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ABSTRACT

This thesis offers a ree valuation of selected short stories by Dorothy Parker. Although receptions
of Parker’'s work have been predominantly negative, this is not seen as cause for lament, but
rather for a revision of literary valuing practices and the canonical paradigms they support.
Traditional assumptions about the status of so-called "minor" literature and its subservient relation
to canonical works are rejected in favour of a revised appreciation of the qualitics specific to
minor modes of writing.

RESUME

Cette these presente une tevaluation des contes de Dorothy Parker. Quoique la plupart des
commentaires sur son oeuvre soient négatifs, ce n'apparail pas comme une occasion pour
lamentation, mais pour une révision des pratiques d’évaluationset les moddles canonique qu'elles
souticnnent. Les assomptions traditionelles informant la statut de la litérature dit "mineure” et
sa position inf&rieure vis-d-vis des ocuvres canoniscs, sont rejetés en faveur d’une appréciation
nouvelle des qualitées spécifique aux modes mineures.
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INTRODUCTION

My primary intention in writing this thesis is to bring a new perspective to bear on the
work of the critically marginalized Amerncan short story writer Dorothy Parker. When I initially
undertook this project, I did not foresee having to address many of the issues 1 subsequently
belicved to be essential o such an undertaking. Surveying Parker's reception history led me to
reconsider some of the theoretical premises and cultural preoccupations which have traditionally
informed the practice of aesthetic evaluation, particularly within the context of the development
of an American hterary canon,

This thesis is motivated, in part, by a dissatistaction with the criteria by which Parker’s
work has been largely dismissed. However, rather than suggesting that Parker’s work ought to
occupy a higher position on that ascending scale of minor-to-major writers, I have chosen to offer
an analysis of Parker’s work which accepts that minor status as inevitable, given the criteria by
which majorness and mimorness have tradiionally been determined. That is to say, Parker’s
minor status will be ead as posiuve; not merely as a sign of "failure” to realize a set of
canonical norms, but as a register of the extent to which her work constitutes a meaningful
departure from, and hence refusal of, those norms.

Chapter one presents a sampling of the kinds of interpretive frameworks through which
her work has been judged deficient. The aim of this chapter is to outline the horizon of
expectations directing these analyses, in order both to highlight the dominant matrix of concerns

constitutive of canonical approaches to literature, and to elaborate their conceptual limitations as
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applied to Parker’s work. 1 will equally dispute the position taken by those critics who argue for
Parker’s inclusion in the canon, inasmuch as such an enlistment entails granting efficacy or
normative status (o the very tenets of aesthetic value which ought themselves to be the object of
critical debate.

Chapter two presents a reading of selected stories by Parker, focusing on those stones
which both thematically and structurally problematize orthodox approaches to narrative 1n
conjunction with issues related to the politics of gender and class. Summarily viewed, Parker's
stories may be read as enactments of the struggle among social groups for the power and
authority to narrate their own experience and that of others. As I will argue, Parker's critics have
misidentified her stories as critically limited or impotent narratives, when they might more
accurately be understood as narratives about impotence.

Chapter three presents a necessarily compressed trajectory of American literary canon
formation, as part of an attempt to intervene in larger debates concerning the relationship between
interpretive communities and the practice of literary evaluation. The interaction between these
will be elaborated in the context of American political and cultural nauonalism, in order to more
fully account for Parker’s cffacement from American literary history.  This analysis involves
making explicit the connections between a discourse which inherently privileges the nation as the
locus of cultural authentication or legitmation, and larger issucs of class, race and gender

inscribed in the construction of a hegemonic American cultural identity.



CHAPTER ONE

When asked about the subject of my thesis by friends, fellow students or other
acquaintances, the answer, "Dorothy Parker” almost invariably elicits the response, "Oh, yes, I've
heard of her, but I've never read anything she has written." The disparity between Parker’s near-
celebrity status as a figure of popular culture and the widespread 1gnorance of her actual work
has significantly influenced my thinking about the extent to the which the construction of an
author’s "personality” figurcs in the production of literary value, both within, and beyond the
confines of formalized critical discussion.

The subject of four unauthorized biographies to date, Parker’s life has been recounted in
considerable detail, outweighing, on a per-page basis, what is traditionally referred to as
“scholarly work”, by about 10 to 1. While two of her biographers do engage in some critical
analyses of her work, they frame these analyses according to certain events in her life and assume
the stories to be largely autobographical in nature Parker’s critics’ predilection for conflating
her life and her work finds its apotheosis 1n Jane Helen Pearl’s 1982 Psychology dissertation,

Dorothy Parker, Herself. A Psycho-Brography of the Literary Artist. In an attempt to "understand

her life and creative literary works", Pearl applies "Freud’s formulations about pathological
narcissism among women" (1,;. Pearl plainly states that the material for her study was chosen
"on the basis of neither its hterary merit, nor its medium"”, but for "its autobiographical
relevance” (47-8).  Although Pearl’s separation of “literary merit" and “autobiographical

relevance” is justified in one sense, (i.e they are not identical), what constitutes "autobiographical
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relevance” is not, as Pearl implies, an impartial or impersonal guide to the stories. That is to say,
Parker’s biographies are not simply unmediated accounts of past lite events, rather they ae
highly sclective representations of those events, told from a particular perspective. Parker’s past.
in other words, has itself been evaluated and interpreted in a particular way. Her hife story 1s not
merely an immovable "background” to the stories, something to which we have immedate access.,
or an objective context trom which to extrapolate the meaning or relevance of her texts. Indeed.
as will become apparent in surveying Parker's critical 1eception, her ife story has stselt become
a text, shaped by the many interpretations enacted upon 1t

While Parker remains relatively obscure in academic circles, her work continues to go into
new editions. In fact, her publishing history is somewhat exceptional.  Her first book of poems,
Enough Rope (1926) was a national best-seller, ran to eight printings, and hit a record high tor

U.S. poetry sales (Lauerbach  589). Her three short-story collections, Laments for the Living

(1930), After Such Pleasures (1933), and Here Lies (1939) were published with few omissions

in one volume 1n The Portable Dorothy Parker (1944). According to the "Publisher’s Note" 1n

the 1976 editon, "of the first ten Portables, seven have been dropped or replaced by new

editions; only Shakespeare, The World Bible, and Dorothy Parker have remained continuously

in print and selling steadily through time and change” ("Publisher’s Note"). Her short story "Big
Blonde" (1929), received the O. Henry Prize for the best short story of that year. If anything,
the popularity of Parker’s work seems to have inhibited its positive reception in academic circles.
This phenomenon is, of couise, not unique to Parker’s case: the commercial success of a work

has not infrequently been inversely proportional to the degree of literary value it is said to

pOSSess.
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Although the short story is a genre often said to be the most definitively American, 1t is
cqually true that 1t has tradiionally been considered a minor genre.  This may in part be
explained by the fact that short stories generally appear in magazines, thereby placing them in
a notoriously transient and commercial mass culture context. A related assumpuon informing
the minor status of short storics is the perception that writers produce such short works as a
means of supporting themselves financially, "in between novels”. Such a display of pecuniary
interestedness runs counter to the dominant, art-for-art’s-sake tradition of bourgeois aesthetics.
Although few critics would suggest that writing short stories is inherently less demanding than
writing novels, and many canonized American writers have produced critically-acclaimed short
storics, the overwhelming majority of these canonized writers are seen to have merited that
distinction by virtue of the quality of their novels alone.

Parker's critical reception has undergone some changes since her stories were first
reviewed in literary magazines of the 1930s. These reviews of her short story collections are
extremely brief, as are the very occasional and often negative references to her work in surveys
of the American shott story fliom the 1930s through to the 1980s. Two critical biographies were
published 1n the 1970s, bul these are primarily concerncd with her biography and pay only
passing attenuion to the stories. At approximately the same time, however, a few articles on her
short stories began to appear in literary journais, and in the early 1980s four dissertations were
published on Parker. Another biography was published in 1984, as was yet another, more
recently, in 1988.

Overall, Parker’s work has generated very little interest, and what scholarly work there

is tells us that she has not achieved anything remotely approaching canonical status. The
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question this chapter implicitly addresses, is that posed by Stuart Hall:

Why is it that the text, the many texts, the many signifying practices which are

present in any social formation have yiclded as the administered curriculum of

literary studies, these ten books up to the top; then these twenty books wilh a

question above them; then those fifty books which we know about but which we

only nced to read very quickly; and then those hundreds of thousands of texts

nobody ever reads? (26)

If we were to locate Dorothy Parker somewhere in the distribution of texts Hall outhnes,
her work would probably fall into the "those books we know ahout but only need o read very
quickly" category. It would probably be more accurate to ualily that further by adding "if'
all." In short, Parker is a minor writer. While her reception history provides some answers 1o
the question of why that is so; it also tells us a good deal about what minor status implics about
an author’s work.

To argue that Parker’s minorness 1s the result of previous critics™ failure to recognize what
is properly a ‘major’ writer, is to presume that majorness is inherently more desirable, and means
aligning oneself in advance with categories that are themselves in need of critical reevaluation.
Rather than suggesting that Parker’s work ought to occupy a higher position on that ascending
scale of lesser-greater writers, | have elected to offer an analysis of Parker’s work which accepts
that minor status as inevitable, given the criteria by which majorness and minorncss have
traditionally been determined. At the same time, however, I wanl to reject the supposition that
so-called "minor" works can only be accounted for in terms of projected but unrealized canonical
norms and suggest a revised evaluation of the prescriptive discourse underwriting received
notions about the minor/major relationship.

Much of the criticism of a minor writer such as Parker is instructive insofar as it reveals

just how impoverished the discourse supporting the panthcon of major writers would be, were
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1t not for the existence of an adjacent discourse maintaining its underside, the province of minor
or popular writers. Summarily viewed, Parker’s reception history offers an emblematic study of
how nunorness is typically defined negatively, that is, only in relation to its obverse, whose
quaiities are supposed to have already been established.  In the absence of any reference point
heyond the canomcal paradigm, uself the product of socially-contingent valuing practices, the
pre-eminence of canonical lexts is cternally reinstated and made to serve as the uncontested ideal
against which subsequent work may be measured.

The effects of those critical and institutional practices are apparent in Parker’s reception
history which spans approximately 50 years, from 1930 to 1984. Just as literary criticism has
not developed 1n an uninterrupted line over that period, Parker’s critics do not progress in a
particularly lincar fashion. In many ways, some of the later critics seem to owe a great deal to
carlier moments in the history of criticism. Consequently, I have organized the critics
thematically, according, as much as possible, t0 the concerns and assumptions informing their
evaluations. The object of this analysis is to consider in detail the ways in which Parker's status
has been constituled by the procedures of criticism enacted upon her work. In this respect, my
primary concern s not to debate the merits of Parker’s work, but rather to foreground the various
methodological strategies adopted by her critics in order to elaborate the biases implicit in their
operation,

The first set of critics may be loosely referred to as  biographical critics. Although some
of these critics would undoubtedly not have elected to call their approach biographical per se,
there remains an impertant biographical element in their formulation of what constitutes the text.

The tendency toward biographical criticism, while not unique to the reception of a minor writer
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such as Parker, is significant in Parker’s case i terms of how it conceptualizes her authority,
The fact of Parker's gender icpeatedly intrudes upon what is allegedly criticism of the work, very
often having the cffect of atienuating the latter. The question of Parker's "femininity” seems to
be a matter of central concern to a number of critics who make, what is in their estimation, a
meaningful connection between her life or "personality” and her work.

Within the conventions of biographical criticism, texts that are valued are taditionally
seen as products of a valuable life. The facts of Parker’s life selected for emphasis have not been
those that would provide such an impression. In this sensc her reception more closely resemtles,
although it is not identical to, that commonly enacted on authors of more popular genres, In his
work on popular fiction, Tony Bennett has stressed the different form biographical criticism takes
when applied to canonical as opposed to non-canonical authors. According to Bennett:

[Bliographical criticism has articulaied the relations between life
and work differently as between the two categories: tying life, work
and meaning into an indissoluble uvnity in the case of one,

connecting life and work only at the level of miscellancous
anecdote in the case of the other. ("Marxism" 258)

A sample of some of the "miscellaneous anecdotes" proffered by Parker’s critics corroborates,

to some extent, Bennett’s observations.

John Keats’ You Might as Well Live: The Life and Times of Dorothy Parker (1974), is

considered to be among the definitive texts on Parker, as it is one of only two book-length
studies which includes any textual analysis of the storics. Having written such a book, Keats
feels authorized to surmise that "to the extent that she was a writer, it was difficult for her to be
a lover, a friend, a woman" (147). Keats’ comments clearly suggest that authorship and

womanhood vied for a place in Parker’s life, and yet leave unanswered the question of why or
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how that is so. In any case, the two occupations are seen to be mutually exclusive. The final
page of his hook concludes with a description of Parker as a "tiny, big-eyed, feminine woman
with the mind of a man", and quotes an apparently anonymous source who refers to her as ""this
sour little girl who went about slashing her wrists and having abortions™ (305).

While conceding that she was an “"excellent poet and short story writer” (305), Keats
undercuts those accomplishments by suggesting that this was achicved at the expense of, or
perhaps even despite, her gender. Keats shares with her other biographers a tendency to
foreground the sensational or otherwise scandalous aspects of Parker’s life, highlighting her failed
marriages and diunken escapades.

Inrefeience to Jonathan Swift, Edward Said argues that "it cannot be necessary each time
he is written about to examine the provenance of everything known about his biography or to
revise the concept organizing his oeuvre” (180). In the case of Parker, it is precisely that
organizing concept, which has consigned the critical treatment of her work to reductive
formulations about 1ts auto-biographical nature. While Parker’s divorces and suicide attempts
may have served as the basis for some of her stories, there is a lesser-known, because less often
circulated, side to her Iife which may equally be seen to have informed her work.

In 1933 Parker was respensible for organizing the Screen Writers Guild in Hollywood,
and helped to found the Hollywood Anu-Nazi League in 1936. She acted as national chairman
for the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee in the 1930s, overseeing a Spanish relief campaign,
and in 1937 she reported the Loyalist cause from Spain for New Masses. For these and other

related activities, she was refused a passport as a war correspondent during World War I1, having

already been rejected for military service. Parker and others who had spoken out against fascism
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before the signing of the Hitler-Stalin non-aggression pact were considered prematurely anti-
fascist (PAF), and were subscquently rejected for service. In 1949 she was blacklisted in
Hollywood and was subpocnaed to testify before HUAC. In 1955, she was brought bhefore the
New York State Legislative Committee, at which tume she pleaded the Fitth Amendment. She
left her cstate, as well as copyrights and royaltics, to Marun Luther King Ji. These ate now in
the possession of the NAACP.

In short, Parker’s activitics were not confined to lunches at the Algonquin Round Table,
nor, as numerous critics insist, was she solely interested in male-female relationships. In many
ways Parker’s storics have been read as it on a continuum with her life, a life which has itself
been read primarily as a sordid melodrama of sex and alcohol. While Parker’s biographers may
have shapcd her life and work into "an indissoluble whole", to borrow Bennetl’s phrase, its
articulation has veen deployed in such a way as to effectively restrict rather than enlarge the
scope of concerns her work is seen ta encompass.

In 1968, one year after Parker’s death, William Shanahan continued what had virtually
become a tradition in Parker criticism by asserting that Parker "wrote almost exclusively about
sex" (26). Although there 1s no necessary correlation between the range of issues addressed in
an author's work and the value of that work, the cntical reduction of Parker’s material, even at
the level of plot description, merits a response, however much such a response may perpetuate
the reductionism it secks to counter. In terms of subject-matter alone Parker’s stories include:
war ("Soldiers of the Republic"); poverty ("Song of the Shirt 1941"); abortion ("Mr. Durant");
alcoholism ("Big Blonde"): racism ("Arrangement in Black and White"); marriage ("Here We

Are"); divorce ("Too Bad"); and adoption ("Little Curtis"). It is not merely inaccurate but almost
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incomprehensible that Shanahan would suggest these might be subsumed under the category "sex”
alonce.
Vernon Loggins adopts a similar position in his survey of American short story writers,

1 Hear America Singing (1937) which includes a two-page commentary on Parker. Operating

from the assumpuon that Parker "loves nothing better than flowers and a good cry” (299), he
concludes that "Dorothy Parker, femnine in her every fiber, has lost all delusions except
delusions about beauty and love. These she keeps as her woman’s birthright” (302). It would
scem extremely unlikely that Vernon actually read either "Horsie" or "Big Blonde". So dominant
is the narratve consuucted of Parker’s personality that it becomes the real text, the stories
constituting little more than excerpts which assume their meaning only in relation to her
biography’s larger thematic structure. In this sense, her signature alone determines the fate of
their reception. As Mark Van Doren admits, for Parker's critics there is always “the difficulty
of separating the woman one has heard about from the woman one is reading” (536). Historian
Estelle Freedman observes a similar pattern in histories of the period. According to Freedman,
“"Historians’ usc of the ‘sexual revolution’ as an explanation for women’s history in the 1920s
was perhaps an cxtension of their inability to conceive of women outside of sexual roles" (393).
In light of this, we may invert Keats and others’ comments and conclude, perhaps more
accurately, that to the extent that Parker was a woman it was difficult for critics (like Keats) to
see her as a writer.

The second set of critics | wish to discuss share a sense that Parker’s characterizations
are simply not sufficiently adequate representations of human beings. Although a description of

what human beings are really like is never advanced, the tacit assumption is that, while absent
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from Parker’s work, their naturc is discernable in superior works of literature.  Moreover, this
apparent lack of representativeness is tied to a perception that when the stories refer to situations
bound to a specific period 1n time, their significance 1s further diminished.

In a 1930 article entitled "Cut-Quts from Life" written for the Saturday Review ol

Literature, Gladys Graham regrets that "Mr. Durant”, "Little Curtis" and "The Wondetlul db
Gentleman" aie "based on types too limited" (1172). They are, she continues, "the sentimental

stories of yesterday” (1172). Writing for The OQutook and Independent the same year, Frances

Lamont Robbins finds that "[o]f their kind, these sketches and stories are perfect” (269). They

are, however " ephemeral n value, journalistic in style, and stncdy dated" (269).  Philip

Stevick’s The Lesser Renaissance (1984) is a lengthy and detailed study of the American short

story between 1900 and 1940. He confines his remarks on Patker to two short paragraphs.
According to Stevick, Parker’s characters "lack the full range of human emotions found in human
beings" (92) and because they "move about like automatons: they belong in a soap opera” (94).
Stevick’s allusion to perhaps the most critically degraded form of mass culturc and onc
commonly associated with female audience. is clearly an indictment of the work related to,
although separable from, the fact that the stcries are primarily concerned with the lives of
women.

Each of these analyses operates from a series of commonly held suppositions about the
quality of literature which allegedly distinguishes 1t from lesser forms of writing. Accordingly,
a major work should present a portrait of life which is imeless. In contrast, a minor work fails
to sustain itself as an historically autonomous artifact, and reveals its temporality. The Oxford

Companion to American Literature neatly summarizes the difference. However much one might
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want to contest the validity of looking to any of The Oxford Companions for definitive answers

o the question of literary value, such texts are instructive insofar as they present prevailing
theoretical orthodoxies m a refreshingly direct manner. Under the heading "Best Sellers" James
D. Hart provides this defintion:

"[Tlerm for books that are remarkably popular, for a brief time or over a period

of many years Seldom of great literary significance, such works are often

ephemeral in value and dependent upon temporary tastes and interests.

Nevertheless, the best-selling book in the U.S., as in other Christian lands, has

been the Bible. (75)
There are at least two stnking features to this defimtion. First, unlike many literary terms, the
term “best-sellers” would seem o lend itself to scientific verification, a matter more for the
statistician than the lexicographer. Equally odd is the fact that the category should be defined
in terms which cffecuvely disqualify the category’s most consistent example. What seems to
distinguish popular books from great literature is the mere fact that more copies of them have
been sold, but this fact alone cannot account for the fact that they are of no "great literary

significance”. According to Leslic Fiedler, “the struggle of High Art and low, has, moreover,

been perceived as a baule of the sexes” (What Was Literature? 29).  Although Fiedler's

observations rightly acknowledge the privilege accorded to male writers in this respect, they do
not acknowledge the at least equally significant fact that while high culture has traditionally been
the domain of men, those men have been overwhelming white, middle- or upper-class men.
Nonetheless, there are historical reasons for addressing the high/low distinction in terms
of gender. In the 1850s, a group of predominantly white, middle-class, American and British
women short story writers began to cultivate a wide and largely female readership by publishing

in popular magazines. The most-often quoted man of his generation to respond to that



e

e

¢ 9

14

phenomenon is, of course, Nathanicl Hawthorne. His phrase "damned mob of scribbling
women", is however too often removed from its larger context. Hawthorne’s comments are part
of a letter he wrote to his publisher in 1855 where he proclaims that:

America is now wholly given over to a damned mob of scribbling women, and |

should have no chance of success while the public taste is occupied with their

trash . . . . Worse they could not be, when they sell by the hundred thousand

(Patice 110).

