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Poet Laureate of Kansas (2017-2019), KEVIN RABAS teaches at Emporia State
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Department of English, Modern Languages, and Journalism. He has nine books,
including Lisa’s Flying Electric Piano, a Kansas Notable Book and Nelson Poetry
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and a co-edited (with Maria O’Malley) volume of essays, Beyond 1776: Globalizing
the Literatures, Cultures, and Communities of the American Revolution, will be
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“It Was Because | Was Playing Double”:
Conflicted Whiteness in the Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn

Lorraine Dresch

Lorraine Dresch, an English Major and Theatre Minor, will graduate in
spring 2018 from the University of Virginia’s College at Wise. Last year,
her creative non-fiction piece, “The Last Gift,” was published in The
Sigma Tau Delta Rectangle, and she wrote the column “The Pretension
Headache” for The Highland Cavalier, a student newspaper.

Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn portrays black
identity as viewed from a white boy’s conflicted perspective. Twain’s
novel concerns itself less with the accurate representation of black
people than it does with the depiction of whiteness asserting or
suspending supremacy while interacting with blackness. In the
antebellum South reproduced in Huckleberry Finn, whiteness
functions as a guarantee of full humanity. Huck, a white boy,
cannot interact with Jim—the novel’s primary black figure—without
race presenting a barricade between them. Due to his social
conditioning, Huck sees Jim as less than white and, therefore, less
than human. Huck’s racial filter impacts his narrative voice as well
as his dialogue, producing language that overtly and implicitly
expresses his beliefs about Jim and blackness. As he grows closer
to Jim through their shared experiences, Huck realizes Jim is more
human and has a greater depth of feeling than he was led to believe.
However, Huck does not have the ability to completely disregard
his social conditioning. Jim shifts back and forth in Huck’s
estimation: “now Jim is a person, now he is a nigger” in his mind
(Jones 30). The result is a novel that wrestles with a conflicted white
character who uses double-voice discourse. I propose that Huck
both believes and disbelieves foundational principles that uphold
black subjugation and, when caught between the white perspective
and the black experience, uses his dual allegiance in doublevoice
discourse and other ways that benefit Jim.



Huck subversively views Jim as unique and tries to protect
him by engaging in double-voice discourse, the practice of adjusting
one’s speech to appeal to an audience in pursuit of a desired result.
American society in the antebellum era assumed that a single black
slave did not differ greatly from white society’s idea of black slaves
collectively. Thomas Jefferson, for instance, writes in his Notes on the
State of Virginia that black “griefs are transient. Those numberless
afflictions, which render it doubtful whether heaven has given life
to us in mercy or in wrath, are less felt, and sooner forgotten with
them. In general, their existence appears to participate more of
sensation than reflection” (qtd. in Smith 4). According to prevailing
white-supremacist modes of thought, Jim could be interchangeable
with any other black man: a less emotional, less rational creature—
not a whole man. This reductive belief protected whites, allowing
them to distance themselves from the horrific realities they inflicted
on black Americans, and to refuse to acknowledge a black person’s
pains, fears, and desires. However, after spending significant time
with Jim, Huck no longer shares this common view. He develops an
individualized approach to black identity that acknowledges Jim’s
struggles. When Jim is separated and sold to Silas Phelps by the
king, Huck tells the duke:

[ says to myself, “They’ve got into trouble and had to leave;

and they've took my nigger, which is the only nigger I've got

in the world, and now I'm in a strange country, and ain’t
got no property no more, nor nothing, and no way to make
my living;” so [ set down and cried. I slept in the woods all
night. But what did become of the raft, then’—and Jim—poor

Jim! (263)

By bemoaning Jim’s fate through personalized lamentations, Huck
denies Jim’s fungibility to the duke. In the space of three words,
“Jim—poor Jim,”” Huck reveals his real opinion, which steps outside
of the line of socially acceptable thought. Jim is important because
of his individual relationship to Huck and Huck’s understanding
of his feelings in the situation, not merely because he represents
attributes ascribed to all black Americans. However, Huck presents
his situation to the duke in a manner aligned with common racial
beliefs by portraying Jim as “‘the only nigger I had in the world, and



the only property’” (263). Huck is skilled in doublevoice discourse,
performing white conventional ideology to gain knowledge that
potentially benefits a black man whom he actually believes is more
than an object.

