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ABSTRACT 

This thesis offers a recvaluation of selectcd short stories by Dorothy Parker. Although receptions 
of Parker's work have been predominantly negative, this is not seen as cause for lanlent, but 
rather for a revIsion of literary valuing practices and the canonical paradigms the y support. 
Traditional as~umrtions about the status of so-called "minor" literature and its subservient relation 
to canol11cal works are rejectcd in favour of a revised appreciation of the qualities specifie to 
minor modes of writing. 

RESUME 

Cette thèse presente une levaluation des contes de Dorothy Parker. Quoique la plupart des 
commentaires sur son oeuvre soient négatifs, ce n'apparait pas comme une occac;ion pour 
lamentation, mais pour une r~vision des pratiques d' évaluations et les modèles canonique qu'elles 
soutiennent. Les assomptions traditlOnelles informant la statut de la litérature dit "mineure" et 
sa position inférieure vis-à .. vis des oeuvres canonises, sont rejetés en faveur d'une appréciation 
nouvelle des qualitces 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 Amencan short story writer Dorothy Parker. When 1 initially 

undcrtook this project, 1 dld not foresce having tn address many of the issues 1 subsequently 

belicved to be csscntial to such an undcrtaking. Survcying Parkcr's reccption history led me ta 

rcconsider somc of the theorctical premises and cultural preoccupations which have traditionally 

infonned the practice of acsthctic evaluation, particularly within the context of the development 

of an American I1terary canon. 

( 
This theslS i~ mntivated, ln part, by a dissatislactlon with the crîteria by which Parker's 

work has becn largely dismisscd. Howevcr, rather than suggesting that Parker's work ought ta 

occupya highcr position on that asccnding seale of minor-to-major writers, 1 have chosen to offer 

an analysis of Parkcr's work which accepte; that minor status as inevitable, given the criteria by 

which ma.iornes~ and mmomcss have tradltlOnally becn dctermincd. That is to say, Parker's 

minor status will be lcaù as pOSItIve; not merely a~ a slgn of "failure" ta realize a set of 

canonical nomlS, hut as a règister of the cxtent to which her work constitutes a meaningful 

departure [rom, and hencc refusai of, those norms. 

Chapter one presents a sampling of the kinds of interpretive frameworks through which 

her work has heen judgcd dcflClent. The aim of this chapter is to outline the horizon of 

expectntions dlfccting thcse analyses, in arder both to highlight the dominant matrix of concerns 

r constitutive of canonical approaches to litcraturc, and to claborate their conceptual limitations as 



applied to Parker's work. 1 will equally dispute thc position taken hy thosc critics who argue for 

Parker's inclusion in the canon, inasmuch as such an cnlislment entails granling dTicacy or 

normative status ta the very tenets of aesthctic valuc which ought thcmsclvcs tn he lhe (lh.il~ctof 

critical debate. 

Chapter lwo presents a reading of selccted stories hy Pilrkrr. focusing on ÙlOSt' stOlll~S 

which both themutically and structurally prohlcmatizc orthodox approachcs ln namllive ln 

conjunction with issues related to the POlilics of gcndcr and class. Summarily vicwcd. Parker' s 

stories may be read as enactments of the strugglc among social groups for the power amI 

authority to narrale their own experience and that of others. As 1 will argue, Parker's cri tics have 

misidentified her stories as critically limitcd or impotent narratives, when they l11ight more 

accurately be understood as narratives ahout impotence. 

Chapter three presents a necessarily comprcssed trajectory of Amcrican litcrary canon 

formation, as part of an attempt to intervene in larger debatcs conccrning the rclationship hctwccn 

interpretive communittes and the practice of literary cvalualion. The intcracllOn helwccn thesc 

will be elahorated in the context of American politieal and cultural nat\Onalt~m, in order tn more 

fully account for Parker's effacement l'rom Amencan hlerary hlstory. This analysls involves 

making exphcit the connections bctwccn a discourse which tnhcrcntly pnvilcgcs the nalion as the 

locus of cultural authentication or IcgltlmallOn, and larger issues of class, race and gender 

inscribed in the construction of a hegemonic American cultural idcntity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

When ilsked ahout the suhjcct of rny thesis by friends, fellow students or other 

acquaintanccs, the answer, "Dorothy Parker" alrnost invariably elicits the response, "Oh, yes, l've 

heard of her, hut l've ncver read anything she has written." The dlspanty betwcen Parker's near

cclehrity status as a figure nI popular culture and the widespread Ignorance of her actual work 

has significuntly influenced my thinkmg ahout the extent to the which the construction of an 

author's "personality" fIgures in the production of literary value, both within, and beyond the 

confines nf forrnalized critical discussion. 

The suhject 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 a~ 

"scholarly work", by about 10 to 1. While two of her biographers do engage in sorne critical 

analyses of her work, thcy frame these analyses according to certain evenl~ in her life and assume 

the stories tu he largcly autohlOgraphlcal in nalure Parker' s crilles' predilectIOn for conflating 

her lire and her work lïnds Il.., apotheosls 10 Jane Helen Pearl'~ 1982 Psychology dIssertatIOn, 

Dorothy Parker, Herselt'. A Pweho-BlO!!raphy of the Literary Artlst. In an attempt to "understand 

her life and creative hter,lr~ works" , Pearl apphes "Freud's formulations about pathological 

narcissism arnong women" (1 l'. Pearl plainly states that the ma!erial for her study was chosen 

"on the basis of neither il.., hterary merit, nor il~ medium", but for "its autobiographical 

relevance" (47-8). Although Pearl's separation of "literary merit" and "autobiographlcal 

rclcvancc" is Îustified in one sense, (i.e they arc not identical), what constitutes "autobiographlcal 
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relevance" is not, as Pearl implics, an impartial or impcrsnnal guide ln ÙIC storics. Thal Îs tn say, 

Parker's biographies arc not simply unmcdmlcd aCl:Ollnts of pa st Iill~ cvcnls. ralher Ihcy ilIl' 

highly selecttve rcprcsentalions of lhosc events, tnld l'rom a particlliar pcrSpeCIIVl'. Parkl'( s past. 

in other würds, has iL'\clf been cvalll!ltcd and intcrpreled in a parûcu!ar way. Her IIfe slory IS 1101 

merely an immovablc "background" tn the stones, somcthing tn which we have immclImll' acl'l'Ss. 

or an objective context 1'rom which to cxtrapolate the mcaning or tckvanœ nI hCI lcxls. \nd,'\'tl. 

as will become apparent in slIrveying Parker's critica\ leception. her I;rc s!ory has Itselt hl'Cllllll' 

a text, shaped by the many interpretations enactcd lIpon Il. 

While Parker remains rclatively ohscure in academic circles. her work continues to go illin 

new editions. ln fact, her publishing history is snmewhat cxceptional. Hel' first hook or pOl'IllS, 

Enough Rope (1926) was a national hest-seller, ran tn elght printings, and hit a record hlgh lor 

U .S. poetry sa\e~ (Lauerhach 589). Her three shorl-Slory Colleclll)n~, Lamenls for the Livmg 

(1930), After Such Pleasures (1933), and Here LieS (1919) were puhlished Wllh fcw omiSSIOns 

in one volume III The POltahle Dorothy Parker ( 1 (44). According Ln the "Puhlishcr's Note" ln 

the 1976 edHlOn, "or the ftrst ten Portahles, seven have heen dropped or replaced hy new 

editions; only Shakespeare. The World Blhlç" and Dorothy Parker have rcmalned C(}nlmllol1~ly 

in print and selling steadily through lIme and change" ("Puhhsher's Note"). Her short swry "BIg 

Blonde" (1929), reccived the O. Henry Prl/c for the best short story of that year. If anythmg. 

the popularity of Parker' s work secms la have inhibitcd its positive reccptlOn in academic ctrclcs. 

This phenomenon is, of cOUise. not unique lo Parkcr's case: the commercial succcss of a work 

has not infrequently been inversely proportion al to the degrce of litcrary value it is said tn 

possess. 
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AlthoUl!h the short ~lOry b a !!enre oflen sa id ln be the most definitlvely American, Il is 
'- . '-

cqually truc that 11 ha.\ tfalhtlonally been c(}n~)\(jcrcd a minor genre. This may in part be 

cxplaincd hy the fael lhaL short slories general!y appear in magalÏnes, thereby placing them in 

a notoriously transICnt and commercial mass culture context. A rclated assumptlOr. informing 

the minor status of short storics is the perception that writers producc such shorl works as a 

Il1can~ of supponing themselvcs tinandally, "in hClwccn nnvels". Such a display of pecuniary 

Inleresledness run~ counter to the dominant. art-for-art's-sake tradition of bourgeois aesthetics. 

Ailhough few critics would suggest that writing short stories is inherently Jess demanding than 

writing noveJs, and many canonized American writers have produced critically-acclalmed short 

stories, the overwheJming majority of these canonized writers are seen to have merited that 

distincLjqn hy virtuc (lI' the quality of thcir novels aJone. 

Parkcr's critkaJ rcceptiol1 has undergone sorne changes since her stories were fust 

rcviewed in Iiterary magazines of the IlJ30s. These revicws of her short story collections are 

extrcmcly bncf, as arc the very occaslOnaJ and orten ncgatlve references to h\'r work in surveys 

of the Arnerican sholt story fwm the 1930s through 10 the !YXOs. Two critical bIOgraphIes were 

published ln the J 970s, but thesc are primarily conccrned with her blOgraphy and pay only 

passmg attention tn the storics. At approxlmalcly the same Lime, howcvcr, a few articles on her 

short stnrics bcgan to appear in literary journals, and in the early 1980s four dissertations were 

publishcd on Parker. Anothcr biography was published in 1984, as was yet another, more 

recently, in 1988. 

Ove rail , Parkcr's work has gencrated very little interest, and what scholarly work there 

is tclls us that she has not achicvcd anything rcmotcly approaching canonical status. The 
( 



.. question this chapter implicitly addresscs, is that posed hy Stuart Hall: 

Why is it that the tcxt, the many lexts, the many signifying prm':liœs which arc 
present in any social formation have yielded as the administered curriculum nI' 
literary studics, these ten hooks up to the top; thcn thesc twenty hooks with a 
question above them; lhen those firty hooks which wc know ahout hut which wc 
only necd to rcad very quickly; and then lhose hundrcds or thousands of leXis 
nohody cvcr reads? (26) 

If we were LO locate Dorothy Parker :--omcwhcl"L' in IhL' distrihution of texts lIall oUllIlIl'S, 

her work would probably fall inlo the "thosc books wc know ahout hut only nccd 10 l'cad Vl'IV 

quickly" category. Il would probably he more acclIrate ln qualify thal lurther hy mlding "if al 

ail." In short, Parker is a minor writer. White her reccplion hislory provides somc answcrs ln 

the question of why that is 50; il also tells us a good de al ahout what minor status implies aholll 

an author' s work. 

To argue that Parker' s minorness IS the resull of prcvious crities' failllre tn rccognize what 

is properly a 'major' writer, is to presume that majorness is inhercntly more dcsirahle, and mCilllS 

aligning oneself in advance with categories that are themsclves in nced of critical rccvaluatioll. 

Rather than suggcsting that Parker' s work oughl ln occupy a highcr position on that asccnding 

sc ale of lesser-greater writers, 1 have elected to offcr an analysis of Parkcr's work which accepts 

that minor slatus as incvitable, given the criteria by which majorness and minorncss have 

traditionally becn deterrnined. At the same lime, howevcr, 1 wanllO reject the supposition lhal 

so-called "minor" works can only be accounted for in temlS of projecled but unrealized canonical 

norms and suggest a revised evaluation of the prcscriptive discourse undcrwriting rcccivcd 

notions about the minor/major rclationship. 

Much of the criticism of a minor writer such as Parker is instructive insofar as il f(!veals 

just how impoverished the discoursc supporting the pantheon of major writers would he, were 
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11 not lOf the cXlillcnce of an adjacent diseoursc maintaining il'i underside, the province of minor 

or popular writcrs. Summarily viewcd, Parkcr's reception history offers an emblematic study of 

how mlnorncss is typically defined negatively, thal is, only in relation to ilS obverse, whose 

quaiities arc .supposed tn have alrcady hccn cstabltshcd. In the absence of any rcference point 

hcyond Ihe canolllcai paradlgm. Il~clf the produet of socially-cnntingcnt valuing practices, the 

prc-ernmcnœ 01 cannnicai lexts is ctcrnally reinstatctl and made to serve as the uneontested ideal 

against which suhsequent work rnay he mcasured. 

The effcclll of those eritical and institutional practices are apparent in Parker' s reception 

history which spans approxirnately 50 years, from 1930 to 1984. Just as literary criticism has 

not devcloped ln an uninterruptcd line over that period. Parker's erilies do not progress in a 

particularly lincar fashion. In many ways, sorne of the later crities seem to owe a great deal to 

earlier moments in the history of eriticism. Consequently, 1 have organized the eritics 

thematically, according, as much as possible, ta the eoncerns and assumptions informing their 

evaluations. The object of this analysis is to consider in detail the ways in whkh Parker's status 

has hcen constituled hy the procedures of crilicism enacted upon her wode In this respect, my 

primill'y conccrn IS not 10 dehate 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 firsl set of crilies may be loosely referred to as biographical critics. Although sorne 

of thcse el'itics would undnuhtedly not have elected to eall their approach biographical ~ ~ 

there fcmains an important biographical element in their formulation of what constitutes the text. 

The tendcncy loward biographicat critieisrn, while not unique Lo the reception of a minor writer 
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such as Parker, is significant in Parker' s case in terms of how il \.':o!1CCptualilcs her alltho1 ity. 

The facl of Parker's gender Icpeatedly intrudcs upon what is allegedly criticism of the work, vety 

often having the effect of altenuating the latter. The question of Parker's "femininity" seems tn 

be a matter of ccnu'al concern to a number nI' edtics who makc, \Vhat is in their estimation, a 

meaningful connection belween her life or "persnnality" and her work. 

Within the conventions of biographieal cnticism, texts that arc vnlued arc t1adi\lonally 

seen as produclS of a valuable lite. The faets of Parker's lire selccted for emphasis have not hcen 

those that wou Id provide such an impression. In this sense her reccptlOn more c10scly rcscmHcs, 

although it is not identical to, that commonly enacled on authors of more [lo[lular genrc:-. ln his 

work on popular fiction, Tony Bennett has slressed the diffcrent form biographlcal critidsm lakes 

when applied lU canonical as opposed to non-canonical authors. According 10 Bcnnelt: 

[B]iographical criticism has articulated the relations hetween life 
and work differently as between the two categories: tying life, work 
and meaning into an indissoluble unily in the easc of onc, 
connecting life and work only at the level of mîsccllancous 
anecdote in the case of the other. ("Marxism" 25X) 

A sarnple of sorne of the "miscellaneous anecdotes" proffered by Parker's critics corroboratcs, 

to sorne extent, Bennett's observations. 

John Keats' You Might as Weil Live: The Lite and Times of Dorothy Parker (J 974), is 

considered to be among the definitive texts on Parker, as it is one of only two book-Icngth 

studies which includes any textual analysis of the storic~. Having wrîtten such a book, Keat..., 

feels authorized to surmise that "to the extent that she was a wnter, it was difficult for hcr to he 

a lover, a friend, a woman" (147). Keats' comment..c; dearly suggest that authorship and 

womanhood vied for a place in Parker's lire, and yet lcave unanswered the question of why or 
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how that is so. ]n uny case, the two occupations arc seen to be mutually exclusive. The final 

page of his hook concludes with a description of Parker as a "tiny, big-eyed, feminine woman 

wilh the mind of a man", and (juotes an apparcnt]y anonymous source who refers to her as ''''this 

SOU! littlc girl who wcnt ahollt slashmg hcr wrists and having abortions'" (305). 

Whilc l,;onœdmg that shc was an "cxcell(;nt poet and short story writer" (305), Keats 

undcrcuL<; thosc accomplishment<; by slIggesting that this was achieved at the expense of, or 

perhaps even dcsptle, her gender. KeaL<; shares with her other biographers a tendency to 

forcground the sensational or otherwise scandalous aspects of Parker's life, highlighting her failed 

marriagcs and dlunken escapades. 

In refclcnce to Jonathan Swift, Edward Said argues thal "it cannot be necessary each time 

he is written about to examine the provenance of everything known about his biography or to 

( 
rcvisc the concept organizing his oeuvre" (180). In the cas~ of Parker, it is precisely that 

organizing concept, which has consigned the critical treatment of her work to reductive 

formulatIOns about Its auto-hiographtcal naturc. While Parker's divorces and suicide attempts 

may have servcd as the basis for sorne of her stories, there is a lesser-known, because less often 

circulatcd, si de ta her Itfc which may equally be seen to have informed her work. 

ln ) 933 Parker was rcsponsible for organizing the Screcn Writers Guild in Hollywood, 

and helped to round the Hollywood Anu-Nazi League in 1936. She acted as national chainnan 

for the Joint Anti-Fasc1s1 Refugee Committec in the 1930s, overseeing a Spanish relief campaign, 

and in 1937 she rcportcd the Loya!ist cause from Spain for New Masses. For these and other 

rclatcd aClivities, she was refuscd a passport as a war correspondent during World War II, having 

alrcady becn rcjccted for military service. Parker and others who had spoken out against fasclsm 
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before the signing of the Hitler-Stalin non-aggression pact wcrc cnnsidcrcd premalurely .mlÎ-

fascist (PAF), and were suhscqucntly rcjcctcd for service. In 1949 she was hlarklistl'(\ in 

Hollywood and was suhpocnaed to testify hcfore HUAC. In 1955, she was hrought herme thl' 

New York Statc Legislative Committce, at which tllne she plcaded the Fitth Aml'l1dment. She 

left her estate, as weIl as copyrights and royaltIes, to Marttn LUlhcl King JI. Thl'sC ail' now in 

the possession of the NAACP. 

In short, Parker's activities were not confined 10 lunches al the Algonquin Round Tahlc, 

nor, as numerous critics insist, was she solely interested in male-female rclationsllIps. ln many 

ways Parker's staries have been read as if on a continuum with her Iife, a life whk:h has itself 

been read primanly as a sordid melodrama of sex and alcohol. White Parker's hiographcrs may 

have shaped her hfc and work into "an indissoluble whole", lU borrow Bennett's phrase, ils 

articulation has been deployed in such a way as 10 effcctivcly restrÎCt rather than enlarge the 

scope of conccrns her work is seen to encompass. 

In 1968, one year after Parker's death, William Shanahan continued whal had vlrtually 

become a tradition in Parker criticism by asserting that Parker "wrotc almost excluslvcly ahollt 

sex" (26). Although there IS no necessary correlatIOn bClween the range of issues addrcsscd in 

an author's work and the value of that work, the cnllcal rcductlOn of Parker's material, even al 

the level of plot description, merits a response, howc..,er much sllch a rcsponse may pcrpcLUale 

the reductionism il sccks to counter. ln terms of subjcct-mattcr alonc Parkcr's st{)nc~ includc: 

war ("Soldiers of the Republic"); poverty ("Song of the Shirt 1941"); ahortion ("ML Durant"); 

alcoholism ("Big Blonde"); racism ("Arrangement in Black and White"); marriage ("Herc Wc 

Are"); divorce ("Too Bad"); and adoption ("Little Curtis"). ft is not mercly inaccurate hut almoSl 
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incomprehcnsihlc that Shanahan would suggest the se might be subsumed under the category "sex" 

aJonc. 

Vernon Loggins adopts a similar position in his survey of American short story writers, 

1 Hear America Sin!!lO,!! (1 <)17) which includes a two-page commentary on Parker. Operating 

l'rom the assumpl10Il that Parker "loves nothing hetter than Oowers and a good cry" (299), he 

conclu des that "Dorothy Parker, femminL' in her evcry fiber, has lost all deluslOns except 

dclusions ahout heauty and love. These she keeps as her woman's birthright" (302). It would 

sccm cXlremcly unhkely that Vernon actually read eIlher "Horsie" or "Big Blonde". So dominant 

is the narraLtve consU uclcd of Parker' s personali ly that ît bec am es the real text, the stories 

conslituling liltJc more lhan exccrpts whlch assume their meaning only in relation la her 

biography's largcr thematic structurc. In this sense, her signature aJone determines the fate of 

( 
thcir rcccption. As Mark Van Doren admit."), for Parker's critics thcre is always "the difficulty 

of separating the woman one has heard about from the woman one is reading" (536). Historian 

Estelle Frecdman observcs a slmilar pattern in hIstories of the period. According to Freedman, 

Il Historians' use of the 'sexual revolution' as an explanation for women's history in the 1920s 

was pcrhaps an extension of thcir inability to conceive of women outside of sexual raIes" (393). 

ln light of this, wc may invert Keats and others' comments and conclude, perhaps more 

accllratcly, that to the cxtent that Parker was a woman it was difficult for erilies (like Keats) to 

see her as a writer. 

The second sel of enlies 1 wish to discuss share a sense that Parker's eharacterizations 

are sim ply nul sufficiently adequate representations of hum an beings. Although a description of 

f 
what hllman beings arc really like is never advaneed, the tacit assumption is that, while absent 

, 
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from Parker's work, their nature is discernable in superior works ot' literaturc. Morcovcr, th1s 

apparent lack of rcpresentativeness is tied to a perception that whcn the slOrics rcfcr tn situations 

bound ta a specifIe pcriod ln time, their 8ignificance 18 furthcr dll11lOished. 

In a 1930 article cntitlcd "Cut-Outs from Lire" wnltcn for thc Satunlay Rl'vicw nI 

Literature, Gladys Graham rcgret.t.; that "ML Durant", "Little Curtis" and "The Wondclflll dO 

Gentleman" ale "based on types too limited" 0\72). They arc. shc continucs. "thc sentllllentai 

staries of yestcrday" (1172). Wnting for The Out!ook and Indcpcmlcnl the same year, Fiances 

Lamant Robbins finds that "[o}f their kind, thesc SkClCI!CS and stones arc pcrfect" (269). They 

are, however " ephemeral In value, journalistic in style, and stnctly datcd" (269). Philip 

Stevick's The Lesser Renaissance (1984) is a lcngthy and detailed study of the Amcrican shnrt 

story between 1900 and 1940. He confines his remarks on Pal ker to two shO( t paragraphs. 

Aceording to Stevick, Parker' s characters "lack the full range of human emotions found in human 

beings" (92) and because they "mave about like automatons: thcy helong in a soap opera" (94). 

Stevick's allusion ta perhaps the most critically degraded form of mass culture and one 

commonly associated with female audience .. is clcarly an indictmcnt of the work related to, 

a1though separable from, the faet that the stl fiCS are primarily conccrned with the lives of 

women. 

Each of these analyses operates from a series of commonly hcld suppositions about the 

quaIity of literature which allegedly distinguishes lt from lesser forms of writing. Aceordingly, 

a major work should present a portrait of life which is ltmelcss. In contrast, a minor work fUlls 

ta sustain itself as an historically autonomous artifact. and reveals Ils temporahty. The Oxford 

Companion ta Amencan Literature neatly summarizes the dlffcrcnce. However much one might 
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want to contesllhc valiùity of looking to any of The Oxford Companions for definitive answers 

tü the questIOn of literary value, such texts are instructive insofar as they present prevailing 

theoretical orthodoxIes 111 a refreshingly direct manner. Under the heading "Best Sellers" James 

D. Hart provldes tlw .. deflnItloO' 

"lTjcrm lm hooks that aIe rcmarkably popular, l'pr a brief time or over a period 
of many ycars Sel dom of greal literary signlflcance, such works are often 
cphemcral ln value ami depcndent upon temporary tastes and interests. 
Nevcrtheless, the best-selling book in the V.S., as III other Christian lands, has 
been the Blhle. (75) 

There are at lea~t two stnk1l1g features 10 thlS defimtion. Fust, unhke many liierary temls, the 

term "best-sellers" would seem LO lend itself to scientltlc verification, a matter more for the 

statistician than the Iexicographer. Equally odd is the fuct that the category should be defined 

in teffilS which effecl1vely disqualify the category's most consistent example. What seems to 

distinguish popular hooks l'rom great lttcraturc is the merc fact that more copies of them have 

been soid, but tills nlet alone Cdnnot aceount for the fact that they are of no "great literary 

signitlcancc". Accordtng to Leslie Fledler, "the struggle of Hlgh Art and low, has, moreover, 

becn pereeived as a haule of the sexes" (What Was Literature? 29). Although Fiedler's 

observations rightly acknowledge the privilege aeeorded to male writers in this respect, they do 

not acknowledge the at least equally sigl1ltïcant fael that while lugh culture has traditionally been 

the do main of men, those men have bcen overwhelming white, middle- or upper-class men. 

Nonethelcss, there are historiea} rcasons for addressing the high/low distinction in terms 

of gcndcr. In the 1850s, a group of prcdommantly white, middle-class, American and British 

women short story writers began to cultivate a widc and largely feroale readership by publishing 

in popular magazines. The most-onen quoted man of his generation to respond to that 
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phenomenon is, of course, Nathaniel Hawthorne. His phrase "damncd moh of scrihhling 

women", is however too ortcn removed l'rom its hu"ger context. Hawthornc's commcnts arc part 

of a letter he wrote tn his pllblisher m 1 g55 wherc he proclaims that: 

America is now wholly given over to a damncd mob of scrihhling womcn, and 1 
should have no chance of SllCCCSS while the puhlic tuste is occupied with ûleir 
trash .... Worse they could not he, when they sell by the hundrcd thollsand 
(Pattee 110). 

