n i c of the w i l d , i s not j u s t a r e t r e a t , but i t a l s o 

i s an a f f i r m a t i o n of an America ^/hich s t i l l o f f e r s p o s s i b i l i t i e s . I t 

resembles a cleansing process, a r i t u a l of renewal and p u r i f i c a t i o n . A f t e r 

a l l , l i k e Ishmael i n iloby Dick, ^!ick s u r v i v e s to t e l l the t a l e , and there i s 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n , I th i n k , i n the view that :iick achieves a redemption a t the 

end vjhich some c r i t i c s may have overlooked. 

We should remind ourselves that the c r u c i a l character i n the novel I s 

r e a l l y i l i c k h i n s e l f rather than j u s t Gatsby or anyone e l s e , and i t i s h i s 

f i n a l assessment of Gatsby and the n o r a l of the t a l e which give the novel 

i t s c hief energy, \n \ a t i s c r u c i a l i s not what only Gatsby, w i t h h i s c r i m i n a l 

ways, r e a l l y was, but what -Jick t h i n k s he was, not whether h i s cousins the 

u l t r a r i c h Buchanans were r e a l l y ' c a r e l e s s and confused' but that !ick 

t h i n k s they were, not whether Gatsby r e a l l y had an uncorrupted dream of 

the c a p a c i t i e s of human beings to love one another and to achieve a be t t e r 

l i f e but that Nick t h i n k s he did. The c r u c i a l point i s the impact of the 
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t r a f f i c s t o r y of " ' y r t l e 'Wilson's death, of her husband, George's s u i c i d e , of 

Gatsby's death on l i c k ' s consciousness. And i n t h i s regard, we should r e c a l l 

that i'Jick himself i s s e l f - c r i t i c a l . He knows about Tom's and . ( y r t l e ' s love 

a f f a i r and does not t e l l Daisy; l i k e w i s e , he does not t e l l Tom about the 

Daisy/Gatsby rendezvous. He v / e l l knows that as a keeper of s e c r e t s and as 

a go-between, he has been a p a r t i a l cause of the t r a p i c events leading to 

the confrontation i n the P l a z a Hotel which i n turn leads to Daisy's 

a c c i d e n t a l k i l l i n g of M y r t l e i n an automobile. Of course, as a s o - c a l l e d 

honest man, 'the most honest man I knov?', Nick s t i l l does not o f f e r 

e s s e n t i a l information a t the inquest which might have implicated Tom and 

Daisy. I n t h i s sense, he o b s t r u c t s j u s t i c e . The innocent bystander 

becomes the corrupt broker of d i s a s t e r , ho\7ever u n w i l l i n g l y . 

A f t e r a l l , The Great Gatsby i s the s t o r y of one man's "remembrance 

of things past' , h i s attempt to reshape h i s reminiscences of h i s summer of 

1922 i n .̂ ew York C i t y , to f i n d a pattern out of chaotic events, to recreat e 

an experience i n an a c t of a t l e a s t a psychic w r i t i n g . '-lick's book of the 

"mind'" begins not i n Hew York, but back i n h i s n a t i v e I'innesota where he 

"came from the East l a s t autumn and " f e l t that I wanted the world to be 

i n uniform and at a s o r t of moral a t t e n t i o n forever.' I t i s a book of 

winter about the sun, and i t takes him two years to complete h i s work of 

a r t , as he notes i n the l a s t chapter. Here h i s ifidwestern perspective 

i s c r u c i a l : i t gives him not only the p h y s i c a l distance from the E a s t , 

but i n a metaphorical sense, an i n t e r n a l detachment. 

One can e a s i l y catalogue I'idwestern references vrhich Nick makes about 

h i s New York summer. He constantl y reminds h i s reading audience that he 
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i s a man of the p r o v i n c e s ; whether !ie i s r e f e r r i n g to h i s p r o v i n c i a l ' 

i n e x p e r i e n c e o r to h i s r o l e as p a t h f i n d e r . l i c k f u r t h e r r e v e a l s h i s 

p r o v i n c i a l squeamishness when he s a y s to J i a i s y s You raake me f e e l 

u n c i v i l i z e d , D a i s y , I c o n f e s s e d . . . C a n ' t you t a l k about c r o p s o r something.' 

H i s d e s c r i p t i o n s remind one of the I l i d w e s t : he d e c l a r e s t h a t he tool; h i s 

bungalow i n Long I s l a n d r a t h e r t h a n l i v e i n the c i t y because he 'had j u s t 

l e f t a c o u n t r y of vride lavms and f r i e n d l y t r e e s i he d e s c r i b e s t h e shops 

i n the V a l l e y of Ashes as s o r t o f compact H a i n S t r e e t , he mentions t h a t 

whexi h e , Tom and w y r t l e 'drove o v e r to F i f t h Avenue, i t was so warm 

and s o f t , a l m o s t p a s t o r a l , on t h e summer Sunday a f t e r n o o n t h a t I wouldn't 

have been s u r p r i s e d t o see a g r e a t f l o c k o f w h i t e sheep t u r n the c o r n e r ; " 

he i s t h e man of t h e garden as he d e s c r i b e s G a t s b y ' s p.audy machine, h i s 

a u t o m o b i l e , w h i c h 'was t e r r a c e d w i t h a l a b y r i n t h of w i n d s h i e l d s t h a t 

m i r r o r e d a dozen s u n s . S i t t i n g doxm behind many l a y e r s of g l a s s i n a s o r t 

o f g r e e n l e a t h e r c o n s e r v a t o r y , v e s t a r t e d to to\m. ' Of t h e many c o l o r s 

i n G a t s b y , N i c k i s p a r t i c u l a r l y r e s p o n s i v e t o g r e e n , vrhether the green 

l i g h t a t the end of D a i s y ' s dock or the g r e e n g r a s s on h i s lawn v/hich 

G atsby wanted c u t to p r e p a r e h i s rendezvous w i t h D a i s y and w h i c h N i c k 

s y m b o l i c a l l y n o t e s a f t e r G a t s b y ' s d e a t h t h e end was now a s l o ng a s h i s . 