The works produced by those women writers were largely concerned with what might be called
"issues of the day", local, temporal events, whose relevance o the daily lives of many could be
readily inferred. Presumably, these works were not valued for what they contributed in the way
of ‘eternal truths’, but for their ability to intersect with the reader’s own immediate world of
interest.

Since that time, ‘popular literature’ has come to signify nothing so much as that it 1s not
great literature. It is instructive to remember that the term “literature” only acquired its present
exclusive status during the nineteenth century contemporancous with the consolidation of literary
criticism and aesthetics as nominally autonomous, academically entrenched orders of nquiry.
Distinguishing between modes of writing emerged as part of an expanding pedagogical apparatus
which articulated the relationship between text and society in broadly nationalist terms. The
ostensible function of literature in this context is to transcend the regional and historical
differences perceived as threatening to the political unity of the nation.

The difference between popular literature and great works of art, then, is not inscribed in
the texts themselves, but 1s rather constituted by the different functions they are expected to
perform. Onec of the central difficuitiecs with this is that within the academically-derived

discourse of aesthetics, popular literature can only be accounted for in pejorative terms, that is,

_ A
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in terms of its recalcitrance to the demands of the dominant aesthetic.

The third group of critics 1 want to discuss have critiqued Parker’s work in terms of this
disparity. These crities shaie a sense that insofar as Parker’s work engages with purely local and
temporal themes, she fails 1o achieve major author status.

William Shanahan puts his views succinctly. According to Shanahan, Dorothy Parker
"will never be listed among the twenticth century’s best authors” (34) because her "intentions and
output were too slight” and her "themes and styles too familiar and unpretentious” (34). In his

crinque of Nancy Hale, Clare Booth Luce and Dorothy Parker in On Second Thought (1946)

James Gray regrets that;

these women have concerned themselves with a tiny fragment of society and with

negative themes. While they have attempted to make literature in terms of the

gossip of the cocktail hour, their English contemporaries have becn energetically

twrning over whole cultures to find their matenal (200)

Lynn Z. Bloom claims it was the "shallowness of her admirers” which "led them to
exaggerate her early talent and seduced Parker into believing too fervently in the importance of
not being carnest” (302). As a result, she argues, "Parker settled too quickly for less-demanding
writing. . . rather than dealing more thoughtfully with serious issues that would have fulfilled her
potential for being a major writer of enduring distinction" (302).

According to Edmund Wilson, "She is not Enmuly Bronte or Jane Austen, but she has been
al some pains to write well, and she has put into what she has written a state of mind, an era,
a few moments of experience that nobody else has conveyed" (171).

In “The English Journal™ (1934), Mark Van Doren concludes that "She is not a master.

.. since she does not deal with any very great or significant area of life" (542).

Together these analyses form a consensus about the criteria that distinguish major work
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from minor work. Thesc appear in the form of oppositional terms.  "Best" versus "familiar”,
"literature” versus "gossip”, "earnest” versus "shallow”, "enduring” versus "a few moments”,
"significant” versus, presumably, "insignificant”. 1f, as Parker’s publisher maintains, 1t s true
that Parker’s storics continue to sell, then her work has endured. However, just 2s the endurance
or significance of a major writer depends on the conunuity that author's circulation wathin a
particular reading community, so Parker’s endurance has depended on hers. Evaluative practice
then, extends beyond that of ascribing value to certain texts and not others; it equally implies the
evaluation of audiences themselves in terms of their estimated ability to evaluate "properly”.
Apparently, Parker’s readers have not been those that literary critics would recognize as being
in a position to judge her work accurately.

The institutionalization of literature produces a particular kind of reading formation n
accordance with the edicts of its own critical enterprise. Parker’s work apparently frustrates that
enterprise. For instance, from a New Critical perspective, by emphasizing the referential
dimension of verbal operations, "the gossip of the cocktail hour” shamelessly commits "the heresy
of paraphrase.” From a Bloomian perspective, which preempts the possibility of an anxicety-free
literature, one cither writes hike Jane Austen or one fails to wnte hke Jane Austen. From a
nationalisthumanist perspective, Eternal Man cannot survive class-struggic 1n a Manhattan
apartment unscathed, much less hope to do so "without social mediation” (Chase  160).

The fourth group of criucs 1 want to discuss arc feminist critics. Although it is not
generally accurate to speak of feminist critics as a homogencous group with a single agenda,
those who have written about Parker share a set of assumptions about what constitutes, or rather

what should constitute the aims and objectives of female authors in general. In their view,
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Parker's work ultimately fails 1o realize thosc demands. Their work may be classified as
helonging to a particular school of feminst crincism that has come to be called "images oz
women in ficion”. As such, it needs to be prefaced by a brief outhine of that tradition’s history.

The 1970s mark the beginning of a succession of studics on Parker. This renewed interest
in Parker’s work 1s concurrent with the growth of the women’s movement, which, for academics,
involved an attempt to resuscitate work by female authors and to imtiate women'’s studies
programs. In Ametican colleges in the carly 1970s, female academics developed a number of

courses which centered on the study of female stercotypes 1n male writing. Images of Women

in Ficuon, Feminist Perspectives (1972) edited by Susan Koppelman Cornillon, was intended

for this new and expanding market. Reprinted several umes in rapid succession, Cornillon’s text
reflects the populaiity, at least in academic circles, of this approach to literature. In fact, the
"images of women” approach became one of the dominant modes of feminist criticism. Taking
Comillon’s text as exemplary, Toril Moi has outlined the overriding effects of that practice:
As one reads on 1n Images of Women in_Fiction, one quickly becomes aware that
to study ‘images of women’ in fiction is equivalent to studying false images of

women in fiction written by both sexes. The ‘image’ of women 1n fiction in
literature is invanably defined 1n opposition to the ‘real person’. (44)

In this sense, properly teminist works are those which convey a particular image of women.
Cheri Register’s article, "American Femunist Literary Cnticism” (1975), neatly summarizes the
guidelines such a work should follow. "A hterary work should provide role models, instill a
sense of feminine identity by portraying women who are self-actualizing, whose identities are not
dependent on men” (47). The nfluence of this tradition 1s apparent 1n a number of studies on
Parker.

In an ¢ssay entitled "Dorothy Parker, Erica Jong and the New Feminist Humor", which
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appears in Regionalism and the Female Imagination (1977), Enuly Toth writes, "She seemed o

sec little possibility for change, neither an androgynous shifting of roles nor strong friendships
between women,  Her view of the world 1s female, but not femanist” (74). Toth believes,
however, that "had Dorothy Parker lived longer, she might have been able to do more waih her
anger; she might have been able to create a more feminist vision of what should be rather than

what is" (76).

In her dissertation, 20th-Century American Women Humonsts (1982), which includes a

chapter on Parker, Zita Zatkhin Dresner regrets that Parker’s characters "suffer too much for the
reader to get pleasure out of identifying with” (101). "In fact", she argues, "none of Parker's
characters are women whom we can enjoy without anxiety” (107).

Sondra Roslyn Melzer's dissertation, The Rhetone of Rage: A Study of the View ol

Women in Selected Short Stories of Dorothy Parker (1984), cites Cormllon’s text on page | of

her introduction. Melzer states that her own work 1s intended to contnibute to a femimst project
which has "repudiated the easy generalizations made about women and [has] beglun] to mint a
clear, truthful image of women to replace the counterfeit currency, the coined stercotypes which
ha[ve] so long been passed about” (1). Although she allows that Parker did not have "an expheit
feminist viewpoint”, she maintains that "[1]n the ten stories discussed, eight take women as
protagonists, a fact which utself reflects a feminist concern” (279)  In concluding, Mclzer hopes
that through her study, "students interested in women's studies may be encouraged to partcipate
1n the current effort toward transforming a predominantly male literary canon that fully integrates

women" (302).

However well-intentioned, these critics have merely substituted a notion of representative
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maleness with one of  representauve femaleness.  Like its male counterpart, this feminist
acsthetic 18 based on a universalist model of the subject. While it is important to commend these
critics for having foregrounded the position from which they present their claims, the tendency
to deduce from their own position a globahized ideal of temale subijectivity is highly suspect and
indeed has ncreasingly been rejected as effecuvely ethnocentric. Moreover, these critics
preserve the canonically preseribed determinants of a major literature  David Lloyd has outlined
the characteristics which underline the functuon a major literature:

A major literature is cstablished as such precisely by virtue of its claim to . . .

realize the autonomy of the individual subject to such a degree that individual

subject becomes universally valid and archetypal. (Nauonalism 19)
Their argument with the male-dominated literary canon does not necessitate a reevaluation of its
central claims to representative status, but asks only that archetypal woman be added to its cast
of characters, amounung in the end to little more than a kind of tit for tat polemic. Rather than
problematizing a transhistorical concept of the subject, feminist criticism of this sort propagates
the same idecalism by privileging autonomy as the essence of the human. By failing to ask how
a particular historical and cultural context fashions an ideal subject, or its representation, these
analyses make no challenge o the American traditton which enshrines narratives about isolated
heroes embarking on Adamic quests unformed by networks of social relations. A feminist project
of this sort is not substanually different from the male-centered version, and thus inevitably
recuperates its prescriptive narrative paradigm.

The second group of {eminist critics organize their analyses according to a similar
repertoire of concerns. Paula A. Treichler's article "Verbal Subversions in Dorothy Parker:

“Trapped Like a Trap in a Trap’™ (1980) borrows its subtitle from a line in Parker’s story "The
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Waltz". Although this 14-page article provides a detalled textual analysis of several of the
stories, Treichier’s premise that "[wlomen’s wniting is a scarch for an authentie female vowee”
(60) assumes a monolithic conception of the category “female”. Treichler’s article is influenced

by the widely-disseminated work of Robin Lakoff whom she cites throughout the essay. Lakott's

seminal text Languase and Woman's Place (1975) purpotts to examine "the way we custonanly
talk if we arec women” (1), Like Lakoft™s, Trewchler's study sutters from the assumption that
"women" as such, constitute a single speech community, causing het to diaw misleading paratlels
between Parker’s very ditferent characters. A decontextuahized temale speaker is thus seen to
vie with an equally decontextuahzed male speaker in a struggle tor "an uncompromised and
unique female selthood" (59).

Suzanne Bunkers article "*I am Outraged Womanhood': Dorothy Parker as Feminist and
Social Critic" (1978) also borrows its title from a line in "The Walt2".  According to Bunkers,
Parker’s characters are "victimized not only by an oppressive society but also by their inability
to fight back agamnst that society" (25). The stories, according to Bunkers, reveal how society
has "created one-dimensional female roles and forced women to fit into them” (26).

What characterizes these studies as a group 1s their perception of patriarchy as the cross-
cultural, transhistorical oppression of women by men. In the absence of a materialist sense in
which power operates amidst a network of structural inequalities and discursively cultivated
social relations informed by class, race and potentially innumerable other factors, these criues
must insist on a victimization thesis which perceives women as passive recipients of a male
conspiracy. There are at least two problems which arise from that thesis. For one, it focuses

exclusively on the collective subordination of women and tends to ignore the historically-specific
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means by which domination, in its many forms, is maintained. Secondly, and no less
importantly, this victimization thesis fails to provide an account of the ways in which particular
groups and individuals resist or modify these forms within their particular social class. These
studies of Parker’s work testify to the persistence of that homogenizing tendency, despite the
varicty of responses to social domination portrayed in her stories. It 1s, finally, ironic that the
cntical recepuion of Parker’s work has been governed by the very essentialist categories her
stories may be seen 1o problematize.

In summarizing Parker’s reception history, it is possible to identify three basic strategies
through which her work has been judged deficient. When compared, either implicitly or
explicitly to that of more cstablished writers, her work is considered "limited" in terms of
characterization or subject matter. The work of those other writers, we may assume, is more
compelling by virtue of having escaped the limitations of their particular time and place, having
engaged with issues of greater significance, or having produced characters with whom everyone
may identify or otherwise admure. 1 staied at the beginning of this chapter that my objective was
not (o prove that Parker ought to be classed among the major authors of American literature, and
I would now like to further exphicate that position.

To atiempt to determine Parker's hterary value by weighing her work against a set of
celebrated “classics" 1s not only to assume that the value of those texts is beyond dispute, but,
perhaps more critically, to remain within the very horizon of expectations which prohibits
developing other criteria of value. It is 1n no way necessary or even particularly useful to attempt
to defend Parker's work on the grounds that she produces characters with whom everyone can

identify, or that may serve as role models for women, or that her stories bear no trace of the time
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and place in which they were conceived and thus transcend all purely temporal issues. There is,
in other words, no real cause to enter Parker in that contest of archetypes, not only because doing
so means complying with the set of standards of which those texts are held to be the finest
examples, but equally, because such an enterprise entails granting ctficacy, or normative status
to the very criteria which ought to be the object of critical debate. In short, the question as to
whether or not Parker’s work is valuable cannot be settled by appealing cither to preclaborated
standards of excellence or to the word of those who would "disinterestedly” proclaim them. In
this sense, it is possible to draw a number of significant parallels between the imperatives implied
by a canonically-defined scene of writing, and the kinds of social dynamics Parker sets up 1n her
own writing.

Parker’s stories may be read as enactments of the struggle among social groups for the
power and authority to narrate their own experience, as well as that of others. Particular groups
and individuals arc seen to maintain power, in part, by continuing to recognize as valid only
those categories that legitimize, or otherwise rationalize their individual or group histories.
Parker’s stories explore, both thematically and structurally, the problems and complexitics of
telling one’s story when one can only account for one’s subjugation in terms which reproduce
or otherwise reinforce the very perspective which underwrites that disenfranchisement. Parker’s
own reception history bears testimony to this predicament, a predicament faced by cultural
minorities throughout American history.

It is not enough to take issue with Parker’s reception history in terms of the critiques
offered of her stories alone; indeed there are very few critiques which engage with the work itself

in any significant detail. Most of her critics have either endorsed or helped to construct the
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figure of Parker as an emotionally unstable woman; rather than focusing on her social activism
or political commitments, it is her abortions, suicide attempts, failed marriages and alleged
alcoholism which have been repeatedly cited and woven together to form a narrative that reads
like a case study in female hysteria. That is to say, the legend created of Parker is one which

effectively disnusses her work before it is even read, by insinuating that she can only be an

unrcliable witness and that her testimony, as it were, nced not be taken seriously.
Ironically, what struck me upon reading the stories is just how keenly Parker herself
understood the strategies and mechamsms through which certain kinds of evidence come to be

declared inadmissable, particularly when inconsistent with the dominant sensus communis. In

Parker’s stories, the relatively powerless, those whose experiences and stories are likely to be
discrepant with those of subjects equipped with greater power or privilege, are not merely
reduced to silence but are, more often, subject to more subtle forms of self-abnegation. Induced,
cither through their belief in the legitimacy of those who wield power, or merely out of a lack
of self-conviction, disenfranchised subjects tend not simiply to collaborate in the destruction of
their own testimony but to produce utterances respectful of the "truth" of particular discursively
defined communitics.  Rather than implying that truth and falsity may be determined
extradiscursively, Parker’s stories may be read as ruminations on the ways in which such
distinctions, however sanctified, are always the products of particular social formations ("products
of" -both in the genitive and the possessive sense).

In this sense, to cnuque Parker for having "failed" to produce representative characters,
male or female, 1s to radically miss the point, to completely and utterly fail to recognize what

her stories are in a central way about; the struggle for self-representation; the ongoing, yet largely
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undeclared battle over the power to name, classify, explain and symbolize a particular social
order, what Pierre Bourdieu has called, "the symbolic struggle over the production of common
sense" ("Social Space” 206).

Parker foregiounds this struggle by foregrounding dialogue. Dialogue has traditionally
been treated as a technique largely extrinsic to the thematic concerns of American literatuie,
serving only to {urther plot, develop character, describe sctting or atmosphere, or some
combination of these. But language, as Roland Barthes has argued, "is a site with no exteno”
(Rustle 114). 1In a 1956 interview with Mation Capron, Parker says that her stories "make
themselves stories by telling themselves through what people say" (84). By stressing the
discursivity inherent in social relations, Parker’s dialogues accentuate the virtual abhsence of a
singular voice not already engaged in a process of confrontation with other voices, other ways
of seeing and speaking about the world. Morcover, her third-person narrators are typically
unreliable, and thus serve as a further register of the distortions endemic to totalizing
perspectives. By telling stories through the telling of stories, anccdotes and apparent asides,
Parker’s stories dramatize the ways in which discourse is not only a site, but an effect and an
object of ideological struggle.

Parker situates these linguistic exchanges not in domains typically associated with official
debates about the future of nauons, or major corporations, but in deceptively tranquil spaces such
as a family living room, a speakeasy, or a department store. It is precisely in those places where
one is presumably able to "let down one’s guard" that Parker chooses to disclose the
relentlessness of the struggle for power, the inglorious victories and the inconsolable losses that

bear the traces of the larger social structures they both express and help to reproduce.
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I have limited my analysis to five short storics in which dialogue is a prominent feature.
Rather than presenting a more general overview of her stories, I have chosen to present a detailed
study of these five stories given thateach of them is in some way representative of formal and/or

thematic concems characteristic of her work in gencral.



CHAPTER TWO

"Little Curtis"

"Little Curtis"(1927), was first published as "Lucky Little Cutis™ in Pictorial Review in

February of 1927. Itiells the story of a 4 year-old boy's adoption into ait upper-middie Class,
suburban home and his subsequent initiation 1into a capitalist social order by his adoptive parents,
the Matsons. The Matson’s incapacity to produce children of their own operates symbolically
throughout the story, signifying larger dithculties lacing a declining upper-middle class. Setn
an era of Coolidge prosperity, "Little Curlis” explores the tensions that arise between an older
middle-class and an emergent middle class, manilested specifically in their respective modes ol
consumption, production and self-presentation.

The story is told primarily from a third-person point of view, but we are given greatest
access to the thoughts and motives of the domineering Mrs. Matson, The relatively undeveloped
characterization of those characters other than Mrs. Matson is clearly thematically motivated.
The unequal distribution of time and space given (o the representation of these other characters
is closely linked to the story’s thematic concern with Mrs, Matson’s struggle to homogenize or
otherwise obscure these disparate voices and maintain a monologic discourse in the face of thal
diversity. By honouring Mrs. Matson’s claim to greater speaking rights, and yet exposing the
embattled history of that speech's assertions, Parker is able to at once display, and discredit, Mrs.
Matson’s authoritative discourse. The centrality of the positon Mrs. Matson occupies in the

story is thus both a function of, and an expression of the centripetal force she attempts to exert
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over the other characters’ speech.  In contrast to traditional limited third-person narratives,
where the protagonist, or "main character” is positioned as the story’s moral centre, Parker
undermines the vahidity of her main character’s nght to occupy that position by portraying the
various forms of censorship she employs to achieve her privileged centrality. Mrs. Matson’s
dominance 15 1n no way naturalized; rather it 1s shown to be the result of her ignoring,
interrupting, denouncing, couecting and even outright instructing the speech of others. In so
doing, Parker appnises the 1cader of the means by which the voices of those characters lurking
at the boundaries of the story’s narrative are muted out.  Mrs. Matson’s actions reveal her desire
to distance herself from the new middle classes she feels to be encroaching upon the sanctity of
the world as she sees it.  Similarly, her speech betrays the defensiveness of a woman threatened
by the invasion of heterogeneity.

The story opens with Mrs. Matson in the vestibule of G. Fosdick’s Sons’ Department
Store.  As with so many of Parker's stories, the first line introduces a whole spectrum of
interrelated issues that reverberate throughout the rest of the text. The contradictions held
together by "Fosdick's Sons’ Department Store” sets up three central thematic concerns: morality,
regeneration and mass consumerism. According to Richard Wightman Fox, in the 1920s, Harry
Emerson Fosdick was the most influential Protestant moralist in the United States (13). Fosdick
identified consumptive restraint with moral strength of character and strongly advised against
pecuniary indulgence. By attaching his name to an institution enshrining that indulgence, Parker
may be seen to be alluding to the phenomenal success of Bruce Barton, Fosdick’s contemporary.

Bruce Barton's 1925-26 best-seller The Man that Nobody Knows is perhaps best known for its

portrayal of Jesus Christ as the founder of modern business. Barton effectively legitimized big
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business both for himself and for his audience by harmonizing the spirit of capitalism and liberal
Protestantism. That it is Fosdick’s Sons’ Department Store, underlines the fact that, traditionally,
it is the sons, and not the daughters, that inherit a father’s business. Thirdly, as an instiution,
the department store is a sign of the wide dispersal of consumer goods and their formal display.
The emergence of this new form of mass marketing, coupled with the fact that more people than
previously could atford to purchase these items, was perceived by the upper-classes as an
infringement upon a consumptive practice that had once been their exclusive privilege.

Situated in this social space where people of different social classes gather, Mrs. Matson
is "gloriously aloof" to those whose passage she is obstructing.

She made no answer to the "Oh, I beg your pardons” that bubbled from the lips

of the more tender-hearted among them  Calm, sure, glornously aloof, Mrs.