The works produced by those women writers werc largely conccrned with what might he cilllcd 

"issues of the day", local, temporal evcnts, whose relevance to the daily lives of many could he 

readily inferred. Prcsumably, thcse works wcrc not valucd for what they contrihuted in the way 

of 'etemal truths', but for their ability to intersect with the readcr's own immediatc world of 

interest. 

Since thal lime, 'popular literature' has come to signify nothing so much as that il IS not 

great literature. Il is instructive to remember thal the term "literature" only acquircd il') present 

exclusive stalus during the nineteenth century contemporancous with the consolidation of litcrary 

criticism and aesthetics as nominally autonomous, academically cntrcnched <)Hiers of tnquiry. 

Distinguishing between modes or writmg emerged as part of an cxpanding pectagogical apparalus 

which articulaled the relationship between text and society in broadly nationahsl lerms. The 

ostensible function of Iiterature in this context is to transcend the regional and historieal 

differences perceived as threalcning 10 the political unit y of the nation. 

The difference betwcen popular literaturc and great works of art, then, is not inscribcd in 

the texts themselves, but 15 rather constitutcd by the dlfferent functions they are expectcd to 

perform. One of the central difficultie~ wilh this is that within the academically-dcrivcd 

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

1 
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in terms of its recalcitrancc to the dcmands of the dominant aesthetic. 

The thmJ glOup 01 cril1CS 1 want to discuss have critiqucd Parker's work in terms of this 

disparity. Thcse enlies shalC U sense that insofar as Parker's work engages with purely local and 

temporal thcmes, she faib to achieve major author status. 

Willtam Shanahan puL~ his VICWS succinctly. According to Shanahan, Dorothy Parker 

"will never he listed among the twenlicth century's hest authors" (34) because hcr "intentions and 

output were too ~hght" and her "themes and styles too familiar and unpretentious" (34). In his 

cril1que 01 Nancy Hale, Clare Booth Luce and Dorothy Parker in On Second Thou!!ht (1946) 

James Gray regrets that; 

thcse womcn have concerned themselves wilh a Lmy fragment of society and with 
ncgative themes. Wilde they have attemptcd to make literature in terms of the 
gossip of the eocktaJ! hour, thcir English cOfltemporaries have becn energetically 
turmng ove( whole cultures tu find their matenal (200) 

Lynn Z. Bloom c1ullns il was the "shallowness of her admuers" which "led them to 

cxaggerate her carly talent and seduced Parker into believing too fervently in the importance of 

not being carnest" (302). As a result, she argucs, "Parker settled tao 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 dist1l1ction" (302). 

According to Edmund Wilson, "She is not EmIly Bmnte or Jane Austen, but she has been 

at sorne pains to writc weIl, and shc has put into what she has written a state of mind, an era, 

a few moments of cxpel1ence that nobody eise has conveycd" (171). 

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

. . . sincc shc docs Ilot deal with uny very great or signilicant area or life" (542). 

Togcther thcsc analyses t'orm a consensus about the cnteria that distinguish major work 
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l'rom minor work. These appear in the fmm of nppositlOnal tenns. "Best" versus "familiar", 

"literature" versus "gossip", "carnest" versus "shallow", "cnduring" versus lia fcw moments", 

"significant" versus, presumably, "insignificanl". If, as Parker's puhlisher mamtains, tt IS tllll' 

that Parker' s staries continue to scll, thcn her WOI k has cntlured. Howcvcr, Just us the endul ann' 

or significancc of a major wnlcr dcpcnds on the contmllity that authnr's circulatIon wlthlll il 

particular reading community, so Parkcr's endurance has dcpendcd on hers. Evaluative practlcl' 

then, extends beyond lhal of ascribing value ln certain leXIS and not olhers; it cqually implil's the 

evaluation of audiences themselves in tcm1S of thcir eSlimated ahilily to evaillatc "pmperly". 

Apparently, Parker's readers have not been lhose that lilerary critics would recognizc as heing 

in a position to jlldge her work accllrately. 

The institlltionalization of literature produccs a partklliar kind of rcading formation ln 

accordance with the edicts of its own critical entcrprisc. Parker's work apparcntly frustrales that 

enterprise. For instance, l'rom a New Critical pcrspective, by emphasizmg the rerercntial 

dimension of verbal operations, "the gossip of the cocktail hour" shamelessly commiL'\ "the hercsy 

of paraphrase." From a Bloomian perspectIve, wlllch preempt~ the posslhllily of an anxicly-free 

literature, one cither writes hke Jane All~len (lI one I:llb hl wnte hke Jane Au~tl!n. From a 

nalÏonalist/humanist per~peçllvc, Elcrnal Man cannot surVIve dass-struggle 111 a Manhattan 

apartment unscathed, much lcss hope to do so "without social mcdJatlOn" (Chase 1(0). 

The fourth group of criucs l want to discuss are [cminist critic~. Although it is not 

generally accuratc lo spcak of ferninist critics as a homogcneous group with a single agenda, 

those who have wrÎllen about Parker share a set of assumptions about what constltutcs, or rather 

what should constitule the aims and ob.iectives of femalc authors in general. In lhcjf vicw, 
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Parker's work ullimalely l'ails lo rcalize lhosc demands. Their work may be classified as 

helonglng lo a parllcular schoo) of feminlsl crillcIsm lhal has come to be called "images m 

wnmen in fIctIon". As ~uch, it needs tn he prefaccd hy a brief outltne of tha( lradition's history. 

The ) 97()~ mark thc hcgmnmg of a suc.:ce~Slnn of studies on Parker. This renewed Interest 

in Parkcr'~ work I~ concun'cnt with the growth of the women's movemcnt. which, for academics. 

involved an attcmpt to rcstlscitatc wnrk hy l'cmale authors and tn inttlate women's studies 

plOgrams. In Amel kan collcges in the carly 1970s, femalc academlcs dcvclopcd a numher of 

courses which ccntered on the study of female stereotypes 111 male wrillng. Ima!!es of Women 

in FictlOn l Fcminist Perspectives (1972) edited hy Susan Koppelman Cornillon, was intended 

for this ncw and expanding market. Repnnted several tlmes in rapld succession, ComiIlon's text 

rcflects lhe populaI tly, at lea~t m academlc ctrcles, of thls approach to Iiterature. In fact, the 

"Images of wO/llcn" approach becamc one of the dominant modes of feminist criticism. Taking 

Cornillon's text as excmplary, Toril Moi has outlined the overriding effects of that practice: 

As one rcads on ln Images of Women In FIction, one quickly becomes aware that 
to study 'images of women' in fiction is cquivalent 10 studying false images of 
womcn in fIction written hy both sexes. The 'Image' of women 111 fiction in 
literalure is invanably dcfmcd m oppOSItion to the 'real person'. (44) 

ln lhis sense, properly tem1l11st worh arc those whICh convcy a particular image of women. 

Cheri Reglster'~ arltcle, "Amencan Fcmmist Lltcrary Cntlcism" (1975), neatly summarizes the 

guidelines such a work should follow. "A hterary work should provide fOIe models, instill a 

sense of fell1111inc idcnl1ty by portraylllg womcn who arc self-actualizmg, whosc identities are not 

dependent on men" (47). The 1/111uencc of this tradItIOn IS apparent 1/1 a number of studies on 

ParkcI. 

In an essay entitled "Dorothy Parker, Erica Jang and the New Feminist Humor", which 

1 
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appears in RC2ionalism and the Fcmale Imagination (1977), EmIly Tnth writcs, "She secllll'lI (0 

see little possibility for change, neither an androgynous shifting of mies nor strnng fricndships 

betwccn women. Her vicw of the world IS femalc, hut not femmisl" (74), Tnlh hl'licves. 

howcver, lhal "had Dorothy Parker lived longer, she might have heen ahle ln do more wlih her 

anger; she might have been able to creale a more feminist vision of what should he rather than 

what is" (76). 

In her dissertation, 20th-Century American Women H li 1l101'1 sIs ( 19X2), whll.:h indudes li 

chapter on Parker, Zita Zatkhin Dresner regrets thal PaI ker' s charm:tcrs "suffer too much for Ihe 

reader to get pleasure out of identirying with" (lOI). "ln fuet", she argues, "none of Parkcr's 

charactcrs are wOl11cn whnm wc ean enjoy wllhout anxICty" (107). 

Sondra Roslyn Melzer's dissertation, The Rhclol'lc 01 Ra!!c: A Study of the Vlew 01 

Women in Selected Short Stories or Dorothy Parkel (I9X4), cltcs CornIllon' s text on page 1 or 

her introduction. Melzer states that her own wnrk IS intendcd to contnbute to a fcmimst ProlCl't 

which has "rcpudlatcd the ea~y generahzations made ahout women and Ihas] hcglunl to mmt a 

clear, truthful Image of WOl11cn 10 replace the countcrfeit currcncy, the cOlllcd stereotypes whlch 

ha[ve] so long hecn pa~scd ahout" (1). Although she allow~ that Parker dld not have "an cxphcil 

feminist vlewpomt", shc maintams lhat "11]n the ten stories dlscussed, cight take women as 

protagomsts, a fael which IL<;clf rCflCcL"i a femimst conccrn" (279) ln concludll1g, MC):,r,cf hopcs 

that through her study, "studenL"i inlclesled in womcn's sludICS may he cllcouraged lo partlcipate 

111 the current effort toward transfom1ing a predominantly male litcrar~ canon that l'ully mlegratcs 

women" (302). 

However well-intentioned, these cl'itics have merely substitutcd a notion of represcntativc 
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malcncss with one of rcprescntallvc fcmalcncss. Likc iLIi male counterpart, this feminist 

aesthctic IS hascd on a univcrsalist model of the ~uhject. While il is important ta commend these 

critics for having joregrounded the positIon from which they present their claims, the tendency 

10 deducc l'rom lheir own p01>ltlOn a glohahl.ed idl'al or fcmale suhjectivIty is highly suspect and 

indecd has II1creasmgly hcen rCJcctcd as clTcctlveJy elhnocentrÎC. Morcover, thesc critlcs 

preserve the canonlcally prcscnhcd dctcrminant"\ ni a major litcraturc David Lloyd hali outlined 

the characteristics which undcrline the runcl!on a mujor Iiteraturc: 

A major litcraturc is estahlished as such prccisely by virtue of ils claim ta ... 
realize the autonomy of the indivldllal sub.lect to such a degrce that individual 
subject hccnmcs universally valid and archetypal. (Nal1onalism 19) 

Their argument wilh the maJc-dommaled literary canon doc~ nnt necessitatc a reevaluation of ilS 

central daims to representatIvc status, but asks only that archetypal woman be added to ils cast 

of characlcrs. amountmg in the end ta little more than a kind of tit for tat polemic. Rather th an 

problcmatizing a transhistnrIcal concept of the subject, feminist criticism of this sort propagates 

the same idealism hy pnvllcging autonomy as the essence of the human. By failing ta ask how 

a particular histoncal and cultural context fashions an idcal sllbject. or its representation, these 

analyses makL' no challenge ln the American tradIllOn which enshnnes narratives about isolated 

hcroes emhark\l1g on Adall1lC queMs unl"ormed by networks of social relatIons. A [eminist project 

of this sort is not suhstantlally dlffercnt from the male-centered version, and thus inevitably 

rccupcratcs iL~ preSCllptlvc narrative paradlgm. 

The second group 01 fcminisl craies organize their analyses according to a similar 

repcrtoire of concems. Paula A. Treichler's article "Verbal Subversions in Dorothy Parker: 

'Trapped Like a Trap in a Trap'" (1980) borrows it~ subtitle [rom a Hne in Parker'g story "The 
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Waltz". Although this 14-page article prnvides a detatleù textual analysis nI' sewral of tlll' 

stories, Treichler's prcmise that "lw1omcn's wnting is a scarch for an authetll1L' fcmalc VOlL'l''' 

(60) assumes a monolithic conception of the category "fcmall'''. Trcichler' s artidt' is influl'ncl'd 

by the widely-disscminated work nI' Robin LakolT whom she elles tluoughout the l'ssay. Lalwll's 

seminal text Lan!!ua!!c and Woman's Place (1975) purpolts to cxatlllll~ 'the way wc clIstomallly 

talk if we arc women" (1). Like Lakorrs, Trclchlcr's study SUIIeI:-.110111 thl~ asslllllplllln Ihal 

"women" as sllch, constitutc a single specch commul1ily,l:<\lIsing !Wl tn lhaw mislcallmg paralleb 

between Parker' s very ùllferent characters. A decontcxtualt/.cd tcmale speaker IS lhus sœn to 

vie with an equally decontextuahzed male speakel Hl il slrugglc lOI "an uncompromlsed and 

unique female sellbood" (59). 

Suzanne Bunkers article 'toI am Outraged Womanhooù': Dorothy Parker as Fcminist and 

Social Critic" (1978) also horrows ils tille l'rom a line in "The Walt/.". According tn Bunkers, 

Parker's characters arc "victimized not only hy an oppressive society hut also by thcir inahility 

to fight back agamst that society" (25). The stories, w,;cording to Bunkers, reveat how socIety 

has "created one-dimensional t'emale roles and fnrced women ln fit into them" (20). 

What characterizes these studies as a group 1$ thcir perception of patriarchy as the cross

cultural, transhistorical oppression of women hy men. In the ahsence of a materiahst sense 10 

which power operates amidst a network of structural inequahties anù discurslvcty cultivated 

social relations mformed by class, race and pntential1y innumerahle other factors, thesc cri tICS 

must insist on a victimization thesis which pcrceives women as passive recipienL'i of a male 

conspiracy. There are at least two problems which arise from that thcsis. For one, it focuses 

exclusively on the collective subordination of women and tends to ignore the historically-specific 
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means by whlch domination, in its many forms, is maintained. Secondly, and no less 

importantly, this victimlzation thesis rails to provide an account of the ways in which particular 

groups and individuals rcsist or modify thcse forms within their particular social class. These 

studics of Pmker's work testify ln the pcrsistcnce of that homogenIzing tendency, despite the 

variely of rcsp()n~e~ tn sodal dommation portrayed in her stories. Il IS, fmally, ironie that the 

cnlkal rcccpllOn of Parkcr's work has becn governcd by the very essentialist categories her 

slorics may bc sccn ln problemalize. 

ln summarizing Parkcr's reception history, it is possible ta identiry three basic strategies 

through which her work has becn judged deficicnt. When compared, either implicitly or 

cxplicitly tu that of more cslablished writers, her work is considered "limiled" in terms of 

characterization or subject matter. The work of those other writers, we may assume, is more 

( 
compclling by virtue of having escapcd the limitations of their particular time and place, having 

engagcd with issues of greater sigl1lficancc, or having produced characters with whom everyone 

may idcnliry or otherwisc admIre. 1 statcd at the beginning of this chapter that my objective was 

not to prove that Parker oughl hl hc classcd among the maJor authors of American literature, and 

1 would now likc tn further cxphcalc that posltlOn. 

To attcmpt to dctcrmll1c Parkcr's htcrary value by weighing her work against a set of 

celcbratcd "classics" IS not only Ln assume that the value of those texts is beyond dispute, but, 

pcrhaps more critically, to rcmain within the very horizon of expectations which prohibits 

dcveloping other criteria of value. It is ln no way necessary or even particularly useful ta attempt 

lO de fend 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 wcre conceivcd and lhus transcend ail pure\y temporal issues. TheIl' is. 

in other words, no real cause to enter Parker in that contest of archelypes, nnt only hccausc do\n!,! 

so means complying with the set of standards of which those lexts arc held to be thl' finest 

examples, but equally, becausc such an enlcrprisc cnlails granting eflïcm.:y. or nonnative statlls 

to the very criteria which nllght to be the objcct 01 critical uchate. In short, Hw question as (n 

whether or not Parker's work is valuable cannot he scttled hy appealing cither ln prcelahoraled 

standards of excellence or to the word of those who woulll "ùisinterestcdly" proclaim Ihem. In 

this sense, il is possible 10 draw a nllmber of signitïcant pamllc\s bclwccn the impcmlivcs IInphed 

by a canonically-detined scene of writing, and the kinds of social dynamics Parker sets up ln her 

own writing. 

Parker's stories may be read as enactments of the slmggle among social groups for the 

power and authority to narrale their own expericncc, as weB as that of others. Particu1ilr groups 

and individuals are seen to maintain power, in part. by conlinuing to rccognize as valid only 

those categories that legitimize, or otherwise rationalize thcir individual or group histories. 

Parker's stories explore, both thematically and structurally, the problcms and complcxîtics of 

telling onc's story when one can only account for one's subjugation in tcrms which rcproducc 

or otherwise reinforce the very perspective which underwritcs that discnfranchiscmcnt. Parkcr's 

own reception history bears testimony to this prcdicament, a predicamcnt faecd by cultural 

minorities throughout American history. 

Il is not enough to take issue with Parker's reception history in terms of the critiques 

offered of her staries alone; indeed there are very few critiques which engage with the work itself 

in any significant detail. Most of her erilies have eithcr endorscd or hclpcd 10 construct the 
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figurc of Parker as an clT'otionally 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 hecn rcpeatedly citcd and woven togcther to form a narrative that reads 

like a c<l:-.e :-.tudy in remalc hystena. That is ln ~ay, the legend created of Parker is one which 

cffeclIvcly th:-.nllssc:-, her work hcfme it is even rcad, hy inSInllating that she can only be an 

unreliahlc wilncss and that ha lestimony, as it were, nccd not be taken scriously. 

Ironically, what struck me upon reading the stories is Just how keenly Parker herself 

undcrstood Ihe strategies and mechamsms Ihrough which certain kinds of evidence come to be 

declarcd inadnl1ssahle, parucularly whcn incnnsistent with the dominant sensus communis. In 

Parker's stories, the relatively powerless, those whose experienccs and stories are likely to be 

discrepant with those of sllbjects equipped with greater power or privilege, are not merely 

reduccd to silence but are, more often, subject to morc subtle forms of self-abnegation. Induced, 

cither through their helief in the legitimacy of those who wield power, or merely out of a lack 

of self-conViction, disenfranchised subJccts tend not sim ply to collaborate in the destruction of 

their own testÎmnny hut 10 producc uLterances respectful of the "truth" of particular discursively 

defined commumlies. Rather than lmplying that truth and falsity may be determined 

cxtradiscursivcly, Parkcl"s slories may he l'ead as ruminations on the ways in which such 

distinctions, howcvcr sanctitïed, are always the producLII of particular social formations ("products 

of' -bath in the gcmLÏvc and the possessive sense). 

ln this sense, to cntlque Parker for havmg "failed" to produce representative characters, 

male or fcmalc. 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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undec1ared baule over the power to name, classify, cxplain and symbolizc a particular social 

arder, what Pierre Bourdieu has called, "the symbolic struggle ovcr the production of commol1 

sense" ("Social Spacc" 206). 

Parker foreglOunds this struggle hy forcgrnunding dialoguc. Dialogue has trmtitionally 

been treated as a technique largcly extrinsic to the thematic concerns of American litcr<ltlltl', 

serving only to further plot, develop character, describe setting or almosphl'œ, or Sllll1l' 

combination of these. But language, as Roland Barthes has argued, "is il site with 110 extet'1\l1" 

CRustle 114). In a 1956 interview with Matton Capron, Parker l'lays that her stories "make 

themselves stories by Lelling themselves through what people say" (X4). By stressing the 

discursi vit y inherent in social relations, Parker' s dIalogues acccntuale the virtua) ahsence of a 

singular voice not already engaged in a process of confrontation with othcr voices, other ways 

of seeing and speaking about the world. Morcnver, her third-pcrson narra tors are typically 

unreliable, and thus serve as a furthcr rcgister or the distorLions cndemic to totalizlIlg 

perspectives. By telling stories through the telling of stories, anecdotes and apparent asides, 

Parker's staries dramatize the ways in which discoursc is not only a site, but an effcct and an 

abject of ideological struggle. 

Parker situates these linguistic exchanges not in domains typically associated with official 

debates about the future of natlOns, or major corporations, but in dcccptively tranquil spaces such 

as a family living room, a speakeasy, or a department store. IL is precisely in those places wherc 

one is presumably able to "let down onc's guard" that Parker chooses to disclose the 

relentlessness of the struggle for power, the ingloriolls vlctories and the inconsolable losses that 

bear the traces of the larger social structures the y ho th express and help to reproducc. 
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1 have Iimited my analysis to five short slorics in which dialogue is a prominent feature. 

Rather thun prescnling a more general overview of her stories, l have chosen to present a detailed 

study of thesc l'ive storics givcn that each of them is in some way representative of fonnal and/or 

thcmatic con ce ms characteristic of her work in general. 



......... 

CHAPTER 1WO 

"Little Curtis" 

"Little Curtis"(l927). was first published as "Lucky Littlc Cllltis" in Pklorial Review in 

February of 1927. It tells the SIOry of a 4 ycar-old hoy's adoption 1I1to ail lIpper-middk clil~S. 

suburban home and his subscquent mitiation mto li capilahst social ordcr hy his adoptive parenls. 

the MaISons. The Mal~on's incapadty to produœ childrcn of thcir own opCtaleS symholically 

throughout the story. signifying larger dillkultics racmg a declining lIppcr-middlc class. Sct III 

an era of Coolidge prosperity, "Little Curtis" explores the tensions lhal arise hetwcen an older 

middle-class and an emergcnt middle class, manilesled specilïcally in thcir respective modcs 01 

consumption, production and self-presentation. 

The story is told primarily l'rom a third-person point of VICW, but we are given grcalest 

access to the thoughts and motives of the domineering Mrs. Mats<n The relatively undcvclopetl 

characterization of those characters other than Mrs. Matson is clcarly thematicall y motlvatcd. 

The unequal distributIOn of lime and space given ln the reprcscntatlOn of these othcr characters 

is closely linked to the sLory' ~ lhcmatic conccrn Wllh M rs. Mat~()11 \ struggle lo homogcnize or 

otherwise obscure the sc disparate voices and maintain a monologlC dl~coursc in the face of thaL 

diversity. By honouring Mrs. Matson's claim to greater spcaking righL'i. and ycl cxposÎng the 

embattled history of that speech's assertions, Parker is ahlc LO at once display, and discrcùit, Mrs. 

Matson's authontative dlscourse. The centrality \lI the posItIon Mrs. Maison occupics in the 

story is thus both a function of. and an expression of the ccntripclaJ lorcc she alLempL"i to cxcrt 



( 27 

over the other characters' speech. ln contrast to traditional limited third-person narratives, 

where the prolagonist, or "main character" is positioned as the story's moral centre, Parker 

undcrmincs the vahthty of her main character's nght to occupy that position by portraying the 

variolls fOlms or œnsorshlp she employs ln aclucvc her privllegcd cenlrality. Mrs. Matson's 

dominance 1:-' 10 no way naturalized; rather it IS shown to be the result of her ignoring, 

inlerrupting, del1ollncing, cOllccting and even olltright mstructing the speech of others. In so 

doing, Parkcl appnscs the wader of the means by which the voices of those characters lurking 

at the houndaries or the story's narrative are mutcd out. Mrs. Matson's actions reveal her desire 

to dIstance hersel!' l'rom thc new middlc classes she feels to be encroaching upon the sanctity of 

lhe world as she secs il. Similarly, her speech betrays the defensiveness of a woman threatened 

( 
by the invasion of heterogeneity. 

The story opens wilh Mrs. Matson in the vestibule of G. Fosdick's Sons' Department 

Store. As with so many of Parker's staries, the first li ne introduces a whole spectrum of 

interrelated issues that reverberate throughout the rest of the text. The contradictions held 

logether hy "Fosdlck's Sons' Department Store" sets up three central thematic concems: morality, 

regcneratinn and mass consumerism. According to Richard Wightman Fox, in the 19208, Harry 

Emerson Fosdick was the must inOuential Protestant rnorahst in the United States (13). Fosdick 

idcntificd consumptive restramt with moral strength of character and strongly advised against 

pccuniary indulgence. By attaching hlS name lO an instÎtlltlOn enshrining that indulgence, Parker 

may be secn lo be alluding ln the phenomenal success of Bruce Balton, Fosdick's contemporary. 

Bmcc 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 



business both for himself and for his audience hy harmonizing the spirit of capilalism and Iiheral 

Protestantism. That il is Fosdlck' s Sons' Department Store, underlines the fact that, traditionally, 

it is the sons, and not the daughters, that inherit a fathcr's husiness. Thirdly, as an insttlutlOn. 

the department store is a sign of the widc dispersal of consumer goods and lhelr lormal dlsplay. 

The emergence of lhis new rorm of mass marketing, cou pied with the fact thal mOIl' people than 

previously could arrord to pUt'chasc thcse items, was percclved hy the lIppl~l-dasscs as an 

infringement upon a consumptive practlce that had once been their exclusive privilcgc. 

Situated in this social space where peoplc of different social dasses gathcr. Mrs. Matson 

is "gioriously a 1001''' to those whose passage she is obstructing. 