I n t h i s s e n s e , I J i c k r e m a i n s the man of an e a r l i e r p a s t o r a l America 

c o n f r o n t i n g the modern and g r o t e s q u e , j u s t a s Gatsby has done, but he 

has a b e t t e r s e n s e of b a l a n c e . I n one of t l i e most famous s t a t e m e n t s 

from the n o v e l , N i c k s t a t e s , I w-as w i t h i n and w i t h o u t , s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

enchanted and r e p e l l e d by the i n e x h a u s t i b l e v a r i e t y of l i f e . ' ' 

18 



I t i s v i t a l to s t r e s s t h a t l i c k , l i k e Gatsby, i s a l s o a dreamer, a 

quester a f t e r a nore e x c i t i n g and n e a n i n g f u l l i f e f o r c e . !^ut, as wi t h 

Gatsby, the dreara i s not nurtured i n the E a s t , but i n the Midwest, l i c k 

can so deeply i d e n t i f y hlnso.lf with Gatsby's dream at the end because he 

understands i t s o r i g i n s , whether i t cones from a poor farm i n Jorth 'Dakota, 

a s t a b l e of horses i n Lake F o r e s t as wi t h Ton, a L o u i s v i l l e home as with 

Daisy: For Daisy was young and her a r t i f i c a l world x7as redolent of 

o r c h i d s and p l e a s a n t , c h e e r f u l snobbery and o r c h e s t r a s which s e t the 

rhythm of the year, summing up the sadness and suggestiveness of l i f e i n 

new tunes." As P r o f e s s o r Douglas loverr has pointed out, l i c k ' s imaginings 

about Dutch s a i l o r s on a Long I s l a n d Sound i n a kind of cinemati c d i s s o l v e , 

i s d i r e c t l y connected to Jimmy Gatz's v7onder a t the s i g h t of Dan Cody's 

glamorous yacht on the shores of Lake S u p e r i o r : 

And a s the moon rose higher the i n e s s e n t i a l houses began 
to mel.t away u n t i l g r a d u a l l y I became aware of the old. 
i s l a n d here t h a t flov/ered once f o r Dutch s a i l o r s ' e y e s — 
a f r e s h , green b r e a s t of the new world. I t s vanished 
t r e e s , the t r e e s that had made way f o r Gatsby's house, had 
once pandered .in x^hispers to the l a s t and greates,t pf a l l 
human dreams*. If or a t r a n s i t o r y enchanted moment man must 
have h e l d his. breath i n the presence of t h i s c o n t i n e n t , 
compelled i n t o an a e s t h e t i c contemplation he n e i t h e r 
understood nor d e s i r e , f a c e to f a c e f o r the l a s t time i n 
h i s t o r y \rith something commensurate to h i s c a p a c i t y f o r 
wonder... 

The American dre^m c l e a r l y .has i t s h e a r t i n the lid d i e 'Test. 

T h i s i s what Nick understands a t the end of h i s journey i n t o time p a s t . 

H i s e a r l i e r d e s c r i p t i o n s of ilew York, w i t h i t s promise of l i f e beginning 

anew, found t h e i r source not i n the Kast but i n the iidweat^rn, p e r s p e c t i v e 

which he brought w i t h him. I began to l i k e .lew York, the r a c y , adventurous 

f e e l of i t a t n i g h t , and the s a t i s f a c t i o n t h a t the constant f l i c k e r of men 
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and women and machines g i v e s to the r e s t l e s s eye.. .And both the co r r u p t i o n 

and the p u r i t y of the dream came from h i s r p o t s : 'The c i t y seen f r o a the 

Queensboro Bridge i s always the c i t y seen f o r the f i r s t t i n e , i n i t s f i r s t 

w i l d promise of a l l the mystery and the beauty i n the v7orld. The love 

a f f a i r s of Tom, Gatsby's b u s i n e s s connections, c l a s s c o n f l i c t , m a t e r i a l i s m , 

v i o l e n c e , misplaced e x p e c t a t i o n s (Gatsby with Daisy) a l l had o r i g i n s i n the 

Midwest. But most importantly, U c k l e a r n s t h a t the ;fiost important c o n d i t i o n 

of any dreamer i s to copie to terms \r±th one's o r i g i n s , not to r e j e c t them, 

to r e t u r n to one's parentage i n t h i s novel of middle age c h i l d r e n without 

p a r e n t s , to u n i t e one's past w i t h the promise of a n - e c s t a t i c f u t u r e . 

U l t i m a t e l y , I would say th a t 'Tick's Ifidwestern p e r s p e c t i v e , with i t s sense 

of balance, saves him. U n l i k e C h a r l e s Samuels, who says about the end, 

"The past i s our f u t u r e . 'Je have come to the end of p o s s i b i l i t y , " I v/ould 

argue t h a t Nick keeps the dream because he understands i t s p o t e n t i a l 

c o r r u p t i o n . I do not now d e s p a i r over the end of Gatsby with o t h e r s : I 

do not f i n d s o l e l y an elegy of doom. F a t h e r , I f i n d redemption and'hope 

i n Nick's l a s t testament t h a t the problem w i t h Gatsby's p e r s p e c t i v e was 

that he did not know that [the dream] was alr e a d y behind him, somewhere 

back i n the v a s t o b s c u r i t y beyond the c i t y , where the dark f i e l d s of the 

r e p u b l i c r o l l e d on under the n i g h t . Hence ' l i c k ' s I'ddwestern p e r s p e c t i v e 

allo v j s him to r e a l i z e that w h i l e the human c o n d i t i o n may d i c t a t e that v;e 

ar e a l l 'boats a g a i n s t the c u r r e n t , borne back c e a s e l e s s l y i n t o the past,' 

we a re always dreamers, and i^e have the power to drear, what we might be, 

e s s e n t i a l l y b e t t e r c r e a t u r e s , i f xje alvrays confront the r e a l i t y that we 

are c o n t i n u a l l y s u b j e c t to the wings and arrov/s of outrageous fortune. ' 

The quest i s r i c h a s long as the source i s not fo r g o t t e n . 
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Hence l i c k ' s sense of balance i s c r u c i a l to F i t z g e r a l d ' s v i s i o n i n 

The Great Gatsby. Of a l l the -^ajor c h a r a c t e r s , l i c k eiaerj';es as the only one 

v7ho seens to adjust to t r a n s i t i o n i n -V^nerica. i(e iis not only the conduit, 

the j',o-betxjeen of i n d i v i d u a l rende.rvous and ronantic r e l a t i d n s h l p s , hut he, 

as the c h r o n i c l e r and h i s t o r i a n , i s the fo-between of time sequences, of 

past and future„ of old and new, of repiions, Tildwest and F a s t , despite i t s 

hauntin;'; q u a l i t y and i t s r e s i s t a n c e to .'id's atterapts to adapt to i t . 