Matson stood, opened her book, poised her pencil and wrote in delicate, preuily

slanting chatacters. "4 crepe-paper candy-baskets, $ 28." (339)

Then with the comfoitable arr of a duty well done, she passed impressively, and

with a strong push, from G. Fosdick’s Sons’ Department Store by means of a

portal which bore a placard with the request, "Please Use Other Door.” (339)
Mrs. Matson’s violent shove of the door through which she proceeds, despite instructions o the
contrary, is a «lassic Veblenesque comment on class power and the essential barbarism it so
thinly disguists. Mrs. Matson refusal to heed the sign’s request suggests that she does not
recognize as legitimate the credentials of its author and will not take her cues from such an
unauthorized source. While she is apparently absorbed in her accounting, and does not respond
verbally to those around her, this non-reaction 1s itself calculated. It is, in other words, part of
a larger polemic she is waging against them.

On the omne hand, Parker shows us Mrs. Matson’s manifest indifference o the crowd.

Clearly it is Mrs. Matson who is in the way and yet members of the crowd ask that she excuse
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them. The social contract to which these "tender-hearted" would appeal can only ensure any kind
of civilized order as long as everyone willingly consents to its terms. Mrs. Matson does not
simply fail temporanly to respect the conventions which regulate polite society, she has stationed
herself in this doorway as an advertisement of her dissent. Parker allows us to see this desire
pronounce her diffeience from the ctowd by bringing us inside the circumscribed space of Mrs.
Matson’s alooiness where we see that this air of indifference is something she 1n fact pursues
with great interest. In an era of conspicuous consumption, when a multitude of classes are able
to participate in the pleasures of consumer culture, Mrs. Matson can only advertise her difference
by conspicuously displaying thrift. The irony, of course, is that Mrs. Matson must work hard
to convey the impression that she is not a common labourer. By portraying Mrs. Matson’s
relationship with the crowd 1n this way, Parker maps the then emergent modes of representing
class power. She shows us that as a woman of the older middle-class, Mrs. Matson’s position in
society is dependent not simply upon the subservience of those around her, but on their
spectatorship as well.

The answer to the question of what exactly constitutes Mrs. Matson’s "duty well done”,

is equally related to the position she perceives herself to occupy in the ciass hierarchy.

According to Daniel Horowitz’s The Morality of Spending, in the late 19th century, a series of
so-called budget experts published studies which focused on how working-class families spent
their money. Their expenditures were almost always approached censoriously. Funded by
private corporations, these experts were especially critical of money spent on events of a
communal nature (51). The same kind of studies were not to be performed on the middie classes

until the beginning of the twentieth century. Interest in the consumption patterns of the middle
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classes emerged at a time when Americans were experiencing the first sustained escalation of

prices since the Civil War (67). Ellen Richards’ The Cost of Living as Maodified by Sanitary

Science, which went through several editions in the carly twentieth century, explicitly attacked
people like Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who were trying to bicak down the barriers between the
individual home and the world around it. Books such as Richards’ opposed those who asserted
that solutions to inflation 1equired cooperative political eiforts, and argued that the responsibility
lay with the individual housewife. Richards, according to Horowitz, "cautioned readers to
distinguish themselves from ‘the mass of people” who ‘take both their ordinary life and their
pleasures in large groups, after the fashion of ‘primitive communitics’™ (83).

Mrs. Matson’s every act is motivated by the desire to distinguish herself from such
"primitive communities"”.

She found it distinctly lower-class to wear one’s new clothes "for every day”;

there was an unpleasant suggestion of extravagance and riotous living in the

practice. The "working-classes, who, as Mrs. Matson often cxplained to her

friends, went out and bought themselves electric ice-boxes and radios the minute

they got a hule money, did such things. (340)
In contrast, Mrs. Maison’s own clothes are "stamed” and "worn" (340)). She is not, however, true
to the spirit of Fosdick’s words, for "snug 1 her was the thought of the rows of recent garments”
(340) in her closet at home. Faithful only to her class image, Mrs. Matson does not abstain from
consumption altogether but does so only at calculated moments, most ostentatiously in the
presence of her social inferiors, where conspicuous thrift allows her to stand out.

When she encounters a "blind colored woman" selling pencils (340), whose lack of

ostentation is clearly not motivated by the desire for invidious distinction, it is Mrs. Matson’s

"immediate opinion that the woman could see as well as she could. She never bought of the poor
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on the streets and was angry if she saw others do so" (340). Mrs. Matson embraces the residual

values of Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac (1732-1758) which constituted the

“bourgeois bible” for the majority of businessmen in the 19th century (Palm 384). Combining
pious maxims on husiness, moral conduct and thrift, Franklin insisted that God would help those
that helped themselves,  Assunming that a "blind coloted woman™ 1s poor due to personal failure
while Ku Klux Klan membership was on the rnise and had already reached over four million
(Allen 1978 55), allows Mrs. Matson to ratonalize a social order which refuses others a
standard of living she enjoys by "virtue" of inheritance. As C. Wright Mills writes:

Nobody talks morc of free enterprise and competition and the best man winning

than the man who inherited his father’s store or farm. Thus the principle of the

self-made man, and the justification of his superior position by the competitive

fire through which he has come, require and in turn support, the ideology of free

competition. (36)

In public, Mrs. Matson is able to defend herself relatively peaceably against all potentially
disruptive manifestations of social diversity. Safely returned to the tranquility of her suburban
street, Mrs. Matson’s calm is further restored by the solicitous response of her neighbors, to
whom she returns "stately bows" "unaccompanied by smile or word of greeting” (341). Up until
this point, sience, the refusal to reciprocate verbally, has been Mrs. Matson’s strategy for
negating the legiumacy of others to mitiate dialogue.

She is first incited to speak herself when she finds her adopted son, Curtis, playing with
“a furnaceman’s child!" (344). She immediately separates the two and instructs the boy never to
return. Mrs. Matson 1s incredulous that Curtis cannot remember how many times she had told

him not to play with Georgic. It is patently clear to Mrs. Matson that, as ieir to the Matson’s

fortune, Curtis must distance himself from his social inferiors; "After all, she was Mrs. Albert
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Matson; she had been Miss Laura Whitmore of the Drop Forge and Tool Whitmores. One does
not lose sight of such things" (341). Evidently however, the innocent Curtis does lose sight of
such things as they are not within his field of vision. It is precisely this blindness, what Bakhtin
calls the "polemical failure to understand” (Dialogic 404) that ultamately incites Mrs. Matson to
violence. As Bakhtin observes, "naive characters resist and also refuse to or cannot understand
whole-heartedly the ideology of the other; their naivete remains, and because of this 1ignorance,
not despite it, a struggle emerges” (403). Mrs. Matson fails herself to explain why what he has
done is wrong and so resorts to violence, thrashing him with onc of her "Kumfy-Toes" slippers
Her comfort is thus seen to be directly refated to others’ pam. We may assume that the same
punishment followed Curtis’ failure to appreciate the value of private property. In his innocence,
Curtis gives a friend his stuffed animal, only to be told that "it isn’t a good idea to give things
away to people" (349). Curtis’ incomprehension is ultimately threatening, forcing the normally
hermetic Mrs. Matson to expose her discourse to questioning, interpretation and potentially, to
contradiction. There is, however, no real dialogue between them; Mrs. Matson consistently
deletes any utterance he produces of his own volition, and demands that he repeat after her, The
utterance Curtis resists producing on his own, and the onec Mrs. Matson is most anxious for him
tc internalize, is, of course, "Yes, Mother dear”. Although she has the cconomic capital to adopt
him, Curtis refuses to adopt her lexicon; just as her discourse 18 not natural to him, it is not, so
to speak, his mother-tongue, she is not his natural mother.

Curtis, whose natural parents are “clean people - the father was a college man” (349), is
adopted "{rom the best place in New York" (342). Although there had been an exceedingly long

waiting list, Mrs. Matson is able to secure Curtis upon her immediate demand. The Matsons
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have adopted Curtis because they imagine their own blood-relatives to be "waiting, with a sort
of stalking paticnce, for the prayed-for moment of their death”, at which point their relatives
would put into effect their "bacchanalian plans” to go through Matson’s the money "like Sherman
to the sea” (342). Through this somewhat cliched expression, alluding to the destruction General
Sherman wreaked upon the Confederacy, Parker shows the reader that what the Matsons feel to
be at stake is not simply money, but class privilege, and the power to subjugate bascd on
inherited rights. If the Matson’s relatives are identified with Sherman and the Union forces, then
the Matsons must identily themselves with an aristocracy under siege. Ironically, while Curtis
is not literally a slave, he is clearly enslaved by a system that would make him a master. This
is further underscored by the fact that money had o change hands in order for the Matsons to
secure immediate ownership of Curtis.,

By creating a story in which people are incapable of natural reproduction Parker quite
literally defanmuliarizes the social order.

No one, though, ever directly condoled with Mrs. Matson upon her childlessness.

In her presence one didn’t speak of things like having children. She accepted the

fact of babies when they were shown to her; she fastidiously disregarded their

mode of arrival. (342)
But Parker does not simply juxtapose the natural and the unnatural, the biological and the social;
rather, "Little Curtis” suggests the extent to which their relationship is differently articulated
across social classes. Mrs. Matson’s "fasudious” disregard for the commonest method of having
children is not simply a sign of sexual repression, or even of her apparert inability to generate
oftspring herself. Rather this tasudiousness suggests Mrs, Matson's desire to affirm and preserve

her differential value as part of a socially privileged body. As the details of Curtis’ adoption
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suggest, hers is a body capable of accessing and cploying other technologics, other modes of
conceiving, as it were, social rclations.

This idea is carried out further in the discussion about literature. Mrs. Kerley's attempt
to share with Mrs. Matson her pleasurable experience of a new book, with scenes of "some ol
those ltalian places” (346), is met with Mrs. Matson’s censure.

"I don’t know who they think wants to read those kinds of things. 'm sure |

don’."

She paused to let her statements sink deep.

"*Mr. Matson’, she continued - she always spoke of her husband thus; it conveyed

an aristocratic sense of aloofness, did away with any sense of carnal intimacy

between them - "Mr. Matson 1sn’t any hand tor these new books, cither.  He

always says, il he could find another book like David Hatum, he'd read it in a

minute. I wish," she added tongingly, "I had a dollar for every time I heard im

say that." (346)

The Matsons’ shared preference for the 19th-century novel, David Harum (1898), over
"new ones" containing scenes of "Italian places", may be rcad as an allusion to then existent
tensions between the old Protestant middle-classes and the new Catholic middle-classes,
especially in their differences vis a vis familial relations. "Little Curtis" was written just three
years after the enactment of the National Origins Act of 1924, which imposed severe restrictions
on further immigration to the United States, especially from Mediterrancan and Eastern European
countries. The majonity of these new immigrants scttled in cities, thus explaining Mrs. Matson’s
denouncement of Mrs. Swan’s decision 0 hive in New York City, rather than in the sull
dominantly Anglo-Saxon suburbs.

The allusion to David Harum, a novel about the breeding and trading of horses also opens

up the multiple meanings associated with the word ‘breeding’ played upon throughout the story.

To breed can mean simply to generate offspring; or to raise or bring up; or to develop a
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particular lincage by deliberate selection.  Curtis has been both deliberately selected, from "the
hest place” (347) and, as Mrs. Matson’s admits, "she really enjoys training him" (348).At a time
when the Protestant upper-middle class was facing a declining birth rate, Parker shows us a social
body intent on enswiing s survival through the controlled disseminaton of wealth and social
privilege. Curtis Matson 18 not the ‘son of Mat’, he is his heir - and "he’s to go right straight into
Mr. Matson’s business” (348).  As the isolationist Calvin Coolidge himself said m 1925, "The
business ol Amnerica is business.” Indeed the Albert Matson-Laura Whitmore maniage does seem
rather like a corporate merger.  As Mrs. Matson tells Mrs. Swan, "My husband is the Matson
Adding Machines" (348).

The Matson's are indeed, calculating. Parker draws this idea out further by telling us that
Mrs  Matson offers her guests "two triangular sandwiches apiece made from the chopped
remnants of last night’s chicken, and a cake which was a high favorite with Mrs Matson, for its
formula required but one egg" (345). The correlation Parker imphcitly draws here between Mrs.
Matson's ungivingness and her emotional and physical barrenness is thus made graphically clear.

During the tea, while Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan, compelled by their belief in the
legitimacy of Mrs. Matson’s authonty to determine the truth value of all utterances, clamour to
concede that Mrs. Matson is indisputably right about everything, Parker inserts another naive
character. In contrast to the parasitic Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan, who display a "determined
interest in their hostess” (3495), and fall silent when Mrs. Matson demands it of them, Mrs. Cook
speaks "suddenly and overloudly in the untrustworthy voice of the deaf" (345) Although it is
the authorial voice of the narrator that tells us this about Mrs, Cook, adding that she therefore

"didn’t count very much”, it seems that this is in fact Mrs. Matson’s own voice intruding upon
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that of the narrator. In the end, of course, it is precisely because Mrs. Cook "doesn’t count”, that
is to say, that she is unaware of the Matson’s fortune, that hers is the only trustworthy voice.

After Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan have "vied with cach other in paying compliments to
the day", Mrs Kerley "reporting” that "the air was just lovely”, Mis. Swan adding, "something
so balmy about it", Mrs. Cook’s booming voice crics, "Phew, this is a scorcher!”, "Something
terrible out". Although Mrs. Cooks’ observations fail to conform with those of Mrs. Kerley, and
Mrs. Swan, and are thus in the minority, Parker’s framing of the latter's speech alert us to the
fact that it is Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan who are lying. The verb to "vie" comes from the
Middle English word avie, which is in turn derived from the French, ¢nvier, meaning to envy or
outbid. Mrs. Swan’s "Not a cloud in the sky" is not merely "said", for instance, but "augmented”
(346). These money metaphors embedded in the narration underline the sense that throughout
their conversation is not interest-free, but is itself a kind of currency, Mrs. Kerley and Mrs.
Swan employ language as a means of negotiating with, betting on, and reacting to, the economic
stimulus provided by Mrs. Matson.

We can assume that Mrs. Cook is not bluffing, as it were, because she has no stake in the
game Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan are playing. Mrs. Cook’s voice is "untrustworthy" because she
is "deaf" to the conventions which govern even this perfectly banal conversation about the
weather. Like Curus’s failme to understand why he should not play with a furnaceman’s child
or give things away to people he likes, this very act of not grasping the conventions is itself
polemical. What Mrs. Cook fails to grasp is that their discourse is not intended to reflect an
extra-verbal "outside"; it is not, in other words a means of accessing reality but is rather a form

of doxa itself. What matters is that the women uphold their duty as Mrs. Matson’s guests to
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pretend that there is no turbulence in the air, be it social or meteorological. In one sense, the
extent to which an utterance may be scientifically determined to be true or false is simply not
pertinent heie.  On the other hand, all propositions are not of equal value. Within this
hicrarchical speech situation, directed and overseen by Mrs. Matson, statements are seen to be
true only when authonzed by someone in possession of socially-recognized credentials, someone,
that is, like Mis. Matson  Mis Matson’s not having read the book recommended by Mrs. Kerley
is in no way scen to compromise her ability to judge its value. Moreover, she can even advocate
that it be censored. The fact that the judgement has been delivered by Mrs. Matson alone
satisfies all the truth conditions, conditions which are themselves both endemic to, and sustained
by, the power/authoity of her social class.

Parker’s story portrays but one moment of freedom from this hierarchical community
when Mr. Matson arrives home.

One of the buttons-of-leisure on his coat sleeve caught in Mrs. Cook’s speaking-

tube. It fell, with a startling crash, to the floor and writhed about.

Curtis’s control went Peal upon peal of high, helpless laughter came from him.

He laughed on, against Mrs. Matson’s cry of "Curtis'" against Mr. Matson’s

frown. He doubled over with his hands on his little brown knees, and laughed

mad laughter, (352)
This scene and Curus’s laughter are exemplary of what Mikhail Bakhtin calls "carnival”, the
"temporary liberation from the prevailing truth" which "marks the suspension of all hierarchical
ranks, privilege, norms and prohibitions" (Rabelais 10). By being discourteous, Curtis is
momentarily released from the nominalization which constrains him and in this brief moment of
agency he etfecuvely disrupts and exposes the precariousness of the delicately constructed world

of total artifice. Mrs. Cook’s speaking-tube, we are told earlier in the story, "seemed to

embarrass people and intimidate them; they could think of nothing better to call into it than
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‘Getting colder out,’or “You keeping pretty well?”” To hear such things as these she had gone
through years of suffering” (345). Curlis's spontancous laughter upsets the ritualized
authoritarian discourse by directing itself at the very sign that registers both its mechanization
and its disfunction. Mrs. Cook has "spent uncounted money” on this apparatus in anucipation
of two-way communication. She purchased the tube in order to facilitate a dialogue, but this
dialogue is never realized. Instead, it only allows her to be subjected to an utterly predictable
speech community.

Respite from this monologic discourse is short-lived, both for Mrs, Cook and {or Curus,
In an effort to restore order to the situation, Mr. Matson "retricved the speaking tube, and
presented it to Mrs. Cook". The monologue thus continues - "Not at all,” he said in anticipation
of the thanks which she left unspoken” (353). Clearly Mrs. Cook has nothing to be thankful for.
As far as Curtis is concerned, hierarchies will be reinstated, the Matsons ensute their guests,
through talk and, as Mrs. Matson insists, physical retribution.

"Peace”, however, does not "return to the breast of Mrs. Matson" (353) until Mrs. Kerley
assures her that this incident will in no way alter Mrs. Matson’s social standing. When Mrs.
Kerley says, "1 always say 1 don’t know any child that’s getting any better bringing up than that
young one" (353) she confirms for Mrs. Matson that she 1s being watched and perhaps even
envied from a distance by those excluded from her immediate circle. By reporung the speech
she would give to others, Mrs. Kerley’s closing remarks promise Mrs. Matson that, as a member
of the gaping crowd herself, she will carry on the work of reporting on, and maintaining a
captivated audience for the activities of Mrs. Matson’s social class.

Like the opening scene, this final scenc takes place in a vestibule. But whereas the
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vestibule at Fosdick’s Sons’ is passed through by members of all social classes, the influx of
people 1o Mrs. Matson’s home is highly regulated. Through this difference, however, we may
perceive a greater similarity.  Like the owner of a department store, Mrs. Matson’s plays hostess
to her guests not out of fricndship but because she needs to display her wares . Parker shows
us how Mrs. Matson paradoxically thrives on exhibiting herself before a crowd she would rather
not sce. Although Mrs. Matson shows no sign that she actually enjoys these women’s company,
she s dependent upon their spectatorship. With social life increasingly moving out of the private
dining halls and exclusive ballrooms into more public arenas, Mrs. Matson is compelled to open
her home 10 those she considers beneath her. While the women leaving Mrs. Matson’s home,
like those in the vestibule of Fosdick’s Sons’, must be kept at a distance, she cannot afford them

to beconie so distant that they ultimately "lose sight" (341) of her altogether.



"The Wonderful OId Gentleman"

In "The Wonderful Old Gentleman" (1927) Parker foregrounds two socially differentiated
discourses by embodying them in characters who occupy different positions in the same tamily.
Although sisters, Alhic Bain and Hatue Whittaker have significantly different dispositions toward
the world, and their language not only reflects this difierence, 1t helps to constitute i, Mis
Whittaker’s speech, for example does not simply mirror a state ol aftaus, her speech serves to
bring about a particular state of affairs. Parker’s omniscient narrator gives the most sciupulous
attention to Mrs. Whittaker’s speech. She renders Mrs, Whittaker's ceremonial language comie
and exposes 1ts duplicity by laying bear the motves 1t secks to conceal. The distinction between
authorial and character’s speech is formally ambiguous but we discern two points of view within
the body of those ostensibly shared utterances. In other words, there are at least two voices
speaking at the same time; one being represented and one doing the representing, We may also
discern a third voice which 1s Parker’s own, as she represents her narrator in the act of
representing another voice, that of the characters.

The story’s opening description of Mr. and Mrs. Bain’s living room, a "chamber of
horrors modified a bit for family use" (52) encapsulates in one highly compact phrase the story’s
theme of class warfarc within the family. The one thing Allie Bain and Hattic Whittaker have
in common is their father. But like the "common language” they speak, therr father 1s something
they share, only in a relatively abstract sense. He, like his possessions, gets divided up, and it
is this unequal distribution which constitutes the story’s plot.

Zeugma is among those devices Parker uses most often for comic effect.  She uses it here

to illustrate the width of Mrs. Whittaker’s expertise and the narrowness of her emotional range.
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She was an authority on where to place monograms on linen, how to instruct
working folk, and what to say in letters of condolence. The word "lady" figured
largely in her conversation. (56)
Mrs. Whittaker's linguistic dexterity is considerably greater than Mrs. Bain’s. This is made
possible by virtue of Mis. Whittaker having marricd Mr. Whittaker, the owner of the company
Mrs. Bamn's husband works for. This background information is precisely the kind of thing
Parker foregrounds, and i doing so parodies both Mrs. Whattaker, a woman who sees to it that
her own background 1s forever foregrounded, and the literary conventions traditionally employed

to convey this informauon.