She made no answer 10 thc "Oh, 1 he!! your pardons" thal huhhlcd lrom the lips 
of thc more tendcr-hearted among them Calm, sure, gloTtously aloul. Mrs. 
Matson stood, opened her book, poised her pennl and wrote 111 dehcate, preuilv 
slanting chatacter~. "4 crepe-paper candy-ha~k(~t~, $ 2X." (119) 

Then with the comfOltablc air 01 a dut Y well donc, she passed )mpres~ivcly, and 
with a strong push, l'rom G. Fosdick's Sons' Dcpartmcnt Store by means of a 
portal which bore a placard wtth the request, "Please Use Other Door." C'19) 

Mrs. Matson's violent shovc of the door through which she procecds, ùesplle instructions ln the 

contrary, is a dassic Vebienesque comment on c1ass power and the esscntial harharism it so 

thinly disguisl,s. Mrs. Matson refusaI to he cd the sign' s request suggests that she docs not 

recognize as legitimate the credentials of its author and will not take her eues from sueh an 

unauthorized source. While she is apparently absorbed in hcr accounting, and does not rcspond 

verbally to those arollnd hcr, tIllS non-reaction IS itself calculatcd. IL is, in other words, part of 

a larger polemic she is wagmg against thcm. 

On the one hand, Parker shows us Mrs. Mat<ion's manifcst jndifferencc to the crowd. 

Clearly it is Mrs. Matson who is in the way and yel members of the clOwd ask that she excuse 
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them. The sodal contractto which thesc "tcnder-hearted" would appeal can only ensure any kind 

of dvilized order as long as everyone wlllmgly consenlS to ils terms. Mrs. Matson does not 

simply failtemporanly lo respect the conventions whlch regulate polite society, she has stationed 

herself m tht~ doorway as an advertisement of her dissent. Parker allows us to see this des ire 

pronouncc her diffctcnce l'rom the clOwd by bringing us insidc the circumscribcd space of Mrs. 

Matson' s alool ncss w hcrc wc see that this air or Indifference is something she m fact pursues 

wilh grcat intcrest. In an cm of conspicuous consumption, when a multitude of classes are able 

tu participate lfl the pleasures of consumer culture, Mrs. Matson can only advertise her difference 

by conspicuously dtsplaymg th rift. The irony, of course, is that Mrs. MalSon must work hard 

to con vey the impression that she is not a common labourer. By portraying Mrs. Matson's 

i 
relaHonship with the crowd 111 this way, Parker maps the then emergent modes of representing 

, 
c1ass power. She shows us that as a woman of the older middle-class, Mrs. Matson's position in 

society is dcpendent nol sim ply upon the subservlence of those around her, but on their 

spectatorship as weil. 

The answcr Lü the question of what exactly constitutes Mrs. Matson's "dut y weB done", 

is equally related to the position she percelves herself to occupy in the c1ass hierarchy. 

According to Daniel Horowitz's The Morality of Spend1l1g, 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 

privatc corporations, these experts were espectally critical of money spent on events of a 

communal natùre (51). The sa me kmd of studlCS were not to be performed on the middle classes 

[ until the beginning of the twentieth century. [nterest in the consumption patterns of the middle 



classes emerged at a time whcn Americans were cxperiencing the firsl slIstaincd escalation of 

priees since the Civil War (67). Ellen Richards' The Cost of Llv1l1g as Mouifbl hy Sanitaty 

Science, which wcnt through several cuitions ln the carly twcntlCth ccntury, cxplkttly attacked 

people like Charlotte Pcrk1l1~ Gllman, who were lrying. to hlcak down the harrlL'ls hctwL'cn Ihl' 

individual home and the wolld afOlInd il. Books slH.:h as RIChards' 0pposl'd Ihose who assctll'd 

that solutions to inflation lcquircd cooperative political elfOrL'i, and arglled that the responsihlltty 

lay with the individual houscwife. Richards, according ln Horowitz, "caulioncll rcadl'rs tn 

distinguish themselvcs from 'the mass of peoplc' who 'takc hoth thcir ordinary lirc and thclr 

pleasures in large groups, after the fashion of 'primitive commllnities'" (X3). 

Mrs. Matson's every act is motivated by the desire to distingutsh herself l'rom slIch 

"primitive communitics". 

She found it distinctly lower-class to wear one's new cloUlcs "for cvery day"; 
there was an unplcasant suggestion of extravagance and Iiotous living in the 
practice. The "working-classes, who, as Mrs. Matson oltcn cxplamed to her 
friends, went out and bought themselves elcclric ice-hoxcs and radins the minute 
the y gol a httlc money, dld such thmgs. (340) 

In contrasl, Mr~. Mal~on \ own clothes arc "staUled" and "wom" (340). She is not, howevcr, truc 

to the spirit of Fosdick's words, for "snug m her was the thought of the rows of recent garmenL'i" 

(340) in her closet al home. Faithful only to her class image, Mrs. MaLc.;on docs not abstain from 

consumption altogether but does so only at calculatcd momcnL.." most ostcntatiously in the 

presence of her socIal inferiors, where conspicunus lhrift allows her to stand oul. 

When she encounters a "blind colorcd wOJ11an" selling pendis (340), whose lack of 

ostentation is clearly not motivated by the dcsirc for invldlouS di~tinclion, il is Mrs. MaLc.;on's 

"immediate opinion that the woman could see as weIl as she could. She never bought of the po or 
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on the strccls and was angry if she saw othcrs do so" (340). Mrs. MaLl"ion embraces the residual 

values of BcnlamlO Franklin's Poor Richard's Almanac (1732-1758) which constitutcd the 

"bourgeois bihle" for the majority of businessmen in the 19th ccntury (Palm 384). Combining 

pious maxims on husjncs~, moral conduct and thnft, Franklin insistcu that God wou Id help those 

lhal helped thl.!I11~e1vcs. As~umtng that a "bhnd COIOlCd woman" 15 pOOf due ta personal failure 

whilc Ku Klux Klan mcmhclslllp wa~ on the fiSC and had alr~ady rcached over four million 

(Allen 197X 55), allows Mrs. Matsnn to ratlOnahze a social order whlch refuses others a 

standard of living she cnJoys by "virtue" of inheritance. As C. Wright Mllls writes: 

Nobody lalks more 01 free entcrprise and competition and the best man winning 
than the man who inheIited hlS father's store or farm. Thus the princip le of the 
self-made man. and the .1ustitïcation of hlS superior position by the competitive 
fire through winch he has come, requin.~ and in tum support, the ideology of free 
competition. (36) 

In public, Mr~. Malson is able lo dcfend herseU' relatively peaceably against all potentially 

disruptive manifestations of social diversity. Safely returned to the tranquility of her suburban 

street, Mrs. Matson' ~ 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 (loint, SIlence, the refusai to rcciprocate verbally, has been Mrs. Matson's strategy for 

negating the legJtlmûcy of othcrs to InItiate dIalogue. 

She is tïrst mclted ln speak herself when she [inds her adopted son, Curtis, playing with 

lia furnaceman's child!" (344). She immediately separates the two and instructs the boy never to 

rcturn. Mrs. Matson IS mcrcdulous that Curtis cannot remember how many times she had told 

him not to play with Georgie. Il is patently clear to Mrs. Matson that, as ileir to the Matson's 

fortune, CurLi~ must distance himself l'rom his social inferiors; "After aIl, she was Mrs. Albert 
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Matson; she had hecn Miss Laura Whitmore of the Drop Forge and Tooi Whitmorcs. OI1l' dues 

not lose sight of such things" (341). Evidently however, the innocent Curtis does Inse sight 01 

such things as they arc not within his field of vision. It is precisc1y this hhndness. what Bakhtlll 

caUs the "po Ie n1H.: al failulc 10 undelsland" (Dialtl!!H: 4(4) thalulttmall'ly inclll's Mrs. Mal~on hl 

violence. As Bakhtin observes, "naive charactcrs resist and alsn refuse 10 or canllol 1I1ll1elstand 

whole-heartedly the idcology of the other; thcir naivctc rcmains, and hccallse of thls Ignorance. 

not despile il, a strugglc emerges" (403). Mrs. Matson l'ails hersdf 10 cxplain why whal he ha~ 

done is wrong and 80 resorts ln violence, thrashing him \Vith one of her "Kumfy-Tocs" slippcrs 

Her comfort is thus seen to be dircctly relatcd to nthcrs' palll. Wc may assume thal the same 

punishmenl followed Curtis' l'ailure to appreciatc the value of privatc properly. In his innocence, 

Curtis gives a friend his slUffed animal, only to be told that "it isn 't a good idea ln givc things 

away to people" (349). Curtis' incomprehension is ultimatcly threatemng, forcing the normally 

hermetic Mrs. Matson 10 expose her dlscourse 10 qucstioning, intcrpretation and potcnlially. lo 

contradictIOn. Therc is, however, no l'cal dIalogue hetwecn them; Mrs. MaIson consistcntly 

deletes any utterance he pr(lduces of his own volition, anù demand1-. that he rcpeat arter her. The 

utterance Curtis resists producing on his own, and the one Mrs. Matson is most anxious for him 

te internalize, is, of course, "Yes, Mother dear". Although she has the cconomic capital to aùopt 

him, Curtis refuses to adopt her lexlcon; Just as her discoursc IS not natural to him, it is not, so 

to speak, his mother-lOngue, she is not his natural mothcr. 

Curtis, whosc natural parents are "clean people - the father was a college man" (349), is 

adopted "from the best place in New York" (342). Although there had hecn an cxcccdingly long 

waiting list, Mrs. Matson is able to secure Curtis upon her immcdiale demand. The Mat.~ons 
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havc adopled Curtis bccause thcy imagine lheir 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 ctfeet thcir "hacchanahan plans" lo go through Matson's the money "like Sherman 

to the sea" (42). Through lhb l>oJ1lcwhat clichcd expression, alluding lo the destruction General 

Shcrman wreaked upon the Confederacy, Parker shows the reader that what the Mal'ionS feel to 

he al slake is not simply mnncy. hut dass ptivllege. and the power to subjugatc based on 

inherilcd righL". If the Matson's relatives arc idcntified wilh Sherman and the Union forces, then 

the MaL 'ions must idenlify themselvcs with an aristocracy under siege. lronically, white Curtis 

is not literally a slave, he is clcarly enslavcd by a system lhat would make him a master. This 

is furlher underseored hy the fact that money had to change hands in order for the Matsons ta 

secure 101medJate ownership of Curtis. 

By ereating a story in which people are incapable of natural reproduction Parker quite 

litcrally defanllliarizes the social order. 

No onc, though, cver directly condoled with Mrs. Matson upon her childlessness. 
ln her presence one dldn't speak of things like having children. She accepted the 
faet of hables when they were shawn ta her; she fastidiously disregarded their 
mode of aITival. (342) 

But Parker does not simply juxtapose the natural and the unnatural, the biological and the social; 

rather, "Little Curtis" suggestll the extent to which their relationship is differently articulated 

across social classes. Mrs. Matson' s "fasudious" dlsregard for the commonest method of having 

children is not simply a slgn of sexual rcpressl0n, or even of her apparerl inabihty to generate 

offspring hersclf. Rather this fastldiousness suggests Mrs. Matson's desire to affirm and preserve 

her differential value as part of cl socially privileged body. As the details of Curtis' adoption 
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suggest, hers is a body capable of acccssing and employmg nther tl!Chn~llogics, othcr modes of 

conceiving, as it wcre, social relations. 

This idea is carried out furthcr ln the discussion ahout literature. Mrs. Kcrley's atlempt 

to sharc with Mrs. Matson hel pleasurable expcriencc of a ncw book, with scelles of "some 01 

lhose Italian places" (346), is met with Mrs. Matson's œnsure. 

"1 don't know who they lhink wants lo rcati thosc kinds ni things. l'Ill sure l 
don'L" 
She pauscd to leI her statemcnts sink decp. 
"'Mr. MaISon', she cont111ued - she always spoke of her husnand thus; il cOllveyed 
an an~tocratH.: sense of aloofness, dld away with any sense of camaI mtimacy 
between lhem - "ML Malson Isn't any hand for th..!se new hooks, ellher. lie 
always says, Ir he could lind another book like David Hatulll, he'd rcau it in a 
m mute. 1 wish," she added lOllgingly, "1 had a dollar for every time 1 hearu 111111 

say thal." (346) 

The Malsons' shared preference for the 191h-ccntury novel, David Harum (1 X9X), over 

"new ones" containing scenes of "Italian places", may be read as an allusion to then existent 

tensions between the uld Protestant middle-classes and the new Catholic middle-classes, 

especially in their differences vis a vis familial relations. "Little Curtis" was writtcn just three 

years after the enactmcnt of the National Origins Act of 1924, which imposed severe restrictions 

on further immigration to the United States, cspccially l'rom Meditcrranean and Ea~tern Europcun 

countries. The majonty of thc1->e new immigrants settlcd in cilies, thus explatnlllg Mrs. MaL<.;on's 

denouncemcnt or Mrs. Swan's dccision to lIve in New York City, ralher than ln the still 

dominantly Anglo-Saxon suburbs. 

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

up the multiple meanings assoctated with the word 'breeding' played upon throughoul the story. 

To breed can mean simply to generate offspring; or to raise or hring up; or lo develop a 
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particuJar Iineagc hy deliberatc selection. Curtis has becn both dcliberately seJected, from "the 

hl!:.,l place" (347) and, as Mrs. Matson's admiLIi, "shc really enjoys training him" (348).At a lime 

whcn the Prote~lant lIpper-nmldlc cJass was facing a dcclining birth rate, Parker shows us a social 

body intent on cnsuling w; sllrvival through the (;onlrollcd dlsseminatlon of wealth and social 

privilege. Curtis MaIson 1S rlot the 'son of Mat', he is his heir - and "hc's to go right straight into 

MI'. Malson's husincss" (34g). As the isolaLÏonist Calvin Coolidge himself said In 1925, "The 

husiness 01 America is business." Indced the Albert Matson-Laura Whitmore maniage does seem 

rather likc a corporale mcrger. As Mrs. Malson tclls Mrs. Swan, "My husband is the Matson 

Adding Machines" (34~O. 

The Matson's arc indecd. calcuJating. Parker draws this idea out further by telling us that 

Mrs Malson offers her gucsts "two triangular sandwiches apiece made from the chopped 

fCmnanLIi of last night' s chicken. and a cake which was a high favorite with Mrs Matson, for its 

formula reqUlrcd but one cgg" (345). The correlation Parker impltcitly draws here between Mrs. 

Matson's lIngivingness and her cmotlOnal and physical barrenness is th us made graphieally clear. 

DlIrîng the tea, whik Mrs. Kerlcy and Mrs. Swan, compelled by their belief in the 

legilimacy of Mrs. Malsol1' s authonty lo determll1e the Ullth value of ail utterances, elamour to 

concede that Mrs. Matson is mdisputably nght ahout cvcrything, Parker inscrls another naive 

character. ln cOl1trasl to the paraS1l1C Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan, who display a "deterrnined 

interesl in their hostess" (345), and l'ail silent whcn Mrs. Mat~on demands it of them, Mrs. Cook 

spcaks "suddenly and overloudly in the untrustworthy VOlee of the deaf" (345) Although it is 

the authorial voice of the narrator that tells us this about Mrs. Cook, ad ding that she therefore 

"llidn 'l COllnt very mueh", Il seems !hat this is in faet Mrs. Matson' S own voice intruding upon 

- . 



that of the narrator. In the end, of course, it is precisely hecausc Mrs. ('ook "doesn't count". Ihal 

is to say, that shc is unaware of the Matson's fortune, that hers is thc only trustworthy vokl'. 

Arter Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan have "vicd with each othcl in paying compliments to 

the day", Mrs Kerley "reporting" that "the air was just lovely", MI s. Swan adding, "snnlL'lhing 

sa balmy about il", Mrs. Cook's booming voicc clics, "Phew, this is Il scorcher!", "Something 

terrible out". Although Mrs. Cooks' observations l'ail to cOllfnrm with those of Mrs. Kerley, and 

Mrs. Swan, and are thus in the minority, Parker's framing nI' the lalter's speech alert us tn the 

fact that il is Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan who arc lying. The verh 10 "vic" cnmes l'rom the 

Middle English word avie, which is in turn dcrived l'rom the French, envier. meaning lo envy or 

outbid. Mrs. Swan's "Not a cloud in the sky" is not mcrely "said", for instance, hut "augmcntcd" 

(346). These money metaphors embedded in the narration underline the sense that throughout 

their conversation is not interest-free, but is itself il 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 il were, because she has no stake in the 

game Mrs. Kerley and Mrs. Swan are playing. Mrs. Cook's voice is "untrustworthy" bccause she 

is "deaf" Lü the conventIOns which govern even this perfectly hunal conversation ahout the 

weather. Like Curlls's fmiUle to understand why he should not play wuh a furnaccman's child 

or give things away to people he likes, this very aet 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 rcality hut is rather a form 

of doxa itself. W!lat matters is that the women uphold thcir dut y as Mrs. Matson's guCSL'\ ln 
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pretend thatlhere is no turbulence in the air, be it social or meteorological. In one sense, the 

extent to which an ullerance may be scientifically determined to be true or faIse is sim ply not 

pertinent helc. On the other hand, a1l propositions are not of equal value. Within this 

hierarchical 1-.pecch sItuation. dlf('cted and oversecn by Mrs. Matson, statements are seen to be 

true only when aulhollzed hy someonc in possession of socially-rccognized credentials, someone, 

lhat is, Iike MIs. Matson MIs Malson's not having read lhe book recommended by Mrs. Kerley 

is in no way seen tn compromise her ahihty to judge ils value. Moreover, she can even advocate 

that il he ccnsored. The fact that the Judgemcnt has been delivered by Mrs. Matson alone 

satisfies ail the trulh concIlions, conditions which are themselves both endemic to, and sustained 

by, U1C powcr/allLhOl ity of her social class. 

Parker's story portrays but one moment of freedom from this hierarchical corn munit y 

when Mr. Matson am ves home. 

One of the bullons-of-Ieisure on his coat sleeve caught in Mrs. Cook's speaking
tube. Il l'cIl, Wlth a startIing crash, to the floor and writhed about. 
Curtis's control wrnt Peal upon peal of high, helpless laughter came from him. 
He lallghed on, agamst Mrs. Matson's cry of "Curtis'" against Mr. Matson's 
l'rown. He doubled over with his hands on his little brown knees, and laughed 
mad laughlcr. (352) 

This sec ne and ClIrtlS'S lallghter are exemplary of what Mikhail Bakhtin caUs "camival", the 

"temporary liberatlOn from the prevailing truth" which "marks the suspension of all hierarchical 

ranks, privilege, norms and prohibitlOns" (Rabelais 10). By being discourteous, Curtis is 

momentarily released l'rom the nommahzation which constrains him and in this brief moment of 

agency he etfe<.::uvely dlSrupL" and exposes the prccariousness of the delicately constructed world 

of total artiflcc. Mrs. Cook's speakmg-tllbe, we are told earlier in the story, "seemed to 

emban'ass people and intimidatc them; they could think of nothing better ta caU into it than 
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'Getting colder out,'or 'You kceping prclty weil'" To hear such things us these shc had gone 

through years of surrering" (345). Cunis's spontaneous laughtcr upscts the rituali:ted 
'. 

authoritarian discoUfse by dlrecting itself at the very sign that rcgisters hoth ilS rnechanmllion 

and ils disfunction. Mrs. Cook has "spent uncountcd moncy" on this apparatus in anllL'lpatlO1l 

of two-way commUnIcation. She purchased the tune in order tu racililate a dlalogul', hut thls 

dialogue is never realized. lnstead, il only allows her lo he suhjecled ln an lItlcrly plCdlclahlL' 

speech community. 

Respite 1'rom this monologic discourse is short-Iived. hoth for Mrs. Cook and for Curtis. 

In an effort ta restare order to the situation, Mr. Matson "retricved the speaking tuhe, and 

presented it to Mrs. Cook". The monologue thus continues - "Not at ail," he said in anticipation 

of the thanks which she left unspoken" (353). C1early Mrs. Cook has nothing to be thankful for. 

As far as Curtis is concerned, hierarchies will he reinslated, the Matsons ensUic thcir guests, 

through talk and, as Mrs. Matson insists, physical retribulion. 

"Pem;e", however, does not "retum to the breasl of Mrs. MalCion" (353) until Mrs. Kerley 

assures her that this incident will in no way alter Mrs. Matsnn's social standing. Whcn Mrs. 

Kerley says, "1 al ways say 1 don't know any child that'~ gCllmg any better bringing up ùlan that 

young one" (353) she conflrms for Mrs. Malson thal !'.he I!'. hcmg watched and pcrhaps even 

envied from a distance by those excluded from her ImmedIate clrcle. By reportmg the speech 

she would give to others, Mrs. Kerley's closing remarks promise Mrs. Mal<.;on that, as a mcmbcr 

of the gaping crowd herself, she will carry on the work of rcporting on, and maintaining a 

captivated audience for the activities of Mrs. Matson's social class. 

- Like the opening scene, this final scenc takcs place in a vestibule. But whcreas the 



( 39 

vestihule at Fosdil:k's Sons' is passed through by members of aIl social classes, the influx of 

people 10 Mrs. MaL~on's home is highly regulated. Through this difference, however, we may 

pcrccive a grcater similarity. Like the owner of a department store, Mrs. Matson's plays hostess 

lo her guest~ not out of friendshtp hut because she necds to dtsplay her wares. Parker shows 

us how Mrs. Matson paréH.1oxically thnves on exhibiting herself bcfore a crowd she would rather 

not see. Although Mrs. Matson shows no sign Ihat she actually enjoys these women's company, 

shc IS dependent lIpon thcir spectatorship. With sociallife increasingly moving out of the private 

dining halls and exclusive ballrooms into more public arenas, Mrs. Matson is compelled ta open 

her home to those she considers beneath her. While the women leaving Mrs. Matson's home, 

Iikc those in the vestibule of Fosdick's Sons', must be kept at a distance, she cannat afford them 

to become so dtstant that thcy ultimately "lose sight" (341) of her altogether. 



---~----~~- - --~-----, 

"The Wonderful OId Gentleman" 

In "The Wonderful Old Gentleman" (1927) Parker foregrounds Iwo socially diffcrcnllatl'd 

discourses by cmbodying tl1t'111 111 characters who occupy diffcrcnt positions in thl' sanlL' lamily. 

Although sisters, Alite Ball1 and Haute Whmakel have slgniflcanlly dllTercnt dispositions low,lIl! 

the world, and thclr language not only ret1ects thls dlflcrencc, Il helps 10 constttlile II. MIs 

Whittaker's speech, for example does not simply mirror a state of aflalls, her ~pcCL'h SCIVl'S III 

bring about a particular stale of affairs. Parker's omniscIent narralor gives the must sClUpulolis 

attention to Mrs. Whittaker's speech. She renders Mrs. Whltlaker's ceremonial language cOImc 

and exposes Ils duplicity hy laying bear the motives Il seeks to concea!. The dtstmctton hctwœn 

authorial and charactcr's speech is formally ambiguous hut we dlscern two points of view wilhm 

the body of those ostenslbly sharcd utteranccs. In other words, there arc at lcast two voiccs 

speaking at the same time; one being represented and one doing the reprcsenting. We may also 

dis cern a third voiee which IS Parker's own, as she represents her narrator JO the aet 01 

representing another voice, that of the characters. 

The story's opening description of Mr. and Mrs. Bain's living room, a "chamhcr of 

horrors modified a bit for family use" (52) encapsulales in one highly compact phrase the slOry's 

theme of class warfare wlthin the ramIly. The one lhing Allie Bain and Hattie Whittaker have 

in common is thelr father. Butlike the "common language" they spcak, thclr fathcr 15 somelhlllg 

they share, only in a relativcly abslract sense. He, hkc hls poSSeS~I()nS, geL<; dividcd up, and Il 

is this unequal distnbution whleh constitutes the story' s plot. 

Zeugma is among those deviccs Parker uses most often for comie effect. She uses it hcre 

to illustrate the width of Mrs. Whittaker's expertise and the narrowness of her emolÎonal range. 
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She was an authority on wherc to place monograms on linen, how to instruct 
working folk, and what to say in letlers of condolence. The word "lady" figured 
largely in hcr conversation. (56) 

4.1 

Mrs. Whittaker's hngUlstic dcxlerity is considerably grealer than Mrs. Bain's. This is made 

possihle hy vlrtue nt MIs. Whltlaker having married Mr. WhiLtaker, the owner of the company 

Mrs. Bam's hw .. hand works for. This hackground mformatian is precisely the kind of thing 

Parker foregrmmds, and In domg so parodies both Mrs. Wh1 tlaker, a woman who sees to il thal 

her own hackground IS rorevcr foregrounded, and the literary conventions traditionally employed 

ln convcy this mformatlon. 

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

While the expression "man'ied weIl" may not be ingemous, il is il is hardly "ingenuous". If 

anylhing is 1I1gcnuolls, II I~ the lem1 "poor" and especially so, m contrast to the euphemistic 

"married weil". If Parker had wanted to present a more balanced equation, "poor" would have 

read "of modest means". 

But what does "marrying weB" really mean? The expression attributes agency to Mrs. 

Whittaker and is complimentary. She did something weIl, as opposed to poorly. In contrast, the 

Bains condition is statie and uninspired. Mrs. Whittaker is thus seen to be the more deserving 

one, as though she actually merits the compliment and the special attention such a compliment 

brings. The fact of the matter of course is that neither woman actuaBy earns any money. The 

men make money. and in order 1'01 the women to gain access to that money, they must either 

marry into or mherit il. Mrs. Whittaker is more adept at directmg its flow in her direction and 

thus is seen 10 have "donc weIl". 

COl11mcnsUl atc with Mrs. Whittaker's ability to steer money her way is her ability to 



appear magnanimous about sharing it at precisely those moments when she is bcing most guarded 

about it. In the following passage, the narrator apprises lhe render of hnw il is lhat the 

"wonderi'ul old gentleman" comes 10 slay with the Bam's rather than wllh Mrs. Whitlakcr. MIs. 