Unlike Gatsby, h i s f a t h e r Lenry Gatz, the i T i l s o n s , Daisy, Tom, l i c k I s not 

cauj',ht i n the past t r y i n f : to recapture sorae I r r e c o v e r a b l e drear pf a 

dra n a t i c f o o t b a l l game or conde-nned to repeating the uas t . U l t i m a t e l y 

he i s not c a r e l e s s i n h i s driving, or inconsiderate and i n s e n s i t i v e to the 

f e e l i n g s of others, i'e i s the nan of the present tense, as he r e v e a l s i n 

the f i r s t chapter and i n the f i n a l chapter when he notes, t h a t ' s my ?'iddle 

VJest—not the trheat or the p r a i r i e s or the l o s t Swede :to\ms, but; the t h r i l l i n g 

r e t urning t r a i n s of my youth, and the s t r e e t lamps and p l e i g h b e l l s ia -r;ib;: 

the f r o s t y dark and the shadov/s of h o l l y vrreaths throim by lip;hted window.s r 

on the snov7. I am nar t of t h a t , a l i t t l e solemn v l t h the f e e l of those 

l o n ^ w i n t e r s , a l i t t l e complacent from growing, up. i n the Carraway house i n 

a c i t y where dwellinRs are s t i l l c a l l e d through decades by a f a m i l y ' s 

name." I'e keeps the p a s t o r a l dream of an Tdenic America while confronting, 

i n 1924, a new America of machines—nower and I r o n — a new w o r l d — m a t e r i a l , 

without being r e a l . ' Gatsby nay have f a i l e d h i s house i s dark; he i s dead.i 

iiut licV. s u r v i v e s as h i s protector the keeper of h i s dreaia, as symbolized - i ; r 

by h i s erasure of the obscenity i n f r o n t of the house i n the moonlight. :>t v i ; 

21 



i l l c l recognizes the inadequacy of e a r l i e r s u s t a i n i n g myths i n Ai.ierlcaj the 

n y t h of success, and the tiyth of the f r o n t i e r , for dealing w i t h conteraoorary 

probleris. These two Myths are b e a u t i f u l l y combined, of course, i n t h e old 

e d i t i o n of liopalon?. Cassidy, v/here Gatsby kept h i s s c h e d u l e f o r success, 

l i k e Benjanin F r a n k l i n , i n a v7ork of c e l e b r a t i o n of the '^est and of the 

i n d i v i d u a l , s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t h e r o — r i s e f r o n bed—6:00 a.m Study 

needed inventions 7-9 p.m.'' A f t e r a l l , Gatsby had been introduced to the 

concept of expansion by Dan Cody, himself a product of t h e ' l a s t f r o n t i e r 

i n the Yukon gold, rush, and he s a i l e d around the world three times, to 

l i t t l e a v a i l . Gatsby had c e r t a i n l y been s o c i a l l y mobile, only to f i n d 

crassness and r e j e c t i o n i n the upner s e t , p a r t i a l l v deserved, of course. 

I f f r o n t i e r s were f»one and i f s o c i a l m o b i l i t y were s t e r i l e , x/hat V7as 

l e f t ? '̂ ĥat was l e f t was the i n t e r n a l f r o n t i e r , the e x p l o r a t i o n of the mind, 

the journey of the a r t i s t , a fabulous c u l t u r e v/hich Nick captures i n a 

poetic and enduring f a s h i o n , A triuiaph of the raind, a new self-awareness, 

and centering, i l i c k may be j^rowlng o l d , l i k e the other c h a r a c t e r s as he 

recognizes when he suddenly r e a l i z e s he i s t h i r t y : T h i r t y — t h e nromise of 

a decade of l o n e l i n e s s , a thinning l i s t of s i n p l e men to know, a thinning 

b r i e f c a s e of enthusiasm, thinning h a i r . ' But he i s able to a d j u s t to that 

f a c t the knowledge of h i s own f i n i t u l e , and he r e a l i z e s that enduring 

American values so c e n t r a l to the American dream, experimentation, 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m , a t h i r s t f o r freedom and beauty, remain imraortal, i f one can 

only keep p e r s p e c t i v e , i n h i s case a d i s t i n c t l y lidwestern perspective . The ' 

Great Gatsby i s not simply a lament fo r l o s t youth or a l o s t Atnerica. I would 

submit that a focus on the lidwestern perspective i n t h i s e x q u i s i t e novel. 
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one which 1 l i v e d w i t h nleasufe f o r nany years and one which I am i n c r e a s i n r l y 

convinced i s one of the laastenrorks of the Twentieth Century, adds a nost 

si|;,nif i c a n t di.nension. For j by focussinp.'on t h i s p e r s p e c t i v e , we can r e a l i z e 

that i t i s a triunph of i n t e i l e c t u j E i i J r e t r o s p e c t i o n , a promise, .of . r e b i r t h . 

' . ' ' / . . . 'ichigan, State U n i v e r s i t y 

Note: D i r e c t q u o t a t i o n s frora the novel cone from the Charles Scribner^'^S 
e d i t i o n (1925, 1953). 

* * * 

- , v : r : ' /vr Ite'^ POETRY COLLECTION ' 

Gradua^lly The Dreams Change, a new book of poems by Louis J . Cai;itoni, 

has j u s t been published by South and West, I n c . Dr. Cantonl i s . a^^^rofessor. 

at Wayne State U n i v e r s i t y i n D e t r o i t , where he d i r e c t s the mastei^'a degree 

program i n R e h a b i l i t a t i o n Counseling. His poems have appeared I Q . n a t i o n a l 

and I n t e r n a t i o n a l q u a r t e r l i e s and i n anthologies. He i s the aqthor or . 

ed i t o r of s e v e r a l books and monographs and has published numerous a r t i c l e s 

and reviews I n counseling, r e h a b i l i t a t i o n , education, psychology, and other. , 

j o u r n a l s . His biograp h i c a l l i s t i n g s include American.Men and Women of j , ,^^,, ,^ 

Science, I n t e r n a t i o n a l Who's Who i n Poetry, and Wt^p's Who i n America, ^^.^j 