The Bains were poor, and Mrs. Whittaker had, as it is ingenuously called, married
well, and none of them ever lost sight of these facts. (54)

While the expression "marricd well” may not be ingemous, it is it is hardly "ingenuous". If
anything is mgenuous, it 1s the term “poor” and especially so, 1n contrast to the cuphemistic
“marricd well". I Parker had wanted to present a more balanced equation, "poor" would have
read "of modest means”.

But what does "marrying well" really mean? The expression attributes agency to Mrs.
Whittaker and is complimentary. She did something well, as opposed to poorly. In contrast, the
Bains condition is static and uninspired. Mrs. Whittaker is thus seen to be the more deserving
one, as though she actuaily merits the compliment and the special attention such a compliment
brings. The fact of the matter of course is that neither woman actually earns any money. The
men make money, and in order for the women to gain access to that money, they must either
marry into or inherit it. Mrs. Whittaker is more adept at directing its flow in her direction and
thus is seen to have "done well".

Commenswate with Mrs. Whittaker’s ability to steer money her way is her ability to
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appear magnanimous about sharing it at precisely thosc moments when she is being most guarded
about it. In the following passage, the narrator apprises the reader of how it is that the
"wonderful old gentleman™ comes o stay with the Bain’s rather than with Mrs, Whittaker. Mus.
Whittaker, we remember, has a much larger house, three servants and no childien.

"You see," she explained, dropping her voice to the tones teserved for not very
pretty subjects, "Allic and Lewis arc -well, they haven’t a great deal.” (57)

Mrs. Whittaker’s noblesse oblige posturing is particularly useful on two counts. For one

it assures that no onc ever loses sight of the fact that she is in a position to dispense charnty.
Charity is at once honorable and a luxury few can alford. By making a display of this, "you see”
not only her kindly nature, but also the extent to which this kindly nature has grown out of
wealth, that wealth is somchow inherently virtuous. In contrast, not having mongy, is "not very
pretty". The words are formally the narrator’s but clearly spoken from Mrs. Whittaker’s
perspective. The word "ugly” for instance, would be too vulgar a term for a woman ol Mrs.
Whittaker’s delicate sensibilities to employ. Nonetheless, assuming prettiness to be the standard,
she reinforces the idea that being poor is unsightly. By "dropping her voice” she suggests that
being poor is itself low, something almost unspeakable and certainly shameful. It also further
reinforces the sense that to be rich is to be morally upstanding.

The irony, of course, is that Mrs. Whittaker motives are not in the least honorable. She
knows, for instance that if the Old Gentleman stays with the Bains, 1t will be Allie, and not her,
who will perform all the, quite literally, thankless tasks his care requires. In short, the Old
Gentleman staying with the Bain’s will not only make the Bain’s poorer in the short term, but
more importantly, it will make Mrs. Whittaker richer in the long run.

What Parker scems to be suggesting is that the fact of being “poor” versus the fact of
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having "married well" not only comes to be differently represented at a discursive level, but that
part of what one achieves by having "married well" 1s the capacity to appear ingenuous, i.e.
"natural”, at precisely those moments when one is being least so. Mrs. Whittaker is able to
successfully engincer her way into the Old Gentleman's will by appearing "fair-minded” (57).
She is able to be convineingly in this precisely because she can draw on the various forms of
capital (economic, linguistic ete.) that she acquired by "virtue" of having "married well". This
allows her to speak and act in a manner that is perfectly suvited to any occasion: "No
surroundings, however morbid, could close in on the aristocratic calm of Mrs. Bain’s sister, Mrs.
Whittaker" (54).

Those "morbid surroundings" refers, of course, to the Bain’s living room. The Bain’s
living room furnishings arc catalogued in excruciating detail. It is filled with icons of Christian
martyrdom and other surfaces and objects depicting weak species being mercilessly crushed by
stronger forces. The room includes a figure of a "peasant-boy" absorbed in the "eternal act of
removing a thorn from his chubby toot, his round face realistically wrinkled with the cruel pain";
"a stecl-engraving of a chariot-race, the dust flying, the chariots careening wildly, the drivers
ferociously lashing their maddened horses caught by the artist the moment before their hearts
burst and they dropped in their traces”; "a steel-engraving of the Crucifixion, lavish of ghastly
detail; a water-color copy of a ‘Mother of Sorrows’; a painting, contributed by the Old
Gentleman, of "two lost sheep huddled hopelessly together in the midst of a wild blizzard"; "a
colored print, showing a railroad-crossing, with a train flying relentlessly toward it, and a low,
red automobile trying to dash across the track before the iron terror shattered it into eternity"

(53); and "a savage china kitten about to pounce upon a plump and helpless china mouse”, a
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wedding gift from the Old Gentleman (54).

At one level it seems obvious that the Bains have merely endorsed the very system which
enslaves them. At the same ume, however, Parker’'s unremitting attention to details within the
Bain’s art work itself, suggests that she is in fact parodying the cumbersome stylistic conventions
associated with literary naturalism. In particular, Parker’s parody seems directed at naturalism’s
tendency to represent the modern condition in crudely Darwiman terms, portraying man as a
helpless victim of his environment. While the Bains aie victimized, their victimization s the
result, not of impersonal totces beyond their control, but rather of their fmlure to perceive the
extent to which their subjugation has been humanly engineered.

The Bains are "not in the least oppressed by the decorative scheme” because they too have
their desire for ostentation borne of class pretension. In the Bain's estimation, the hiving room’s
lack of serviceability, the degree to which the its scheme is purely "decorative”, proclaims therr
ability to afford such wastefulness, and is thus, ostensibly, a sign of their capacity to stand above
purely productive labour. Mrs. Bain, for instance, is wont 1o exclaim of the painting of lost
sheep "that the frame was worth she didn’t know how much" (5§3). Indced she does not. What
Mrs. Bain fails to understand is the extent to which lacking apparent utility does not in and ol
itself make an object valuable. Such objects are prized for therr capacity o purvey ils owner a
further end, one which 1s not immedately apparent, but real noncetheless.  In contrast, Mrs.
Whittaker’s apparent disinterest in that which is merely pracucal actually serves a felt need, that
is, it advances her social position.

Thorstein Veblen argues in The Theory of the Leisure Class, that the manners of the

leisure class can be traced to the age of barbanism when it was necessary o kill and destroy all
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competitors. That the leisure class has increasingly dispensed with such overt means of coercion,
is, according to Veblen, merely one of the signs of its overwhelming success. Mrs. Whittaker
manages (o sccurce her position of dominance not through direct physical attack but in a wholly
covert, although no less combative manner. With the poorer Bains in disciplined bondage to the
Old Gentleman, Mrs. Whittaker 1s able to satisty her cssentially barbaric desire for superiority
in peaceful invidious disunction. As we are told, Mrs. Whittaker’s "dress was always studiously
suited 10 the occasion; thus her bearing always had that calm that only the correctly attired may
enjoy” (55). Parker’s use of the word "bearing” 1s evidently multi-accented. Mrs. Whittaker’s
"bearing” may be understood as her appearance but it may equally refer to the fact that she is
fit for battle. She 1s poised, like the rapacious kitten, ready to pounce. But as their living room
attests, the Bain’s are able to appreciate violence only in its crudest mantfestations, and do not
recognize Mrs. Whittaker’s impeccable manners as a sign of predatory stealth. On the contrary,
they read her deportment as a sign of good breeding, of gentility. She is a member of the gentle
class; a gentlewoman. The Wonderful Old Gentleman, we remember, "enjoyed being told she
was like him" (57). It is thus, that Mrs. Whittaker displays her filial piety and gains, in return,
his "good will".

As the Bains and Mrs. Whittaker sit in the living-room anticipating the Old Gentleman'’s
imminent death, "there was an air of expectancy about them « not unpleasant little nervousness,
as of those who wait for a curtain to rise" (54). Of course, there is but one ‘heir’ who can truly
expect anything. Mrs. Whittaker, we remember, "always took great pains with her ‘shall’s’ and
‘will's™ (60). Once again, it is precisely at those moments when Mrs. Whittaker appears most

indifferent to the demands of utility that she is in fact cautiously in pursuit of something which
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will ultimately bring her greater rewards, Mrs., Whittaker is, of course, the only one to have scen

the Wonderful Old Gentleman’s will.

'Awfully good," she said. She broke into a littic bubbly laugh she used at teas

and wedding receptions and fairly formal dinners. "You know," she went on as

one sharing a good story, "he’s gone and left all that old money to me. *“Why

Father!” I said as soon as U'd read that part. But 1t seems he’d gotten some sont

of 1dea in his head that Chint and 1 would be able o0 take care of 1t better than

anybody clse, and you know how Father was, once he made up that mind of hs.

You can just tmagine how 1 felt. T couldn’t say a thing." (62)

Like her clothing, Mrs. Whittaker choice of words are always tailored 10 suit the occasion. Just
as she is aware of the expediency of appearing on the day of his death wearing none of her usual
accessories and "retaining only her lorgnette on 1ts gold chain, in case there should be any
reading to be done", the normally loquacious Mis. Whittaker knows when to refrain from
comment and retain her winnings.

Mrs. Whittaker knows just when to play dumb, as her own mother apparently did.
Significantly, Hattic and Allie’s mother remains nameless throughout the story. This crasure is
further marked by the repeated allusions to her husband as "the Wonderful Old Gentleman®.
Parker seems to be suggesting that Halie and Allic’s mother hived vicanously through her
husband. What Mrs. Bain and Mrs. Whittaker do remember about their mother, 1s her nsistent
plea to them : "do for goodness’ sake let’s all try and keep your father in a good humor” (63).

Mrs. Whittaker similarly recognizes the value of "keeping [her] father in a good humor. And
like her mother, her own life 1s made easier by being able to divine his will.  For her part, the
Old Gentleman’s wife cheated at cards "so as to be sure and not win from him".  In this sense,

"goodness’sake" bears no relation to morality, righteousness, honesty, integrity or any of the other

qualities commonly associated with that which is good. Evidently, father’s "good humor" is
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contingent upon the contrivance of circumstances which allow him (o appear to the greatest
possible advantage.

Through this and other similar disclosures of his private behaviour, we are able to see that
the Wonderful Old Gentleman is ncither wonderful nor gentle. Throughout the story the word
“wonderful” 1s virtually synonymous with the word "rich”. Given the affinity between Mrs.
Whittaker and the Old Gentleman, she 1s the one who employs the expression most frequently:

"A wonderful, wonderful life,” summarized Mrs. Whittaker.
"And a wonderful, wonderful old gendeman.” (59)

At the time Mis. Whittaker says tins, the old gentleman is still alive. Nonetheless, Mrs.
Whittaker is able to "summarize” because not only does she know exactly how much money he
has, but she has seen to it that all of 1t s left o her.

The death scene is represented in similarly ironic terms:

"Oh, the Old Gentleman' Oh, he’s gone. 1 noticed him kind of stirring and

whimpering a little, and he seemed to be trying to make motions at his warm

milk, like as it he wanted some. So I put the cup up to his mouth, and he sort of

fell over, and just like that he was gone, and the milk all over him. (64)
Canaan js often described as a fand "dripping milk and honey" and abundance of milk is one of
the signs of prosperity and peace. Perhaps the old gentleman was hoping he could take it with
him. Mrs. Whittaker proceeds to deliver her judgement, employing the terms now with renewed
enthusiasm: "A lovely death,” she pronounced. "A wonderful, wonderful life, and now a beautiful
peaceful death. Oh, 1t’s the best thing, Allie, 1Us the best thing."” (64) The final image - "Among
them they got Mis. Ban up the stairs.” (64) - further underscores the identification of wealth with

a religious sense of power and glory. In biblical terms, ascending steps suggests that one is

transcending profane space and entering sacred space. Steps up to an alter traditionally symbolize
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a religious leader’s having the authority to ascend the steps leading to heaven. Unequal to the
task, Mrs. Bain "collapsed" (64). Assuming her rightful position as heir to this throne, Mrs.
Whittaker "10se". "God" we remember "had always supplicd [Mrs. Whittaker] with the best of
service. She could have given him an excellent reference at anytime” (54). This time has come,
for clearly Mrs. Whittaker no longer requires his services.

Parker’s ironic inversion of the relationship between God and his creation cchoes the
story’s overall bathetic movement. Throughout the story, Hattic speaks in an clevated style,
(always careful with her "‘shall’s" and ‘will’s’") in order to flaunt her distance from more
common usages and hence display her superior class position. By noting Mrs. Whittaker's
command of English while playing on the multiple significations of the word "will", Parker
underlines the extent to which language serves both as a sign and an instrument of power. At
the same time, Mrs. Whittaker wishes to convey the sense that she is a morally upstanding
citizen. Her apparent generosity, (i.e her bringing the old man gifts etc.) is intended to affect the
sense that she is charitable and self-sacrificing: in short, a good Christian.  She is careful to
present herself as a person whose actions are not inspired by the desire to gratify her own
immediate needs. She 1s, of course, concerned with conveying the impression that she is above
such base behaviour precisely because it will allow her to rise in this world, the only world
Hattie actually believes in. For Hattie, wealth is not a sign of virtuous living, or even the reward
for having lived virtuously, it is virtue itself.

The "wruth" insofar as it can be said to exist at all, is not to be revealed in another world,
it is always already embodied in ceremonial discourses about truth, ceremonies referring to

nothing other than themselves, concealing only the absence of anything beyond them.  As the
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wonderful old gentleman’s hermetically sealed room suggests, there is nothing to wonder at
beyond or behind his "large ash-trays" or his "extra-size bath-towels" (57) that might somehow
be made intelligible or lend support to Mrs. Whittaker’s alleged faith in a divinely ordered
universe. If Mrs. Whittaker wishes to supply God with a reference, it is surely only to

recommend herself.
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"Mr. Durant”

Unlike most of Parker’s stories, "Mr. Durant" (1924) contains very little formally marked
dialogue. Although Mr. Durant’s inner speech 1s transmitted by the narrator, its emotional
structure belongs to Mr. Durant. Much of Mr. Durant’s inner speech relates to us dialogues he
has had, or imagines he will have, with other characters in the story.  Nevertheless, an ironic
narrator presides over the story, distancing hersclf from what is said. Mr. Durant’s language is
thus made an object of either scorn or ridicule, and sometimes both of these at the same time
In total, there are three kinds of dialogue in the story: dialogue which is formally marked as such,
dialogue which takes placc in Mr. Durant’s mind, and dialogue which 1s implied to exist between
Mr. Durant and the narrator.

Perhaps more than any other of Parker’s stories, "Mr, Durant" is cxplicitly about texts.
It is about texts, pretexts, texts unread and texts concealed.

As an assistant manager of the rubber company’s credit department, Mr. Durant inhabits
a world in which people act on information and information acts on people. His position within
the company is such that he "rate[s] a room, a desk and a telephone to himself, but not a
stenographer” (37). According to C. Wright Mills, beginning in the 1920s, only senior executives
tended to have private sccretaries. Stenographers, on the other hand, were increasingly pooled
in a centralized area where they might be more closely supervised and thus induced to perform
more productively. In this newly rationahized office, the stenographer, a typist who also takes
dictation, does not share the status of the private secretary who has an intimate knowledge of one
aspect of the office’s operation by virtue of close contact with an upper-level executive (208).

Such is the case at the rubber company. When Mr. Durant wishes to "give dictation” (37) he
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must call around to the other officers to "f[ilnd a girl" (37). Initially Rose comes to Mr. Durant’s
office because she is "sent up to his office to take some letters for him" (36). As soon as this
"correspondence” (38) takes on a sexual dimension, however, Rose’s capacity to “take dictation"
becomes a mere pretext for their encosaters.

Mr. Durant 1s "amaz|cd] how little lying there was to do" (38). His superiors take his
staying atter hours to be a sign of company loyalty, finding it "only natural" (38). Telling his
wife, who mistakenly believes him to be one of company’s officers, that there came a new "rush
of business", "only increased his importance” (38). Mr. Durant chooses not to disabuse her of
cither of these itlusions, the first, of course, reinforcing the second, and ultimately causing her
to behave ecven more "solicitously” (38). Throughout the story, Mr. Durant takes credit for things
he docsn’t do and then, having amassed such credit, exploits others credulity.

Despite the fact that their liaison takes place within his one-room office, the narrator tells
us Mr. Durant feels the arrangement with Rose to have "a sort of homelike quality" (39). Given
that Rose has, 1n one sense, become Mr. Durant’s "private” secretary, it follows that he might
have come to think of her, ir the managerial jargon of the day, as his "office wife". An "office
wife", according to Mills, 1s a female secretary or confidential assistant who performs a number
of dutics which do not appear as part of her official job description, but nonetheless become part
of her routine tasks (207). The assumption, of course, is that these wives, as it were, will be
females and indecd, in the 1920s, 1f not 1n the 1980s, they were. Moreover, according to a 1925-
survey reported by Mills, 88 percent of office managers 1ndicated that they required secretaries
who "give little promise of rising to an executive status" (206). Not surprisingly, those who are

"up-and-coming” (35) at Mr. Durant’s office, are overwhelmingly male.
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A crisis arises of course when Rose fiids herselt "*in trouble’™ (39). Although dictation
had officially ccased between Rose and Mr. Durant, Mr. Durant continues to dictate the terms
of their correspondence.

She was ‘“in trouble.” Neither then nor in the succeeding  days did she and Mr.,

Durant cver use any less delicate  phrase to describe her condition, Even in their

thoughts, they referied to it that way. (39)

Rose’s sensc of propriety keeps her from uttering the word “pregnant” and thus she plays right
into the hypocritical discourse that places the onus on her alone, Her statement confirms that i
is she who is in jeopardy, not him. In other words, Rose accounts for her state in terms already
inflected by the very point of view which has diseniranchised her. It is clearly in Mr. Durant’s
interest that Rose conceive of the situation in these terms.  Significantly, "her condition” is not
only spoken of in this manner, it is also the mental representation she carries around with her,
Having internalized this image, she effectively shares in a system of evaluation which works
against her. This is the only system they are conversant in, or cognizant of, and thus the only
intelligible one. Rose, then, really is "in trouble”. Meanwhile, Mr. Durant’s only concern is that
she keep quiet, "for God’s sake" (39).

Mr. Durant’s own resources fail him when he tries to devise a plan that will rid him of
this problem. "A case like this could bc what people of the world called "*fixed up’™ (39). He
consciously borrows the term in an etfort to affect an air of sophstication, something he cquates
with the freedom to be above morality. "New York society women, he understood, thought
virtually nothing of it" (39). He prides himself on this “knowledge", believing it to he an

important first step toward a solution.

But knowing a thing or two and putting the knowledge into practice turned out to
be vastly different things.Mr. Durant did not know whom to seck for information.
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He pictured himself inquiring of his intimates if they could tell him of “someone

that this girl he had heard of could go to." He could hear his voice uttering the

words, could hear the nervous laugh that would accompany them, the terrible

flatness of them as they left his lips. (40)

The narrator foregrounds the suliedness of Mr. Durant style by embedding his utterance in her
own fluid and cloquent speech. In an attempt to create the impression he is blase about the
whole thing, Mi. Durant only hetrays his anxiety. Mr. Dutant clearly has very little flair for
language and is in fact hopelessly maladroit.  In short, Mr. Durant strikes this pose of urbane
libertine awkwardly and thus appears laughably provincial. Frustrated by his incapacity to adopt
the pose of well-travelled sophisticate with appropriate ease, he transfers his self-contempt onto
Rose, and assumes a second posture; that of Sold Citizen.

There daly arose in him an ncieasing anger that he should be drawn into

conniving a way to bieak the law of his country - probably the law of every

country in the world. Certainly of every decent, Christian place. (40)

Mr. Durant is no less affected as a God-fearing Christian. What Mr. Durant really fears
is gossip; the talk that circulates freely and ubiquitously, outside the jurisdiction of any one
administrator. Ungoverned and unmanaged, such information has the potential to publicly expose
his infidelity both to the company and to his wife. Certain his wife would never believe such
a thing, Mr. Durant’s fears center on the office workers. As secrelary to the vice-president of
the company, and Rose's roommate, Ruby become a source of great anxiety for him. "It would
be pretty, wouldn’t it, if she letit out?" (40). But she docs not; as a private "secretary”, Ruby
is well-trained, and knows how much her own job depends on keeping things secret. It is, in

fact, Ruby who "majklels} it delighttully simple” (40). Not only does she contact *‘a woman'"

but, without prompting, sends a wire to Rose’s sister, telling her Rose has influenza. Acting on
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the unspoken assumption that the truth is unspeakable, Ruby lies even to Rose's sister, The last
time Mr. Durant sees Rose, he promises "to put ina good word tor her whenever she wanted her
job back" (41). We know, of course, that in Mr. Durant’s vocabulary, promising and lying ae
virtually synonymous.

Other than "gallantly insist{ing] on giving Rose the money”, (41) Mr, Durant really has
no hand in facilitating the abortion.  Nonetheless, he chooses to take the credit for getting things
"all fixed up", and thus reverts o his upper-class posturings.