Whittakcr, we remember, has a much larger house, three servants and no dlllthcn. 

"You see," she explained, dropping her voire to the tones leservcd 1'01 not vely 
pretty subjects, "Allie and Lewis are -well, they haven't a great deu!." (57) 

Mrs. Whittaker's noblesse obli!.!c posturing is particularly useful on lwo cnun!s. rOI olle 

il assures that no one ever loses slght of the fac! tha! she is in a position !n dispense chailly. 

Charity is at once honorable and a luxury lew can alTord. By making a display of tilts, "yoll sec" 

not only her k1l1dly nature, hut also the cxtent to WhlCh this kindly nature has grown ou! 01 

wealth, that wealth is somehow mherently virtuous. In contrast, not having mOl1ey, is "not Vl'Iy 

pretty". The words are formally the narrator's but clearly spnkcn from Mrs. Whlltakcr's 

perspective. The wùrd "ugly" for mstancc, would be too vulgar a Lerm 1'01 a wOl1lan 01 Mrs. 

Whittaker's delicate sensibilities to employ. Nonctheless, assuming prettiness to he the standard, 

she reinforces the idea that being pOOf is unsightly. By "dropping her voice" she suggcst.·.; that 

being poor is itself low, something almost unspeakablc and certainly shameful. Il also further 

reinforces the sense that to be rich is to be morally upstanding. 

The irony, of course, is that Mrs. Whlttaker motives arc not in the least honorable. She 

knows, for instance that 11' the Old Gentleman stays wlth the Bains, lt will be Allie. and not her, 

who will perform aIl the, qUlte literally, thankless tasks his care requires. In short, the Old 

Gentleman staying with the Bam's will not only make the Bain's poorer in the short Lerm, but 

more importantly, it WIll make Mrs. Whittaker ficher in the long run. 

Whal Parker seems to be suggesting is that the tact of being "poor" versus the fact ot 
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having "married weIl" not only comcs to be differently represcnted at a discursive level, but that 

pan of what one uchievcs by having "married well" 1S the capacity to appear ingenuous, i.e. 

"natural", at preclsely those moments when one is bcmg Jeast SO. Mrs. Whittaker is able to 

succcssfully enginccr her way lOto the Old Gentleman's w111 by appearing "fair-minded" (57). 

She is able ln he cOl1vmdngly in th1S preeisely bccause she can draw on the various forms of 

capital (economic, hngUlstlc etc.) Ihat she acquired by "virtue" of havmg "married well". This 

allows her to speak and aet in a manner that is pcrfcctly suited to any occasion: "No 

surrnundings, howcver morbid, could close in on the aristocratie calm of Mrs. Bain's sister, Mrs. 

Whittaker" (54). 

Those "morbid surroundings" refers, of course, to the Bain's living 1"00m. The Bain's 

living room furnishings arc catalogued in excmciating detail. Il is filled with icons of Christian 

martyrdom and other surfaces and objects dep1ctmg weak spec1es being mercilessly crushed by 

strongcr forces. The room includes a figure of a "pensant-boy" absorbed in the "etemal aet of 

removing a thorn from his chubby toot, his round face realistically wrinkled with the cruel pain"; 

"a stecl-cngraving of a chariot-race, the dust tlying, the chariot.s careening wildly, the drivers 

ferociom'.ly lashing thcir maddened horses caught by the artist the moment before their hearts 

bursl and they dropped in their traces"; "a steel-engravmg of the Cmcifixion, 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 111 the midst of a wild blizzard"; "a 

colored print, showing a railroad-crossing, w1th a train t1ying relentlessly toward it, and a low. 

rcd automobile trying to dash across the track before the iron terror shattered il 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 Did Gentleman (54). 

At one lcvel it scems obvious that the Bains have merely endnrsed the very system which 

enslaves them. At the same lIme, however, Parker's unremiuing attention to details wlthin the 

Bain's art work itsclf, suggests that she is in fact parodying the cumhersomc stylistll: conventions 

associated with literary naturahsm. In particular, Parker's parody 1'ecms directcd at natunlllsl\1' s 

tendency to represent the modern condition in crudely Darwll1wn terms, pnrtrayll1g mail as il 

helpless victim of his environment. While the Bains ,Ile victinlllcd, their victlmi/atiol1 IS the 

result, not of impersonal l'otees beyond theu control, hut rather 01 their fmlure ln pcrœivc Ihe 

extent ta which their subjugation has been humanly engineered. 

The Bains are "not in the least oppressed by the dccnrative schcmc" hccause they too have 

their desire for ostentation borne of class pretenslOn. In the Bain's estimation, the hVll1g room' s 

lack of serviceabiltty, the degree to which the its schemc is purcly "dccOIative", proclmms thctr 

ability ta afford such wastefulness, and is thus, ostensibly, a sign of their capacÎty tn stand ahove 

purely productive labour. Mrs. Bain, for instance, is wont to exclaim of the painting of lost 

sheep "that the frame was worth she didn't know how much" (53). Indeed she dues not. What 

Mrs. Bain fails to understand is the extent Lü which lacktng apparent utility does not tr1 and 01 

itself make an object valuable. Such ob.lects urc pri.œd lor Lhclr capacity Lo purvey il" owncr a 

further end, one which IS not immedtately apparent, hut real nonethcless. In contrasl, Mrs. 

Whittaker's apparent dtsintercst in that which is merely practtcal actually serves a fell nced, that 

is, it advances her social pOSItion. 

Thorstein Vcblen argues in The Theory of the Lcisure Cla~~, that the manncrs of the 

leisure class can be traced to the age of barbansm whcn 1t was ncccssary tn kill and destroy ail 
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compctitors. That the lcisurc cJass has inercasingly dispensed with such overt means of eoercion, 

is, according to Vchlcn, mcrcly onc of the signs of its overwhelming suceess. Mrs. Whittaker 

manages lo securc her position of dominance not through direct physical attack but in a wholly 

covert, although no less comhative manncr. With the pomer Bains in disciplined bondage to the 

Old Gentleman, Mr~. Wlllttaker IS ahle lo satisfy her essentially harbarie desire for superiority 

in peaceful InVldlOUS distmction. As we are told, Mrs. WhiUaker's "drcss was al ways studiously 

suitcd ln the occasion; thus hel hearing al ways had that calm that only the correctly attired rnay 

enjoy" (55). Parker's lise of the wnrd "heanng" 1~ cVldently multl-aceented. Mrs. Whittaker's 

"bcaring" may he understood as her appearancc hut il may equally refer to the faet that she is 

fit for hattie. She IS poised, like the rapacious kttten, ready to pounee. But as their living room 

aUests, the Bain's are ahle to appreclate vIOlence only in its erudest mamfestations, 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 gentlcwoman. The Wonderful Oid Gentleman, we remember, "enjoyed being told she 

was like him" (57). It is thus, that Mrs. Whittaker displays her filial piety and gains, in retum, 

his "gond will". 

As the Bains and Mrs. Whittaker sit in the living-room anticipating the Old Gentleman's 

imminent death, "therc was an air of expectancy about them f not unpleasant little nervousness, 

as of thosc who wait for a curlain to fiSC" (54). or course, thcre is but one 'heIr' who can truly 

expect anything. Mrs. Whittakcr, wc rcrncmbcr, "always took great pains with her 'shall's' and 

'will's'" (60). Once agam, il is precisely al 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 grcatcr rewards. Mrs. Whittakcr is, of course, ÙlC only onc ln haw Sl'cn 

the Wonderful Old Gentleman's will. 

"Awfully good," she said. She broke into a litllc hubbly laugh she used at teas 
and weddll1g reccptions and fairly formai dtnncrs. "You know," she went ou as 
one shanng a gond story, "hc's gone and left ail that nid moncy to me. 'Why 
Father!' l satd as snon as rd rcad that pail. But Il seem~ he\1 gOlll'n SOl11l' SOlI 
of Idea in hls he ad that Chnl and 1 would be able 10 take CIlie of Il beller than 
anybody cise, and you know how FaIller was, once he made up that mind of Ills. 
Vou can jusl ImagIne how ! l'l'Il. 1 couldn't say a thlllg." (62) 

Like her clothing, Mrs. Whitlaker choicc nI' words are al ways tailored to suit the occasion. Just 

as she is aware of the expedicncy of appeanng on the day of his death wcaring none of her usual 

accessories and "retaining only her lorgnette on Ils gold chain, in case thcrc should he any 

reading to be done". the normally loquacious MIS. Whittaker knows when to refrain l'rom 

comment and retain her winnings. 

Mrs. Whiuaker knows just when tn play dumo, as her own mother apparently dld. 

Significantly, Hattie and AlIie's mother remains nameless througholll the story. This crasure is 

further marked by the repeated allusions to her hllsoand as "the Wonderful Old Gentleman". 

Parker seems to be suggesting that HaLtle and Alite' s molher Itved vlcanously through her 

husband. What Mrs. Bain and Mrs. Whlltakcr do rCI11CmhCI ahout lhclf mother, IS hcr Insistenl 

plea to them : "do for goodness' sake lct'~ ail try and kccp your lathcr In a good humor" (fi1). 

Mrs. Whittaker similarly recognizes the value of "kccping Iher) rathcr in a good humor. And 

like her mother, her own lIfc IS made eaSIer by bcing able tn dlvinc his Will. For hcr part. the 

Old Gentleman's wIfe chcatcd at cards "so as lo hc sure and not wm l'rom hlm". In this scn~c. 

"goodness'sake" bears no rclation 10 moraltty, rightcousness, honcsly, tnlegrity or any of the olhcr 

qualities commonly associatcd with that which is good. Evidently, father's "good hum or" is 
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contingent upon the con tri vance of circumstances which allow him to appear to the greatest 

possible advantage. 

Throllgh this and oUler similar disclosures of his private behaviour. we are able to see that 

the Wondcrful 01(\ Gentleman is neithcr wonderful nor gentle. Throughout the story the word 

"wonderful" IS vlrLlIally synonymous with the word "rkh". Given the affinity between Mrs. 

Whiuaker anù the Old Gentleman, she IS the one who employs the expresslOn most frequently: 

"A wondcrrul, wonderful lire," summarized Mrs. Whittaker. 
"And a wondcrful, wonderfu] old gentleman." (59) 

At the time MIS. Whlttakcl say,., thlS, the old gentleman is still alive. Nonetheless, Mrs. 

WhiUaker is ahle lo "slImmanœ" hccallse not only does she know exactly how much money he 

has, hut she has sccn to il that ail of Il IS lert Ln her. 

The ùcath scene is representeù in simllarly ironie terms: 

"Oh, the Old Gentleman' Oh, hc's gane. l noticed him kind of stirring and 
whimpering a little, and he seemed ta be trying ta make motions at his warm 
milk, like as if he wanteù some. So 1 put the cup up to hlS mouth, and he sort of 
l'ell ovcr, and Just likc that he was gone, and the milk aIl over him. (64) 

Canaan js ortcn descllhed as a land "drippmg milk and honey" and abundance of milk is onc of 

the signs of pwspenty anù pcacc. Perhaps the old gentleman was hoping he could take it with 

him. Mrs. Wlllttakcr procceds to deliver her Judgement, employing the terms now with renewed 

enthusiasm: "A lovcly death," she pronounced. liA wonderl'ul, wonderfullife, and now a beautiful 

pcaccful death. Oh, n's the hest thing, AllIe, It'S the hest thiIig." (64) The final image - "Among 

lhcm thc)' gO\ MI~. Bam up thc stairs." (64) - rurther undcrscores the Identification of wealth with 

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

transcending profane spacc and entering sacred space. Steps up to an alter traditionally symbolize 
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a religiaus leader's having Ùle authority ta ascend lhe stcps lcading to hcaven. Unequal to the 

task, Mrs. Bain "collapsed" (64). Assuming her rightful position as heir ta this throne, Mrs. 

Whittaker "lOse". "Gad" we remcrnher "had always supplied 1 Mrs. Whittakerl with the hcst 01 

service. She could have given him an excellent refercnœ al anytime" (54). This Lime has COIlll'. 

for clearly Mrs. Whittaker no longer requires his servIces. 

Parker's ironie inversIOn of the relationship betwccn God anù his creation cchocs tlw 

stary's overall bathetic movcmenl. Throughollt the story, Hattie spcaks in an elevated style, 

(always careful with her '''shall's'' and ·will's"') in orùer to fiaunt her distance l'rom more 

common usages and hence display her superior class position. By noting Mrs. Whittaker's 

command of Enghsh while playing on the multiple significations of the word "will", Parker 

underlines the extent ta which language serves both as a sign and an insu'ument of power. At 

the same time, Mrs. Whittaker wishes lo con vey the sense that she is a monilly lIpstanding 

citizen. Her apparent generosily, (i.e her bringing the old man gifls etc.) is intcndeù to am.!ct the 

sense that she is charitable and self-sacrificing: in short, a good Christian. She is careful to 

present herself as a persan whosc actIOns are not msplfcd hy the dcsire ln gratiry her own 

immediate needs. She IS, of <.:ourse, conœrned with conveying the impression that she is ahovc 

such base behavlOur precIsely becausc it WIll allow her tn fise 111 thls \\Iorld, the only world 

Hattie actually believes in. For Hattie, wealth is not a sign of virtuous lIving, or cvcn the reward 

for having lived virtuollsly, il is virtue itself. 

The "truth" insofar as il can be said ta cxist at aIl, is not to be rcvcalcd in anothcr world, 

it is always already embodil!d in ceremonial discourses about truth, ceremonies referring to 

nothing other than themselves, concealing only the absence of anylhmg beyond them. As the 
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wonderful old gentleman's hermetically sealed room suggests, there is nothing to wonder at 

ocyond or behind his "large ash-trays" or his "extra-size bath-towels" (57) that might somehow 

hc made intelligible or lend support to Mrs. Whittaker's alleged faith in a divinely ordered 

univcrsc. If Mrs. Whittakcr wishes to supply Gad with a reference, it is surely only ta 

rccommcnd hcrsclf. 

( 
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"Mr. Durant" 

Unlike O1ost of Parker's stories, "Mr. Durant" (1924) contains very little formally markcd 

dialogue. Although MI'. DUI'ant's inncr speech IS transmiued by thc narrator, its clIHltinnal 

structure belongs to MI'. Durant. Much of Mr. DuranCs inncr spccch rclates to us dialogucs Ill' 

has had, or imagines he will have, with other characters in the story. Ncvcrthclcss. an ironie 

narrator presides over the story, distancing herself l'rom what is said. Mr. Durant' s language is 

thus made an object of either scorn or ridicule, and sometimcs hoth of thcsc at thc saille lime 

In total, there arc three kinds of dialogue in the story: dialogue which is formally marked as such. 

dialogue which takes place in MI'. Durant's mind, and dialogue which tS implicd to exist hclwecn 

Mr. Durant and the narrator. 

Perhaps more than any other of Parker's stories, "MI'. Durant" is cxplicitly ahout lexts. 

It is about texts, pretexts, texts unread and texts concealed. 

As an assistant manager of the rubber company's credit dcpartment, Mr. Durant inhahits 

a world in which people act on information and information acL~ on people. His position within 

the company is such that he "rate[s] a room, a desk and a telephone to himself, hut not a 

stenographer" (37). According to C. Wright MilIs, beginnmg in the 1920s. only senior cxccutivcs 

tended to have private sccretaries. Stcnographers. on the other hand, wcrc IJ1crcasingly pooled 

in a centralized arca where they might he more dosely supervIsed and thus mduecd 10 pcrform 

more productively. ln this newly rationahzed offIce, the stenographcr, a typlst who also takcs 

dictation. does not shure the status of the private secretary who has an intimate knowledge of one 

aspect of the office's operation by virtue of close contact wilh .111 uppcr-levcl cxccutivc (20R). 

Such is the case at the rubber company. When Mr. DJrant wishcs tn "give dictation" (37) he 



51 

must cali around ta the athcr officcrs ta "f[i]nd a girl" (37). Initially Rose cornes to Mr. Durant's 

office becausc shc is "sent up to his office to take sOlTIe letters for him" (36). As soon as this 

"corrcspondcncc" (3X) takcs on a sexual dimension, however, Rose's capacity to "take dictation" 

hccomcs a mcrc plCtcxt fOl their cnC!'I!llters. 

Mr. Durant IS "amazlcdJ how littlc lying thcre was to do" (38). His superiors take his 

slaying allci hours lO be a sign or company layait y, finding il "only natural" (38). Telling his 

wifc, who mis1akenly bclievcs him ln he one of campany's afficers, that there came a new "rush 

of business", "only 10crcased hls impnrtance" (38). Mr. Durant chooses not to disabuse her of 

cithcr of thcsc illusions, the tïrst, of course, remrorcmg the second, and ultimately causing her 

lO behave even more "solicitously" (3X). Throughout the story, Mr. Durant takes credit for things 

( 
he docsn't do and then, havlng amassed such credit, exploits others credulity. 

Dcspitc tht.: fael 1hal thelr lIaIson takcs place wilhin his ane-room office, the narrator tells 

us Mr. Durant feels the arrangement wah Rose to have "a sort of hornelike quality" (39). Given 

that Rose has, 10 one sense, become Mr. Durant's "private" secretary, it follows that he might 

have come ta thmk of her, il' the managerial jargon of the day, as his "office wlfe". An "office 

wife", accord1Og to MilIs, IS a female secretary Oi confidential assistant who perfonns a number 

of duties whtch 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, If not \Il the 1980s, they were. Moreover, according to a 1925-

survey reporlcd by MilI~, 88 percent of office managers mdtcated that they required secretaries 

who "give liltlc promise of rising to an executive status" (206). Not surprisingly, those who are 

"up-and-coming" (35) at MI". Durant's office, are ovcrwhelmingly male. 



A crisis arises of course when Rose finds herself '''in trouble'" (39). Although dictation 

had officially ccased between Rose and Mr. Durant. Mf. Durant continues to dictate the terms 

of their correspondencc. 

She was 'm trouble.' Neither then nor in the succeeding days dit! she and Mr. 
Durant ever use any less delicate phrase to descrihc her condition. Even in thcir 
thoughts, they refcned to it that way. (19) 

Rosc's sense of propriety kceps her l'rom uttering the word "pregnant" and thus she plays !'ight 

into the hypocritical discourse thut places the nnus nn her alone. Her statel11ent cnnfirms that it 

is she who is in jeopardy. not him. ln othe!' words, Rose accounts for her stale in terms alrcady 

inflected by the very point or view which has disenfranchised her. Il is c1early in Mr. Duranl's 

interest that Rose conceive of the situation in these tcrms. Signilicanlly. "her condition" is not 

only spoken of in this manner. it is also the mental reprcsentation she carries around with her. 

Having internalized this image, sh~ effectively shares in a system of evaluation which works 

against her. This is the only system they are con'/crsant in, or cognizant of, and thus the only 

intelligible one. Rose, then, l'eally is "in trouble". MeanwhiIe, Mr. Durant's only conccm is that 

she keep quiet, "for God's sake" (39). 

Mf. Durant's own resources fail him when he tries tel devise a plan that will rid him of 

this problem. liA case ltke this could be what people nI the world callcd '''fixcd up'" (39). He 

consciously borrows the Lerm in an el fort ln affect an aIr of sophIstIcation, somethlJlg he equates 

with the freedom ta be above morality. "New York society women, he undcrstood, thought 

virtually nothing of it" (39). He prides himself on this "knowledgc", helicving it lo 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 pictUfed himscJf inquiring of his intimates if they could tell him of "someone 
that lhb girl he had heard of could go to." He cou Id hear his voice ultering the 
words, could hcm the nervous laugh that would accompany them, the terrible 
flatncss of them as they Icft his !ipso (40) 

53 

The narrator j()Jeground~ the stlltcdncss of Mr. Durant style by embedding his utterance in her 

own Ouit! and cloquent speech. In an attempt to create the impression he is blase about the 

wholc thing, MI. Durant only hctrays hls anxicty. Mr. DUlant c1carly has very little flair for 

language and is 10 fact hopelcssly maladroit. In short, Mr. Durant strikes this pose of urbane 

Iihertine awkwarùly and thus appcars laughahly plOvincial. Frustratcd by his incapacity lo adopt 

the pose of well-!ravcllcd sophisticate with arpropIiate case, he transfers his self-contempt onto 

Rose, and assumes a ~cc()nd posture; th ai of Soltd CItizen. 

Therc dmly arosc in him an 1I1cleasing anger that he should be drawn into 
connivlllg a way to hlcak the law of hls country - probably the law of every 
country in the world. Certa10ly 01 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 thal circulatcs freely and ubiqmtously, outside the jurisdiction of any one 

administrator. Ungoverned and unmanaged, such information has the potential to publicly expose 

his infidelity hoth to the company and to hls wlf<.'. Certain his wife would never believe such 

a thing, Mr. Durant's lears center on the \Jftïcc workers. As sccretary 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 H, if she let it out'?" (40). But she docs not; as a private Il secre tary " , Ruby 

is well-traincd, and knows how much he! own Job depends on kceping things secret. It is, in 

faet, Ruhy who "malk}cls} il delightfully simple" (40). Not only does she contact "'a woman'" 

but, without prompting, sends a Wlrc to Rose' s sister, telling her Rose has influenza. Acting on 
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the unspoken assumption thatthe truth is unspcakahle, Ruhy lies CVCII tn Rosc's sislcr. The last 

time Mr. Durant sees Rose, he promises "ln put in a gond word for her whencvcr she wanled hl~r 

job back" (41). We know, of course, that in Mr. Duran!'s vocahlilary, promising and lying alC 

virtllally synonymous. 

Other than "gallantly insisll ing] on giving Rosc thc l11oney", (41) MI'. Durant wally lias 

no hand in facilitating the ahortion. Noncthele.ss, hc chooses tn Lakc the credit for gcuing lhings 

"aIl fixed up", and thus revelt~ tn his uppcr-dass rOS1Ulill~S. 

It was fine 10 dwell on the SlIlcty that il was ail uonc with. MI. Durant hall 
somewhere pickcd up the phra~e thal secmed ideally suiled to the occasion. Il 
was to hlm an admirably dashtng expressIOn. Thcre was somcthing styhsh ahout 
il; il was the soll of thing you would expecl to heaf lIseù hy Illen who worc spats 
and swung canes without self-conscÏolfsncss He ell1ployeù lt now wlth 
satisfaction. (41) 

Mr. Durant is, at one Icvel, hopelessly ~e1I-c()nsclous and Ml whl~n he Jïnally says "Weil, tha!'s 

that" , he is "not sure that he dldn't say italoud" (41). The worù:-. "IJI1e", "alln1Jfubly", "dashlng", 

and "stylish" coalesce around an image of himself as a man who "wore spat<; and swung canes", 

In a parodistic style worth y of Parker hersclf, Thorstein Veblcn aptly summari1.cs the signitïcatioll 

of the walking-stick for men of the leisurc das,>. 

The walking-stick serves the purpo~e of an advcrtiscment thal the heUlcr's hands 
are employed otherwlsc th an in uscful ellort. and It therc!ore has utihty as an 
evidence of leisure. But Il is abo a wcapon, and it meeL<.; a lelt needof barbanan 
man on that ground. The handling of so primlli ve and tangible a mcans of offense 
is very comforting to anyone who is gifted wlth even a modcrate ~hate of fcrocity. 
(176) 

Although Mr. Durant is not a man oî the Icisure c1ass, he c1carly has such aspirations. Indeed, 

it is Parker's comie rendering of his pathetic efforts to achievc that status. which saves the story 

frorn being merely a portrait \)1' a cruel and sclfish man . 
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Likc the canc-swinging gentlemen he fashions himself after, Mr. Durant wields power but 

ncver really "geL ... his hands dirty". Although he is not as wealthy as he might want to be, in the 

cycs of his wifc. his childrcn and even his co-workers, Mf. Durant has a substantial credit rating. 

Having a gond credll rating mcans onc IS able to securc something without having to pay for it, 

hased on thc a~~U11lpll()n lhat Olle pos~css sufficlent capital to covcr the cost. Mr. Durant, of 

course, nevel reully "pays" lor anythmg he ducs. hut exploit~ the sy~tem WhlCh glves him credit 

al cvery turn. Ahhough he himself works in the credit dcpartment, he did not, wc remember, 

"ratc" a stcnographcr (37). Likc Rosc, Mr. Durant intually rmds the dog that "had come to the 

hack door" (43) ingratiatingly respectful or him. Like Rose, who "responded so cagerly to him" 

(37), he imagines thc dog tn he telling him '''Vou are beyond a doubt, the greatest man in 

America'" (44). Although servile and fawning, the dog's instant bond wiLh Mr. Durant may also 

he rcad as a sign indicating to Mr. Durant its willingness to afford play to Mr. Durant' s 

propensily toward mastery. While dogs are notoriously dirty as far as domestic animais are 

concerned, this may be compensated for, in Mr. Durant's mind, by the faet that dogs are equally 

known for thelr readiness 1O altack people other than thcÎr mastcr as a gesture of protectiveness. 

ln tills sen~e, a dog, IIke a walkmg-sllek, may be considered "very comforting to anyone who is 

giftcd with even a moderatc share of feroc ity " . 

Of course, once he Icams the dog is female, an unpardonable sin for which Mrs. Durant 

car. find no rcasonahle excuse, he makes up his mind lo have the dog expelled. Mf. Durant' s 

rcpulsion at the dllg'S sex echoes the "prickhng lITitatlOn" (37) he feels lOward Rose, once he 

leams she is pregnant. 