The book costs $5.00 and may be purchased from Spiith and West, I i ^ c - ^ | 

P. 0. Box 446, Fo r t Smith, Arkansas 72901, ,• 
' .... . J .. •, : . • ..,(• . . . • • • . » : . « f ! : - - f ; v ) - f • • r • . •» :.; • l :>sb t • •/ »'.r 

.... , • .:..!n;.V • 
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MARGE PIERCY S REVOLUTIONARY FEMINISM 

Joyce R. Ladenson 

Androgynous c h i l d whose h a i r c u r l s i n t o f l o w e r s , 

naked you r i d e a horse without saddle or b r i d l e 
easy between your thighs from the walled garden outward. 
Coarse sunflowers of de s i r e whose seeds b i r d s crack open 
nod upon your journey, c h i l d of the morning whose sun 
can:only be born from us who s t r a i n bleeding to give b i r t h . 
Grow into your horse, l e t there be no more r i d e r s or ridden.^ 

I n the past decade or so, women w r i t e r s of f i c t i o n have mainly concerned 

themselves with a v a r i e t y of patterns of female a l i e n a t i o n , p r i m a r i l y con-

ceived out of a dazed, d i s g r u n t l e d , i s o l a t e d middle c l a s s perspective: 

marriage, the fami l y and the suburban cocoon simply have not worked. 

Nor, for that matter, have the t r a d i t i o n a l psycho-therapeutic p a l l i a t i v e s 

which have l i n e d the pockets of p s y c h i a t r i s t s but done l i t t l e to c o r r e c t 
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or even r e l i e v e female malaise. By c o n t r a s t . Marge P i e r c y ' s guiding 

v i s i o n i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d l a r g e l y by i t s broad, r a d i c a l s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l 

concerns, which give her a r t energy and u s u a l l y provide hopeful guideposts 

fo r a better l i f e w h i l e s i g n a l l i n g warnings of a decaying s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e . 

P i e r c y ' s feminism must be regarded i n l i g h t of her s o c i a l i s t , humanist 

leanings, f o r her women characters struggle not only with personal f e e l i n g s - -

r e l a t i o n s h i p s of profound psychological dimension--but with s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l 

ideas: indeed, she has been c a l l e d America's Doris Lessing i n part f o r her 

a b i l i t y to dramatize the complex p o l i t i c a l environment I n which her female 

ch a r a c t e r s play out t h e i r circumscribed yet r e b e l l i o u s d e s t i n i e s . 

P i e r c y ' s d i d a c t i c i s m , e s p e c i a l l y pronounced i n the volume of poetry. 

To Be of Use, 1973, a l s o propels and energizes her v i s i o n , imagery and 

recording of events; but her passionate commitment to s o c i a l change should 

not be confused with propaganda since she s t r i v e s consciously and s u c c e s s f u l l y . 
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I t h i n k , to fuse c r a f t with i d e a l o g i c a l and s o c i a l i s s u e s , and does not 

s a c r i f i c e a r t . f o r the sake of wrenching a message.. What one notices through 

at l e a s t three of her novels i s a progressive rjovemerit from i n c i p i e n t , 

awakening feminism as i t a c t u a l l y emerged i n the r a d i c a l p o l i t i c a l and counter 

c u l t u r e movements, of the s i x t i e s , toward a f u l l e r expression of women's 

l i v e s u n t i l recentiy^.-tp a preoccupation with f u l l - f l e d g e d r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

feminism caist lAi the dual, form ,of science f i c t i o n and a quasi s o c i a l r e a l i s m . 

P t e r c y ' s second novel,: Dance the, Eagle to Sleep, 1970, i l l u s t r a t e s ^ % o t h 

her sympathy with and involvement i n the 1960's p o l i t i c a l movements, and her 

depiction of. bath the men who lead them and the women who are t h e i r servants 

and functiionaries. P i e r c y reduces the mean age for those involved to the 

l a t e teens i n order both to exaggerate youth's i n t e n s i t y and passion as w e l l 

as i t s v u l n e r a b i l i t y and shortsightedness: the young men who lead the 

p o l i t i c a l and c u l t u r a l underground are, u l t i m a t e l y divided between s c i e n t i s t -

w a r r i o r s who advocate v i o l e n t r e s i s t a n c e against,.increasing m i l i t a r i s m and 

re p r e s s i o n , and those who f o s t e r Utopian dreams away from s o c i e t y i n a more 

s e p a r a t i s t commune. The s e p a r a t i s t w a i t , more pragmatically, for the r i g h t 

moment to assume power, i f , indeed, that assumption would ever be appropriate 

i n t h e i r lifetime.. .Youthful naivete and s e l f - a b s o r p t i o n notwithstanding, 

P i e r c y ' s sympathy f o r the .r a d i c a l s i s c l e a r . For instance, she w r i t e s 

approvingly of t h e i r e f f o r t s to b u i l d a new.society or at l e a s t a model 

of one; of t h e i r anger w i t h ai>d-,fl>oral r e p u l s i o n from the Vietnam War; of the 

commercialized Culture whose, ic a r t c a t u r e d values the war throws into h o r r i f i c 

r e l i e f ; and of the lopsided, c a p i t a l i s t p r i o r i t i e s v^hich create inpoverished 

populations and breed racism and c l a s s d i v i s i v e n e s s . ; 

What i s a l i t t l e l e s s c l e a r i s the r o l e women characters play i n a l l of 

t h i s . O s t e n s i b l y , they are i n f u l l support of a new s o c i e t y b u i l t on 
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s o c i a l i s t l i n e s ; and they choose to p a r t i c i p a t e i n an Anglo i m i t a t i o n of 

Native American c u l t u r e e s p e c i a l l y for i t s avowed communitarian ethos. 