It was {inc o dwell on the swety that it was all done with.  Mi, Durant had

somewhere picked up the phrase that seemed ideally saited to the occasion. It

was to hm an admirably dashing expresswon. There was something stylish about

it; it was the soit of” thing you would expect to hea used by imen who wore spats

and swung canes without sclf-consciousness  He  employed 1t now  with

satisfaction. (41)

Mr. Durant is, at one level, hopelessly sell-conscious and so when he finally says "Well, that's
that", he is "not sure that he didn’t say italoud” (41). The words "bne”, "admirably”, "dashing",
and "stylish" coalesce around an image of himself as a man who "wore spats and swung canes”.
In a parodistic style worthy of Patker herself, Thorstein Veblen aptly summarizes the signification

of the walking-stick for men of the leisure class,

The walking-stick serves the purpose Of an advertisement that the beater’s hands
are employed otherwise than in useful cliort, and it therelore has utility as an
evidence of leisure. Butitis also a weapon, and it meets a lelt needof barbanan
man on that ground. The handling of so primiti ve and tangible a means of offense
is very comforting to anyone who is gifted with evena moderate shaie of ferocity.
(176)

Although Mr, Durantis not a man of the leisure class, he clearly has such aspirations. Indeed,
it is Parker’s comic rendering of his pathetic etforts to achieve that status, which saves the story

from being merely a portrait of a cruel and selfish man.
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Like the cane-swinging gentlemen he fashions himself after, Mr. Durant wields power but
never really "gets his hands dirty”. Although he is not as wealthy as he might want to be, in the
eyes of his wife, his children and even his co-workers, Mr. Durant has a substantial credit rating.
Having a good credit rating means one 1s able 1o secure something without having to pay for it,
based on the assumption that one possess sufficient capital to cover the cost.  Mr. Durant, of
course, never really "pays” tor anything he does, but exploits the system which gtves him credit
at every twrn. Although he himself works in the credit department, he did not, we remember,
"rate” a stenographer (37).  Like Rose, Mr. Durant inmtially finds the dog that "had come to the
back door" (43) ingratiatingly respectful of him. Like Rose, who "responded so cagerly to him"
(37), he imagines the dog to be telling him "*You are beyond a doubt, the greatest man in
America’™ (44). Although servile and fawning, the dog’s instant bond with Mr. Durant may also
be read as a sign indicating to Mr. Durant its willingness to afford play to Mr. Durant’s
propensity toward mastery. While dogs are notoriously dirty as far as domestic animals are
concerned, this may be compensated for, in Mr. Durant’s mind, by the fact that dogs are equally
known for therr readiness to attack people other than their master as a gesture of protectiveness.
In this sense, a dog, like a walking-suck, may be considered "very comf{orting to anyone who is
gifted with even a moderate share of ferocity”.

Of course, once he learns the dog is female, an unpardonable sin for which Mrs. Durant
car. find no reasonable excuse, he makes up his mind to have ihe dog expelled. Mr. Durant’s
repulsion at the dog’s sex echoes the “prickling wrritation” (37) he feels toward Rose, once he

leams she is pregnant.

Although Mr. Durant has no more intention of keeping the dog than he had of putting in
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a good word for Rose, he lics and says, "I said it could stay didn't 1?7 Did you ever know Father
to break a promise?" (45). Rhetorical questions are a means to which Mr, Durant's resorts when
he feels most besieged by a demand for the uuth.  He employs this device quite strategically.,
A rhetorical question awails no answer, denies the possibility ot icbuttal, and entorces consent,
all under the guise of solicitousness. Like the adminstiatively-adept "assistant™ manager that he
is, Mr. Durant perceives that his decision will discredit him with his children in the futue, and
$0, once again, allocates the task to someone else.  This time, it is to his literal wile.

As is his custom, Mr. Durant manages his deception through speech, and wordlessly
communicates that he wishes "to have a tew words with her” (45). Appaently, like Rose, Mrs.,
Durant is not only accustomed to his lectures, but 1s herself "'in trouble’™.  Like his "litde
office” (38) at work, the "little room" they call "Father's Den", is a stoichouse of deception:

Mr. Durant’s books were lined up behind the glass of the bookcase. They were

tall, thick books, brightly bound, and they jusufied his pride n their showing,

They were mostly accounts of his favorites of the French court, with a few

volumes on odd persenal habits of various monarchs, and the adventures of former

Russian monks. Mrs. Durant, who never had ume to get around to reading,

regarded them with awe, and thought of her husband as one of the country’s

leading bibliophtles. (45)

What Mrs. Durant does not know is that, if her husband 1s anything, he1s a pedophile and that
his library is simply a cataloguc of his pretensions to leisure-class status.

The suggestion that things as innocuous as "underwear and bathroom articles™ (46) merit
inclusion in the category "kindred shady topics” (46) and thus demand to be spoken of ina "low
voice", is at one level purely comic. But by yoking these things together in Mr Durant’s mind,

the narrator directs our attention to more than just the society’s level of sexual repression. We

know, forinstance that Rose's abortion is included in the list of "kindred shady topics” too shady
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even to pronounce. Mr. Durant has a vested interest in this conspiratorial silence. Low voices
and unmenuonable acts translate ian.o power for those who, like Mr. Durant, commit
"unspeakable™ acts The very fact of them being "unspeakable” renders them immune from both
public disclosure and debate.

Mr. Durant’s longest speech is the one he delivers to his wife on canine mating habits
and their inevitable afteimath:

"You have a female around, and you know what happens. All the males in the

neighborhood will be running after her.  First thing you know she’d be having

puppies -and the way they look after they’ve had them, and all! That would be

nice for the children wouldn’t 1t? T should think you’d think of the children. Fan.

No sir, there’ 1 be nothing hike that around here, not while T know it. Disgusting!”

"But the children,” she said. "They’ll be just simply -"
"Now you just leave that to me," he reassured her (46).

Of course, leaving it to him, means he will tell someone else to do it, namely his wife. It is Mirs.
Durant, in her “crapy-smcHing black silk" who will have to "get her hands dirty" and “tell them
[the children] it tan away” (46).

Although Mr. Durant may not be able to buy his way into the leisure-class per se, he is
afforded the luxury of not having to engage in direct battle with his adversaries. Just as he
avoided a potential family drama by “gallantly” paying for Rose’s abortion, so he is able to avoid
one here, by cashing in on the power he holds over his wife. Believing him to be "one of the
country’s leading bibliophiles” and "one of the officers of the company", Mrs. Durant does not
recogmize her husband’s actions as abusive, but sees them rather as a legitimate use of authority.
The borrowed term, "all fixed" enters his vocabulary, once he has apprised Mrs. Durant of the
details of her assignment, the borrowed term "all fixed" reenters his vocabulary.

All told, Mr. Durant manages a rather complex network of scripts, perhaps the most
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elaborate of which is the one he composes about himself for his own private consumption. As
his name implies, Mr. Durant will endure these "little difficult]ies]" (46) and will, morcover, find
his endurance "distinctly creditable to himselt™ (35). Ready for a "fresh start” (46) Mr, Durant
is sure to be at the rubber works the following day, giving credit where credit is due, ready to

dictate another day’s communique.
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"Horsic"

In "Horsic", narration and narrative, means and ends are inseparable. Point of view is
central both to an understanding of the technical construction of "Horsie", its narration, and to
the constitution of the story’s plot, or narrative. Throughout most of the story, the narrator’s
voice and the voice of those characiers whose perspective we are most often presented with, are
formally at one with one another  In most instances, Gerald Cruger’s perspective and that of the
narrator, are presented as not merely the only perspective, but the cnly possible perspective.
Nonctheless, this ostensibly commonsensical or objective pomnt of view from which the events
in the story are told, is occasionally revealed to be but one possible perspective among others,
however unarticulated those alternative perspectives might be. At critical moments in the story’s
narrative development, Parker’s authorial voice distances iself from this point of view, thus
making an object of this point of view, and thereby apprising the reader of its conceptual
limitations. Parker’s story is the story, not only of how Gerald Cruger tells stories, but equally,
how Parker’s narrator, in relating the story, is influenced and at times overwhelmed by, the
perceptual framework from which Gerald tells his. In short, pseudo-objective interpretive
communities and the categories of perception around which they are organized, operate at once
as formal concets within the story and ultimately, constitute its thematic concerns.

As we saw in "Liude Curus”, the failure of naive characters to fully comprehend the
authoritative discourse of a given social group is perceived by the dominant group as a kind of
insurgency, as a decided refusal to submit to authority.  Parker sets up a similar tension in
"Horsie", between Miss Wilmarth and her employers, the Crugers. Unlike the struggle that

emerges between Curtis and Mrs. Matson, however, the argument the Crugers have with Miss
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Wilmarth occurs largely unbeknownst to Miss Wilmarth,
The following passage in many ways typifies the kind of struggles that are played out,
within the story’s narration, between the Cruger's belief system, and the perspective provided by

the official narrator,

Sometimes, when Miss Wilmarth opened the shiny boxes and carefully grouped
the cards, there would come a curious expiession upon her tace  Playing over
shorter featwes, it might almost of have been one of wistfulness  Upon Miss
Wilmarth, it served o petfect the strange resemblance she bore through her years;
her face was truly complete with that look ol Inendly melancholy peculun to the
gentle howse. Tt was not, of course, Miss Wilmarth's fault that she tooked hike a
horse. Indeed theie was no whetre 1o assien any blame jfemphasis added: 261

Although there is no formal demarcation to ndicate that more than one point of view is being
presented here, there is, nonetheless, evidence to suggest that the concluding remarks are spoken
from at least two quite different perspectives. The tone of the statement, "It was not, of course,
Miss Wilmarth’s fault that she looked Itke a horse”, is clearly defensive. On one reading, the
narrator has leaped to defend Miss Wilmarth against us, the reader, lest we had presumed that
it was Miss Wilmarth's fault. The defence secems unnecessary. We are more than ready to
assume that it is not her fault, and find the insinuation that it might be, completely insupportable,
if not utterly absurd.

If we establish that 1t 1s not from us that Miss Wilmarth must be defended, then from
whom must she be? We ask ourselves then, from within what particular behief system doces 1t
make sense to talk about appearances in terms cither of thenr blamelessness or their
blameworthiness. If we weie to settle that, who, we might then ask, within that behef system,
is in a position to judge the trial, and furthermore, on what basis is gwlt and 1nnocence

determined. The answer to the first question, it secems, is from within Gerald’s worldview. It is
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Gerald who 1s outraged at Miss Wilmarth.

“I love horses, myselt," he said to Camilla, who lay all white and languid on her
apricot chaise-longue. "I’m a fool for a horse. Ah, what a noble animal, darling!
All T say is, nobody has any business to go around looking like a horse and
behaving as1f it were all right. You don’t catch horses going around looking like
people do you? (261)

What infuriates Gerald 1s that Miss Wilmarth behaves as if it were all right.  She does not, in

other words, display sufficient remorse for this transgression. From his perspective, not only
does she fail to comply with the standards of beauty he believes ought rightly to be upheld, but
given that she does not even make the effort to conceal her crime, she is clearly contemptible.
Miss Wilmarth's face, we are told "was innocent, indeed ignorant, of cosmetics" (260). Once
again, "ignorance” of the rules is perceived as an infraction of the rules. As the narrator tells us,
for Gerald, "women who were not sofly lovely, were simply not women" (261).

In Carnival, Umberto Eco explains the situation of the misreading fool in this way: "the
character is not at fault". "Maybe," he says, "the frame is wrong" (8). While we may be sure that
the frame is wrong here, the question is, how wrong?

Thus far, we have assumed there to be only two perspectives; that of a sympathetic
narrator, looking out for Miss Wilmarth’s best interests, and that of Gerald Cruger, berating and
unsympathetic. Moreover, we have assumed an absolute distinction between the two, entrusting
the narrator with the responsihility of giving us the right frame. But what remains constant in
both frames is that Miss Wilmarth looks like a horse.

If we actually think about Gerald's rhetorical question, "You don’t see horses going
around looking like people do you?", we realize that not only do you not see horses going around

looking like people, but you don’t see people going around looking like horses. In our haste to
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defend Miss Wilmarth against the charge that it was her fault for looking like a horse, we failed
to entertain the possibility that she did not look like a horse at all, or at least only from a
particular perspective, and thus betrayed our willingness to grant legitimacy to a seemungly
descriptive but ultimately prescriptive noun.  We know, for instance, that Miss Wilmarth does
not have four legs and a tail, but we were willing to go along with the tenets of a classiticatory
scheme that calls women who deviate from the prevailing acsthete ot female beauty, "horsie”,
What we had failed to realize, was the extent to which Parker had had us, not Miss Wilmarth on
trial. We may thus rercad the initial statement with a new authorial inflection: "It was not, of
course, Miss Wilmarth fault that [pcople such as the Crugers said] she looked like @ horse. In
other words, "horsieness” is one of Miss Wilmarth's attributes, only insofar as the Crugers have
attributed this to her. The narrator, we come (o realize, has a limited vocabulary, that is, the
narrator remains largely within the bounds of the Cruger's pre-coded discursive worldview.,
But the term "horsie"” does not originate with the Crugers. We too recognize the trope and
are part of an interpretive community in which ligures of speech prefigure, disfigure and even
account for our apprehension of the world. Thus, the next statement, "Indeed, there was nowhere
to attach any blame", becomes newly retracted when we consider the act in question to be the
act of naming and not Miss Wilmarth's "expresston” (260).  Theie is nowhere to attach any
blame because there 1s no one single "gutlty™ party.  Blame cannot be pinned down because the
significance of the term is not born, nor does not reside exclusively within any one individual;
rather, it acquires that signiticance between people, and is contingent upon, and sustained by its
circulation within a larger network of mutually-constitutive signs. What then are the conceptual

limits of the classificatory scheme that would have Miss Wilmarth "bear" this "expression”? It
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is not, in other words, Miss Wilmarth who ought properly to be the object of analysis. Instead,
it is the perceplual habits and expectations the Cruger’s bring to bear on her which merits
scrutiny.

The narrator tells us that Gerald Cruger "did not dislike Miss Wilmarth, he only resented
her” (261).  While the narrator’s tone is apologetic, spoken seemingly in defence of Gerald’s
character, the stalement itself” suggests that resenting Miss Wilmarth is more acceptable than
disliking her, that reseniment is the more moderale emolion when clearly 1t is not.  Miss
Wilmarth is not somehow inherently dislikable, Gerald’s reaction to her has nothing to do with
some inner-essence she might possess. He and Camilla agree she is "Not a Bad Soul" (264). He
resents her because she unknowingly wreaks havoc upon the system he has worked out for
organizing the world into discrete units, As a "trained nurse" (260), she is neither servant nor
social equal to the upper-class Crugers. "Everyone had always heard of trained nurses’ bristling
insistence that they not he treated as servants” (261). Throughout Miss Wilmarth’s stay with the
Crugers, the couple anxiously await the return of Nana, “a comfortable woman, easy to have in
the house; a seivant and knew 1" (271). Nana is a "comfortable” woman because she comforts
the Cruger with the knowledge that they are masters. She is "easy to have in the house" because
she occupies a well marked station; servitude. In  contrast, Miss Wilmarth, "made him
uncomfortable” (264). She i1s not easy to have in the house because she disrupts the sym ..etry
of its design. As neather servant nor social equal, Miss Wilmarth throws Gerald’s perceptual
apparatus into disarray, causing her Lo appear to him as grotesque. According Lo Geoffrey Galt
Harpham, "{tjhe quality of the grotesque arises not so much from the specific contents of the

image as from the fact that it refuses to be taken in whole because it embodies a confusion of
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type" (6). It is not so much that Miss Wilmarth does not know her place, so to speak, but that
the Cruger’s are at pains to put her in a place. Like beauty, grotesqueness is in the eye of the
beholder.

Given that the taxonomy from which the Crugers customarily operate when dividing up
their social field is exceedingly limited, it would scem they would be inclined to encounter the
grotesque rather frequently. However, the semantic resources of their language are in large part
the product of the social, cultural and economic structures within which these speaker’s live and
are congstituted. That is to say, the Crugers ordinarily circulate within a highly controlled
environment and thus in fact rarely come in contact with phenomena that have not already been
accounted for within their classificatory scheme. As a physically mdelicate woman and a
verbally assertive employee, Miss Wilmarth however, constitutes a veritable affront to this
schemne, an affront the Crugers do not long tolerate.

Miss Wilmarth’s perceived aberrance is utterly dependent upon the co-presence of a
socially-sanctioned normative. Whereas Miss Wilmarth’s hands are "big, trustworthy, scrubbed
and dry, with nails cut short, and so deeply cleaned with some small sharp instrument that the
ends stood away from the spatulate fingertips”, Camilla’s are "limp, fragrant”, "like heavy lilies
in a languid breeze" (264, 265). When Miss Wilmaith speaks, "her words flajll from her lips
clear and separate, sterile as 1f each had been freshly swabbed with boracic acid solution” (269).
In contrest, Camilla ’s "lazy voice"(266) her "light insnlent drawl” (269) and "low, lazy words"
always had "the tick of seeming a httle weary of their subject” (264). Miss Wilmarth's hands,
like her speech, show visible traces of labour, the very antithesis of Camilla’s unsullied skin and

leisurely talk.
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Although we are told that the Crugers employ three servants in addition to Miss Wilmarth,
their speech and appearance are neither compared nor contrasted with those of Mrs. Cruger.
They remain but shadowy figures. The extent to which Miss Wilmarth becomes a spectacle in
the text is not a 1esult of her own conscious desue for exhibition, but rather of the degree to
which she is peicerved to be out of bounds. Mary, the maid, resents Miss Wilmarth for being
"always 1in and out of " her pantry (263). She "wished no truck with Miss Wilmarth" (263). Self-
righteous in their ontologically-pure servitude, the servants refer to her, we are told, as "that one”
(263).

In many ways "Horsie" is about the failure of community. While the servants enjoy a
kind of collectivity, albert a subservient one, Miss Wilmarth is stranded between worlds. Because
we are not given access to Miss Wilmarth’s thoughts we can only guess at what they might be
from her facial expressions. In this sense, Miss Wilmarth is but a surface to the reader as well.
A pattern emerges however and we can begin to map Miss Wilmarth’s emotions once we realize
that Miss Wilmarth's equine resemblance is most striking {rom Gerald’s perspective, a
perspective shared most ofien by the narrator as well, when he witnesses her witnessing her
failure to enter into solidarity with other people. Thus, Miss Wilmarth is put in her place, which
1s no piace at all, each ume she tries to insert herselt in a community. This putting in no place,
occurs both at the level of narration, 1.¢ the narrator s/Gerald’s failure to classify her expression
other than by employing, by default, the non-sensical "horsie”, and at the level of narrative, i.e.
she s exiled from the group, refused acceptance.  Just as neither the narrator nor the people
around Miss Wilmarth bother to articulate exactly what Miss Wilmarth is feeling, a truth it would

take a long time to express in a verbal way, so she is dismissed from consideration by all parties
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within the story.

The largest single gathering occurs when Gerald and his "companinns from his college
and his clubs" ar¢ "grouped about” Mrs. Cruger’s chaise-longue.

Miss Wilmarth pictured her lying there, in golden chifton and deep lace, her hight

figure turned always a hittle away from those about her, so that she must never

move her head and speak her slow words over her shoulder to them. The vained

nurse’s lace was astoundingly equine as she looked at the wall that separated
them. (266)

Miss Wilmarth implicitly positions herself in relation to those spectators and atthough they do
not see her, the surveyor in herself is male. She has, in other words, interiorized their critical
gaze, Just as Miss Wilmarth is made a spectacle by virtue of her percerved lack of beauty, her
failure to conform to the demands of a naturalized aestheuc, so Camulla, like the fragile camellia
blossom nurtured under glass, is primarnly constructed as a sight. Camilla fulfills his acstheue
expectations, and that is all that is expected of her. But if the grotesque is that which cannot be
reduced to a single known type and suggests a kind of cross-breeding ol genres, what can be
made of the innumerable floral metaphors Gerald resorts to when expressing his  appreciation
of the idealized Camilla?  When Gerald “drop[s] to his knees" to worship Camilla, he
"murmur([s] of gardemas and hilies and thus exhaust[s] his knowledge of white flowers™ (265).
His speech 1s arrested not by virtue of having percerved the category “flowers” to be inadequate,
but rather by his mability (0 exhaust the category wsell. He does not, 1n other words percerve
a crisis in paradigm, only a temporary lack of words to 1l the category.

However, you don’t see people going around looking hike flowers any more than you see
flowers going around looking like people. In other words, Camilla achieves no greater

recognition as a woman-in-herself than Horsie does. It is, finally, only the socio-linguistic
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conventions governing our sense of beauty and ugliness that superficially differentiate the two.
In this sense, "the wall that separate[s] them" (266) is equally a sign of their imbrication in a
shared code.