Although Mr. Durant has no more intention of keeping the dog than he had of putting in 



a good ward for Rose, he lies and says, "1 said il cnuld stay didn't l'! Did you cvcr know Pather 

la break a promise'!" (45). Rhetoneal questions are a means 10 which Mr. Duranl's rcsorts whl'n 

he feels most besieged by a demand for the uuth. Hc employs this dcvice quitc stratcglcally. 

A rhetorical question awaits no answcr. dcnies the pnsslhiltty ni lehuttal, and l'nlotL'Cs l:IIllSl'lll. 

ail under the guise of sohcitolIsncss. Likc the adm i 11 ISU ait vely·auepl "asslslant" managl') thal hl' 

is, Mr. Durant perccives thal his decision will dlscrclltl him wlth Ills chiluren in the IUlull', and 

sa, once again. allncates the ~ask to sOllleone cIse. This Lime, il is lo \lis literai Will'. 

As is his custorn, ML Durant manages his dcccption lhrough speech, ami wonllessly 

communicates that he wishes "to have a fcw words wilh her" (45). Appmently, like Rose, Mrs. 

Durant is not only accustomed Lü his lectures, hut IS herselr '''in trouble IO'. Like his "liUlc 

office" (38) at work, the "litlle room" they cali "Father's Den", is a slotehousc or tlcception: 

Mr. Durant's books were lined up hchind lhe glass of the hookcase. They were 
taU, thick hooks, brightly bound. and the)' Justttïed lus pride ln their showing. 
They werc mostly aceollnts of his ravorites 01 the French court, with a few 
volumes on odd personal hahits of variou~ ll1()narchs, and the adventurcs ni former 
Russian monks. Mrs. Durant, who never had lime 10 get around lo reading, 
regarded lhem \Vith awe, and lhoughl of her hushand a~ one ni the (;ountry's 
leading hlhhophlles. (45) 

What Mrs. Durant doe:-. not know is thal, if her hushand l~ anythmg, he 1S a pedophile and that 

his library is simply a catalogue of hls pretcnsions ln leisurc·class status. 

The suggestion that Ihings as innocuous as "underweal and hathroom artIcles" (46) mcrit 

inclusion in the category "ktndred shady toples" (46) and thw. demand to he spoken of in a "Iow 

voice", is at one level purely cnmic. But by yoking thc~e things togethcr 111 Mr Durant's mind, 

the narrator direcL'I our attention to more than JU1->t the socicty's lcvcl (JI scxual repre&.'iion. Wc 

know, for insw.nce that Rose's abortlOn is includcd in the liSl of "kindred shady topies" tOI) shady 
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even to pronouncc. Mf. Durant has a vcsted interest in this conspiratorial silence. Low voices 

and unmenttonahle acts translate iI1'1) power for those who, like Mr. Durant, commit 

"lInspeakahle" aets The very faet of them being "unspeakable" renders them immune from both 

puhlic dist:!osUI e and dehate. 

Mr. Durant's longest speech is the one he delivers to his wife on canine mating habits 

and their inevi tahle aftclIllath: 

"You have il rcmale arollnd, and you know what happens. AlI the males in the 
/1Clghhorhood will be runnlllg arter her. Fust lhing you know she'd be having 
pllppies -and the way they look aner they've had them, and aU! That would be 
nicc for the chlldrcn wouldn'tll'? 1 shollid thtnk you'd think of the ehildren. Fan. 
No SIr, there'lI he noth1l1g Itkc that arollnd here, not whilc 1 know il. Disgusting!" 

"Butthe dllldrcn," she sUld. "They'lI be .1u~t simply _" 
"Now you JlI~t lcave thal lO me," he reassured her (46). 

Of course, leav1l1g it to hll11, means he will tell someone cIse to do it, namely his wife. It is Mrs. 

Durant, in her "crapy-smelling black sllk" who will have to "get her hands dirty" and "tell them 

Ithe childrenlll Hill away" (46). 

Although ML Durant may nol be able tn buy his way into the leisure-class per se, he is 

afforded the lux ury of not having to engage in direct battle with his adversaries. Just as he 

avoided a potential family drama by "gallantly" pay1l1g for Rose's abortion, so he is able to avoid 

one here, by cashing in on the power he holds over his wife. Beheving him to be "one of the 

cOllntry's leadmg hlhhophlles" and "one of the offlcers of the company", Mrs. Durant does not 

rCl'oglll/.C her husband' s actions as abusive, but sees them rather as a legitimate use of authority. 

The borrowcd tem1. "ail ftxcd" enters his vocabulary, once he has apprised Mrs. Durant of the 

dctails of her assignmcnt. the borrowed term "aIl tixed" reenters his vocabulary. 

Ali told. ML Durant manages a rather complcx nelwork of scripts, perhaps the most 
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elaborate of which is the one he composes about himsclf for his own private conslIlllplion. As 

his name implies, Mr. Durant will endure these "liltlc difficultLiesl" (46) and will, morcnvcr, fillli 

his endurance "dlStlllctly creditablc to himself" (35). Ready for a "frcsh slarl" (46) MI'. Durant 

is sure ta be al the rubber works the follnwing day, giving credit whcrc credit is duc, rcady lu 

dictate another day's communique. 



"Horsic" 

ln "Horsie", narration and narrative, means and ends are inseparable. Point of view is 

central both to an undcrstanding of the tcchnical construction of "Horsie", ils narration, and to 

the consttlutlOn 01 the story'~ plot, or narrative. Throughout most of the story, the narrator's 

voÎcc and the VOlee of those characler:-. whose perspective we are most often presented with, are 

tormally at one wlth one anothcr ln most instances, Gerald Cruger's perspective and that of the 

narrator, arc pre:-.entcd as not mcrely the Q!l!.y perspective. but the cnly possible perspective. 

Noneùle!ess, thls nstenslhly commonsenslcal or ohjective pomt of view l'rom which the events 

in the story arc told, is occaslOnally revealed to he hut one possible perspective among others, 

however unarticulated those alternative perspectives nught be. At cri tic al moments in the story's 

narratIve devclopmcnt, Parker's authorial voice distances Itself l'rom this point of view, thus 

making an ohject of this point of Vlew, and thercby 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 

commumtles and the categones of perception around WhlCh the y are orgamzed, operate at once 

as formaI concctts withm the story and ultimately, constltute ils thematic concerns. 

As wc saw in "Little Curtis", the failure of naive characters to fully comprehend the 

authoritativc dlscnurse of a glVen social group is perceived by the dominant group as a kind of 

insurgency, as a dcclded refusaI to submit lO authority. Parker sets up a similar tension in 

"Horsie", bctwl'cn Miss Wilmarth and her employers, the Crugers. Unlike the struggle that 

{ emcrges betwccn Curtis and Mrs. Matson, howevcr, the argument the Crugers have with Miss 
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Wilmarth occurs largely unheknownst to Miss Wilmarth. 

The followmg passage in many ways typifies the kind of struggles that are played out, 

within the story's narration, hctwccn the Crugcr's helief system, and thc perspective providcd hy 

the official narrator. 

Sometimcs, when Miss Wilmarth opcned the shiny hoxes and cmefully glOupeli 
lhe cards, there would come a curious cxptessÎOI1 upon her larc Playlllg OVl''' 

shorter fcatUles, il l11ight almost of have heen Illle 01 wl~tfulnc~s UpOIl MIss 
Wilmarth, Il servcd tll pel l'l'ct the su'ange 1 e~cl1l hlancè she hm L' tlll Ilugh hl'I ye:1I s: 
her face wa~ truly complete wlth that Inn\.- 01 IIIt'fldly 1l1l'1,lIlcholy pecuh:1I tn the 
gentle h()(~c. IL wa~ Ilot, 01 UllllM', MJ~~ Wtlm,lIth· .... laul! th.lt ~hc Illoked hkc a 
horse. Imkcd thelc \Vas no \VhclC ln a~""I~ll. ,\I)y hl. 1111 L' kmpha~l~ added' 2611 

Although therc is no formai dcman:atHlI1 ln md1l:alC lhat more th an olle point of vicw is heing 

presented here, there is, nonethelcss, cVldencc ln suggest that thl' conduding remarks arc spoken 

[rom at least two quite d,fl'crent perspectives. The tone or the statement, "Il was not, of course, 

Miss Wilmarth' s fault that she lookcd hkc a horse", is dcarly defensivc. On onc rcading, the 

narrator has leaped tO dcfend Miss Wilmarth against us, the reader, lest wc had presumed that 

it ~ Miss Wilmarth's fauIt. The de[ence seems unnecessary. We arc more than rcady to 

assume that it is not her fauIt, and find the insinuation that il rnight be, completcly msupportahle. 

if not utterly absurdo 

If we estahlish that Il IS not t'rom us that Miss Wilmarth must he dcfcnded, then from 

whom must she he? Wc a!-lk ourselvcs then, l'rom wlltun what particular hellel system does Il 

make sense ln talk about appearanccs in tcrm!-l eithcr 01 thd, hlamelc~sncss or lheir 

blameworthiness. ]1' we wele to settle that, who, wc nl1ght then a~k, wllhll1 lhat hehcf ~ystern. 

is in a position to judge the trial, and furthcrmorc, on what hasis i!-l gUllt and mnoccnce 

determined. The answer to the first question, it scems, is 1'rom within Gcrald's worldview. Il is 
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Gerald who IS outraged at MIss Wilmarth. 

"1 love hOi ses, m ysell," he said tn Camilla, who lay aIl white and languid on her 
apricot chat~c-I(}nguc. ''l'm a 1'001 for a hnrse. Ah, what a noble animal, darling! 
Ali 1 say is, nohody has any business tn go around looking like a horse and 
hchavmg a~ If Il wcrc ail nght. You don't catch horses going around looking like 
pcopk do you'l" (2() 1 ) 
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What mfunalc"> GCI alll IS that Miss Wilmarth hehaves as if it were aU right. She does not, in 

othcr words, dlsplay sufficlcnt rcmorse for this transgression. From hls perspective, not only 

ùoes site fall to comply with the standards of heauty he helieves ought rightly 10 be upheld, but 

given that she does nnt evcn makc the effort to conceal her crime, she is cJearly contemptible. 

Miss Wilmarth's face, we arc tnld "was innocent, indeed ignorant, of cosmetics" (260). Once 

again, "ignorance" (lI' the rules is perceived as an infraction of the rules. As the narrator tells us, 

for Gerald, "women who welc not softly lovely, were simply nol women" (261). 

ln Carnival, Umberto Eco explains the sÎluattnn of the misreading fool in this way: "the 

character is not at falllt". "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. wc have assumed there to be only two perspectives; that of a sympathetic 

narrator. looking out for MISS Wilmarth's best interests, and th al of Gerald Cruger, berating and 

lInsympatheltc. Moreover, we havc assumed an absolute distinction between the two, entrusting 

the narralOr wlth the responsIhtlity of giving us the right frame. But what remains constant in 

hOlh frames is that MISS Wllmarth looks hke a horse. 

If we actually think ahout Gerald's rhetorical question, "You don't see horses going 

around looking likc people do you?". wc realizc that not only do you not see horses going around 

looking like people, but you don't see people going around looking like harses. In our haste to 



defend Miss Wilmarth against the charge that it was her t'ault for looking Iikc il horsc. wc faill'd 

to entertain the possibility that she did not look Iike a horst! al ail, or at Icast only l'rom il 

particular perspective, and thus betraycd our willingncss to grant legitimacy ln il sccllllllgly 

descriptive but uItimately prescriptivc noun. Wc know, t'or instance, that Miss Wilmarth tlOl'S 

not have four legs and a tail, but we wcre willing ln go along with the lcncts of a c1assilïclIhllY 

scheme thal calls wOll1cn who devialc l'rom the plCvaihng aesthclil' of fClllale heauty, "110151\'''. 

What we had failcd 10 rcalil.c, was the cxlenl ln which Pmkcr hml hall us, nol Miss Willllallh 011 

trial. We may thus reread tht~ initial slulcment with il ncw aUlhorial intlcclinn: "H was nOl,ol 

course. Miss Wilmarth fauIt that [people such as the Crugers saitll she 11lOkcd likl'. li horse. In 

other words, "horsieness" is one of Miss Wilmarlh's attrihulcs, only insofar as the Cl'lIgcrs have 

attributed this to her. The narrator, wc come Ln realize, has a linlltcd vocahu)ary, that is, the 

narrator remains largely within the bounds of lhe Crugcr's prc-coded discursive worldvicw. 

But the term "horsie" does not originate with the Crugers. We too recognize the trope and 

are part of an interpretive community in which Iigl1res of speech prefigure, disfigure and even 

account for our apprehension of the world. Thus, the next statcmenl, "Indecd, therc was nowherc 

to attach any blamc", bccollles newly Iclractcd when we considel the acllll question lo he the 

act of naming and nOl Mi~s Wtlmanh's "expre~slOn" (260). Thelc is nowhcre 10 attad any 

blame because there IS no one smgle "gUllty" party. Blame canno[ he pinned down because thc 

significance of the tcml is not hom, nm doe~ not residc cxdusively wllhln any one mdivldual; 

rather, it acqUires that slgnilH:ance betwccn pcople, anù is contingcnt upon, and sustaincd hy iL<.; 

circulation wlthin a larger network of mutually-conslItutive signs. What then arc the conccptual 

limils of the classificatory scheme that would have Miss Wllmarth "hear" this "expression'''! Il 
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is not, in othel words, Miss Wilmarth who ought properly lO he the object of analysis. Instead, 

it is the pcrceptual habits and expectations the eruger' s bring to bear on her which merits 

scrutiny. 

The nurrator tells us that Gerald Cruger "did not dislikc Miss Wilmarth, he only resented 

her" (261). While the narrator's tone is apologellc, spokcn seemingly in defence of Gerald's 

character, the slatcmcnt itself suggests that rcsenting Miss Wilmurth is more acceptable than 

disliking her, lhat rescntment is the more moderatc cl11olion when clearly 1t is not. Miss 

Wilmarth is not somehow inhercntly dislikable, Gcrald's reaction to her has nothing to do with 

sorne inner-essencc she might posscss. He and Camilla agree she is "Not a Bad Soul" (264). He 

rescots her bccause shc unknowmgly wreaks havoc upon the system he has worked out for 

organizing the worJd into discrete units. As a "trained nurse" (260), she is neither servant nor 

social cqual to the upper·cJass Crugers. "Everyone hud always heard of lrained nurses' bristling 

insistence that thcy 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 SClvant and knew 11" (271). Nana is a "eomfortable" woman because she eomforts 

the Cruger with the knowledgc that they are masters. She is "easy to h,lve in the house" because 

shc oecupies a weIl marked station; servitude. In contrast. Miss Wilmarth. "made him 

uncomfortable" (264). She is not easy to have in the house because she disrupts the sym';'Jetry 

of ils design. As neIthel servant nor social equal, Miss Wilmarth throws Gerald' s perceptual 

apparatlls into disalTay, callsing her to appear to him as grotesque. Aecording to Geoffrey Gall 

Harpham, U[tlhe quality of the grotesque arises not so much from the specifie contents of the 

image as l'rom the faet that it refuses to be taken in whole because it embodies a confusion of 
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type" (6). lt is not so much that Miss Wilmarth does not knllW her plllce, su to spcak, hut that 

the Cruger's are at pains to put her in a place. Likc bcauty, grotcsqucncss is in the cye of the 

beholder. 

Given that the taxonomy from which the Crugers customarily opera te when dividing up 

their social field is exceedingly limitcd, it would seem thcy wlluld he inclincd to cllcounter the 

grotesque rather frcquently. However, the scmantic resoun;es Ill' thcir language arc 1\1 large pm t 

the product of the social, cultural and economic struclures wilhin which lhese speaker's live and 

are constituted. That is LO say. the Crugers ordinarily circulatc wilhin a highly contmlled 

environment and thus in faet rarely come in contact with phenomcna that have not already hcen 

aecounted for within their classilieatory seheme. As a physically mdelicate woman and a 

verbally assertive employee, Miss Wilmarth however, constitutes li veritable affront 10 this 

scheme, an affront the Crugers do not long tolerate. 

Miss Wilmarth' s perceived aberrance is utterly depcndcnt upon the co-presence of a 

socially-sanctioncd nonnative. Whereas Miss Wilmarth's hand:; are "big, trustworthy, scrubhed 

and dry, with nails eut short, and so deeply cleaned with some small sharp instrument that the 

ends stood away l'rom the spatulate tingertips", Camilla's arc "limp, fragrant", "like heavy lilies 

in a languid brecze" (264, 2AS). When MIss Wilmmth speaks, "her words flajll from hcr hps 

clear and separate, sterile as If each had bcen frcshly swahbed with boracic acid solutIOn" (269). 

In COfltrêst, Camilla 's "lazy voice"(266) her "Iight insolent drawl" (269) and "low, lal.y words" 

always had "the Lrick of seemlOg a httlc weary of their suhjcct" (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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Allhough wc arc told lhat the Crugers employ three servants in addition to Miss Wilmarth, 

their speech alto appearancc are neither comparcd nor contrasteo wlth those of Mrs. Cruger. 

They rcmalll hut shadnwy ftgures. The cxtcnt 10 which Miss Wilmarth becomes a spectacle in 

the text is not il Icsllit ni her own conSClOlIS desllc for exhIbition, but rather of the degree to 

which she is pClcclved tn hl' out of hounds. Mary, the maid, rcsents Miss Wilmarth for being 

"al ways 111 and out 01 Il her pantry (263). She "wished no truck with Miss Wilmarth" (263). Self-

rightcous in their ontologlcally-pure servitude, the servant ... refer to her, wc are toId, as "that one" 

(263). 

In many ways "Horsie" i8 about the l'allure of community. White the servants enjoy a 

kind ofcollectivtly, albelt a subservienl one, Miss Wilmarth is stranded between worlds. Because 

( 
wc are not givcn access lo Miss Wilmarth's thoughts wc can only guess at what they might he 

from her facial expressions. In this sense, Miss Will11aIth is but a surface to the reader as weIl. 

A pattern cmcrgcs howcver and we can begin to map Miss Witmarth's emotions once we realize 

that Miss Wllmarth' s equine rcsemblancc i~ mOSl striking l'rom Gerald' s perspective. a 

perspective shared most orten by the narrator as well, when he witnesses her witnessing her 

faHure ln enter into solidarity with other people. Thus, Miss Wilmarth is put in her place, which 

18 no p!acc at aIl. each tlme she trICS to insert herselt in a community. This putting in no place, 

occurs ooth at the levcl of narratIOn, I.C the narratOl' s/Gerald' s failure to classify her expression 

other them hy cmploying, hy tlefault, the nnn-sensical "horsie", and at the level of narrative, Le. 

she IS exlled l'mm the group, refuscd acceptance. Just as ncither the narrator nor the people 

around Miss Wilmarlh hOlher to ~1l1iculale exactly wh al Miss Wilmarth is ft'~hng, a trulh il would 

take a long time 10 cxprcss in a verbal way, so she is dismissed from consideration by all parties 



within the story. 

The large st single gathering occurs when Gerald and his "companinns l'rom his collegc 

and his clubs" are "groupcd ahout" Mrs. Cruger's chaise-longue. 

Miss Wilmarth pictured her ly1l1g there, 111 golden chiffon and deep lace, lll'r hght 
figure turned alway~ a Intle away l'rom thme aholl! hel. Ml that she Illust Ill'WI 
move her he ad and speak her slow words lIver her shlluld!'1 to them. The \J allll'd 
nurse\ lace was a~l()ul1d1l1gly equIne as site Inoked al tl1l' wall that sl'p:uatl'd 
them. (266) 

Miss Wilm.lt'lh Imphdtly pl1sitions hcrsclf in rclatinn lo thosc spl!Clalors and aHhough they do 

not see her, the surveyor in herself is male. She has, in olhcr wonls. inll"Iiori/.ed their cll1lcal 

gaze. Just as Miss Wilmarth is made a spectacle hy virLue of her pcn:l'Ived laà of heauty, her 

failure 10 conform to the demands of a naturaliœd aesthetll:, so Camilla, like the fragile camcllia 

blossom nurtured under glass, is primanly constructed as a sighl. Camilla fulfills his aesthellC 

expectations, and that is ail that is expccted of her. But if the grotesque is that which cannot he 

reduced to a single known type and suggests a kind of cross-hreeding of genres, what can he 

made of the innumerable noral melaphors Gerald resorts to when expressing his appreclatlOfl 

of the ideali7cd Camilla? When Gerald "dropls] ln hi~ knces" ln worship Camilla, he 

"murmur[s] of gardcOlas and Ilhes and thus exh~ustlsl his knowledge 01 white flowers" (265). 

His speech IS arrested not by virtue of havll1g pcrcclvcd lhe category "Ilowcrs" lo he lI1ade<.juale, 

but rather by hls mabihty LO exhaust the catcgory Ilsdr. He d()e~ nOl, 111 other words pcrcclve 

a crisis in paradIgm, only a tcmporary lack of words to fil 1 the category. 

Howevcr, you don't ~ee people gomg around lookmg hke llowers any more than you sec 

flowers going around looking hke people. ln olhcr words, Camilla achicvcs no grcatcr 

recognition as a woman-in-herself than Horsie does. It is, finally, only the socio-linguislk 
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conventions governing our sense of beauty and ugliness that superftcially differentiate the two. 

ln this sense, "the wall that scparate[s] them" (266) is equally a sign of their imbrication in a 

shared code. 

ln Way~ 01 Sedn!!, John Berger outlines the dlfferent ways in which male and female 

presem:es have tlllditionally heen percclved and c:()n~titllted: 

A man's pl cscnc:c 1'>1IggcsIs what he IS capahle of doing to you or for you ... By 
contrasl, li woman's plel'>cncc expresses her nwn attitude tn herself, and defines 
whal can and c:annol hc donc ln her. Her pre~encc I~ mamfesl in her gestures, her 
OPIllI()Il~, cxplel'>~l()nl'>. c!olhl'.,>, cho .... ell 1'>1I1IOundll1g~. tas le - mdeed there is nothing 
shc cali do whteh dul'I'> Ilot (Onlllhllte ln her plcsencc Prel'>cnCI~ for a woman is 
so Inllll1:,IC 10 hl'I pl'I~(lll t1wl men lend to lhlllk or Il almost a~ a physical 
cmanallOll, a kllld (lI heal or l'>mell ()J allia. (4() 

In contrast tn hoth MlS~ Wtlmarth and Camilla, Gerald 15 never described in visual terms. We 

only sec him as he himscll "gaze[s]," (266) "Iookls]''' (268) "stareLs]''' (262) "watche[s],"(265) 

and "sleesJ." (263). From Gcrald's perspective, Camllla's presence suggests that everything can 

he done for her and the servants' presence suggesL,> they can be told what ta do. Miss 

Wilmarth 's presence, on the (lther hand, suggests 10 C ,raid not only that there is nothing he can 

do for her, but morcovcr, what he cannnt do wlth his wife. 

Gerald' ~ sexual rru~trallon causes hlm ta be, despite himself, unusually aware of Miss 

Wilmarth as li l'l'male Whde he tS rcpulsed by her, his repulsion bears the imprint of desire. 

The narrator'~ suggestIOn that "tt was somehow Impossible ta speculate on her appearance 

undressed" (260) IInphes that allhough unsucœssrul, an efft,ft was made .. f is Gerald's voiee that 

says perfumc wnuld have heen "unsecmly on her nat bosom" (264). However consistently she 

may disappoint his expeclatlOns, he cannot dispense with them and sa 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 surprisl'd 

to leam that she "lived in a place of her own" sometimes (uld thui she "wasn't always 

disarranging someone clse's household" (273). He is nearly incredulous however, to hem that 

she lives with her l11other. 

Oh. Now Gerald had never thought of her havlng a mother. Then thcle must have 
hecn a father, tnn, slltnetime. And Miss Wilmatlh eXlstcd hecausc tWIl people 
had once loved and known. Il was not li thought to dwell upon. (27]) 

According to Harpham, when something is perceived 10 he grotesque, it of tell suflers a kind 01 

backlash. This hacklash, he says, takes the l'mm of "genealogkal ahuse, with accusations 01 

illegilimacy. hastardry, or hyhridization, tel111S that indlcale structurul conlusion, reprmluctlvl' 

irregularity, or topologie al incohcrence" (5). If MIss Wilmarth were seen lO occupy the ge ne l'II: 

category "human bcing" this would mean that she shared with Gelald, CamIlla, Diane and MIss 

Wilmarth an irreful1.ble sameness. For Gerald, of course, "It was not a thought to dwell upon" 

(273). As Harpham argues, "genre, genus, and genitals arc linked in language as ln our 

subconscious" (5). 

When Miss Wilmarth says, 'Tm home, between cases" (273), it is tempting tu believe her. 

When she is home, in the purely literaI sense, "lts a bit crowded" (273) and she has Ln sleep on 

the davenport. 

Even in her leisure, then, Miss Wilmarth was a di~ruption and a crowd. Never dwelling 
in a place that had been planned only for her occupancy; no hed, no corner of her own; 
dressing before other people' s mlrror~, touchlOg other people' s sllver, never looking oui 
one window that was hers lemphasl~ added 2711. 