But the two women who assume important r o l e s i n the l i v e s of ' t h e i r ' men, 

and who are among the leaders of the commune, remain more t e n t a t i v e i n t h e i r 

commitment to feminism than s o c i a l i s m , and mouth only mechanically feminist 

r h e t o r i c . Although they are p a i n f u l l y conscious of the gender i n e q u a l i t i e s 

w i t h i n the commune, they appear powerless to a l t e r them. For instance, 

Joanna, a high school groupie droupout, comes to recognize her Native American 

lover Corey's s u b t l e , gentle dominance i n a l l areas of t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p , 

yet u l t i m a t e l y r e t r e a t s into an e s c a p i s t ploy by becoming h i s best f r i e n d ' s 

lover. T h i s , i n t u r n , d r i v e s Corey to petty revenge as he pursues another 

woman, though never able to r e l i n q u i s h h i s love for Joanna. Though momentarily 

conscious of her oppression, Joanna i s more acted upon that a c t i n g . F i n a l l y 

captured by the p o l i c e , and sent to a mental h o s p i t a l , she succumbs to psy-

c h i a t r i c t o r t u r e , perceiving her r e b e l l i o n as an immature, "personal' r e s i s t a n c e 

to a u t h o r i t y , stemming from 'penis envy'' and the lack of 'good female models.""^ 

P i e r c y ' s s a t i r e implies condemnation of p e r n i c i o u s , manipulative government 

p o l i t i c s , but the novel implies as w e l l t h a t , as y e t , women are not strong 

enough to r e s i s t s e x i s t pressures from the r i g h t or l e f t . 

Ginny, a more maternal, gentle f i g u r e than Joanna, and the person to 

whom Corey t u r n s ; u l t i m a t e l y becomes the f i n a l symbolic v e h i c l e for a new 

s o c i e t y . As she gives b i r t h to Corey's baby, and i s a s s i s t e d by a former 

lover and a black male a l l y , both of whom take on midwifery r o l e s , the three 

form a kind of androgynous t r i m u v i r a t e , energized and blessed by t h e i r par-
• • • 1 ' •• 

t i c i p a t i o n i n the l i f e - g i v i n g r i t u a l . And as f u g i t i v e s from a s o c i e t y which, 

has l i t e r a l l y declared war on them, they f i g u r a t i v e l y give b i r t h to a c h i l d 



of a new age--the only hope i n the novel that a l l may not be l o s t . The . 

hope remains symbolic, however, as the ranks of the youthful counterculture . 

and any r e s i s t i n g g r o u p s a r e destroyed by the government war machine. Fur-

thermore, Ginny and Joanna are both rudimentary f e m i n i s t s and shadowy f i g u r e s ; 

P i e r c y has only sketched her subj e c t which takes f u l l e r shape i n her t h i r d 

novel. ,.; ..-r,^ , ,. 

The s h i f t i n focus i n Small Changes, 1973, i n d i c a t e s P i e r c y ' s i n t e r e s t 

i n f i c t i o n a l i z i n g the a c t u a l h i s t o r i c s h i f t i n women's l i v e s during the e a r l y 

seventies away from p o l i t i c s where men lead toward an a s s e r t i o n of a womap's 

c u l t u r e . Her two main characters are women who occupy nearly a l l of P i e r ^ ^ ' s 

a t t e n t i o n . L i k e the f a m i l i a r middle c l a s s women's novels of the e a r l y s e v e n t i e s , 

the plot i n v o l v e s a youngish, questing heroine whqse involvements with men are 

p a i n f u l l y drawn and morbidly ended: Miriam, wit^h beaijty on her s i d e , l i v e s 

w i t h two men a l t e r n a t e l y , and f i n a l l y embittered l?jr^their r e s p e c t i v e forms 

of i n s t a b i l i t y and ca p r i c i o u s n e s s , i s propelled into a marriage from which she 

emerges a f t e r a few y e a r s , two childjren.and an u n f a i t h f u l husband, a broken 

woman who may y e t transform her beleaguered, energies into productive a c t i v i t y . 

Although she i s i n good p^rt defined.by hter, worK, as. a computer s c i e n t i s t 

w i t h humanist values and as a sympathizer wit h , X . e f t i s t and environmental ̂  

causes, her r e l i a n c e on intimate heterosexual marriage dooms her, as does her 

need for men i n general, P i e r c y seems to suggest. By c o n t r a s t , P i e r c y i n t r o -

duces Beth, whose, e a r l y , d i s a s t r o u s marriage leads her u l t i m a t e l y to r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

with other women and to b u i l d i n g a l e s b i a n feminist dance c o l l e c t i v e . Though 

P i e r c y ' s imaginative - a b i l i t i e s are better demonstrated by Miriam's very v i v i d 

psychological and s o c i a l l i f e , ai^c} though the reader may be more convinced by 

Miriam's more complex f i c t i o n a l persona, Beth i s P i e r c y ' s trump card, her 



symbolic a l t e r n a t i v e to hopelessness and stagnation. Beth's discovery of 

her own a b i l i t y to love, to lead an enriching a r t i s t i c and communal l i f e , 

and u l t i m a t e l y to go underground i n order to r e s i s t the CIA, are evidence 

that P i e r c y ' s women have grown stronger out of t h e i r i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with 

each other. And, though Miriam lacks Beth's strength and determination, 

her complex, very dynamic and f u l l c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n are testimony to P i e r c y ' s 

own s h i f t away from leading male c h a r a c t e r s . 

By f a r her most r a d i c a l novel. Woman on the Edge of Time, 1976, i s an 

id e o l o g i c a l f r u i t i o n of her e a r l i e r feminism. The novel presents as w e l l a 

phi l o s o p h i c a l a l t e r n a t i v e to those d e s t r u c t i v e i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l forces 

working against the communal youth c u l t u r e i n Dance the Eagle to Sleep. The 

h a l f r e a l i s t i c tone and atmosohere of the e a r l i e r novel with i t s awkward en-

deavors to form a communal s o c i e t y where men and women share i n work and i n 
• • • • (• • 

the products of t h e i r labor, and where s e x u a l i t y i s ceremonialized i n an 

attempt at fr e e i n g people (heterosexism prevents such freedom, however) i s 

f i n a l l y perfected i n the imagined Utopia of Woman on the Edge of Time. 