In Ways ol Seeing, John Berger outlines the different ways in which male and female

presences have taditionally been perceived and constituted:

A man’s piesence suggests what he s capable of doing to you or for you. . . By

contrast, a woman’s piesence expresses her own attitude to herself, and defines

what can and cannot be done to her. Her presence 1s mamfest in her gestures, her

opinions, expiessions, clothes, chosen suntoundings, taste - indeed there is nothing

she can do which does not conttibute to her piesence  Presence for a woman is

SO mtinsic o her person that men tend o think of 1t almost as a physical

emanation, a kind of heat or smell or aura. (46)

In contrast to both Miss Wilmarth and Camuila, Gerald 1s never described in visual terms. We
only sec him as he himsell "gaze[s],” (266) "look[s]," (268) "starefs]," (262) "watche[s],"(265)
and "s[ees)," (263). From Gerald’s perspective, Camilla’s presence suggests that everything can
be done for her and the servants’ presence suggests they can be told what to do. Miss
Wilmarth's presence, on the other hand, suggests to C _rald not only that there is nothing he can
do for her, but morcover, what he cannot do with his wife.

Gerald's sexual frustratton causes him to be, despite himself, unusually aware of Miss
Wilmarth as a female While he 1s repulsed by her, his repulsion bears the imprint of desire.
The narrator’s suggestion that "1t was somehow impossible to speculate on her appearance
undressed” (260) imphes that although unsuccessful, an effort was made. .t is Gerald’s voice that

says perfume would have been "unseemly on her tlat bosom" (264). However consistently she

may disappoint his expectations, he cannot dispense with them and so he is in effect "tormented"”

(268) by her.
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On the day of Miss Wilmarth’s departure, Gerald is, of course elated. He is surprised
to learn that she "lived in a place of her own" sometimes and that she "wasn't always
disarranging someone clse’s houschold” (273). He is nearly incredulous however, to heat tha

she lives with her mother.

Oh. Now Gerald had never thought of her having a mother. Then there must have

been a father, too, sometime. And Miss Wilmarth exasted because two people

had once loved and known. It was not a thought 1o dwell upon. (273)
According to Harpham, when something is perceived to be grotesque, it often suffers a kind of
backlash. This backlash, he says, takes the form ol "genealogical abuse, with accusations of
illegitimacy. bastardry, or hybridization, terms that indicate structural confusion, reproductive
irregularity, or topological incoherence” (5). I Miss Wilmarth were seen to occupy the genenie
category "human being” this would mean that she shared with Gerald, Camilla, Diane and Miss
Wilmarth an irrefuiable sameness. For Gerald, of course, "Ii was not a thought to dwell upon”
(273). As Harpham argues, "genre, genus, and genitals are linked in language as n our
subconscious” (5).

When Miss Wilmarth says, "I’'m home, between cases” (273), it is tempting to believe her.
When she is home, in the purely literal sense, "its a bit crowded” (273) and she has to sleep on

the davenport.

Even in her leisure, then, Miss Wilmarth was a disruption and a crowd. Never dwelling
in_a place that had been planned only for her occupancy; no bed, no corner of her own;
dressing before other people’s mirrors, touching other people’s silver, never looking oul
one window that was hers  [emphasis added 273).

Mrs. Cruger’s conspicuous lessure murrors back to Mr.Cruger his social power, s power
to afford such wastefulness. These self-portraits, enticing for the spurious image of wholeness

they provide, allow the self-possessed Crugers an illusory sense of coherence. But in a world
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conversant only in surfaces, 1t scems the propertyless Miss Wilmarth, moving in and out of other
people’s houses, will always be at the mercy of her speculators.

Gerald, of course, ulumately gets his revenge on Miss Wilmarth. In full possession of
what Bourdien would call "the monopoly of legiimate symbolic violence," (Language 239) he
is even able to do so without sending a npple through the surface of his "beautiful manners®
(261). The flowers he gives Miss Wilmarth tesuty to his joy at her leaving, and indeed were
purchased in a state of mind where he was overcome with this emotion. He knows however, that
she will properly mistake them as a sign of his approval. Perhaps most importantly, he knows
that he, Gerald Cruger, has the power to dispense such approval.

On the way home 1n the car, Miss Wilmarth remembers the flowers when they slip
against her in a "turn of the traffic" (275).

It would have been all fair then for a chance spectator: Miss Wilmarth's strange

resemblance was not apparent, as she looked at her flowers. They were her

flowers. A man had given them to her. She had been given flowers. They might

not fade maybe for days. And she could keep the box. (275)

This "turn of the tratfic” 18 not complete however. Miss Wilmarth is still on the receiving end
of a signification authorized by him. Nor is it "all fair". It is, in fact quite unfair. Miss
Wilmarth melancholy is not apparent, no longer bearing the mark of her exclusion. She is clearly
enchanted by the gesture, believing as she does that she has been brought into a kind of
fellowship with all women who receive flowers from men. Disguised as a token of his
generosity, the flowers are in fact a sign of Gerald's utter lack of generosity, of the mercilessly
small margin he allows for error. Had "Horsie" been the story of a servant-girl, Miss Wilmarth
might have been physically seduced and then expelled. But as an "admirable trained nurse”

(260), Miss Wilmarth seduction 1s enacted purely symbohically. 1t 18 her trust, and not her person
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which is violated. If we rcad "Horsic" as testimony of the fact that theory always precedes
observation, it is cqually true that Miss Wilmarth is pray to such theorizing. One of the
preconditions tfor power to be successfully exercised, 18 the existence of a tacit but shared belief
in the legitimacy of that power structure. Pait of Gerald's power is the power to symbolize, to
give flowers, assign names, and pass judgement. Miss Wilmarth only endorses that power by
receiving it without question. The economy of his gesture, a gesture which ensutes her
indebtedness, is perfectly encapsulated in the words "keep the box™ (275). Wath 1t, he is able
finally to put her in her place, to encase her polysemic nature into one "square smaller box”

(271).
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'Big Blonde"

"Big Blonde" (1929), Parker’s longest short story, is divided into four sections. The first
contains scenes from Haszel Morse’s marriage to Herbie Morse, the second recounts the
relationships she has subsequent to their divoree, in the third she is unconscious from an overdose
of veronal, and the fourth tells of her recovery from that attempt at suicide. Told from the point
of view of an ostensibly objective, but periodically intrusive narrator, Parker's story attempts to
give voice to the largely unarticulated hife of a woman exhausted by a series of verbal defeats.
The narrator’s distant but cnitical gaze serves to register the particular forms of consciousness that
emerge in a culture of consumption and surveillance which draws all social relations into a vortex
of the commodity and the spectacle.

Like so many of Parker’s female charactcrs, other characters seldom refer to Hazel by her
given name. However, unlike many of Parker’s married women characters, Hazel is not typically
addressed by her marned name cither. Instead, Hazel takes on a series of names including:
"Haze", "dizzy blonde”, "baby", "gul", "doll", "honey" and "good sport". These "improper”
names do not attest to the persistence of an authentic legal subject, rather, they are provisional
markers of a series of social performances enacted for others. Parker’s story does not, however,
provide any more solid ground upon which we might construct a more absolute sense of Hazel’s
identity.

The story is set in a working-class area of New York City in the late 1920s, and is
comprised of indoor scenes of apartments, bars, chop-houses, and cabarets. The story takes place

during what historian Duncan Aiken refers to as "the age of the good pal in American sex-
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relationships” (Critoph 147). Aiken’s impressions are representative of a tendency to view this
period in social history as the great "revolution in manners and morals".  This so-called
revolution 1s said to have inaugurated a radical new era of sexual liberation, freeing women from
the confines of Victorian 1epression.  In particular, the relative absence of parental supervision
in urban centres is said to have gone a long way towards facilitating the liberanon of single
working women. In "Big Blonde", Hazel's scxuality is liberated from its regulation within the
domestic sphere, only to be reinvested in a new sexual cconomy no less prescriptive than s
residual precursor. Hazel's popularity is initially seen to be due to her ability to meet the

requirements of this new social type, the "good sport”. According to the Dictionary of American

Slang, "sport", when applied to a person, refers to someone "obsessed with creating the
impression of being carefree, generous and having fun" (511). As Hazel’s story attests, giving
this impression exacts a significant price.

The story opens with a detailed physical description of Hazel. The portrait serves to
highlight Hazel’s internalization of the voices and gazes which encompass her world.

Hazel Morse was a large, fair woman ol the type that incites some men when they

use the word "blonde” to click their tongues and wag therr heads roguishly. She

prided herself upon her small feet and sufiered tor her vanity, boxing them in

snub-toed slippers of the shortest bearable size. The curious things about her were

her hands, strange terminations o the tlabby white arms splatiered with pale tan

spots - long quiverning hands with deep and convex nails.  She should not have
disfigured them with little jewels. (187)

Parker’s final admonishment scems intentionally ambiguous. On the one hand, it allows her to
appear sympathetic to these aesthetic imperatives, reproving of Hazel’s decision to wear litde
jewels simply on the basis that these ulumately did not flatter her hands. On this reading, the

advice seems like a compliment -the viewer would be more impressed to see them unadorned.
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On the other hand, it draws our attention to the kinds of self -mutilation and self-hatred cultivated
by the desire to he desired In either case, the daily ritual of personal disfigurement Hazel
undergoes in order to earn the praise of men conveys the extent o which she participates in her
own unpremitung commodificanon.  Like the synechdochal title by which she is called, Hazel
fetishizes certamn parts, rather than the whole of her body. Ironically, the thing she prides most
about herself, her fecet, is that upon which she enacts the greatest violence. By boxing her feet
in snub-toed slippers, Hazel effectively incapacitates herself. That is to say, the shoes are not
intended to facthitate walking but the chicking of men’s tongues. Thus we see that Hazel
constructs herself as a sight and is dependent on others for mobility.

Hazel's readiness to box her feet and disfigure her hands is explained by the fact that it
is no longer "the day of the big woman". The expression underlines the extent to which fashion
is governed by the principle of planned obsolescence and points to the virtual impossibility of
a female model sustaining hersell for any great length of tme in such an industry. She is a
model no longer to scale. As a "large” woman, Hazel perceives her body to be excessive and
unruly, requinng constant managemest, discipline and erasure. Hazel not only accepts the laws
of the system which has disenfranchised her, she continues to reinvest in its power over her
because she has never been otherwise employed.

Her job was not onerous, and she met numbers of men and spent numbers of

evenings with them, laughing at their jokes and telling them she loved their

necktics. Men liked her, and she took it for granted that the liking of many men

was a desirable thing  Populanty seemed to her to be worth all the work that had

to be put into s achievement. Men htked you because you were fun, and when

they liked you they ook you out, and there you were. So, and successfully, she

was fun. She was a good sport. Men liked a good sport (187).

"You" in the phrase, "there you were”, is both impersonal and depersonalized. The nominate
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subject, "you" is compromised by the structure, trapped mn 1ts grammatical construction. Where
is "there"? As the sentence trails off into obscurity, Parker shows us that Hazel has not weally
thought this through. The implication is that Hazel's desire 1s incidental to the equation, a mete
adjunct of her highly unditferentiated apprehension of what constitutes male desue. Hazel the
individual gradually fades into this non-specific object pronoun, which ultimately gives way to
the generic, wholly impersonal "good sport".

Throughout the story, the terms "sport" and "game™ 1ecur as metaphors for a number of
social experiences. While the proliferation of these may be considered in relation to the larger
cultural shift from a work-centered culture to one increasingly nterested in the possibilities ot
play, it is the unevenness of this shift which characterizes many of the contradictions informing
Hazel's position in the social order.

Hazel’s modelling job, described in terms of a double negative - "not onerous” - is only
so in relation to her real occupation, which carries a burden of another kind.  As a model, Hazel
is expected to represent an 1deal form, a seemingly real but admittedly false construction. Insofat
as modelling 1s defined as a job, Hasel 1s not identified with 1t absolutely. It s simply a task to
be performed, separate from her self, and recognized as such. The burdensome job s the real-lite
acting out of the role of "good sport”. What makes this job truly oncrous 1s that 1t requires that
the Iabour involved in its achievement be rendered invisible.  In order to provide pleasure, all
signs of labour must be repressed to the pomnt of imperceptibility. The marketability of this skill
is utterly contingent upon 1t not being perceived as a skill. The good sport is sexuvalized and
experienced as pleasurable only insofar as she stands in symbolic opposition to the rules of the

workplace and the socially sanctioned norms of sex within marriage. In this sense her value is
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purely compensatory. The good sport does not escape the morality of sexual repression; she is
mercly its negative analogue.

The men Haszel encounters are themselves part of what C. Wright Mills refers to as the
"personality market” (182). In the 1920s, the advertising and public relations expert became an
integral part of an increasingly service-oriented economy. This period marks a shift in the
demand for manual skills required for production to the art of sclling and distributing, where
personal or intimate traits of the employee are drawn into the sphere of exchange and become
commoditics 1n the labour market. As Mills argues, "each secretly makes an instrument of the
other, and in time a full circle is made: one makes an instrument of oneself and is estranged from
that too" (188).

Although all of the women in the story have at one time been married, their spouses,
drawn largely from this market, are no longer in apparence. Mrs. Martin has "no visible spouse”
- "husbands as such played but shadowy part in Mrs. Martin’s circle” (193). Similarly, Mrs.
Florence Miller, Mrs. Vera Riley, and Mrs. Lilian Block have only "dimmed spouses" (198).
With the exception of their names, the only traces that remain of these spouses are the "kodak
portraits” (198) the women carry around with them. The world Parker portrays is a world of
singular impermanence, a world conversant only 1n surfaces. While the photographs temporarily
suspend this flux, in capturing this image they tesuty to a loss, of a time gone by. The women
ar¢ able to keep such souvenirs in part because the photographs are themselves exceedingly
portable, and thus amenable to the conditions under which these women live:

The aim of each was to have one man, permanently, to pay all their bills, in return

for which she would have immediately given up other admirers and probably

would have become exceedingly fond of him; for the aftections of all of them
were, by now, unexacting, tranquil, and easily arranged. (199)
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The women live in a perpetual present punctuated only by the arrival and departure of strangers.
The only stability they can imagine is financial stability. Their perception of the world s
depthless, a nonsequenual, disintegrated composite of isolated and unditferentiated episodes
Parker draws these women as tlat characters, not hecause they merit only superficial teatment,
but because their flatness is a function of therr world and thereby enhances our appreciation of
the dimension and boundaries of that world. These so-called "limited characters” are interesting
precisely for their limitations. They are themselves "kodak portraits”, and inhabit a sinmlarly
petrified structure. Parker presents them as mute figures because they themselves are unable to
comment on their own past. Like Hazel, they are incognizant of their history, unable to regisier
the factors that went into making their past and determimng their present.

Hazel has no photographs ol her own mother, a woman whosce death is described as "the
deferred death of a hazy widowed mother" (187). It is unclear whether the woman’s life was
lived in a haze. as Hazel's is, "an imperfect film", or if Hazel, "not a woman given 1o
recollections” (187) simply cannot remember her mother with any clarity. The ambiguity seems
intentional, suggesung the degree to which those media which convert histories into manageable
units, can eventually substutute for and may ulumately obscure them.  Throughout the story,
photographs ot people are symbolically exchanged. While their presence is always a sign of an
absence. they provide a focal centre in an amnesiac world lived out of focus.

Still, even lives hived 1n limbo leave their vestiges and it is these that Parker’s story serves
to outline. Like all tooms in Parker's stories, the wedded Morse’s apartment holds a key to its
occupants’ social relations:

There was a Mission-furnished dining-room with a hanging central light globed
in liver-colored glass; in the living room were an "over-stuffed suite,” a Boston
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fern, and a reproduction of the Henner "Magdalene” with the red hair and the blue

draperics; the bedroom was 1n gray enamel and old rose, with Herbie’s photograph

on Harel's dressing table and Hazel’s likeness on Herbice's chest of drawers. (188)

The Morse’s apartment 1s 1tself apparinon-hike. In these rented spaces, things are neither known
nor valued through years of contact. The apaitment is a kind of netherworld, a make-shift
arrangement of sccond-hand  mass-produced furnishings, cluttered with the remnants of
miscellaneous hives, Hazel and Herbie hardly know cach other and lack backgrounds themselves.
They arc scen to have no family or lasting friendships, only brief encounters with acquaintances,
engagements hastily made and soon forgotten.

What immediately scems to hover above this disarray is the reproduction of Mary
Magdalene, the harlot Jesus rescues from a life of sin. Appearing relatively early in the story,
this image of transcendence would seem to foreshadow Hazel’s own imminent demise and her
cventual redemption, But this 1s not the trajectory Hazel’s life follows. Nor are Hazel and Mary
cleverly inverted tmages of one another. Mary Magdalene simply makes no figurative sense in
Hazel's world and serves only to underline the spuriousness of such identifications. As a
religious allegory it has pretenstons to universal significance, but, as we shall see, Parker
deliberately breaks with the hiterary convention that would grant 1t special status. Rather than
offering the promise of personal salvation, or providing a model of self realization, the Mary
Magdalene reproduction is itself a sign of non-identity, of the loss of origins and cultural
authenticity.

Herbice too is derivative, spoken rather than speaking. Hazel is "enormously amused at
his fast slurred sentences, his interpolations from vaudeville acts and comic strips” (188). Parker’s

characterization of Herbie places him within an amusement-oriented worid whose underside is
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boredom. Initially he finds their "voluntary isolation novel” but within weeks it "palled with a
ferocious suddenness” (189) and he quickly begins "secking entertainment in other women” Like
the Morse sysiem of telegraphy, Herbie sends his messages in violent dashes and dots. Whule
Herbie does not speak the langauge of the dominant class, his speech epitomizes the voiee winch
dominates in the subculture he inhabits and embodies a particular type of anti-intellectualism.
Presumably Herbic himself never had access to higher education and may perceive the extent to
which this has limited his professional opportunities. Lacking significant amounts of econonie
and cultural capital, Herbie’s revolt involves an inversion of high culture values - He boasted,
probably not in all truth, that he had never read a book in his life" (190). Given that print-culture
in Herbie’s world consists of "women's pages" (191) and the novels Hazel borrows from the
lending library, Herbie's claim to illiteracy allows him to positions himself in opposition to all
that he perceives to be weak and effeminate and thus allows him to reinflect his lack as a
strength.  While his discourse is not authoritative in terms of the larger society, Herbic is able
to asserts his mastery locally by pronouncing his masculinity and accentuating the power he has
relative to Hazel.

Herbie's speech reflects the hyperbolic proliferation of argot words for women and serve
to identify the obsessive semantic fields within which he thinks. Synonyms for "drunk” and
"woman" are greatest in his vocabulary. Although there number is impressive, cach ol s
synonyms for drunk bears a violent connotation and few of those for woman confer a sense of
either adulthood or agency. The term he uses most frequently is, of course "good sport”. The

Morse code is itself commonly referred to as a "game" (American Speech 288) and Herbice

becomes increasingly violent when Hazel transgresses its laws by being a "lousy sport”. In those
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instances when she fails to be a good sport by failing to amuse him, his reproach is directed at
her manner of speaking: "Crabbing again. All right, sit here and crab your head off. I'm going
out.” (190). Hazel's reaction is to deny the legitimacy of her own words and agree to his terms:
"Oh, its going to be great now Herh. We’ll have swell umes. T was a crab. 1 gress 1 must have
been tired." (192). When this fails and Herbie only becomes more violent, Hazel herself rebels.
But even m her rebellion, Hazel remais within the same code. She does not transgress the terms
ol her confinement and stays within its discarsive limits. Popular once again with "The Boys"
(194) at Mrs. Martin’s, Hazel reclaims her position as "good sport”: "Crab was she? Rotlen
sport, was she? Well, there were some who thought different?” (194). There are, of course, none
who truly think differently, and it is Hazel who must bring her thoughts and expressions in line
with the facts of her existence, leaving no room for a conceptual critique of those facts. Thus,
her hope of establishing a home, becomes merely "thin and wordless" (193).

In exchange for being a "good sport” Hazel is awarded Ed’s "proprietorship” (194) He
“stakes her" in poker and it is "soon accepted that Ed war er particular friend” (194). In order
to establish exclusive ownership of Hazel, Ed gives her ~ hich symbolically bind her to him.

Ed had a good year, increased her allowance and gavi her a sealskin coat. But

she had to be careful of her moods with him. He insisted upon gaiety. He would

not listen to her admissions of aches or weariness (199).

Giving in this context s @ way of possessing. Under the guise of pure generosity, Ed actually
reaps a profit based on the calculation that she cannot respond n kind. That it is a sealskin coat,
as opposed some other animal fur suggests not only the performance of a circus-trained seal, but
also the act of sealing off or closing. These are the terms of the contract, and when Hazel shows

signs of breaking them, Ed buys her another drink.



80

Poker is yet another game which operates in the story as a metaphor for social relations
penetrated by larger cultural contradictions. Of all card gamcs, pethaps poker is the one that 1s
most emblematic of the conditions of commercial competitive life.  The object of the game 18
to secure the other player’s capital. Unlike productive labour relatons however, poker 1s a game
which produces nothing and is in this sense purely service-oriented. 1t serves to satisfy a desite
for winning, or gaming contiol over another’s capital.  Although 1t is a game usually played
among friends, it is a highly individualized game; thete are no teams. The winner is often the
person who is most adept at lying, cither by word or gesture. Ed's ielationship with Mrs. Maitin
and Joe becomes “strained over a dispute at poket” (197) and are never heard of agam.
Evidently the tenuous balance between friendliness and competitiveness was oo tenuous, giving
way to the latter.