Mrs. Cruger's consplcuoU~ lel~urc mlITors hack to Mr.Cruger his social power, h1S power 

to afford such wastefulness. Thes~ selJ -portratts, enticlOg for the spurious image of wholcnes~ 

they provide, allow the self-possessed Crugers an Illusory sense of coherence. But in a world 
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conversant only in surfaces, Il scems the properlyless Miss Wilmarth, moving in and out of other 

people's houses, will always he at the mercy of her speculators. 

Gerald, or c()ur~c, ulLllnately gets hls revenge on Miss Wilmarth. In full possession of 

what Boun.hclJ would cali "the monopoly nI IcgItllllalC ~ymhohc violence," (Lam!Uage 239) he 

is cven ahle ln do so without scnding a npple through the surface of his "heauttful manners" 

(2n 1). The n()wcr~ he give~ Miss Wllmarth tcslIfy lo hls joy at her leaving, and indeed wcre 

purchased in a stale or mimi where he was ovcrcome with this emotion. He knows howcver, that 

she will properly mlslakc lhem as a sign of his approval. Perhaps most importantly, he knows 

that he, Gerald Cruger, has the power to dispense sueh approval. 

On the way home 10 the car, Miss Wilmarth remembcrs the flowers when they slip 

against her in a "turn of the traffle" (275). 

IL would have hecn ail fair then for a chance spectator: Miss Wilmarth's strange 
rcsemhlance wa~ not apparent, as she looked at her tlowcrs. They were her 
fl()wer~. A man had glvcn them tn her. She had hecn given tlowers. They might 
not fade mayhe for day~. And she could keep the hox. (275) 

This "turn of the tral fiC" IS Ilol complete howcver. MISS Wilmanh is still on the receiving end 

of a signitïcatlOn authorized by him. Nor is it "a11 fair". lt is, in fact quite unfair. Miss 

Wilmarth melancholy is not apparent, no longer bcaring the mark of her exclusion. She is clearly 

cnchanted hy the gesture. helieving as she does that she has been brought into a kind of 

fcllowship wah ail womcn who receive tlowcrs t'rom men. Disguised as a token of his 

generosity, the tlowers arc in faet a sign of Gerald's ulter laek of generosity, of the mereilessly 

sm ail margin he allows for error. Had "Horsie" becn the story of a servant-glfl, Miss Wilmarth 

might have hccn physlcally seduced and then expelled. But as an "admirable trained nurse" 

(260). MISS W Ihllul th seductIOn IS enactcd purely syrnholtcally. It IS her trust, and not her persan 
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which is violatcd. If we read "Horsie" as teslimony of the faet that lhenry always precedes 

observation, it is equally truc that Miss Wilmarlh is pray to sueh theorizing. One of lllL' 

preconditions for power 10 he succcssfully exereised, IS the existence nI' a taeit huI shared helicf 

in the legitimary of that power struclure. PaIL of Gerald' s power is the power 10 symhnlizt" III 

give tlowers, assign names, and pass Judgement. Miss Wllmanh only endorses th4lt power hy 

receiving il withoUI question. The economy or his gesture, a geslUre whlch ens\I1es her 

indebtedness. is pcrfectly encapsulalcd in the words "kecp the hox" (275). Wlth Il, he is ahle 

finally to put her in her plaœ, 10 enca~e her polysemie nature into one "square smallel hox" 

(271 ) . 



, . .. 

71 

"Big Blonde" 

"BIg Blonde" (1929), Parker's longest short story, is divided into four sections. The first 

conLams sœne~ flllm Halel Morsc's marriagc tn Hcrbie Morse, the second recounts the 

rclationshlps ~hl' ha~ suh~eqllent ln thclr dIVorce, in thc third she is uneonsclOUS from an ovcrdose 

of veronal, and the founh lell~ of her recovery l'rom thal attempt at suicidc. Told from the point 

of view of an oSlensihly ohjective, hut pcriodically intrusive narrator, Parkcr's story attempts to 

give voicc 10 the largcly unarticulatcd hfe of a woman cxhausted by a series of verbal defeats. 

The narrator's dlMant bUI cnlical ga/c serves to register the particular forms of consciousness that 

cmcrgc in a culture of consumption and surveillance which draws all social relations into a vortex 

of the commodlty and the spcctacle. 

Like 50 many of Parkcr's femalc charactcrs, other characters seldom refer to Hazel by her 

given name. Howcvcr, unlIkc many of Parker's married women characters, Hazel is not typically 

addressed by her marncd namc ci ther. Instead, Hazel takes on a series of names including: 

"Harc", "dizzy hlonde", "hahy't, "gIrl", "do1l", "honey" and "good sport". These "improper" 

names do not allest to the pcrsistencc of an authcnuc legal subjeet, rather, they are provisional 

markers of a series of social performances enaeted for others. Parker's story does not, however, 

provide any more sohd ground upon which we might construct a more absolute sense of Hazel's 

idcntity. 

The story is set in a working-class area of New York City in the late 1920s, and is 

compriscd of indoor sccnes of apartments, bars, chop-houses, and cabarets. The story takes place 

dming whal historian Duncan Aiken rcfers to as "the age of the good pal in American sex-
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relationships" (Criloph 147). Aikcn's it11pressions arc l'cprcsentative of a tcndcncy to vicw lhis 

period in social history :IS the grcat "lcvoluLion in manncrs and morals". This sn-callcd 

revolution IS said to have inallgllraled a radicalnl'w l'ra of scxuallihclulion, frccing womcn l'tom 

the confines of Victorian lepression. ln particlIlar, the relativc ahscncc of parental supervision 

in urban centres 1S said lu have gonc il long way lowards facililalmg the Iihcla1101l of smgk 

working women. ln "Big Blonde". Hazel' s sexuality i5 Iihcratcd from ils rcgulation withm Hw 

domestic sphcre, only lo he reinvesled in a ncw scxual cconomy no less prcscriptlve than Ils 

residual precursor. Hazel's populariLy is initially secn to hc due to her ahility tn Illcct the 

requiremenLIi of this new social typc, the "good sport". According tn the Dictionary of American 

Slang, "sport", when applied to a persan, rl'fers tn somconc "ohsesscd with crcatmg the 

impression of heing carcfrl'c, gl'nerous and having fun" (511). As Hazel's story attcsts. giving 

this impression exacts a significant priee. 

The story opens with a detai/ed physieal description of Hazel. The portrait scrves to 

highlight Hazel's internahzation of the voiccs and gazes which cncompass hcr world. 

Hazel Morse was a large, fair woman of thc type that mCltes sorne men when they 
use the word "blonde" to clIck thelr tongues and wag thelr heéld~ rogubhly. She 
prided herself upon hCI small leet and ~ujjered for 11er vélnity, boxmg them in 
snub-tued shppcrs or the ~hortest hearahle ~I/C. The curious things ahout her wCle 
her hands, strange termmatlOn.s tn the tlahhy whltc arms splallcred wllh pale tan 
spots - long qUlvenng hands wllh deep and convcx nails. She should not have 
disfigured thcm Wlth httle Jcwcls. (1 X7) 

Parker's final admonishment scems intcnllonally ambiguous. On the one hand, il aHows her to 

appear sympathetic ta thesc aesthettc Imperatives, reproving of Ha1..el's decision to wear little 

jewels simply on the basis that these uillmately did not natter her hands. On this reading, the 

advice seems like a complIment -the vicwer would be more impresscd to sce lhem unadorned. 
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On the other hand, il draws our attention to the kinds of self -mutilation and self~hatred cultivated 

hy the dcsire ln he de:-'lred In ctlher ca~e, thc daily ritual of personal disfigurement Hazel 

undcl goel-> in order lo carn the praise of men con veys the ex lent to whlch she participates in her 

own unremllttrlg Cnll1mOdlftcallOfl. Llkc the synechdochal Lille by whlch she is calIed, Hazel 

felishizes certam parts, ralher than the wholc of her body. lronically, the thing she prides most 

ahout hcrsclf, her tcct, is thal upon which she cnacL'\ thc greatesl violence. By boxing her feet 

in snuh-tocd slippcrs, Hucl erfcctivcly incapacttatcl-> herself. That is to say, the shoes are not 

intcndcd 10 laclhtatc walkmg hut thc chckmg of mcn's tongues. Thus we see that Hazel 

constructs herself as a sight and is dependent on others for mobility. 

Hazel's readincss 10 hox her fcet and disfigurc her hands is explained by the fact that it 

is no longer "the day of the hig woman". The expression underlines the extent to which fashion 

is govcmed by the pnnclple of planncd obsolescence and points to the virtual impossibility of 

a female model sustaintng herself for any great Icngth of tlme in such an industry. She is a 

model no longer 10 scale. As a "large" woman, Halel perceives her body to be excessive and 

unruly, requmng constant managemel~t, dlsciphne and erasure. Hazel not only accepts the laws 

of the system which has dlsenfranchised her, she continues to reinvest in its power over her 

hecallsc she has never heen otherwise cmployed. 

Hcr Joh was not oncrous, and she met numbers of men and spent numbers of 
evcnings with them. laughmg at their jokes and telling them she loved their 
necktics. Men hkcd her, and she took il for granted that the liking of many men 
was a desuahle tlung Populanty ~ccll1ed to her to be worth all the work !hat had 
to be pUl mIn Ils achlCvcmenl. Men Itked you because you were fun, and when 
they likcd you they took you out, and therc you were' So, and successfully, she 
was fun. She was a good sport. Men hked a good sport (187). 

"You" in the phrase, "there you wcre", is bOlh impersonal and dcpersonalized. The nominate 
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subject, "you" is compromised by the structure. trapped 111 Ils grarnmatkul constnu.:LÏon. Whl'Il' 

is "there"? As the sentence trails off intn ohsl'lnily. Parkcr shows us lhal Han'I has no\ Il'ally 

thought this through. The implication is that Ha/crs desirc IS incidenlal hl the l'l\uatioll, a Illl'Il' 

adjunct of her 111ghly undilrercntiatcd apprehension of whall.:onstitulcs male dCSIIl'. lia/el thl' 

individual gradually fades inlo lltis non-spccifk ohlecl pronoun. whkh ullimalely glvcs way III 

tlte generic. whoJly impcrsonal "good sport". 

Throughout the story, thc terms "sport" and "gamc" Iccur as mClaphors for a Illllnhcl (lI 

social experienccs. White the proliferation of the1\e may he considered in relation tn the lm ger 

cultural shift l'rom a work-centcrcd culture to one il1creasmgly 1I1tcresled in the possihiltltes 01 

play, it is the unevenness of this shift which characlerlles many of the contradictions informlllg 

Hazel's position in the social order. 

Hazel' s modelling job. described in tl'rms of a douhle negalive - "not onerous" - is only 

so in relation to her real occupation. whlch carries a burdcn of another kind. As a model, HUl'l 

is expected to represent an Ideal form. a sel'mingly real hut admiuedly l'aIse constructIon. hl1\ofar 

as modelling 1$ definl'd as a job, Ha/dIs nOlldenliflCo wllh tt ah~()lutely. IL 1~ ~imply a la1\k to 

be performed. separate t'rom her self, and recogIll/.ed a1\ ~llch. Th~ hurdensomc Joh 1~ the leal-hIc 

acting out of the role of "good sport". What make~ this joh truly onerous IS lhat 1l rC<.juires lhal 

the labour involved in its achlcvement he rl'ndered inVisible. ln ordcr to providc plclliIurc, ail 

signs of labour must be rcpresscd to thc pOint of imperceplibility. The marketabilily of this skill 

is utterly contingent upon It not being perccivcd as a skil!. The good sport is sexuali1,cd and 

experienced as pleasurable only insofar as she stands in symholic opposition lU the rules of the 

workplace and the socially sanctioned norms of sex within marriage. In this sense her value is 



75 

purcly compcnsatory. The good sport does not escape the morality of sexual repression; she is 

mercly ils ncgative analogue. 

The men Hal.el encounters arc themsclves part of what C. Wright Mills refers to as the 

"pcrsonality market" (1 X2). In the 1920s, the advcrtising and public relations expert bccame an 

integral part of an incrcasingly servicc-oriented economy. This period marks a shift in the 

demand for manual skills re4L1lred for produclHm 10 the art of sclhng and distnbuting, where 

personal or intimate traits of the cm ployee are drawn into the sphcre of exchange and become 

commodiLles In the lahour market. As Mills arguc~, "each secretly makcs an instrument of the 

other, and in lime a full circlc is made: one makes an instrument of oneself and is estranged from 

that too" (1 RR). 

Although aIl of the women in the story have at one time been married, their spouses, 

drawn largcly from this market, are no longer ln apparence. Mrs. Martin has "no visible spouse" 

- "husbands as sUl'h played hut shadowy part in Mrs. Martin's circle" (193). Similarly, Mrs. 

Florence Miller, Mrs. Vera Riley, and Mrs. Lilian Block have only "dimmed spouses" (198). 

WiLh the exccpl10n of theu namcs, Ûle only traces that remain of these spouses are the "kodak 

portrait.s" (I9X) the womcn carry around with them. The world Parker portrays is a world of 

sIngular llllpermanencl', li world conversant only In surrace~. While the photographs temporarily 

suspend this flux. III captunng thls image they testlfy to a loss, of a lime gone by. The women 

arc able to kccp such souvenirs in part because the photographs are themselves exceedingly 

portable, and thus amcnable to the COndlllOnS under WhlCh these women live: 

The atm 01 each was to have one man, permanently, to pay a11 their bills, in retum 
for WlllCh she would have immediately glven up other admirers and probably 
would have herome exccedingly fond of hlm; for the affections of alJ of them 
were. hy now, uncxacting, tranquil. and easily arranged. (199) 



The womcn live in a perpetuaI present punctualed ollly by the arrivaI and departure of strangcls. 

The only stability thcy can imagine is finanl'Îal stability. Their perception of the world IS 

depthless, a nonsequenltal, dlsintegrated composite of isolalcd and lIndilTerCnllatcd episodes 

Parker draws thcsc women as nat characters, not hc<.:é.tllsC thcy mcrit only supcrtï<.:tal lIcatlllL'lll. 

but because th eu natness is a function or thelr wnrld and lhcrchy enhanœs our apprCCtallon 01 

the dimension and boundaries of that world. Thesc slH.:allcd "limllcti charm.:tcrs" arc intercsllllg 

prccisely for their limitations. They arc thcmsclvcs "kodak portrails", and inhahil a sinnlarly 

petrified structure. Parker prcsents them as mute figures hccause thcy thcmsclves arc unahlc to 

comment on their own past. Like Hazel, thcy are incoglllzant of their history, lInablc lo registcl 

the factors that went into making their past and dctcrmilllng their prclIenl. 

Hazel has no photographs of her own mother, a woman whosc dcaUl is dcscribcd as "the 

deferred death of a hazy widowed mothcr" OS7). Il is unclcar whethcr the woman's lite was 

lived in a haze. as Hazel's is, "an imperfcct film", or if Hazel, "not a woman givcn tn 

recollections" (1 H7) sirnply cannol remcmber her mother with any clarity. The ambigllity seems 

intentional, suggcslIng Lhe dcgree to which lhose medIa whlch con vert hIstories into manageahle 

units, can evcntually suhstItutc for and may ultlllluLely obscure lhem. Throughout the story, 

photographs 01 people are symbolll.:ally exchanged. WhlIe thclr presence is al ways a sign of an 

absence, they provide a focal centre in an amnesiac world livcd out of focus. 

Still, even lives hved ln limbo leave their vesuges and it is these that Parkcr's story serves 

tü outline. Like alllooms 111 Parker's stories, the weddcd Morse's aparuncnt holds a kcy to iL~ 

occupants' social relations: 

There was a Mission-fumished dining-room with a hanging central Iight globcd 
in Iiver-colorcd glass; in the living room wcrc an "ovcr-stuffed suite," a Boston 



rem, and a reproductIOn of the Henner "Magdalenc" with the red hair and the blue 
drapcnes; the hedroom was ln gray enarnel and old rose, with Herbie's photograph 
on Hai'c1'~ dresslllg tahle and Hazel'~ hkeness on Herbie's chest of drawers. (188) 
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The Morse's apartmcnt IS Ill,clf appan1ton-ltke. In thcse rentcd spaces, things are neither known 

nor valued throllgh ycar~ 01 contact. The apatt\1\cnt is a kind of nctherworld, a make-shlft 

arrangement of ~ec()nd-hand mass-produced Ilirnishings, cluttered wllh the remnants of 

miscellaneous lIves. Hazel and Herhie hardly know each other and lack backgrounds themselves. 

They arc seen Ln have no family or lasting friendships, only brief encount~rs with acquaintances, 

engagements hastily made and soon forgotlen. 

What immediately seems to hover above this disarray is the reproduction of Mary 

Magdalene, the harlot Jesus rescucs l'rom a life of sin. Appearing relatively carly in the story, 

this image of transcendencc would seem to foreshadow Hazel' s own imminent demise and her 

evcntual redemptlnn. But thlS IS not the trajectory Hazel's life follows. Nor are Hazel and Mary 

cie verly inverted Images of one anothcr. Mary Magdalene slmply makes no figurative sense in 

Hazel' s worlJ and serve~ nnly to underline the spuriousness of such identifications. As a 

rcligious allcgory it has pretenslOl1s to ulllversai signifIcancc, but, as we shaH see, Parker 

deliberately breaks wIth the hterary convention that would grant 1t specIal status. Rather than 

offering the promise of personal salvauon, 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. 

Hcrbie too is derivative, spoken rather than speaking. Hazel is "enormously amused at 

his fast slurred sentences, his mtcrpolatiol1s l'rom vaudeville acts and comic strips" (188). Parker's 

characterization of Hcrbic places him within an amusement-oriented world whose underside is 
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boredQm. Initially he finds thcir "voluntary isolation navet" but within wecks it "pallctl with a 

ferocious suddenness" (189) and he quickly begins "sccking cntertainmcnt in oUlcr womcn" Likl' 

the Morse system or telcgraphy, Herhlc sends his messages in violent dashcs and dots. Whlk 

Herbie does not speak the langauge of thc llominant dass, lus spccch cpltOl1mes the VOlCl' whtch 

dominates in the subculture he inhabil~ and cmhodics a parttcular type of anti-intcllcl'lualislll. 

Presumably Herbie himself never had aecess ta htgher education and may perceivc the exlent to 

which this has limited his professianal opportunitics. Lacking signifieant amnunt~ of eeonOllltC 

and cultural capital, Herhic's revoit invo\ves an inversion of high culture values - He hoasted. 

probably not in aIl truth, that he had never read a book in his lifc" (190). Givcn thal print-culture 

in Herbie's world consists of "women's pages" (191) and the novels Hazel horrows from the 

lending library, Herbie's daim to illiteracy allows him to positions himself in opposition to ail 

that he perceives ta be weak and effeminate and thus allows him to rcinneet his lack as a 

strength, While his discourse is not authoritative in tenns of the larger society, Herbie is anle 

ta asserts his mastery locally by pronouncing his masculinity and accentuating the power he has 

relative to Hazel. 

Herbie's speech reflects the hyperbalic proliferation of argot words for womcn and serve 

to identify the obsessive semantic fields within which he thinks. Synonyms for "drunk" and 

"woman" are greatest in his vocabulary. Although lhere numbcr i5 impressivc, cach 01 tllS 

synonyms for drunk bears a violent connotation and fcw of those lor woman confer a sense of 

either adulthood or agency. The term he uses most frequcntly i8, of course "good sport", The 

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

becomes increasingly violent when Hazel transgresses its laws by being a "lousy sport". In thosc 
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instances whcn she falls Lü he a good sport by failing Lü amuse him, his reproach is directed at 

her manner of speaking: "Crabbing again. Ail righl, sil here and crab yOUf head off. l'm going 

out." (190). Hazel's reaction is to den y the legitimacy of her own \\tords and agree 10 his terms: 

"Oh. ils going to he grcat now Herh. We'll have ~wcll umes. 1 was a crab. 1 g~l:!ss 1 must have 

heen tired." (192). When thls fmb and Hcrhlc only hccomes more violent, Hazel herself rcbels. 

But cven 111 her rchcllion, Hazel remall1s wlthll1 the same code. She does not transgress the terms 

01 her confinement and stays within its discursive limits. Popular once again with "The Boys" 

(194) al Mrs. Martin's. Hazel reclaims her position as "good sport": "Crab was she? Rotten 

sport, was sile? We11, there were sorne who thought different?" (194). There are. of course, none 

who lruly think differenlly, and it is Hazel who must bring her thoughts and expressions in line 

wtth the facL~ of her existence, leaving no room for a concepluai critique of those faets. Thus, 

her hope of establishing a home, beeomes merely "thin and wordless" (193). 

In exchange for bcing a "good sport" Hazel is awarded Ed's "proprietorship" (194) He 

"stakes her" in poker and il is "soon aecepted that Ed wa," \-~r particular friend" (194). In arder 

to cstablish exclusive owncrship of Hazel, Ed gives her ~ (0 hleh symbolically bind her to hlm. 

Ed had a gond year, lncreased her allowance and gaw lier a sea]skin coat. But 
sile had tn he cardul 01 her moods wIlh him. He insisted upon gaiety. He would 
not listen to her adnmslnns of aches or weanness (199). 

Gi ving in thi~ contex t IS :l way nI' possessIClf!. U ndcr the guise of pure generosity, Ed actually 

rcaps a profil hascd on the calculation that shc cannot Icspond 10 kind. That it is a sealskin coat, 

as opposcd some other animal fur suggesŒ not only the performance of a circus-tramed seal, but 

also the aet of scaling off or closing. These are the terms of the eontract, and when Hazel shows 

signs of hrcak;llg them, Ed buys her another drink. 



Poker i8 yct anolher game which opcratcs in the story as il mctaphor for social relations 

pcnetrated by larger cultural contradictions. Of ail card gamcs, pClhaps poker is the one that IS 

most emblcmatlc of the conditions of commercial competitivc lirc. "nlC nhjecl of the ganw 1~ 

to secure the othcr playcr' ~ capital. Unlike productive lahour relations however, poker IS il ganll' 

which produces n )thing and is in this sense purely servlcc-oricntell. 1t sClves ln satlsfy a dl', .. "e 

for winning, or galllmg contlol ovcr anolhcr' s capItal. A lthollgh 11 is 11 ganll' lIsually plilYl'(1 

among friends, il is a highly mdividualizcd game; thclc ale no tcams. Thc winncr is ntkn 111l' 

person who is most adcpt at Iying, cithcr hy wonl or gestlllc. Ed's IclatioJ1ship wilh Mrs. Mallll\ 

and loc becomcs "strained over a dispute at pokCl" (!lJ7) and arc Ill!WI" heurd ot aga\l1. 

EvidenUy the tenuous balance brtwcen l'ricndlincss and competitiwncss was too tenuous, glvlIlg 

way to the latter. 

Each of the games Parker's characters play for pleasure is Imhricatcd with work and is 

ultimately a clue to their miseries. Hazel, for instance, must "drli]nk industriously" (204) in 

order to appeH a "convincingly gay" (202). Similarly, "Ain't Wc Got Fun'!" (1921) is the song 

Mrs. Martin "play[s] doggedly" (196) on the phonograph. Hazel "had never likcd the tlJlng" 

(196). Parker's contemporaries would undoubtably have been familiar with tpc song's lyrics. 

The song's fust Hnes which do not arpear in the story, betray the undcrside of Hazel's 

superficîally gay world. 

Bill collectors gathel 
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 soHcitations. Hazel searches for a means of virtual anonymity. No 



longer willing to deliver herself to thesc men, she clccts to kill hcrsclf: 

There was no settled, shocked moment when shc lirst thought of killing herself; 
it seelTIl!d ln her a~ if the idca had al ways hccn wlth her. She pounced upon all 
the aCC()llnt~ of ~ulCH.les in the ncwspapers. Therc wa~ an epitlcmic of self-killings 
- or Illajile Il wa~ lU...,l thal she searchcd tOI the -;lones so eagerly lhat she found 
many 'l'Il n.~ad 01 them roused lea~~urance Hl her; ~he fell a cozy solidarity with 
the hlg company III the volulll<uy ùead. (201) 
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For the 1 irst t1111e ~1l1ce her cally days of marnage with Herbic, Hazel displays interest in the 

project herme her. She seems curiously rcnewed by her quest for dcath and we realizc just how 

frustratcd Hai'.el's dcsire has hcen. The final words of the passage articulate what this desire has 

hecn; the dcsilc for solitlari':' sorne l'mm of collective uncompromised by cultural or cconomic 

impcrativcs. She "had never bcen troubled by rcligious belief and no visIOn of an afterhfe 

inlimitlated hel" (20 1). Hazel t'cars only that the abstract entity known as "they" (202) will not 

coopcrate. The first drugstore clerk is, of course, "entirely uncancerned" and the second 

"unintcrested" (203). 

Standing in front of the mirror, she drinks to her own death. Raising her glass she 

employs Hcrbic's expression: "WeIl, here's mud in your eye" (205). Just as Hazel's coming ta 

consciousncss occurs for her in appropriating this discourse, 80 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 thraat" (205). Utterly 

estrangcd from herself, her interest in the matter can only be "vicarious" (205). 

Ironically, il is in Hazel's attempt to escape from a life of performance that she becomes 

"the medium of drama"(207). With her "grcat breasts, freed from their tight confiner" Hazel is 

fimùly unbounded, and for the tirst lime she becomes a spectacle inadvertently. Nettie and the 

clcvator opcralor hopcd "shc would not let them down by being awake and normal on their 
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relurn" (207). The doctar is mcrcty annoycd: "Now wc'lI havc tn pump her out, and all that stun. 