P i e r c y ' s Utopian v i s i o n of a f u t u r e , nonsexist, s o c i a l i s t s o c i e t y i s 

in s p i r e d by what she and other f e m i n i s t s of the seventies have both dreamed 

of and i n small part experienced: an androgynous s e x u a l i t y p r e v a i l s where 

one's gender i s of l i t t l e i f no importance to one's i d e n t i t y (thus language 

i s b e a u t i f u l l y and g r a c e f u l l y transformed into r e v o l u t i o n a r y non-sexist d i c -

t i o n and usage); communal homes are patterned a f t e r e a r l y Native American 

v i l l a g e s and u t i l i z e m a t e r i a l s which are r e c y c l e d l e f t o v e r s from our century; 

e c o l o g i c a l balances are scrupulously maintained; parenting i s t r u l y androgynous 

as men who wish to "mother" t h e i r c h i l d r e n have evolved nurturant b r e a s t s ; women 

and men are free to love e i t h e r sex (though h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y seems more the norm) 

28 



r i t u a l s c e l e b r a t i n g b i r t h , coupling, death, e t c . , are r i c h i n t h e i r shared 

conmunity atmosphere, something only fumbled with i n the teenage experience 

of Dance the Eagle to Sleep; and p o l i t i c a l decisions are f a m i l i a r l y long, 

often boring sessions that are r e l i e v e d , n e v e r t h e l e s s , by r o t a t i n g , e g a l i -

t a r i a n s t r u c t u r e s . I n a d d i t i o n , technology serves human needs: pra c t i c e d 

by and taught to m^ny at very young ages, herbal and technological medicine 

i s a v a i l a b l e to a l l whp need he a l i n g ; t e l e v i s i o n p r o j e c t s v a r i e t i e s of r i t u -

a l i s t i c , poet.ic, r e a l i s t i c and h i s t o r i c a l drama, not e s c a p i s t pap; and mass 

t r a n s i t i s free for everyone. I n sh o r t , a v i s i o n a r y form of p r i m i t i v e com-

munism p r e v a i l s , where c l a s s d i v i s i o n s , greed, p r i v a t e property, sexism and 
• ' " " '-• . l - i V l : ^ • : • . • . • i f : •^• . ir.i't 

racism are eliminated while the i n d i v i d u a l i s not l o s t i n a 1984 Big Brother 

mass hypnosis. The present, on the other hand, I s much l e s s than i d e a l and 

contains the seeds necessary for growth into Utopia l e s s prominently than 

the tendency toward managerial fascism, complete with behavior c o n t r o l , 

r i g i d c l a s s , race and sex d i v i s i o n s , and c a r e l e s s , p r o f l i g a t e misuse of 

the n a t u r a l environment. Both the. present and the future are viewed through 

the eyes of Consuela Ramos, a poor New York L a t i n o woman, at f i r s t committed 

to Bellevue on the trumped up excuse that she d i s p l a y s unprovoked v i o l e n t 

behavior, when, i n f a c t , P l e r c y gives another Impression through dramatic 

scenes where Connie defend? h e r s e l f and her niece against the b r u t a l mis-

treatment by. her nieqe's pimp. ^ 

Connie's f i n a l i n c a r c e r a t i o n I n a New York State Mental I n s t i t u t i o n 

from which she makes her psychic escape, comprises the drama of the novel: 
• 1 

the attempts, tp n e u t r a l i z e h e r . s o c i a l l y caused anger by implementing a kind 

of remote c o n t r o l r e a c t o r i n her b r a i n are u l t i m a t e l y defeated by her as she, 
• • • • ' ' • ' • ' ; ' . ; • ^ ' 

on the one hand, wages l i t e r a l war against the inhumane doctors who administer 

• I ' (• 
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b r a i n experiments agSirist i n t r a c t a b l e p a t i e n t s and, on the other, by e x e r c i s i n g 

her a b i l i t y to communicate p s y c h l c c l l y with the androgynous woman, ^ 

Luciente, of the future utopid. L u c i e n t e f s j u s t and humane v i s i p n s i n s t r u c t 

Connie i n the ways of a bet t e r l i f e and v i v i d l y point out the i n j u s t i c e s 

of her own, they arm her with a reason f o r r e s i s t a n c e i n a way which makes 

her appear j u s t i f i e d and powerful to the reader. 

Mattapolsett, the v i s i o n a r y world, c a s t as science f i c t i o n , could 

be I n t e r p r e t e d as the delusions of a schizophrenic; but P i e r c y has endowed 

her Utopia with c r e d i b l e d i g n i t y , a u t h o r i t y and even h i s t o r i c a u t h e n t i c i t y , 

4 

thereby i n g r a t i a t i n g her readers. The acid t e s t which provides proof 

that Connie iis j i k t i f i e d i n her s a i n t - l i k e , single-handed war against the 

p s y c h i a t r l c - t e c i i t i b c f a t s , i s her a b i l i t y , near the end of the novel, to 

make contact with a h b t h e r f u t u t e s o c i e t y which c l e a r l y c u l t i v a t e s opposing 

values and s o c i a l structureis to Mattapolsett' s: that other s o c i e t y , "New 
i "r 

York" of the'ttfexit century, i s a s l i c k , drugged, p l a s t i c , consumer-mad world ^ 

run by a male' executive e l i t e who employs legions of mass-manipulated s o l d i e r s 

and male workers to d r a i n the e a r t h i o f i t s l a s t remaining resources. And 

the women are s i l i c o n e - s t u f f e d , mechanical p r o s t i t u t e s forced to serve the 

sexual pleasures of the e l i t e . T h i s , P i e r c y suggests, i s the other possi -

b i l i t y — a decadent fascism w i t h entrenched c l a s s , race and sex h i e r a r c h i e s , 

glamorized and disguised through mindless c e l l u l o i d sensationalism. P i e r c y ' s 

S w i f t i a n s a t i r e of media escapism d r a m a t i c a l l y undermines the appeal of porno-

graphy, romance and sadomasochistic entertainments, such as one f i n d s today, 

Connie muses, i n Times Square. C r u c i a l l y , i n future time, the f a s c i s t "New 

Yorkers" wage war against the gentle though cautious and l e g i t i m a t e l y defensive 

people of Mattapolsett. Once conscious of such a h o r r i f y i n g a l t e r n a t i v e , 
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Connie becomes a r e s o l u t e r e b e l , r e s i s t i n g , by f o r c e , her p s y c h i a t r i c 

persecutors; and the reader i s engaged, through P i e r c y ' s a r t i s t r y and 

compassionate i n s i g h t s , to cast h i s / h e r own l o t . By the novel's conclusion 

we have a l l become women and men on the edge of time. 