Each of the games Parker’s characters play for pleasure is imbricated with work and is
ultimately a clue to their miseries. Hazel, for instance, must "drli]nk industriously” (204) in
order to appecr a "convincingly gay" (202). Similarly, "Ain’t We Got Fun?" (1921) is the song
Mrs. Martin "play[s] doggedly" (196) on the phonograph. Hazel "had never liked the thing"
(196). Parker’s contemporaries would undoubtably have been familiar with the song’s lyrics.
The song’s first lines which do not appear in the story, betray the underside of Havel's
superficially gay world.

Bill collectors gather

Round and rather

Haunt the Cottage next door

Men the butcher and grocer sent

Men who call for the rent

Exhausted by the world’s solicitations, Hazel searches for a means of virtual anonymity. No
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longer willing to deliver hersell to these men, she elects to kill herself:

There was no scettled, shocked moment when she first thought of killing herself;

it seemed to her as it the idea had always been with her. She pounced upon all

the accounts of surcides in the newspapers. There was an epidemic of self-killings

- or maybpe 1t was just that she searched for the stories so eagerly that she found

many To read of them roused reassurance e her; she felta cozy solidarity with

the big company ol the voluntary dead. (201)

For the first ime since her cailly days of marnage with Herbie, Hazel displays interest in the
project before her.  She seems curiously renewed by her quest for death and we realize just how
frustrated Hazel’s desire has been. The final words of the passage articulate what this desire has
been; the desiie for solidari*> some form of collecuve uncompromised by cultural or economic
imperatives. She "had never been troubled by religious belief and no viston of an afterhfe
intimidated her” (201). Hazel fears only that the abstract entity known as "they" (202) will not
cooperate. The first drugstore clerk is, of course, "entirely unconcerned” and the second
"uninterested" (203).

Standing in front of the mirror, she drinks to her own death. Raising her glass she
employs Herbie's expression: "Well, here’s mud in your eye” (205). Just as Hazel’s coming to
consciousness occurs for her in appropriating this discourse, s she uses it in attempt to exorcise
that consciousness. After swallowing the last of the tablets, she stands "watching her reflection
with deep, impersonal interest, studying the movements of the gulping throat" (205). Utterly
estranged from herself, her interest in the matter can only be "vicarious" (205).

Ironically, it is in Hazel's attempt to escape from a life of performance that she becomes
"the medium of drama"(207). With her "great breasts, freed from their tight confiner" Hazel is

finally unbounded, and for the first time she becomes a spectacle inadvertently. Nettie and the

clevator operator hoped "she would not let them down by being awake and normal on their
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return” (207). The doctor is merely annoyed: "Now we'll have to pump her out, and all that stuf?,
Nuisance a thing like that is; that's what it amounts to" (208).

When Hazel regains consciousness, Nettie tells her, "The doctor, he says he could have
you arrested dom’ a thing hke that" (209). While Hazel's universe is clearly a secular one, the
doctor’s thicat of punishment is, nonctheless, authorized by a juridical system which now bears
only the administrative traces of what was once a belicl in a theologically ordered umverse From
her would-be death bed, the only sign she receives is a postcard from Art admomshing her
"Cheer up" (209). For Hazel then, the difference between kilhing herself and being a good spost
seems only to be a matter of getting the dosage right.

Hazel experiences neither the catharsis of classical tragedy nor the rejuvenation of ichirth.
Indeed, her plight is wholly unremarkable in these terms. Hazel is no more a part of some
universal design than she is the victim of a society which has long plotted her demise. Rather
she inhabits a world that is utte rly indifferent, a much less cxacting and far more insidious kind
of malevolence that is not so much immoral as amoral. In a world where mean miscry is piled
upon mean misery, there are no moments of epiphany, no grand calamitics or tragic consolations,

only an insistent yet vague dread unconsoled by illusions of cosmic significance.



CHAPTER THREE

Before making any final generalizations about these stories, 1 would like to address some
of the broader theoretical issucs that have characterized recent debates concerned with issues of
literary value generatly. Perthaps the most contested formation in thesc debates, at least within
the context of American literary studies, is the American literary canon. That Parker’s work has
clearly been excluded from this consecrated body of texts is not, I will argue, due to an oversight.
To the contrary, as evidenced by her reception history, Parker’s work can have litde or no value
for the kinds of critical enterprises that have pursued an evaluation of her work thus far. This
is not to say, however, that Parker's work is, in the final analysis, valueless; it is only to
recognize that her work has not been particularly amenable to the specific Kinds of functions it
has been called upon to perform.

The practice of evaluating texts, as Barbara Herrnstein Smith has argued, presents one of
the most "theoretically significant and pragmatically inescapable set of problems relating to
literature" (1). Despite the extent to which questions of literary value remain untheorized, that
is, the extent to which the state of evaluative criticism has refrained from evaluating itself,
cvaluative criticism evidently continues Lo be practiced, albeit under the guisc of ostensibly non-
evaluative forms of textual commentary. Choosing not to explicitly address the problematic nature
of valuing practices, is not however, equivalent o avoiding its effects. Indeed, as Herrnstein has
argued, "one of the major effects of prohibiting or inhibiting explicit e valuation 1s to forestall the
exhibition and obviate the possible acknowledgement of divergent systems of value and thus to

ratify, by default, established evaluative authority” (7).
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Evaluations are not, of course, performed 1n a vacuum but are advanced by particular
persons or groups of persons who have themselves been deemed valuable evaluators,  The
conditions under which evaluations are performed are themselves variable, and differently valued.
Moreover, there are concomutant hierarchically ordered forms of accreditaton or authorization
which are ascribed to or denied certain valuing subjects. There ate, then, not merely ditlerent
valuing subjects but differently valued valuing subjects. While the relative merits of texts may
be endlessly debated, such debates are not chatacterized by a commitment to puse refativism,
while it may not be possible o determine in the last instance and tor all time the value of a piven
text, the test of the validity of certain value claims have not rested on the text's shoulders alone
Rather, certain subjects have been granted the authority by means of certain socially- and
institutionally-acquired qualifications to attest to the value of particular texts, (o speak as it were,
on their behalf. In this sense, evaluative discourse does not simply take as 1ts object the value
of this or that text; it simultanecusly bespeaks the critic’s own value and quality as a discerming
subject. This evaluative behaviour performs the dual function of demonstrating the subject’s own
distinctiveness by displaying the special powers invested in that subject to make such distinctions.
Such acts of distinction are my no means limited to the ficld of literary valuing practices

Indeed there is an increasing body of work 1nterested in pursuing the many similaritics discourses
of value assume across so-called disciplines and 1n relation to a wide spectrum of commodity
forms. The recent work such as that of Rachel Bowlby, Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott,
Janice Radway, and Pierre Bourdieu is indicative of a growing interest in the plurality of
audience formations and interpretive communities as part of what might be called "the sociology

of taste”. In general, their work s less concerned with the specificity of literature as a cultural
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form than with understanding the relationship between ¢valuative behaviour and more general
mechanisms of group formation and group differentiation. By transforming objects and practices
into signs of ditferentiated social wdentities, discourses of value function amidst a network of
attendant discourses and serve ulumately, according to Bennet, to construct "an ideal of
personality, 1 both 1ts mental and physical aspects, 1n relation o which the individual s
nterpellated as valuing, valued and self-valuing subject” (Qutside 152).

It is interesting to note here that books function in very much this way within Parker’s
stories. Mr. Durant, for instance, who has courtier fantasies, proudly displays all his "tall, thick
books" (45) behind glass. While his wife, "who never had time to get around to reading”, may
believe him to be "one of the country’s leading bibliophiles”, Parker deflates Mr. Durant by
revealing the fact that he did not, for instance, inherit the books (which would be a sign of a
genuinely upper-class background), but that he purchased them from a mail-order catalogue. As
Janice Radway’s work on Book-of-the-Month-Club suggests, membership in such an organization
would bhe regarded by true courtiers as repugnantly middlebrow,

Similarly, in "Little Cuius,” Mrs Matson rejects Mrs Kerely's choice of reading material,
on the grounds that 1t m no way approxmmates for her the value of David Harum. Identifying
herselt with an anstocracy under seige by unruly urban masses, Mrs. Matson defends her
husband’s taste in literature, his title, as it were, against all would-be intruders.

In "Big Blonde," Herbic Morse is determined to assert his difterence from, and fortify
himself in relation to, Hazel, who reads romance novels from the lending library. Upon being
asked to spend a quiet evening at home with her, Herbie signals his disdain for what he considers

cffeminate behaviour, as well as his refusal to be domesticated, by claiming never to have read
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a book in his life.

The ineftectual, but class-conscious Allie Bain of "The Wonderful Old Gentleman™ keeps
books for decorative purposes. Her "row of blameless books”, kept wn place "hy the straimng
shoulder-muscles of two bronze-colored plaster elephants, forever pushing at thewr tedious tof”
(53), are, like the rest of her furniture, part of an overall design mtended to atfect the trappigs
of a generic anstocracy, through objects rich in nanative signs suggesting allegonical lantasy and
tar off places never actually visited

There is, however, an important distinction to be made between what Bennett calls
aesthetic discourse and discourses of value. The effects of discourses of value are limited to
particular valuing communities and therclore only have purchase with those wanting o fill the
position of the valuing subject such discourses unfailingly constiuct. According to Bennett

Aesthetic discourse, by contrast, is the torm taken by discourses of value which

are hegemonic in ambition, and, conespondingly, universalist in then prescriptive

ambit, and which have, as their zone of application, those practices nominated as

artistic. The position of universal valuing subject which 1s necessary 1o such

discourse - and, invariably, such a position 1s produced by generalizing the
attributes of the valuing subject associated with a socially specific discourse of

value - can be refused to but not by the mdividual. (1990 152)

While discourses of value are open to the assertion that they are both informed by and indicative
of, identifiable, isolable and socially-specific conditions, aesthetic discourses, on the other hand,
seek to deny any and all such contingencics.

As a result, aesthetic discourses tend to conceive of their project in terms which focus on
the importance of altering the valuing subject side of the "valuing subject=valued object”

equation. In other words, failure to take up the subject position ensconced by aesthetic discourse

results, not in a reevaluation of the valued object, but in a critique of the valuing subject as not-
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yet fully-formed. The popularity Parker’s work enjoyed in Parker’s own time, we may recall,
was not read as evidence of the value of her work for a particular reading public, but rather as
a stgn of "the shallowness of her admirers” (Bloom 302).

One of the obvious precondiions for the advancement of aesthetic discourse is the
formation ot a 1elatively stable community of homogencous valuing subjects. Under such
conditions, a certain commonality of taste may be demonstrated, making it possible to
extrapolate, however inaccurately, the probable tastes of all others. As Herrnstein Smith has
observed "a coincidence of contingencies among individual subjects will be interpreted by those
subjects as noncontingency” (17). This one condition alone, however, does not provide sufficient
grounds for the operation of aesthetic discourse. Aesthetic discourse can only be effectively
deployed trom within a circumscribed space that is broadly recognized as legitimate, and thus
capable of licensing its members to produce such authoritative pronouncements. That these
conditions should be seen as those which both produce and affirm the validity of aesthetic
discourse is emblematic of its tautological nature  The circularity of this arrangement is an
effect of the disparny charactenistic of aesthetie discourse 1tself, namely the disparity between its
discursive position and its actual socio-cconomic locus.

The range of institutionally-legitimized valuing subjects has, until quite recently, been a
significantly limited one. The so-called "arbiters of taste”, professors and literary critics, have
traditionally been university-educated, white males of Anglo-Sax« n, or Northern European origin.
As that professional class has become increasingly heterogeneous, there has been a growing sense
that the values once thought to be intrinsic to canonical works are no more universal than the

subjects who have traditionally valued them. Inde d, this association has led some critics to
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utterly conflate the two, and to thereby wish to exclude all individuals conforming to that profile
from participation in current debates.

Nevertheless, it has proven rather difficult to dismantle the existent canon altogether.
What has impeded many of the current endeavors to do so inheres in the extent (o which
critiques of the prevailing canon are themselves prescriptive and thus, however unwittingly, tend
to recuperate a canonical putadigm for thewr own projects. By kathng o adequately addiess the
problematic nature of what Bennett has called "the consttuction of an ideal personality” (Quiside
152), those challenges to the present canon that are puiely content-based effectively reinvest in
a paradigm whose viability subsists on the continued consecration of certain valuing subjects.
Thus content-based reevaluations tend to preserve attendant modes of deploying texts which
position the critic as moral exemplar tor all potential audiences.

The institutional history of the formation of the American hiterary canon offers a numbet
of valuable insights into the ways in which theoties of hterary value, rather than occupying an
autonomous zone of inquiry, are profoundly imbricated with other valuing practices, pracuces
which are themselves the product of particular matenal conditions.  The relationship between a
canon and the historical sitvation of the institution which estabhishes it, is close and complex.
Tracing a history of the establishment of American literature as a discipline gives support to the
idea that, as Frank Kermode has argued, “the formation and control of the secular canon we are
now considering are historically related as well as analogous to the forces that have formed and

monitored the ecclesiastical canons" (177).

American Literature and Canonical Paradiems
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The phrase "American literature” first came into usc in the 1780s, and approximately ten
years later the first two national literary anthologies were published. Although the literati, the
men of letters for whom authorship was of primary professional importance, was a small,
socially-privileged group, American liteiature first became a subject of lectures and instruction
at wortkingmen's and mechanic’s institutes and libraries 1n the 1820s and 30s. As the demand
for a literate workloree rose in response to an expanding national economy, literacy itself became
a favored vehicle for cultural and political integration.  Anticipating what would later be called -
the "trickle down" theory, the introduction of these classes was founded on the idea that national
unity could be promoted, not by a more even distribution of wealth or property, but through the
dissemination of a uniform literary culture. At the same time, however, the more traditional
umversitics atlended by the upper-classes were offering courses in the Anglo-Saxon classics as
part of a curriculum which included rhetoric, elocution and philology.

The disparity between these curricula is related to issues concerning the much-debated
international status of American literature at the time. Accounts of this debate, a debate carried
out among the so-called men of letters, have typically framed the argument in terms of an
opposition between Anglophilesand Americanists. Summarily vie wed, the controversy concerned
the relative importance of literary and national communities. William Spengemann, who refers
to the Anglophiles as the "literary party"”, provides this account:

The literary party worried that Americans, removed as they were from the

capitals of civilization, might slip into a barbarous vernacular. The Americanists,

on the other hand, lamented the dependence of native writers on a European

language and European standards of eloquence and encouraged the development
of a distinct American idiom. (152)
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Spengemann’s comments introduce two of the central issues that would characterize the
politics of language throughout the 19th century; the growing concern over a language-based
distinction between barbarism and civilization, and the importance of establishing the dominance
of what Benedict Anderson has called "a nattonal print-language™ (47) over the various dialects
being spoken within the nation. In order o assess the role American literature would play in
larger social movements, it is necessary o consider the connections between the ideology
informing programmes for cducational reformy and the cexpansion of print-capitalism which
accompanied the growth of so-called "capitals of civilization” wathin the United States.

The emergence of common schools in the 1830s inaugurated a shifl from "a religious-
literacy framework to a nation-building literacy tramework” (Soltow and Stevens  [8). Lee
Soltow and Edward Stevens have charactenized the dilemma educational reformers faced as
indicative of larger social contradictions 1.¢. the desue to promote national unity while prescerving
education’s role as a mechanisms for social stratification. According to Soltow and Slevens,
educational reformers had not only a "political concern for social integration, necessitating a
shared community of values, but [a] socio-economic concern with the provision for upward social
mobility through some system of social differentiation” (20). One of the central tasks relormers
conceived for common schools was the dissemination of a shared national language. Borrowing
Johann Gottfried Herder’s model of nationalism, wherein nationhood rests on cultural, cthnic and
linguistic uniformity, educational reform sought to establish linguistic standards to be respected
throughout the country.

Educators invariably drew their model for such a standard language from centres of

economic power which had established publishing houses and literary societies of various kinds.
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The massive growth of the newspaper industry which had begun in the late eighteenth century
initially emerged as an appendage to an expanding market economy. Written by and circulated
among an clite group of pioperty-owners, these publications constituted an integral part of the
process through which such a linguistic community came to be both thought and countenanced.
While the dissemination of this so-called "standard" language in common schools failed to
prevent sectonalism or aholish all divergent speech styles, it did allow for the hierarchical
organization of such linguistic inconsistencies, and, concomitantly, for the accentuation of the
significance of different dispositions toward that standard. Speaking in an idiom which remained
essentially British, combined with a reverence for a New England-centered national literature that
embodicd this standard, effectively served to distinguish so-called “civilized" Americans from
those who spoke in what the 19th-century critic Edward Fuller would call "the gabble of the
imperfectly educated™ (203).

The literary representation of various idiolects associated with the so-called "local color”
movement cffectively reinforced the primacy of this centralist linguistic model. As Roland
Barthes has argued in another context;

the imitation of group languages has been delegated by our novelists to secondary
characters, to supernumerarics, responsible for "fixing" social realism, while the
hero continues speaking a timeless language whose "transparency” and neutrality
are supposed to match the psychological universality of the human soul. (Rustle
112)

Employing so-called "eyc-dialect” - the gratuitous phonetical rendering of words i.e. writing
"wuz" as opposed to "was" - to monolithically represent the speech of black Americans,
effectively served to highlight (legally regulated) levels of illiteracy among them, The

antebellum vogue of these so-called “dialect writers” most obviously bears out Barthes
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observations and underlines the extent to which discourses of literary value have historically
resonated with thosc of a more explicitly political nature.

American literature did not cnter universities until after the Civil War and it did so initially via
American history departments.  According to Spengemann:

The study of American literature prospered in this congenial setting, establishing

a canon of truly "American books", refimng the definition of their Americanness,

tracing the historical lines that connected them and eventually producing under the

ambiguous rubric of "American Civilization", a number of” doctorai theses of a

decidedly literary stripe. (119)
Ironically, when that canon moved to literature departments, "tctining” Americanness proved (o
be less a matter of identifying formal attributes of the work than of identifying the ancestral lines
of the authors themselves. In the 1870s and 1880s when American professors of liteiatuie
returned from Germany where they had been trained in German philology, the American works
they sought to install as part of the curriculum in English litcrature were those that, in their
estimation, best yielded to German methods of scholarship. The American literary canon thus
became established within English departments based on the essentially racial tenets of German
philology which held language to be an expression or function of race. The privileging of those
texts authored by men from New England was underwritien by a broader consensus among
professors of literature that the United States was csscentially an Anglo-Saxon country, 1ts
exemplary subjects being those of British stock. Departments of English, according (o
Spengemann, had themselves been founded to “help realize the antique dream of America as the
manifest destiny of Anglo-Saxon progress” (16). Estcemed and influential critics such as Barrent
Wendell and Richard Grant White maintained that it was their British ancestry that had enabled

these venerated Ametricans to produce great works.
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Conflations of cultural and genetic inheritance were by no means limited to the field of
literature. Indeed such pronouncements were informed, and even prefigured, by an array of
discourses which coalesced around the herarchical orgamzaton of tacial difference. Just as the
word "class" had been modified by hierarchical adjectives such as "upper”, "middle” and "lower"
in the eighteenth century, so the word "culture” became subject to those distinctions i the
nineteenth century. As Lawrence Levine has noted, ithe terms "highbrow" and "lowbrow" are
derived from the mnetcenth-century phrenological practice of determinmng racial types and
judging intelligence based on cranial shapes (221-2). According to Levine, while Caucasians
were seen (0 have higher than average brows, and thus assumed to possess higher intelligence,
“the categorization did not end this broadly". As he says:

[W]ithin the Caucasian circle there were distinctions to be made: the closer to

western and northern Ewtope a people came, the higher their biows extended.

From the time of then formulation, such cultural categories were hardly meant to

be necutral, desciiptive terms; they were openly associated with and designed to

preserve, nurture and extend the culwaral history and values of a particular group

of peoples in a specific historical context. (222-3)

A number of other similar discourses circulated throughout the period.  Administrative
discourses associated with, for example, the cxclusion of women from higher cducation, the
views of social Darwinist Herbert Spencer, and the growth of the eugenics movement, are
instances of ideologies relatcd to modalities of social management, any or all of which may be
seen to have informed American foreign and domestic policy at the ume. What these convergent
discourses attest to is the extent to which the nation was internally divided by race, class, gender
and region. Despite the absence of a united populace, nationalism and s attendant populist

rhetoric continued to characterize the ofticial discourse of defenders of both the country and the

canon it allegedly represented. As historians of nationalism such as Eric Hobsbawm have noted,
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it is the conceptual indeterminacy of the term "nation" itself which makes it amenable to
"programmualtic, as distinct from descriptive purposes” (Nations 6).

While "the naton" may defy precise definition, this in no way attenuates the fact that the
American hierary canon, like all national canons, has been organized around the idea of the
nation. Both the dea of a naton, and by extension, the idea of a national literature, are
historically-specific ways of thinking about a complex of social relations and cultural practices
that have duccted the practice of litetary history and lilerary evaluation in ways which have
become somewhat naturalized through continued use.