Nuisance a thing Iike that is; thaCs what il amounlll to" (208). 

When Hazel regains consCÎousness, Nettic tells her, "The doclor, he says he cOllld haw 

you arresled dom' a lhing hkc that" (209). White Halel' s univt'rse is dcarly il secular (lIIl', the 

ôoctor's tillcal of punishmcnt is, nonelheless, authol1zeù hy LI juridical system whtch now bl';l1 ~ 

only the administrative traces of what was once a hclief in a thcologu.:ally OlllCICd UIlIVCIM' FIIIIll 

her would-be death hed, the only sign she rcceives is a pos\card from An allmnmslnng hl'I 111 

"Cheer up" (209). For Hazel then, the differcncc hctwcen ktlhng herse\! and hcmg a gootl :-'pOIl 

seems only to be a matter of getting the dosagc righl. 

Hazel experiences neither the catharsis of dasstcal tragedy nO!' the rcjuvcnatton of Ielmth. 

Indeed, her plighl is wholly unrcmarkable in these lerms. Hazel is no more a part 01 :-'OIllC 

universal design than she is the victim of a society which has long plotted her demise. Rather 

she inhabits a world that is Ultt:rly indifferent, a much less cxacling and far more insidlOlIs kmd 

of malevolence that is not so much immoral as amoral. In a world where mean miscry is pilcù 

upon me an misery, there are no moments of epiphany, no grand calamitics or tragic consolations, 

only an insistent yet vague dread unconsoled by illusions of cosmic significancc. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Before making any linal generalizations about these stories, 1 would like to address some 

of the broader theoretical issues that have characterizcd recent debates concerned with issues of 

litcrary value generally. PeIllaps the mosl conlcstco formation in thesc debates, at least within 

the contcxt of American literary studies, is the American literary canon. That Parker's work has 

c1carly hecn exdudcd from this consrcrateo body of texts is not, 1 will argue, due to an oversight. 

1'0 the contrary, as cvidenced by her rcception history, Parker's work can have littlc or no value 

for the kinds of critical entcrprises that have pursued an evaluation of her work thus far. This 

is not LO say. howcvcr. that Parker's work is, in the nnal analysis, valueless; it is only to 

rccognize that her work has not hecn particularly amenable ta the specifie kinds of functions it 

has been called upon to perform. 

The practicc of evaluating texts, as Barbara Herrnstein Smith has argued. presents one of 

the most "theoretically signitïcant ~nd pragmaticaUy inescapable set of problems relating to 

lilcrature" (1). Despite the extent ta which questions of literary value rcmain untheorized. that 

is, the extent to which the state of evaluative criticism has refrained from evaluating itself. 

evaluativc criticism evidently continues to bf' practiced, albeit under the guise of ostensibly non-

evaluative forms of tex tuaI commentary. Choasing not ta explicitly address the problematic nature 

of valuing practices, is not however, equivalent to avoiding ilS effects. Indeed, as Herrnstein has 

argued, "one of the major effects of prohibiting or inhibiting explicit evaluation 1S to forestall the 

exhibition and obviatc the possible acknowledgement of divergent systems of value and thus to 

ratit"y, hy dcfault, cstahlished evaluative authority" (7). 
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Evaluations are not, or course, performcd 10 il vacuum hui arc advanccd hy partkular 

persons or groups or persons who have thcmsclves hcen dccmed valuilhlc evalualors. The 

conditions under which cvaluations arc pcrfonncd arc thcmselves val iahle, and differcntly valul'ù. 

Morcover, there arc concomitant hlerarchically orùcred forms of al'l:redllattoll or allthllri/alllHl 

which are ascribed to or denicd certain valuing suhjccts. Theil' ml', then. Ilot I11l'rcly dit fe 1 l'Il 1 

vallling subiccts but differcnt1y valucd valuing slIhjects. Whilc the relative merits of lexis may 

be cndlessly debated. slich dehates are Ilot chalilcterÎ/etl hy a commilnwnl 10 pUll' IdallVI~Ill, 

whilc il may not be posslhle to determinc in the lasl instance and lm ail limc Ihe value of a glVl'1l 

text, the test of the validIty of certain value daims havl' not wsted on the tcxt's shoulders aJollc 

Rather, certain subjects have been grantcd the authority hy mean~ of certain sncially- and 

inslitutionally-acquired qualifications to altest to the value of partkular texts, tn spcak as il werc, 

on their behalt'. In this sense, evaluativc d:scourse does not slmply take as Ils ohjcct the valut' 

of this or that text; it simultaneously bespeaks lhe critic's own value and ljllality as a disccrnlflg 

subject. This evaluative behaviour performs the dual function of demonstrating the suhject's own 

distinctiveness by displaying the special powers invested in that subjcct to make such distinctions. 

Such acts of distinctIon are my no means Iimited to the field of literary valuing pracliœ~ 

Indeed there is an Increasing uody of work tntercsted in purslIing the many similaritics discoursc~ 

of value assume across so-called disciplinc~ and 10 relation ln li wldc spcctrllm 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 tnight be cali cd "the sociology 

of taste". In general, their work is less concerned with the specilicity of lileraturc as a cultural 
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!orm than with unùcrstanding the relatlOnship hctwccn cvaluativc bchavi'1ur and more general 

mechanisms of group formation and group differentiatllln. By transforming objeCL'i and practices 

inlo slgns of dillclcnttated ~ocial Idenllllc,c." dl""coursc~ of value function amidsl a nelwork of 

attcndant dl. ... colll,c.,e..., and ~erve ultllllaldy, accorùlI1g ln Bennett, 10 conslruct "an Ideal 01 

personahly, ln holh lts mental and phy,c.,lcal a,c.,pcct,c." III rclallOn 10 whlCh the indlvldual is 

IIltcrpellatcd as valuing, valucd and .... elf-valumg Mlhlect" (Outside 152). 

Il is intercsting ln nole herc that hooks fum:tion in very much lhis way within Parker's 

stories. Mr. Durant, for instance, who has courtier fanlasies, proudly displays ail his "taU, thick 

books" (45) behind glass. Whilc his wifc, "who never had lime to gel around to reading", may 

hclicvc him to be "one of the country's leading bibliophiles", Parker deflates Mr. Durant by 

rcvcaling the fact that he did nnt, for mstance, inheril the hooks (which would be a sign of a 

genuinely upper-class background), but that he purchased them from a mail-arder catalogue. As 

Janice Radway's work on Book-of-the-Month-Cluh suggests, membership in such an organization 

would he regarded by truc courllers as rcpugnanlly nl1ddlehrow. 

Similarly, ln "Little CUI liS," Mrs Matson rejects Mrs Kcrcly's choice ofreading material, 

on the ground,c., lhal It 111 no way approxllnale..., for her the valul' of David Harulll. Identifying 

herself wlth an anstocracy under selge by unruly urban masses, Mrs. Mal'ion defends her 

husband's taste in literalurc, his tille, as it were, against ail would-hc Intruders . ... 

ln "Big Blonde," Herbie Morse is determmed to assert his dlftercnce [rom, and [ortify 

himself in relation to, Hazel, who reads romance novels from the lending hbrary. Vpon being 

i1sked to spend a quiel evcning at home wilh her, Herbie signaIs his disdain for what he considers 

effeminalC behaviour, as weIl as his refusai to be domesticated, by claiming never ta have read 



a book in hts lifc. 

The incfrectllal, hut dass-consl:Îlllls Allie Bain or "The Wnnderful Old Gentk'man" kecps 

books for decorative pllrposes. Her "mw or hlameles~ hooks", kept III place "hy Ihe strail1tllg 

shouldcr-muscJes or two hmnzc-colored plasler l'Iephanls, fOlcwr pushing 411 Ihetr tedioWo, Inti" 

(53), arc. like the rest 01 her fllrnÎture, part of an overall design JIllcl1lbl tn affect Ihe lrapplllgs 

of a gcncric ansllH.:racy. through ohll'l1S nch in nall ative signs suggcsling allegollcal 1 anlm.y alld 

far otT places oever actllally visltcd 

There is, howcver, an important dislÎl1l:tion lO he made hclwcco whal Bennctt l'ails 

aesthetic discourse and discourscs of value, The cffccts of disl'OlIJ ses of value arc Illniled III 

particular va)uing commllnitics and thereforc only have pun.:hase wlth thosc wanling 10 fill the 

position of the vailling sllh)eCI such dis(,;oUl'scs unfaihngly consllucl. Acconling tn Bennett' 

AesthCl1c discourse. hy contrast, is the form taken hy dIM':()lIfSeS of value which 
are hegemonk in amhition. and, cnnespondingly, univet~alisl in thcu plescriplive 
ambit, and whlch have, as their zone of application, thosc praclices nominaled as 
artistic, Thc position of universal valllll1g suhject which IS necessary 10 such 
discourse - and, invariably, such a position IS produccd hy gencralizing the 
attributes of the valUlng suh.1ect a:-.sociatcd with a soclally speclftc discollfse of 
value - can he refused to but not .!2Y the tndlVidllal. (llJl)O 152) 

While discollrses of value arc open to the assertIOn that they are hoth inl'orrned hy and indicative 

of, identifiable, isolable and socially-specitïc conditions, aesthetic discourses, on the other hand, 

seek to deny any and ail such contingencies, 

As a result. aesthetic discourses tend to conccive of their project in lenns which focus on 

the importance of altering the valuing subjcct side of the "valuing subjecl=valucd ohjcct" 

equation. In other words, failure tn Lake up the suhjecl position ensconccd by aestheLic discoursc 

results, not in a reevaluation of the valued abject, but in a critique of the valuing subject as noL-
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yct fully-formcd. The popularity Parker's work enjoycd in Parker's own time, we may recall, 

was not read as cvidencc of the value of her work for a particular reading public, but rather as 

a ~Ign of "the !\hallowness of her adllllrer~" (Bloo!1l 302). 

Onc of the obvioll!\ rreCOndll)(ln~ for the advanccment of aesthetic discourse is the 

lonnatlOn (lf il Iclallvely stable cornmunity of homogencous valuing subjects. Undcr such 

conditions, a certam commonnlity of tustc may bc demonstrated, making il possible to 

cxtrapolate, however inaccurately, the probable tas tes of ail others. As Herrnstein Smith has 

ohserved lia coincidence of contingencies among individu al subjects will be interpreted by those 

sllhjecls as noncontingcncy" (17). This one condition alone, however, does not provide sufficient 

grounds for the operation of aesthetic discourse. Aesthetic discourse can only be effectively 

deploycd from within a circumscribed spaee that is broadly recognized as legitimate, and thus 

capable of liccnsing iL'i members to produce such authoritative pronouncements. That the se 

conditions should be seen as those which hoth produce and aftirm the validity of aesthetic 

discoursc is emnlcmallc of ILS tautolo.l!lcal naturc The circularity of this arIangement is an 

effect 01 the dlsparny ChaIa(,'lcllstlC of ae~lhel1c dlscourse IlSelf, namely the disparity between its 

discursive 'p'ositlOn and iL'i actual soclO-cconomic locus. 

The range of insLÎtutionally-le.gltimized valuing subjects has, until quite recently, been a 

signilicantly limlted one. The so-called "arbiters of taste", professors and literary eritics, have 

traditionally necn universily-educated, white males of Anglo-Sax\ n, or Northern European origin. 

As Ùtat profcssional class has become increasingly hcterogeneous, there has been a growing sense 

that Ùle values once thought lo be intrinsic to canonical works are no more universal than the 

subjects who have traditionally valued them. Inde d, this association has led sorne critics to 
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utterly connate the two. anù 10 thercby wish tn cxdude ail imlivlduals conformmg tn Ihat prolik 

from participation in CUITent ùcbates. 

Ncverthelcss, il has proven ralher dillkult 10 dlsmantlc Ihe existent canon altngetlwr. 

What has impedcd many of the current enùeavOIs tn ùo so inhcrc~ in the eXlent ln whlell 

critiques of the prcvailing cannn arc themselves prc!'>cnptlve and thus. howevel' llnwillingly. tl'lHt 

to recupcrate a canonical pati.lùtgm for thel\' own PWlccts. By lathng tn aùcquatdy addlcs!'> Ill\.' 

prohlematic nature of what Bennett has calleù "the C()n~tlllction of an iLleal pClsonality" (!.!lItsH.k 

152), those challenges tu the presenl canon that ale plllcly colllent-haseu elTectively reinvesl 111 

a paradigm whose viability subsisL"I on the continued consecratIOn of certain valuing sllhÎl~ct~. 

Thus content-bascd reevaluations tenu to pl'e~erve attenLiant modes or dcploying Icxl~ which 

position the clitic as moral exemplar for ail potclltial allùlcrKes. 

The institulional history of the formation of Ihe American Ittcrary canon 01 fers a Humher 

of valuable insights ioto the ways in which them ies (lI' Itterary value, rather than occllpying an 

autonomous zone of inquiry, arc profoundly imbricatcd with other valuing pmcticcs. pracltce~ 

which arc themselves the product of particular malenal condItions. The rclationship hetwcel1 a 

canon and the historical situation of the institution which cstahltshes il, is close anù complcx. 

Tracing a history of the establishment of Arncrican Iilcraturc as a discipline givcs support to the 

idea that, as Frank Kermode has argued, "thc formation and control of the secular canon wc arc 

now considering are historically related as weIl as analogous to the forces that have lormcd and 

monitored the ecclesiastical canons" (177). 

American Literature and Canonical Paradi,!!l11s 
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The phrase "American lilcraturc" [irst came into use in the 1780s, and approximately tcn 

years later the firsl two national literary anthologies were published. Although the li te rati, the 

men 01 Icucrs for whom authorship was of pnmary profcssional Importance, was a small, 

sodally-privilcgcù glOUp, Amcrican litcJaturc nrst bccame a subjcct of lectures and instruction 

at wOlkingmcn's and mcchanic's institutes and librarics ln the 1820s and 30s. As the demand 

for u litcratc wOlkl'orœ rose in responsc to an expanding national economy, htcracy itsell' became 

a favorcù vehiclc for cultural and political integration. Anticipating what would later be called . 

the "tricklc down" theory, thc introduction of thesc classes was founded on the idea that national 

llnity could he promotcd, not bya more cven distribution of wealth or pro pert y, but through the 

disseminatinn nI' a llniform literary culture. At the same time, however, the more traditional 

umvcrsitics allended by the upper-classes were offering courses in the Anglo-Saxon c1assics as 

part of a curriculum which included rhctoric, elocution and philology. 

The disparity hetween these cUITicula is related to issues concerning the much-debated 

international status of American literature al the time. Accounts of this debate, a debate carried 

out ml10ng the so-called men o! leltcrs, have typically framed the argument In t(;rms of an 

opposition hetwccn Anglophiles and Amcricanists. Summarlly vicwed, the controversy concerned 

the relative importance of litcrary and natIOnal communities. William Spengemann, who refers 

to the Anglophiles as the "literary party", provides this account: 

The litcrary parly worried that Americans, removed as they were from the 
capitals of civilization, might slip inlO a barbarous vernacular. The Americanists, 
on the otlter 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. (52) 
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Spengemann' s commcnts introducc IWo of Ihe central issues that would characlcl i/e the 

politics of language throughout thc 19th ccntury; the growing cOlleem over a languagl'-hased 

distinction between barharism and civilizalion, and the importancc or cstahlishing the dominance 

of what Benedict Anderson has callcd "a natIOnal print-language" (47) over the valiolls dtaleCI~ 

being spoken wilhin the nation. ln onkl ln asses~ the rolc Amertcan litclallllc would play in 

larger social movcments, il is ncœssary ln consider the conne~tmns hetwecn the hkology 

infoffi1ing programmes for educational rcfnrm and the expansion of print-capitalisl\\ whkh 

accompanied the growth of so-called "capitals of clvtli/(ltilln" WIlhll1 the United States. 

The emcrgence of common schools in the 1 ~n()s inilugurated il shifl Imm "a religious

literacy framcwork to a nation-bUIlding litclacy Ilamework" (So\tow and Stcvens IX). Lee 

Soltow and Edward Stevens havc charactclll.ed the dilemma cdlH:allonal relormers l'accd as 

indicative of larger social contradictions I.e. the dcsl1c to promote national unit y white prescrving 

education's role as a mechanisms for social stratification. Acconling ln Soltow and Stevens, 

educational reformers had not only a "politieal CO\1ccrn for sodal intcgratiol1, neccssitaling a 

shared communily of values, but fal socio-economÎl: conccrn with thc provision for upward social 

mobility through some system of social differcntiation" (20). One of the central tasks relorrners 

conceived for common schools was the disscmination of a sharcd national language. Bnrrowtng 

Johann Gottfried Herder's model of nationalism, whercîn nationhood rcsts on cultural. ethnie and 

linguistic uniformity, educational reform sought to cstahlish Iinguistic standards to he respected 

throughout the country. 

Educators invariably drew their model for such a standard language l'rom ccntrc~ <lI 

economic power which had established publishing houscs and litcrary socicties of variou1oo kinds. 



91 

The massive growth of the newspapcr industry WhlCh had bcgun in the late eighteenth century 

initially cmcrged as an appcndagc to an cxpanding market cconomy. Written by and circulated 

among an clite group of ploperty-owncrs, the sc puhlrcations constltutcd an intcgral part of the 

proccss through which such a hngulstlc community came to he hoth thought and eountenaneed. 

Whilc the dissemination 01 thb so-callcd "stand,u-d" language in eommon sehools failed to 

prevcnt scctionalisrn or ahohsh ail divergent speech styles, il did allow for the hierarchical 

organization of such linguistic inconsistcncies, and, concomilantly, for the accentuation of the 

significancc of diffclent dispositions low<U"d lhat standard. Speaking in an idiom which rcmained 

cssenlially British, combined with a reverence for a New England-centered nationalliterature that 

embodicd Ihis standard, effectivcly servcd to distinguish so-called "civilized" Americans from 

those who spokc in what the 19lh-eentury critic Edward Fuller would eall "the gabble of the 

impcrfcclly cducated" (203). 

The literary rcprcsenlation of various idiolects associated with the so-called "local color" 

movcmcnl effcctivcly rcinforced the primacy of this centralist linguistic model. As Roland 

Barthes has argucd In another con\ext; 

the imitation of group languages has been delegated by our novelists to secondary 
charac1crs, to supernumerarics. responsible for "fixing" social realism, while the 
hero continues speaking a timeless language who se "transparency" and neutrality 
arc supposcd 10 match the psychological universality of the human soul. (Rustle 
112) 

Employing so-callcd "cyc-dialect" - the gratuitous phonetical rendcring of words i.e. writing 

"wuz" as opposed to "was" - to monolithically represent the speech of black Americans, 

effectively served to highligh1 (legally regula1ed) levels of illiteracy among them. The 

antcbcllull1 vogue or thesc so-called "dialect writers" most obviously bears out Barthes 



observations and underlines the extcnt to which thscourscs of lîterary value have historically 

resonated with those of a more explicitly political nature. 

American literature did not enter universities until arter the Civil Wur and it did sn initi<llly Via 

American history departmenls. ACCOIdll1g to Spcngemann: 

The study of American literature prospcrcù in this congenial sctting, estahlishing 
a canon of truly "AmeI1can books", rcfllllng the delïnitton or their Amerkanncss, 
tracing the historicallines lhat connccteu them and eventually producing undcr the 
ambîguous rubric of "American Civilization", a numher of doctoral thcscs of a 
decidedly literary stripc. (119) 

Ironically, when that canon moved tn litcraturc depart111ents, "Iclllling" Amcrkanlll~ss pwved t\\ 

be less a matter of idcnLifying formai attrihutcs of the work than 01 it.lenlifying the anccstralllllcs 

of the authors themselves. ln the 1870s and 1880s whcn Amcrican profcssors of litCIUllilC 

returned from Germany where they had been trained in German philology, the American wOlks 

they sought to install as part of the curriculum in English literature were those that, in thcir 

estimation, best yielded to German methods of scholarship. The American literary canon thlls 

became established within English departments based on the essentially racial tcncts of German 

philology which held language to be an expression or function of race. The privileging 0/ those 

texts authorcd by men from New England was undcrwriUcn by a broader consensus among 

professors of literature that the United States was csscntially an Anglo-Saxon country. tll\ 

exemplary subjects being those of British stock. Departmcnts of English. according 10 

Spengemann, had thcmselvcs heen roundcd ln "help rcalizc the antique <.Ircam 0/ America a~ the 

manifestdestiny of Anglo-Saxon plOgress" (16). Estccmcd and inl1uenual enlies such as Batrell 

Wendell and Richard Grant White mamtaineù that it was thdr Bntish anccstry that hau cnahlcd 

these venerated Americans ta producc grcat works. 



Conflati0ns of cultural and genctic inheritancc wcrc hy no means limitcd ln U1C ficld of 

literature. Indeed sueh pronounœments wcre lllt'nrmed, and evcn preftgurcd, hy an array of 

discourses which coalesccd alOund the htcrarchtCal nrgalltzatton of ladal dltlell'Ilce. Just as the 

word "class" had been Illodlflell hy htcnuchical adwctiws such as "upper", "middil''' and "Iowcr" 

in the eighteenth century, so the word "culture" hecame suh.1cct tu t1HlSl' distlllctlollS 11l 111l' 

nineteenth century. As Lawrence Levine has noted, the terms "highhrow" and "Iowhrow" mc 

derived [rom the nllleteenth-ccntury phrenological practicc of determilllng racial typc~ and 

judging intelligence bascd on cranial shapes (221-2). According to Levmc, while Callcasians 

were seen to have higher than average brows, and thus assumed tll possess highel intelligence, 

"the categorization did not end this hloadly". As he says: 

[W]ithin the Caucastan clrc\c there were dtstinctlons to he made: thc c10ser to 
western and northern EUlOpe a people came, the higher Iheir hlOws extended. 
From the time of thell formulation, such cultural categories were hardly meant 10 

be neutral, descllptlvc tCIIllS; tl1ey wcre openly assoctated with and designed tn 
preserv~, nurture and cxtend the cultural 11ls~ory and values of a particular group 
of peoples in a specllk hisloncal context. (222-3) 

A number of other simllar dlscourses circulated throughout the penod. Administrative 

discourses associatt:d wlth, for example, the exclusion of women from higher education, the 

views of social Darwinist Herhert Spenccr, and the growth of the eugcnics movemcnt, arc 

instances of ideologies relatcd to modahties of social management, any or ail of which may he 

seen to have informed American foreign and domestic poltcy al the tune. What these convergent 

discourses attcst to is the extent tu which the nation was internally dlvlded hy race, dass, gcndcr 

and region. Despite the absence of a united populace, natlonali~m and IL,; attendant populi st 

rhetoric continued 10 characlenze the ofticial discourse of defenders of hoth the country and lhe 

canon it allegedly representcd. As historians of natlOnalism such as Eric Hobshawm have notcd, 
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it is the conceptual indetcrminacy of the tenn "nation" itself which makes it amen able to 

"programmatic, as distinct from descriptive purposes" (Nations 6). 

Whllc "the nallon" may defy precise dcfmition, this in no way attenuates the fact that the 

American Illwlry Cdl10fl, likè ail national canons, has been organized around the idea of the 

nation. 80th the Ideu of a natIon, and by extension, the idea of a national literature, are 

histOlically-specilïc ways of thinking about a complex of social relations and cultural practices 

that have dllccted thc pracLicc of litelary histmy and Iiterary evaluation in ways which have 

beC0111e s011lcwhat naturalized through conlÎnucd use. 

Accolding to ClaudIO Ouillen, literature's coherence as a system was secured, from the 

Renaissance tn the Enlightenment, by the traditional authority of Classical ideals of poetics and 

rhetoric. The emergence of the Rornantic movement and the rise of individualism in the Jate 

eighteenth ccntury eifcctively shattercd this inte~rity hy asserting, arnong other things, the 

primacy of the perceiver in the world he perceived. Accoiding to Ouillen in Literature as 

System, 

The main consequence was a seriaI view of Hterature as a chronological 
succession of individual works and writers. To counteract this seriality and 
compensate for the 10ss of an independent focus round in poetics ... The concept 
of the nation, regarded by defimtion as an organic whole . .. became the all
embracingpnnciple of umty (5). 

Guilkn's ohservations underhne two COol mon features of the dis(..ourse of literary 

natiollalism. One of these IS the tendency to consider the nation in monolithic terms; what 

follows [rom this first principle is the tendency to then consider the cultural products of that 

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

expressive of.li u'adition, de1ïned, perhaps, by ils difference from other national literatures, but 
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ultimately coherent in itself. The privilegc accordcd the nation in this paradigm rests on a 

postulatcd congruence between cultural spacc and politically-defincd bnrdcrs. 

But as historian Ernest Gcllner has argucd, "nationahsm is not the awakcning of luttions 

to self-consciousncss, it IOvcnls nations whcre lhl~y do not exisl" (1964 1(1)). The nation, in 

other words, is what nationalism hopes to caH in\(l hci ng, hut can only do so hy insisting thal 

such an entity alrcady exists in some nasccnl form, mercly awaiting official confirmalion. If Wl' 

apply this conception to the formation of the Amcri<.:an canon, wc can hcgin ln sec hnw th\~ 

discourse of literary nationalisl11 similarly operates with lhe idea 01 a nascenl bcing, ostcnsibly 

buried in aIl Americans, but having thus far heen more fully rcalizcd in 1ill!.!!Q lhan in othcrs. Il 

is no coïncidence that those who have realizcd this seemingly clusive potential have hl'cn 

Caucasian males. Wc may atl.l'ibule this eilher 10 lhe fael lhat thc provisions ncccssary for ils 

realization have becn more readily availablc to lhose suhjecls, (I.e. grealer acce8S ln highcr 

education) or, more damningly, ta the faet that this idcal subject has been conceivcd in radst, 

and masculinist terms. 