The e v o l u t i o n of Marge P i e r c y ' s feminism then, on the basis of three 

novels, r e f l e c t s an emerging, i n c r e a s i n g a f f i r m a t i o n of women's l i v e s and 

the p o t e n t i a l power of women to r a d i c a l l y a l t e r s o c i e t y . F u r t h e r , P i e r c y ' s 

feminism, so much the guiding s p i r i t for her novels and poems, i s g e n e r a l l y 

part of her v i s i o n of s o c i a l j u s t i c e ; and her commitment to that v i s i o n i s 

the y a r d s t i c k against which the whole psychological and s o c i a l f a b r i c of 

the novels i s measured. I n an era of economic and s o c i a l retrenchment, 

Marge P i e r c y ' s works are c a u t i o u s l y o p t i m i s t i c , o f f e r i n g s t r i n g e n t s o c i a l 

c r i t i c i s m beside c o r r e c t i v e v i s i o n a r y Utopias. 

Michigan State U n i v e r s i t y 

NOTES 

Marge P i e r c y . "The T o t a l I n f l u e n c e or Outcome of the Matter: The Sun 
i n To Be of Use (f^arden C i t y , New York: Doubleday, 1973), p. 105. 

^ P h y l l i s Chesler, Women and Madness (New York: Avon, 1972). 

3 
Marge P i e r c y , Dance the Eagle to Sleep (London: W. H. A l l e n , 1971), 

p. 218. 

^ P i e r c y may be punning on Massachusetts i n her choice of the name, 
Mattanoisett. The name als o a m p l i f i e s her emphasis on the Utopia's t i e s 
w i t h a l o s t Native American (and L a t i n o ) past where women once played 
c e n t r a l r o l e s i n v i l l a g e and family l i f e . 
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A Review 

Younf; D r e i s e r , by Yoshinobu 'lal.utani 
Cranburyi, ^r.J.: F a r l e y Jiicl.inson U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 19;iO, 22n np, 

P h i l i p L. r.erber 

Theodore D r e i s e r published three autobiographies dbcumentiriR h i s 

d i f f i c u l t Indiana upbrinftinp d u r i n r the I'^TO's and l^^O's. Now these books 

form the major b a s i s f o r Yoshinobu Hakutani's Youn": D r e i s e r , a study of the 

w r i t e r i n the making. Dreiser'?n ovm record i s sunplemented l i b e r a l l y from 

Hakutani's considerable knov/lec'.p.e of D r e i s e r ' s apprentice p u b l i c a t i o n s - — 

newspaper s t o r i e s , f r e e - l a n c e a r t i c l e s , and e a r l y f i c t i o n — i n a handy 

addition to D r e i s e r s t u d i e s . 

We are prone to forget how busy the w r i t e r s of that time kept t h e i r r / 

pens, p a r t i c u l a r l y those n e r i p a t e t i c younf, Americans (Stephen Crane and . . , 

W i l l a Gather a l s o come to mind) who used j o u r n a l i s m as an entry i n t o 

l i t e r a t u r e . No academic i v o r y towers f o r then. 'Jliether i n Chicago, S t . 

L o u i s , Cleveland, P i t t s b u r g h , or Jew Yorl:, t h e i r posts on the great papers 

swept them i n t o the mainstream. By the time they were ready to t r y t h e i r 

new wings on something l e s s ephemeral than j o u r n a l i s m , they had experienced . o j 

widely and deeply. T h e i r adolescent concents of l i f e were tested against 

r e a l i t i e s met i n the s t r e e t s . Often enough—this was D r e i s e r ' s case, s u r e l y - -

they were s t r u c k by the harsh d i s p a r i t y between what even the most admired 

newspapers would consent to p r i n t and the a c t u a l i t i e s which tliey came to 

know. T h i s knowledge was capable of Impelling them onvard, beyond the v 

i n h i b i t i o n s of neT.'sorint, to oresses somewhat more rece p t i ve to r e a l i s m , 

and to reputations achieved by t r a n s m i t t i n g the lessons of youth i n t o a r t . 
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"iakutani i s s k i l l f u l i n recbuntlnr' t ! i e r i A n n e r i i j which D r e i s e r ranarecl 

to bridi',e the ; u l f seoaratinj' reoorta^.e from a r t and, i n the nrocess, 

u t i l i z e d l o u r n a l i s t i c experiences as tiie b a s i s f o r e a r l y foravs i n t o f i c t i o n 

(as i n ':U;cger J e f f ) or adapted and incorporated pieces of e a r l i e r writinj!; 

i n t o h i s aajor novels (as "Curious S h i f t s of the Poor i s woven i n t o the 

paf;es of S i s t e r C a r r i e ) . He had seen much, and a l l was Jurist f o r h i s m i l l . 

Younr, {''reiser culminates where the autlior himself sn*; h i s y o u t h f ul 

experiences comln!̂ !! to f r u i t i o n , i n the '7ritin[- of S i s t e r C a r r i e . T h i s i s 

e n t i r e l y appropriate, and yet i t mipvt '--e emphasized f u r t h e r that h i s 

"newspaper" days' were an i n f l u e n c e u n t i l the end. The three novels of h i s 

F i n a n c i e r saga (1912-1947) are adapted frorn nress n i a t e r i a l s , as i s An 

American Trapedy (1925) and a ^ood deal of P r e i s e r ' s f i n a l novel. The Bulwark 

(1946), i n c l u d i n g the automobile tragedy upon v/hich tlie p l o t t u r n s , v/as 

found i n the d a i l y newspaper. One r e r r e t s that more i s not made of such 

m a t e r i a l s as D r e i s e r ' s apprentice i n t e r v i e w s w i t h the l i k e s of P h i l i o H. 

. . . . r, •• • : : - <• • ' ' • ' "' -

Armour and Marshall F i e l d , so important to The T i t a n , and of the manuscript 

v e r s i o n s o£ the autbbiop.ranhies, g e n e r a l l y ^aore pungent and revealing, than 

the p r i n t e d v e r s i o n s . I n o a r t i c u l a r i t i s to be ref^retted that Youn.q D r e i s e r 

does not r e f l e c t "the c o n t r i b u t i o n s made by Or. Vera Hreise r ' s r e v i s i o n i s t 

account of the n o v e l i s t ' s boyhood and f a m i l y l i f e i n ly Uncle Theodore. 

On the other hand, i t i s n i c e ' t o be reminded that Ford 'adox Ford 

found P r e i s e r a completely readable n o v e l i s t . The same r.ipht be s a i d of 

Younp! D r e i s e r , which v ^ i l l be much read, I am c e r t a i n , by students eap.er to 

know more about the f o m a t l o h of t h i s major f l j ^ u r e but intimidated by the 

wei9:ht of A r.ool: About T y s e l f , Oavm, and A lioosier Uolii'ay. 