According o Claudio Guillen, literature’s coherence as a system was secured, from the
Renaissance (o the Enlightenment, by the traditional authority of Classical ideals of poetics and
rhetoric. The emergence of the Romantic movement and the rise of individualism in the late
eighteenth century etfectively shattered this integrity by asserting, among other things, the
primacy of the perceiver in the world he perceived. According to Guillen in Literature as
System,

The main consequence was a serial view of literature as a chronological

succession of individual works and writers.  To counteract this seriality and

compensate for the lossof an independent focus found in poetics . . . The concept

of the nation, regarded by definttion as an organic whole .. . became the all-

emibracingprinciple of unity (5).

Guillen's observations underline two common features of the discourse of literary
nationalism. One of these 1s the tendency to consider the natiop in monolithic terms; what
follows from this first principle is the tendency to then consider the cultural products of that

nation in equally monocratic terms. As "an organic whole" a nation produces a literature,

expressive of a tradition, defined, perhaps, by its difference from other national literatures, but
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ultimately coherent in itself. The privilege accorded the nation in this paradigm rests on a
postulated congruence between cultural space and politically-defined borders.

But as historian Emest Gellner has argued, "nationalism is not the awakening of nations
to self-consciousness, it invents nations where they do not exist” (1964 169),  The nation, in
other words, is what nationalism hopes to call inte being, but can only do so by insisting that
such an entity alrcady cxists in some nascent form, merely awaiting official confirmation. 1 we
apply this conception to the formation of the American canon, we can begin to see how the
discourse of lilerary nationalism similarly operates with the idea of a nascent being, ostensibly
buried in all Americans, but having thus {ar been more fully realized in some than in others. It
is no coincidence that those who have realized this seemingly clusive potential have been
Caucasian males. We may attibute this cither to the fact that the provisions nccessary for ils
realization have becn more readily available to those subjects, (e, greater access o higher
education) or, more damningly, to the fact that this idcal subject has been conceived in racist,

and masculinist terms.

Reviewing Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poetry in 1896 for Harper's Weekly, William Dean

Howell’s wrote: "Here, in the artistic effect at last, 1s white thinking and white feeling in a black
man" (630). It was in 1970 that John Keats, onc of Dorothy Parker's biographers and critics, in
a rare moment of adulation, described her as ' a tiny big-cyed teminine woman with the mind of
a man" (305). What becomes apparent is that the discourse which allows the quintessential
American subject/author 10 remain an abstraction, one which does not admit the existence of
inassimilable differences, is ultimately predicated on a notion of samencss which does not apply

equally to all. Hierarchies of race and gender are thus at once effectively upheld and obviated
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by making diffcrences of race or gender appear inessential to precisely those individuals inhibited
from ever realizing that ideal on the basis of those very diffeiences.

Underwriting this conception of the subject is the American exceptionalism  thesis, one
of American htetary cnuicism’s oldest.  This thesis is governed by an insistence on the absence
of objective suuctural mequahities (Juridical equality, social autonomy etc.) and has been
practically indispensable to the natonalist project of differentiating Americanness from mere
Englishness.  In cnitically surveying the theoretical ground upon which literary greatness has
traditionally been judged, Nina Baym has isolated one common feature: "America as a nation
must be the ultimate subject of the work. The author must be writing about aspccts of experience
and character that are American only, setting Americans off from other people and the country
from other nations" (127). Following the tenets of the exceptionalist thesis, American criticism
has tended to favour those narratives which trace the teleological path of a protagonist from a
fledgling state of selfhood, conceived of as exisling prior to and autonomous from social
relations, through (o his eventual mature state where he typically achieves communion with some
transcendenital signified, be it God or America itself. Lionel Trilling has put the matter this way:
"the fact is that American writers of genws have not turned their minds to society” (212).
Needless to say, the so-called "American writers of genius" Trilling approves have alsc been
those enabled by social prnivilege to be far "above the bautle".

Based on symbolic interpretations of the subject ranging from the Puritan model of the
self as microcosm of the nation, thiough the Romantic ideal of a "transpersonal consciousness"
to the exalted hero of the frontier, the American subject thus conceived is not an inclusive but

an exclusive concept. At the same time however, exceptions to the category are assumed on
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grounds which cannot be made explicit without undermining the rhetorical and performative

efficacy of the idea of repiesentative man so central to the viability of the concept itself.

Citing F.O. Matthicssen’s American Renaissance (1941) as one of the most "spectacular”

instances of this rhetoric, Jane Tompkins’ Sensatonal Desiens (1985) addresses the fallaciousness

of the idea that these canonized texts aie in any way representative of America’s lhiteraty history
Taking the list of wiiters F.O. Mattheissen declares "‘representative of the whole soul of man’™,
including Emerson, Hawthoine, Melville, Thoreau and Whitman, Thompkins shows just how
unrepresentative these men are in terms of their religion, geographical location, and socio-
economic status. None of the works concerns itselt with issues of abolition or temperance, both
of which, as she says "preoccupied the country at the time" (200). She also notes the fact that
none of the works on the list achieved great popular success, and that while women virtually
dominated the literary marketplace at the time, none of the authors is female. That
representative status has been conferred upon such a homogencous sample of writers suggests
the degree to which representativeness has served not as an index of that which is most common,
but as a notion of the ideal conceived of at two related but separable levels.

Firstly, the criteria by which literary value has tradiuonally been ascribed or denied 1o
texts have significantly himted the hkelihood that mdividuals deviating from a pre-elaborated
subject profile will produce works conforming to valorized literary norms  As Lestic Fiedler has
suggested, "the quest which distinguishes our fiction from Brockden Brown and Cooper, through
Poe and Melville and Twain, to Faulkner and Hemingway, 1s the search for an innocent substitute

for adulterous passion and marriage «like” (Love and Death 160). Evidently women are not

simply excluded from this quest, nor do they figure as the weaker partner in some kind of union
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with the men; rather they are positioned as adversaries, a source of potential enslavement, be they
virgin or whore.

Annctie Kolodny's The Lay of the Land addresses similar built-in biases in theories

related to the celebrated Frontier myth, as does Nina Baym’s "Melodrama’s of Beset Manhood".
As Baym has argued, "women are not likely to cast themselves as antagonists in a man’s story;
they are even less likely o cast themselves as virgin land” (136).  As Nathan Huggins has
suggested, African-American writers ate equally unlikely to embrace what he calls the "dominant
Brancioftian myth of the providential desuny of America”, that is, the "onward upward,

progressive vision" so characteristic of the "classic” American Bildungsroman (163). These

mediating factors are not necessarily cvidence of a malevolent conspiracy, only of « contingency,
oo long unacknowledged as such, between valuing subjects and valued objects.

The greater problem arises with the second idealism, that 1s, the allegedly disinterested
assertion that canonical works simply possess value and that this value is self-evident. Such a
beliel is founded on the regreutable assumption that this evaluation is not only that 10 which all
should aspire, but that this evaluation is that which all would necessarily arrive at themselves,
were their cognitive potental or aestheue sensibilities more fully evolved. In short, rather than
recognizing the adequacy of divergent valuing systems the critic implies his own epistemic
superiority and passes off us investment in a particular kind of aesthetic training as natural
aptitude. This verliginous arrangement may be attributed to what Bourdieu has called "the
circular circulation of inter-legitimation” (Distinction 54) whereby judgments of value both
venerate and are vencrated by the allegedly “"inherently valuable" properties of the object they

approve.
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While contemporary critics are quick to recognize and disciedit the "best selt™ of
Arnoldian acsthetics (Culture 136) as effectively ethnocentric, there has been less explicit
dissension rcgarding the role Arnold postulates for literary criticism in general.  According to
Arnold, "criticism’s most important function is to try books as to the influence which they are
calculated to have upon the general cultwe. . .. Of this culture, literary criticism is the appointed
guardian" (Complete 3: 41 120) What has inhibited a full-scale disavowal of the assertion that
criticism assume an esscntially managerial role vis a vis an allegedly unditferentiated populace,
is the extent to which ostensibly oppositional discourses have preserved this idea of a "best selt”.

While Marxist literary criticism has been sensitive o the class-biases inflected in the
Arnoldian case, Marxism, particularly within its more ambitious strains, has failed to dispense
with the "model-subject” concept altogether. On the contrary, Marxism has tended to inscribe
an equally idealized, monolithically-conccived subject in its place, namely that of the
revolutionary proletarian. What facilitates and indeed may be seen to necessitate the inscription
of such an ideal subject, is the disparity posited by Marxism’s own narrative paradigm between
the subject in its present repressed form and its yet-to-he realized revolutionary form.

Thus conceived, the subject himself comes to be thought of as existing in a kind of
somnambulist state induced by a generalized cultural lag, itself symptomatic of an as yet
unrealized but inevitable, revolution-inspired future.  The present repressed subject is typically
diagnosed as suffering from existent modes of production, as well as the slings and arrows of
Arnold’s subject who directly profits from this arrangement. Within this scenario, the Marxist
literary critic, who already exists in an enlightened state, assists the subject by leading him

through the morass of bourgeois literature, showing up its inherent class-biases and ideological
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traps. The subject, thus awakened from his slumber, casts off all previously held illusions,
including those about the value of reading most popular genres, and emerges finally, homo
erectus, to take on utopia.  While such a characterization is in some senses rather gross, the
extent to which Marxast hiterary critics have concerved of themselves as the rightful monitors of
this subject’s progress can hardly be overstated

Similmly messiame strains may be identitied within feminist literary criticism.  While
Amernican femimist biterary criticism has been instrumental in attenuating the dominance of
Marxist models which obscure social inequaliics with respect to gender, it may equally be seen
to prescribe a "best self”. As noted in chapter one of the thesis, one of the most predominant
currents within American feminist hiterary theory has been the so-called "images of women"
approach to fiction, which concerves of its project in terms of minting an authentic representation
of a monolithically-defined female subject.

Governing this feminist aesthetic is the sense that feminist literature, to merit the name,
should provide role models for temale audiences. Thus conceived, feminist literature is to act
as a kind of therapeutic antidote to the so-called "false” images generated for centuries by a
male-dominated literary establishment.  Underscoring this aesthetic discourse is a conception of
patriarchy as a homogeneous and uniformly repiessive phenomenon that conspires to conceal
women'’s "truc” nature. This vicimization thesis effectively precludes the possibility of anyone
but female authors conforming to the "images of women" aesthetic, insofar as depictions of
dependent females by men are necessarily read as evidence of the author’s own patriarchal
worldview, while similar portrayals by women writers are assumed to be indictments of this

idcology.
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However, bona fide feminist literature, literature which is seen to possess the greatest
aesthetic valuce, is not simply work by women writers; it must also delincate a female quest in
which the protagonist, posited as the moral, spirittal and psychological superior of men,
heroically escapes from the spectre of patriarchy, enters a puritied state, undefiled by
heterosexual relations.  The Temunist Jiterary critic is not only thought to be in a position to
dispense access to this real "best seli™ that all women should eventally actualize within
themselves, but she is also best able to offer counctl or admmster therapy to any wayward
valuing subjects (eg. women who "mistakenly” enjoy low forms such as romance novels).

In general, evaluative practices that construct a quastumversalist "best self” tend to operate
with an essentially centralist model of deploying texts. In practice, this centralist model intends
to affect social change by governing the reader from a position of authority. Rather than
accepting the adequacy of localized reading formations and their autendant valuing practices,
discourses of aesthetic value are predicated on institutionaily-derived modes of structuring
interfaces between texts and readers, granting the critic a preponderant position. As opposed o
a conception of culture as an area constituted by provisional associations of groups or individuals,
any of which might be 1 a position to dispute or evaluate the others, acsthetic discourse imphes
a putatively coherent model of cultural relations and preordams the critic o an allegedly
extradiscursive position. The critic thus serves an essentially corrective function in his or her
role as the one to whom all might appcal n the case of such disputes.  While  nationahsm,
Marxism and feminism have differently elaborated their respective hypothetical subjects in
accordance with their differently articulated precepts, they have exhibited a shared proclivity

towards universalizing their value claims and have, moreover, cor.ceived of the critic as directing
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the reform of ‘he subject in a rather proprictorial fashion.  Although it is possible to declare
preferences with respect to the various personalities so constructed, the manner in which even
so-called oprositional acsthetic discourses have mobilized their efforts to effect social change has
left entrenched modes of deploying texts 1n instituttonal domaains substantially unaltered. In this
respect, nominally opposttional discourses may not bhe seen to have radically distinguished
themselves from the allegedly disinterested forms of textual commentary associated with New

Criticism and its many descendants,

Parker and Literary Value

I stated at the beginning of this chapter that while Parker’s work has not been positively
valued by the majonty of her critics, this is not to say that her work is ultimately valueless.
Indeed, as I have argued, works cannot be said to actually possess value, rather they can only be
valued for particular reasons. Parker's critical reception history, a history which ends in the early
1980s, presents a senes of attempts to engage 1n an analysis of her work from within a number
of frameworks that are ulumately insensitive to tts patticular quahties.

Summarily viewed, Parker’s work has becn negatively evaluated in terms of three
perceived absences' lack of character development, lack of ssgnificant themes, and lack of literary
language. While these are the kinds of cniucismis that are commonly directed at popular
literature, (something which 1 itselt presents a series of problems that 1 sought 1o address in
chapter one), my immediate concern is the extent to which each of these cntiques has fed into,
and in some cases has preempted, more detailed readings of the stories themselves. In other

words, Parker’s critics have not been willing to admit the possibility that these so-calied flaws
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arc thematically motivated, for reasons which are related to, but held to be separate from, the
particulars of the critics’ narrative expectations.

It has been said, for instance, that Parker's characters are "hased on types oo limued
(Graham  1172), and that they "lack the full range of emotions found i human beings” (Stevick
92). That her characters assume a rudimentary form has consistently been tead as an umntended
failure to render adequately representative subjects.  Assuming the production ol "authentie”
characters to have been Parker’s projected but umiealized goal, these entics aie torced to conclude
that Parker herself is simply incompetent.

Feminist critiques of Parker have been similarly disappointed by her stories insofar as they
are not seen to offer characters that might serve as female role models. While these entics have
been less inclined to dismiss Parker completely, her work has not heen seen to fulfill expectations
related to this demand for an empathic identification between readers and characters.  This
demand arises in part from the tendency to conceive of writing as the self-expression of an author
defined exclusively m terms of sexual difference.

As noted above, this gynocentric approach to fiction posits the existence of a uniform
feriale consciousness as the antithesis of an equally uniform male consciousness. Because male
consciousness has been characterized by the will to repress its opposite, Parker’s work, and
indeed all writing by women, is evaluated in terms ol its capacity to produce narratives of
"uncompromised and unique female selthood” (Treichler 59). Parker’s feminist critics have
concluded that this "authenidic” female self remains oo far submerged to offer a faithful, "feminist
vision of what should be” ("Dorothy Parker” 76).

What has prevented more positive evaluations of Parker is the tendency endemic to the
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totalizing perspectives adopted by her critics to conceive of her work in conjunction with
discourses of value that are attendant upon grand and even grandiose meta-narratives of society
itself. Not only are the more nuanced qualities of Parker’s work obscured by these approaches,
when some auention is i lact paid to the intricacies of Parker’s stories, her interest in social
minutiae, for cxample, s actually seized upon and negatvely valued as evidence of an
unequivocal failuie to support the paradigms these critics aie intent on asserting.

As curient trends in American histmiography suggest, the idea that there has ever existed
a single body that might accurately be said to have been cither politically or aesthetically
representative ol "the American community” is an untenable one, and one that is increasingly
rejected as such. But while the vulgarisms associated with American literary nationalism have
been extensively chronicled, it is still possible to encounter vulgar Marxism and it is equally
possible 10 encounter something we might call vulgar feminism. What this adjective suggests
about particular currents within both of these schools is an overriding emphasis on globalizing
theories of how power operates in society. While the nationalist model denies the existence or
relevance of power relations and adheres to a theory of artistic autonomy or disinterestedness,
the Marxist model locates power exclustvely in the hands of the owners of the means of
production, and the femmist model locates 1t in the hands of men 1n general.

If mainsticam literary cntcism has neglected to addiess 1ssues related to class-struggles
in Parker’s work due to its supposition that America is and always has been a fundamentally
classless socicty, there has been a more conspicuous lack of attention given to Parker's work
from a Marxist perspective.  This, T suspect, may be atuibuted to a prevailing sensc that

Marxism's proper task is the rereading of already consecrated canonical works in order to reveal
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the irredeemable bourgeois values there inscribed.

On the other hand, what seems (o trouble feminist critics about Parker is a tacitly
acknowledged but unspoken recognition that gender is always a socially variable entity within
her stories, carrying different compensations and privileges depending upon innumerable factors
related, for instance, to class, race, age, and socially-received ideals of physical beauty. In other
words, Parker’s work cannot be casily articulated to uni-dimensional paradigms of female
oppression precisely because her stories consistently engage the complex, shifung, and diffuse
power relations which characterize the "mess" of modein experience.

[ stated in the introduction that Parker’s work might be more positively evaluated 1f it
were to be read in terms of a revised or reevaluated definition of what is commonly referred to
as minor literature. Traditionally, minor works have simply been considered lesser versions of
canonical works, failures in their apparenuly incluctable struggle for majorness. The
presupposition of a universally projected but infrequently realized acsthetic has both rationalized
and created the need for canonically ordered reading formations. More recently, however, critics
as various as David Lloyd, Loius Renza and Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guautari, have begun to
revise traditional assumptions about minor literature’s status.

David Lloyd has proposed a reevaluation of the relationship between major and minor
modes of writing in oppositional, rather than complimentary terms. According to Lloyd, “[t]his
opposition exceeds mere specularity insofar as the forms of its articulation call into question thz
very terms in which a canonical literature is defined" (Nationalism 21). For Lloyd, minor
literature makes no claim to representative status in an Arnoldian scnse and does not shore up

the notions of subjectivity that underpin canonical acsthetics. Instead, what minor writers share,
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he argues, is a "common perpetuation of non-identity" (Nationalism 22). This refusal of identity,
according to Lloyd;

circulates around an cquivalent refusal to giound the possibility of identity on the

recovery of origins, a strategy that evokes a critique of that narrative paradigm of

major hterature, the reproduction of an original or cssential identity at a higher

and sclf-conscious level (Nationalism 22).

What is suggestive about this revised model of minor literature is that it not only allows
us 1o think about Parker’s work 1n terms other than as a poor imitation of some other work, it
also admits to its own mherently provisional status as a model. That is to say, not on.y does it
refuse the need for an all-embracing model of the subject, or the canon, but it does not seek to
somchow get beyond that model and establish itsell on some higher, more sacred ground. It only
outdoes its predecessor msofar as it mmphies the evacuation of any rationalist thedlogy of
representation that would ensure its pertinence. As a paradigm of crisis, it is, in effect, no
paridigm at all and thus entails an end to the relevance of the category "minor literatwe” itself.

By abandoning the grand claims and the inflated terminology of a canonically defined

scene of writing we can begin to re-accent those qualities in Parker’s work that have traditionally

been devalued. Without recourse to what should constitute literary value, critiguing Parker for

"not dealfing] with any very great or significant area of life" (Van Doren) can be seen as, not
simply invalid, but inappropriate, a category mistake. While "the gossip of the cocktail hour"
(Gray 200) on a hot afternoon in 1920s Manhattan may not convey eternal truths, it does carry
significance for "a tiny fragment of society"(Gray 200). If Parker’s stories are "strictly dated"
and allude only to "an cra, a few moments" there is no reason to assume that that detracts from
their quality. Indeed we may begin to see that those works assigned to the category great

Literature are not substantially different 1n this respect.
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The continued reverence for a canonical formations rests on the assumption that some
works transcend these temporal limits. But where do they then go? 1, as Lloyd suggests, minor
works "call mnto question the very terms in which a canonical literatuie is defined” we may locate
that skepticism 1n Parker’s wotk 1n the episodic and ancedotal style so central to both her micto-
narratives and her minor status. 1 Patker’s woik may not be seen 1o serve as an ideal tract
around which to rally support for the cause of American nationalism, the inherent nobility of the
proletarian revolutionary, or a feminist Utopia, perhaps it is because her stories focus on the
minutiae of modernity, the specific and always localized struggles for power within an
increasingly complex and fragmented urban world. Her portraits of social relations may be
reduced, but not reductive.

What makes Parker a self-consciously minor writer in the sensc Lloyd has outlined is the
extent to which her stories foreground rather than hope to conceal the banality of her characters,
their triviality, and their limitation, both in terms of their incapacity to stand in for some larger
notion of "the human" and in terms of their propensity towards a kind of self-management which
effectively precludes them from standing in any way outside of the cramped spaces they inhabit.
In fact, the "natural” world as such does not figure 1n the stories at all. There are no grandiose
landscapes beyond these interiors reverberating with pathetic fallacy. That kind of sympathy
would be wholly incongruent with the dimensions assumed both by her characters and the worlds
that inspire them. Perhaps as Parker herself said, "It’s not the tragedics that kill us, it’s the

messes" (Capron 82).
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