Reviewing Paul Laurence Dunbar's poetry in 1 R96 for Harpcr's Weckly, William Dean 

Howell's wrOle: "Herc, in the artistic effect at last, 18 white thinking and white feeling III a hlaek 

man" (630). It was in 1970 that John Keats, one 01 Dorothy Parker's hiographers antl çntic~, 111 

a rare moment of adulation, dcscribed her as ' a tiny big-cycd fcmlnine woman with the mimi of 

a manu (305). What becomes apparent is thal the discourse whieh allows the quinlesscntial 

Arnerican subjectfauthor lo rcmain an abstraction, onc which ùocs not admit the existence nI 

inassimilable differenccs, is ultimately prcdicated on a notion of samencss which docs not apply 

equally to aB. Hierarchies of race and gcnder arc thus at once cffcetively upheid and obviatcd 
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by making differenccs of race or gender appear incssential ln preeisely those individuals inhibited 

l'rom ever rcalizIng that idcal on the hasis of thosc very dlffelences. 

Underwritmg this conception of tÎle subjcct is the American exceptionalism thesis, one 

of Arnerican htcPlry cnlIclsl11' S oldcst. This thCSl~ is govcrned hy an insistence on the absence 

of objective structural Incquahtlc:\ (juri<hcal equality, socIal ,wtonomy etc.) and has been 

practically indispcnsable 10 the natlOnallst project of diHclentiating Americanness l'rom mere 

Englishnes~. In clltically ~urvcying th~ thcoretical grollnd UpPIl which literary greatness has 

traditionally hccn 11Idgcd. Nina Baym hds isolatt.::.d one common fcature: Il America as a nation 

must be the uJllmate suhject of the work. The allthor must be writing about aspects of experience 

and charaeter that arc American only, sctting Americans off from other people and the country 

l'rom other nations" (127 J. Following the tcnets of the exceptionalist thesis, American criticism 

has tended 10 favour thosc narratives which trace the teleological path of a protagonist from a 

Iledgling statc of se ltllOod, conceived of as existing prior to and autonomous from social 

relations, through to his eventual mature state where he typically achieves communion \Vith sorne 

transccndental signified, be il Gad or Amcrica iL.;;elf. Lionel Trilling has put the matter this way: 

"the faet is that Arncrican writers of genms have not turned their minds to society" (212). 

Needlcss to say, lhe so-called "American writers of genius" Trilling approves have also been 

those enabled by social p\1vilege to be l'al "above the baltIe". 

Based on symholic mterpretations of the subject ranging from the Puritan model of the 

self as microcosm of tlle nation, tlUOllgh th~ Romantic ideal of a "transpersonal consciousness" 

to the cxalted hem of lhe fronticr, the American subject thus conceivcd is not an inclusive but 

an exclusive concept. At the samc Lime however, exceptions to the category are assumed on 
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grounds which cannat be maùe explicit without undermining thl' rhetorical and pcrfonnative 

efficacy of the idea of reptesentative man so central tn the viahlltty of the concept itself. 

Citing F.O. Matthiessen's American Renaissancl' (1941) as one of the must "spcclm:ulal" 

instances of this rhetoric, Jane Tom pk1l1:-" ScnsallOnal Dcsi !!ns ( 19X5) aùdresses LIll' la lIacillusnl's~ 

of the idea that thcse canoJ1l/cd tcxt:-. alC lB uny \Vay frpleSl'ntallVL' 01 America' S \ttl'ral y htstot y 

Taking the IiSl of WI iters F.O. Matthcisscn dec\arcs "'1 eprescntativr or the wholc soul 01 man H', 

including Emerson, HawthOlnc, Melville, Thoreau and Whitman, Thompkins shows Just how 

unrcpresentative these men are in terms of their religion, geographical location, and sncio-

economic status. None of the works concerns itself with issues of aholition or tempcrancc, hoth 

of which, as she says "preoccupied the country at the time" (200). She also notcs Ihe faet Ihal 

none of the works on the Iist achieved great popular Sllccess, and tllal while women virlllally 

dominated the literary marketplace at the time, none of the allthnrs is fema)e. That 

representative status has been conferred upon such a homogenl'olls sam pie of writcrs suggcsts 

the degree to which rcpresentativeness has scrved not as an index of that which is rnosl common, 

but as a notIon of the idcal conccived of at lwo relatcd hm separahlc lcvcls. 

First)y. the cntena hy which Ittcrary valuc has tradltlOnally hccn ascrihcd or dcnicd 10 

lexts have significantly hmlled thc IIkclihood that IIldlVlduals dcvlatmg trom a pre-elahoratcd 

subject profile will produce work~ conformlOg tn valoril'cd litcrary norms As Leslic Fiedlcr has 

suggested, "the quest which dlstinguishes our !ïctinn l'rom Brockdcn Brown and Cooper, through 

Poe and Melville and Twmn, to Faulkner and Hemingway, IS the scarch lOf an innoccnt sllhstltule 

for adulterous passion and marriagc ~.Jike" (Love and Dcath 160). Evidcntly women arc not 

sim ply excluded [rom this quest, nor do they figure as the weaker panner in sorne kind of union 
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wilh the men; ralhel thcy are positioncd as adversaries, a source of potential enslavement, be they 

virgin or whorc. 

Annelle Kolodny's The Lay 01 the Land ad dresses similar built-in biases in theories 

rclatcd to the cclchrated Frontier myth, as docs Nina Baym's "Melodrama's of Beset Manhood". 

As Baym has argued, "women ,1re nOllikely to cast themselves as antagomsLII in a man's story; 

they are evcn less Iikc ly ln cast themselves as vlI'gin land" (136). As Nathan Huggins has 

suggested, African-American wriLers aIe equally unlikely tn embrace what he calls the "dominant 

Brancloftian myth of the providcntial desuny of America", that is, the "onward upward, 

progressive vision" so characteristic of the "classic" American Bildun2:sroman (163). These 

mediating factors are Ilot neccssarily cvidence of a malevolent conspiracy, only of u contingency, 

too long unacknowlcdgcd as such, hetween valuing subjects and valued objecLI). 

The grcalcr prohlem arises with the second idealism, that IS, the allegedly disinterested 

assertion that canomcal works sim ply posse~:'i value and that thlS value is self-evldent. Such a 

bclier is founded on the regrettable assumptlOl1 that this evaluatlOn is not only that la which ail 

should aspire, hut that thlS evaluation is that which ail would neccssarily arrive at themselves, 

wcre thcir cognitIve potcl1lJal or acsthclJC ~cnslh!iitICS more l'ully cvolvcd. In short, rather than 

rccognizing the adequacy of dIvergent valumg SyStcP1S the allie lm plies hiS own epistemic 

superionty and passes otT I11S mvcstmcnt in a particular kind of aesthetic training as natural 

aptitude. ThIS vcrtiginous arrangement may be attributed to what Bourdieu has called "the 

circular circulation of inter-Ic~~ltimatlOn" (Distinction 54) whereby judgmenLI) of value both 

vencrate and arc veneratcd by the allcgedly "inherently valuable" properties of the abject they 

approvc. 
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Whilc contcmporary clitics arc quick ln rccogni/.c and disclcdit thc "hcst self" of 

Arnoldian acsthetics (Culture 136) as effectivcly cthnnccntric, there has hccl\ lcss cxplkit 

dissension rcgarding the fOie Arnold postulatcs for litcrary criticism in gcneral. Acconhng III 

Arnold. "clitlCbm' S 1110St Important function is tn try hooks as ln the mllucnce which thl'Y :tll' 

calculated tu have upon the general cullUle .... or this culture, litl'lary lTillCISlll is Ihl' appoinll'd 

guardian" (Complete 3: 41 120) What has inhihileù a rull~scale disavowal or 11ll' :tssl'rllllil Ih.11 

criticism assume an esscntially managcrial l'Ole vis a vis an alkgcdly undiffel\'lltiatcli populacl'. 

is the cxtent to which ostensibly oppositional discourses have plCSCI vcd this ilka nI' a "hl'st scll". 

Whilc MarxIst li te rat y criticism has heen sensiuvc tll thc dass~hiases inllccted in Ihe 

Arnoldian case, MarxIsm, partlcularly wllhin ilS more amhitious strains, has failed ln dispense 

Wilh the "model-subjccl" concept altogcther. On the contrary, MarxIsrn has tended to inscrihe 

an equally idealizcd, monolithically-conccived subjcct in its place, namely that of Ihe 

revolutionary proletarian. What facilitate~ and indeed may be secn tn ncccssitalc the inscription 

of such an ideal subject, 18 the dlsparity postled by Marxism's ()wn narrative paradigm hctwcen 

the subjcet in iL'\ pre~cnt reprcssed lorm and ItS yet-to-he rcahzed revoluti(hlary form. 

Thus coneclved. the subJcct himself C0111CS ln be thought of as cxisling in a kiml of 

somnambulist state induced by a gencrali/ed cultural lag, itself symptomatic of an as yct 

unrealized but inevttablc, revolution-tnspm.:d future. The present reprcssed suojcct is lyplcally 

diagnosed as suffenng l'rom existent modes of produ~llOn, a.'" weil as Ihe sling!-. and arrows or 

Arnold's subjcct who dircctly prolïts l'rom lhl~ arrangement. Wlthm thl:-' scenarIO, the Marxlst 

literary eritie, who already exists in an cnlightencd state, aSsisL<i the :-.uhjcct hy lcading hirn 

through the morass of bourgeois Iiteraturc, showing up iL<\ inhcrcnt c\ass-hiascs and idcological 
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l traps. The suhjcct. thus awakened l'rom his slumhcr. casts off ail previously held illusions. 

including th()~c ahout the value of rcading most popular genres, and emerges finally, homo 

cree tus, lo Lake on utopia. While such a characlerization is in sorne senses rather gross, the 

cxlcnl ln wlm:h MarXIM Illcrary crilics have concclv~d of themselvcs as the rightful monitors of 

this suhjecl'~ rl<lgles~ can hardly he over~laled 

Slmilmly mes~Janll: ~lralllS may he iden(ilied within I"eminist litcrary criticism. While 

Amcncan Icmml:-.t hlerary critidsm ha~ hecn inslrumental in atlcnuating the dominance of 

Marxist ll10dcls which ohscure social incquahucs with respect to gender, il m'4Y cqually be secn 

to prescribc a "best self". As noted in charter uae of the thesis. one of the most predominant 

currents wlthin Amcrican Icmimsl htcrary theory has becn lhe so-called "images of women" 

approach lo Iktion, which c.:oncclves of ilS projccl in terms of minting an authentic representation 

of a monolilhically-dcfmcd temale subjecl. 

Govcrmng this fcnl1nisl aesthctic is the sense that feminist literature, to merit the name, 

should providc role models for fernale audiences. Thus conceived, feminist literature is to act 

as a kind of thcrapculIc antidote ln lhe so-called "false" Images generated for centuries by a 

maie-domlllaled hlerary e~tahhshment. Undersconng ihls aesthetlc dlscourse is a conception of 

patriarchy as a hom()geneou~ dild umfnrmly rcplcssivc phenomenon that conspires to conceal 

womcn's "truc" nature. Thl~ VICl1l1l1l.alÎon thesls cffecllvely precludcs the possibility of anyone 

but fcmalc authors confofll.ing to the "images of womcn" aeslhetic, insofar as depictions of 

dcpendent fcmales by men are ncccssarily rcad as eVldence of the author's own pa tri archal 

worldview, wh1le similar portrayals by women writers are assumed to be indictments of this 

r idcology. 
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Howevcr, hona lide feminisl literaturc, litera turc which is seen to pnssess the greilll'st 

aesthelic value, is not simply work hy women writers: it must "Iso dclincate a rCllla!e 'lUl'St in 

which the protagomst, p()~itl\d as the moral, spiritual and psy,.:holngical supL'l'ior of lHen. 

hcroically e~<.:ape~ l'rom the spectre (lI' patrian:hy, cnlers a plllitlcd stalc, lIndelïll'd hy 

hcterosexual relations. The fcml!1ist literary critic is not only lhollghl 10 hl' in li pO:-'IIIOIl ln 

dispense acccss to this rcal "hcst self' lhut ail womcn sholiid evelltllally actllali/l' \Vlthin 

themselves, hut she is alsn hesl ahle 10 offer coullcll or aùmmlslCI lhelapy ln any waywant 

valuing subjccts (cg. wOl11en who "mlstakenly" enloy luw fmms such as mmanCl' novc\~}. 

ln gencral, evaluative practiccs that con~ll'lIl:t a quasllllllvcl'saltst "hesl self" lend to operall' 

with an essentially centrallst model of dcploying texts. In practicc, Ihis ccntralist model illlends 

to affect social change by governing the reader l'rom a position of aUlhority. Rather Ihan 

accepting the adcquacy of localized rcading formations and thcir attendant vallling practices, 

discourses of aeslhetic value are prcdicated on instiLutionally-derived modes of strllclUring 

interfaces bctween texts and rcaders, grantmg the critic a preponderant position. As opposcd 10 

a conception of culture as an area constituted by provlsional aSSOciatIOns 01 group~ or individuals, 

any of which might be In a positIOn 10 dispute or evaluatc the ()thl'r~, aesthetic di~coursc impltcs 

a putatively coherent model of cultural relalt()n~ and prl'()rJall1~ the cntlC to an allegcdly 

extradiscursive po~ltion. The criuc thu~ servc~ an es~entlally correcltve lunction in his or her 

role as the one to whom ail might appcal In the case 01 such disputes. While natl(lnah~m, 

Marxism and feminism have dtffercntly elahoratcd thcir respcctive hypothetkal suhjcCL'i in 

accordance with their differcntly articulatcd preccpts, they have cxhihilcd a sharcd proclivity 

towards universalizing thcir value claims and have, morcovcr, COI ,,;cived of the enlie as dirccLing 
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the reform of 'jle ~lIb.icct in a raLher proprictorial fashion. Although il is possible ta declarc 

preferences with respect la the various personalities sa constructed, the manner in which evcn 

so-called op:;ositional acslhctÎC discOUf,\,CS havc mobili/cd their efforl<; to cffect social change has 

!eH entrenchcù mOlb of deploymg tcxt!\ Hl institutwnal t!omums ~lIhstantially unaltercd. In this 

respect, nOlllmally oppo!'.lllOnal dl~C(llll!\C,l, may not hl' ,l,cen to hdVC radlcally dlstinguishcd 

thcrnselvcs lrom the allegcdly di~Jntcre,l,(l'd lorms of textllul commcntary assocllItcd with Ncw 

Criticism and its many descendants. 

Parkel and Lilcrary Value 

1 staleù at the hegmnmg of this chapter that white Parker's work has not been posilively 

valucd hy the mUIOIlty of her cri tics, this is not to say that her work is ultimatcly valueless. 

Indecd, dS 1 have argucd, works ~annot be said to actually possess value, rather they can only De 

valucd for pU! ticular rcasons. Parker's critical reception hlstC)ry, a hisLOry WhlCh ends in the early 

19HOs, prcsents a senes of uttempts to engage ln an unalysis of her work lram within a number 

of frameworks th al ilrc ultllnately insenslttve 10 Il'> parttcular quahtlCS. 

Summarily vlcwcd, Parker''\' work has hecn ncgatively evaluated in terms of three 

pcrccivcd ahsences' lack or characler dcvelormwl, lack or SJ gmlicant themes, and lack of Iiterary 

language. Wtule these are the ktnd~ of cnl1clsms that are commonly directed at popular 

litcrature, (somethll1g WhlCh In itsclt presents a senc!\ 01 prohlems that 1 sought tn address in 

chapter one), my immedlalc conccrn is the cxtcnt to whlch each of thcse cntlqucs has l'cd into, 

and in some cases has prl'empted, more detailcd readmgs of the staries themselvcs. In other 

words, Parker's enties have not becn willing to admit the possibility that these so-called flaws 
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arc thematically motivatcd. for reasons which arc rclaled 10, hul held ln he sepnratl' l'rom, tlll' 

particulars of the enties' narrative cxpeclations, 

Il has heen said, for instance, that Parker's chmil<.'ters are "hased on types too limtll'd" 

(Graham 1172), and that lhey "Iack the full range '.If el1lolÏol1s found lJ1 human hcings" (Stl'vll'k 

92), That her characters assume il rlldimcntary l'mm has cOIl~iSll'ntly hecll (l'ad a~ an unllllt'Ildl'li 

failure to renùcr adequately represental1vc sllhiects, Assullling IhL' production 01 "auIIlL'IlIIC" 

eharacters to have hcen Parker's projectcd hut unlL'ali/eo goal. thesL' elllies aIl' lorcl'lI tn cOIll:ludl' 

that Parker herself is simply incompctenl. 

Femimst cdliques of Parker have heen similarly disappointed hy her stones il1.~()far as they 

are not seen to offer charactcrs that might serve as female l'ole modl'Is. While these cntÎCs haVl' 

been less inclined to dismiss Parker eompletcly, her work has not heen seen ln fullïll expeclations 

related to this demand for an empathie identification hetween readers anù characters. This 

demand arises in part l'rom the tendency to conccive of writing as the sel l'-expression or an alilhor 

dcfined exclusively \11 terms of sexllal ùiffcrencc, 

As noted above, this gynocentric approach to liction posils the existence of a uni/orm 

fer.lale eonsciousness as the antithesis of an cqually unifoml male consciousness. Because male 

eonsciousness has hecn charactcrized hy the will to rcpress its opposite, Parker's work, amI 

indeed all writing hy womcn, is evaluated in tcrms nI its capaclly to produce narratives of 

"uncompromised amI unique l'emale sclfhood" (Trcichlcr 59). Parker's Icmimst erities have 

concluded thal this "autheri.lic" fcmale self remains too far submergcd to offcr il faithful, "fcminisl 

vision of what should be" ("Dorothy Parker" 76), 

What has prevented more positive evaluations of Parker is the tendency endemic tn the 
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IOlalizing perspectives auopted by her crilics to conceivc of her work in conjunction with 

thscourses of value that are attendant upon grand and cven grandiose meta-narratIves of societ.y 

itseH. Not (,nly arc the more nuanccd qualities of Parkcr's work ohscured by these approaches, 

whcn sornc attentIOn is III lact paid tn the intricacies of Parker' s sLaries, her interesL in social 

minULiae, lor eXilmplc, IS actually sel/.ed uron and ncgallvely valued as evidencc of an 

ullcquivocaJ faillllc Lü support the paradigms these clÎLics ale intent on asserLing. 

A-:. cunenl trends in American hisLOIiography suggcst, the idea that thcrc has ever existed 

a single hody that might accuralcly he saiu tn have bccn either politically or aesthetically 

rcprcsentativc 01 "the American community" is an untenahle one, and one that is increasingly 

rcjccted as such. But while the vulgarisms associated with American Iiterary nationalism have 

heen extcnsi vely chroniclcd, i t is still possible to encountcr vu 19ar Marxism and i t is equally 

possible to encounter someLhing we might caH vulgar feminism. What this adjective suggests 

about particular currents within both of the se schools is an overriding emphasis on globalizing 

theorics of how power opcrates in society. While the nationalist model denies the existence or 

relevance of power relations and adheres to a thcory of artistic autonomy or disinterestedness, 

the Marxist moud locales power excluslvcly in the hands of the owners of the means of 

productwll. and the t"emtnist modcllocales Il in the hands of men ln general. 

If mai nslleam htenuy cnllCîsm has ncglcctcd 10 adchcss Issues reJated to class-slruggles 

in Parker's work duc to Il'l supposition thal Amenea is anu al ways has been a fundamentally 

classlcss society, lhcre has been a more conspicuolls lack of attentIOn given to Parker's work 

l'rom a Marxist perspective. This, 1 suspect, may he attributed to a prevailing sense that 

Marxism's propcr task is the rereading of already consecrated canonical works in order to reveal 
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the irredeemahle bourgeois values therc inscrihcd. 

On the otller hand, what seems tn trouhle reminist crities ahout Parker is a tacitly 

acknowledged hut unspoken recognition that gendcr is always a sl'cially variahle cntity within 

her staries, earrying different compensations and privilcges depend1l1g lIpon innlll11erahle factor s 

related, for instance, to c1ass, race, age, and sodally-received ideals of physical heauty. In othl'I 

words, Parkcr's work cannot he casily articulatcd tu uni-dll11cnsional paradigms nI' kmale 

oppression prcciscly bccause her slorics consistcntly engage the comp\ex, shlftmg, ami lhfltlsc 

power relations which characterizc the "mess" uf modcm cxpcnenœ. 

1 stated in the introduction that Parker's work ll1ight he more positivcly evaluatcd If il 

were to he read in terms of a revised or reevaluatcd delïnition of what is comnHlnly referred tn 

as minor lite rature. Traditionally, minor works have simply been considered lesser versions of 

canonical works, failures in their apparently incluctable strugglc for majorncss. The 

presupposition of a universally projected but infrequenlly realized aesthctic has ooth rationali1.cd 

and created the need for canonically ordered rcading formations. More recently, howcvcr, critics 

as various as David Lloyd, Loïus Renza and Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, have begun tn 

revïse traditional assumptlOns about minor lilerature's status. 

DaVId Lloyd has proposed a rccvalualion of the relationship between major and minor 

modes of writmg in opposttional, ralhcr than comphmentary terms. According lo Lloyd, "lt1his 

opposition exceeds mere specularity insofar as the forms of ils articulation caH inlo question th(~ 

very terms in which a canonical literature is defined" (Nationalism 21 J. For Lloyd, minor 

literature makes no claim to representative status in an Arnoldian sense and does not shore up 

the notions of subjectivity that underpin canonical acsthetics. Instead, what minor writers sharc, 
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he argues, is a "common perpetuation of non-identity" (Nationalism 22). This refusai of identity, 

according to Lloyd; 

drculates around an equivalent refusaI to glOund the possibility of identity on the 
recovery or ()ngJn~, a stralcgy that evokes a critique of thal narrative paradigrn of 
major l1Leralure, the reproduction or an original or cssential identity at a higher 
and sel r-COIl~ClOlIS le vel (Nationalism 22). 

What is ~uggeSl1VC about thls fevised model or minor Iiterature is that it not only allows 

us to think ahout Parker's work ln temlS other than as a poor imitation of sorne other work, it 

al80 admits to it~ own IIlhercntly plOvIslOnal ~Latus as a mode!. That is ta say, not OfJ:y does it 

refuse the nec li for an all-emhraclIlg model of the suhject, or the canon, but it does not seek ta 

'iomchow get heyond that \11mlcl and cstabltsh iLself nn some higher, more sacred ground. It only 

outdoes iLS pl cdccessOi tt1sofar as it Impltes the evacuation of any rationalist theology of 

reprcscntatton that wOlllc\ cnsure its pertinence. As a paradigm of crisis, it is, in effect, no 

parl'f!igm al ail and thus enlails an end 10 lhe relevance of the category "minor Iiterature" itself. 

By ahandoning the grand claims and the inDated terminology of a canonically defined 

scene of writing wc can bcgin ta re-accent those qualities in Parker's work that have traditionally 

heen dev:llued. Without recourse ta what should constitute literary value, critiq'.üng Parker for 

"not deal[ingl with any very great or significant area of life" (Van Doren) cao be seen as, not 

simply invalid, but inappropriate, a category mistake. While "the gossip of the cocktail hour" 

(Gray 200) on a hot aftcmoon 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 era, a few moments" therc is no reason to assume that that detracts from 

thcir quality. Indeed wc may begin ta see that thosc works assigned to the category great 

Li te ra turc arc \lot subslantially differcnt ln this respect. 
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' .. ' The eontinued reverence for a eanonical formations rests on the assumption that some 

works transeend thesc temporallimits. But where do they then go'! If, as Lloyd suggests, minor 

works "calI mln question the very terms III which a canonicailiteralllle is dcfmcd" wc may locall' 

lhat skepticism 111 Parkcr's WOlk 10 the eplsodic and anecdotal style 1'0 central to hoth her mino-

narratives and her minor slatus. If PaIkCl'S wOlk may not he sccn 10 serve as an ideal tract 

around which to rally support for the cause of Amcrican nationalism, lhe inherent nnhility or the 

proletarian rcvolutionary, or il rcminist Utllpia, perhaps it is hecause her stories focus on the 

minutiae of modernity, the specifie and al ways localized struggles for power within an 

increasingly complex and fragmented urban world. Hel' portraits of social relations may he 

reduced, but not reductive. 

What makes Parker a self-consciously minor writer in thc sense Lloyd has outlined is the 

extent to which hcr stories foreground rather than hope to coneeal the banality of her charactels, 

their triviality, and their limitation, both in terms of thcir incapacity to stand in for some larger 

notion of "the human" and in terms of thcir propensity towards a kmd of self-management wtm;h 

effectively precludes them from standing in any way outside of the cramped spaces they mhahll. 

In faet, the "natural" world as such does nol ligure 111 the slories at ail. There arc no grandIOse 

landscapes beyond these inlcriors reverbcrating wlth pathelic fallacy. Thal kind of sympalhy 

would be wholly incongruent with the dimensions assumed both by her charactcrs and the worlds 

that inspire them. Perhaps as Parker herself said, "It's not the tragcdies that kill us, it's the 

messes" (Capron 82). 
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