S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y of 'Jew York, 
22 Colle,f?e a t lirockoort 



The Tenth Annual Conference 
ATTarc's C i t a t i o n s 

The "'.i'lAjuerica Award 

One of the r r e a t pleasures of riy a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the Society f o r the 

Study of .idwestern L i t e r a t u r e i s an annual prerogative that I reserve f o r 

ir.yself: the presentation of the annual lidAmerica Award f o r distinp;uished 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the study of ' d d v e s t e r n . L i t e r a t u r e . I n the past three years 

we have honored those s c h o l a r l y pioneers w!io marked out the path that  w e  

members of the Society are followinj? as  v/e seel: to d i s c o v e r , to define, to 

i n t e r p r e t the p e c u l i a r i d e n t i t y of  t he l i t e r a t u r e and c u l t u r e of our re<Tion. 

The f i r s t r e c i p i e n t was  O r . Jolm Flanagan of the U n i v e r s i t y of I l l i n o i s - the 

second. Dr., Russel Wye of "'ichigan,State and the t h i r d , ^^r. '.'alter Havii»hurst 

of iriami U n i v e r s i t y . 

The mn whpm we are honoring tonipiht i s very much part of that d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

company: Dr. Harlan Hatcher,  w h o i s perhaps best knox̂ m to nany f o r h i s a s s o c i a -

t i o n v;ith a , c e r t a i n nearby i n s t i t u t i o n . Cut f o r those of us who pursue the 

study of our  rep,ion, and p a r t i c u l a r l y f o r those of us x'ho, l i k e a a r l a n Hatcher, 

are products  o f the Ohio country, -larlan Hatcher's name i s synonymous w i t h 

the eloquent, compassionate, and.comprehensive r e c r e a t i o n of the s t a t e , the 

reftlon, and the Great Lakes country, And f o r those of us fortunate enough 

to have had access to the Columbus C i t i z e n book s e c t i o n during our formative 

y e a r s , Harlan Hatcher spoke to us i n a language that  l ed us to understand and 

love l i t e r a t u r e . I was never Dr. lat c h e r ' s student i n a formal s e n s e — a t one 

time I t r i e d to be, but that i s another s t o r y — b u t i n other ways I have been 

for most of my l i f e . 
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Dr. liatcher i r . a p r o l i f i c w r i t e r whose worVs have infltiencec onr l i v e s 

as s c h o l a r s , teachers, students, readers, ̂ ^iHwesterners. His novels set i n 

the Ohio V a l l e y , Tunnel H i l l and P a t t e r n s of 'tolfpen, are w e l l T T o r t h readins 

today, as i s C e n t r a l Standard T i a c . I'.is Creating the lodern Vnerican i o v e l , 

ilodern Dranas, American Dramas, and others have been classroor. c l a s s i c s f o r 

years. 

But i t i s f o r the p e r s i s t e n c e and c l a r i t y V7ith which nr. Hatcher recorded 

the Bro\7th of the liidwest that we are honorinfr hiin: The Buclceye Country (1940) 

The Great Lakes (1944) ; Lake E r i e (1945) • The '-Jestern Reserve (1940) , A 

P i c t o r i a l H i s t o r y of the Great Lakes (1963) and many others. 

I f i r s t discovered Harlan l-atcher's work i n a m i l i t a r y h o s p i t a l at the 

end of the x/ar at a time when I was discoverin;-. Thyself a f t e r three years of 

v i o l e n t confusion. The hook I found i n the h o s n i t a l l i b r a r y was The T^ucheye 

Country. I read i t t w i c e , an.^ together w i t h '••Jalter H a v i f h u r s t ' s The Quiet 

Shore, I s t o l e i t upon discharge, and I have i t y e t . For the Buckeye Country, 

for the other vrorks, above a l l , f o r pointing, out the way, I am pleased and 

proud to present The 'lidAmerica Award f o r 19*̂ iO to Dr. Harlan Hatcher. 

The " a r k Twain Award 

I regret very rauch f i c t that Jack Conroy's h e a l t h has prevented h i s 

being here tonight to accent the f i r s t lark Tvjain Award f o r - l i s t i n y u i s h e d 

c ontributions to "'idwestern l i t e r a t u r e . liut he continues to speak to us i n 

h i s i n i m i t a b l e voice i n the foolscap papes of The Fool K i l l e r , and a new 

anthology of h i s works. The Jack Conroy Reader, has j u s t appeared. 
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I t i s most f i t t i n g that Jack r e c e i v p the f i r s t " a r k Tw^in aT.'ard, because 

from h i s b i r t h i n " o b e r l y , M i s s o u r i , do'.im the roan f r o n 'lannibal, to h i s 

c u r r e n t r o l e in. p u b l i s h i n g The Fool K i l l e r , h i s l i f e am! T'or?:s and that of h i s 

predecessor have been remarkably p a r a l l e l . 

Jack i s knoim as a p r o l e t a r i a n ^ r r i t e r , and he wears that desif.nation 

proudly. Ve i s one of those who, l i k e "srV Trjain, came out of the people of 

h i s time and defined then f o r us with i n s i g h t and compassion f o r a l l time» 

His b e s t knoxm novel i s The D i s i n h e r i t e d , published i n 1933 and h a p p i l y again 

i n p r i n t , the s t o r y of those who soug.it s u r v i v a l and meaning, i n the upheaval 

of the great depression. As e d i t o r of The A n v i l , The Rebel Poet, and The I?ew 

A n v i l he introduced w r i t e r s as d i v e r s e as F r s k i n e C a l d w e l l and Frank Yerby, 

neames th a t are household words today, and he has gathered the bes t of those 

v j r i t i n s s i n the recent anthology l / r i t e r s i n Revolt. His other works, no v e l s, 

a n t h o l o g i e s , c o l l e c t i o n s , have continued, each of then unique, i n s i g h t f u l , 

p e n e t r a t i n g , and above a l l , v i s e . J ack i s 'Tlie Sage of J o b e r l y — i n my more 

i r r a t i o n a l moments I l i k e to emulate him as 'the Sage of D i m o n d a l e — h e i s 

a g r e a t w r i t e r , a preat ;I idv7esterner, and a great human beinp. I'm very 

pleased and proud to designate hin' as the r e c i p i e n t of the f i r s t annual 

itark Tvjain Award. 

David D. Anderson 
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