Even though Huck recognizes Jim’s individuality, Jim’s
identity in the novel is established entirely in relation to Huck,
displaying Huck’s failure to abandon white-supremacist language
despite personal experiences with Jim. According to John Alberti,
Huckleberry Finn is highly controversial due to “the brutal epithet
that haunts the pages of this supposedly All-American epic: ‘nigger’”
(920). The racial slur carries a reminder of the horrific abuse of
blacks by whites, and it was used in the novel’s era to “put blacks
in their place—to enforce the social hierarchy” (Green). White
hegemony is present throughout the South and dominates its
language. Huck uses the word “nigger” over two hundred times in
Huckleberry Finn to refer to black people or specific black persons.
Jim’s name is replaced and defined by the offensive epithet so often
that his character is often misremembered and written as “Nigger
Jim,” a mistake that began with “Albert Bigelow Paine us|ing]
‘Nigger Jim’ in his 1912 Twain biography” and that influenced
Norman Mailer, Ralph Ellison, and Ernest Hemingway, who all used
this appellation (Hearn 29). Even when Jim gains a more human
connection to Huck, Huck’s vocabulary limits Jim’s identity to the
role of property. For example, when Huck is reunited with Jim by
the Grangerfords’ slave, he exclaims that “by jings it was my old
Jim” (199). This shift in diction, where “nigger” is replaced by the
black person’s name—while keeping the possessive pronoun when
only black people are near—continues through the chapter as Huck
refers to his loaned slave as “my Jack” when speaking to Jim (199).
The possessive tendency remains while the overt racism briefly
subsides in the presence of blackness, illustrating that Huck evinces
a conflicted whiteness. Huck is more respectful of black identities
while addressing them alone or with other black people, but he
does not shake his assumed control over them, nor cease to use the
derogatory slur altogether.

From Huck’s perspective, if Jim has a distinct identity
created from what he considers outside the range of the era’s widely

)



accepted options for black emotion, his identity must be a white
one. After Jim mourns for his family, Huck says “I do believe he
cared just as much for his people as white folks does for their'n.

It don’t seem natural, but I reckon it’s so” (226). Later, after Jim
declares he would not leave the injured Tom behind, Huck notes
“I knowed [Jim] was white inside” (299). These passages reveal that,
from Huck’s raced perspective, Jim can have family attachments
and heroic ideals as a black person, so long as he is like a white
person inside. Huck relies on Jim’s underlying whiteness to
identify Jim as a “good person,” because for Huck only whiteness
can be associated with virtuous or fully human behavior. Huck
equates Jim’s positive traits with internal whiteness, suggesting he’s
fundamentally unaware that his idea of blackness was formed by
hegemonic whiteness. He negotiates his conflictedness far enough
to understand Jim does not act how the white popular imagination
claims he should (and that he has feelings), but Huck cannot yet
accept that blackness is just as valid as whiteness.

Most fundamental to the novel’s conflicted whiteness is the
way in which Huck confuses white-supremacist beliefs about slavery
and the role of black people in society with his personal conscience,
recognizes this tension, and chooses. The entire moral dilemma
hinges on Huck’s efforts to navigate competing forces: his allegiance
through race to the oppressor, and by personal experience with the
oppressed. Huck feels “trembly and feverish” when Jim mentions
gaining freedom in Cairo (183). When Huck struggles with whether
or not he is to blame for Jim’s anticipated emancipation, he labels
the voice of white society as his personal conscience, which asks him
accusingly:

“What had poor Miss Watson done to you that you could

see her nigger go off right under your eyes and never say one

single word? What did that poor old woman do to you that
you could treat her so mean? Why, she tried to learn you
your book, she tried to learn you your manners, she tried to
be good to you every way she knowed how. That’s what she

done.” (184)

Miss Watson acts in ways widely approved throughout the
antebellum South, attempting to instill in Huck the same biblical
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principles that were used to perpetuate and uphold slavery as a
moral good and natural hierarchy. Her Christian standards continue
to influence Huck later in the novel as he debates what to do

after Jim is sold by the imposter king. Huck attempts to pray for
forgiveness for the sin of helping Jim run, but:

the words wouldn’t come. Why wouldn’t they? It warn’t no

use to try and hide it from Him. Nor from me, neither. I

knowed very well why they wouldn’t come. It was because

my heart warn’t right; it was because I warn’t square; it was
because [ was playing double. I was letting on to give up sin,
but away inside of me I was holding on to the biggest one of
all. I was trying to make my mouth say [ would do the right
thing and the clean thing, and go and write to that nigger’s
owner and tell where he was; but deep down in me I knowed

it was a lie, and He knowed it. (261)

Up to this moment, Huck has internalized Christian morality

and privileged the white perspective instead of considering Jim’s
oppression in debates with his so-called conscience. Huck then
realizes he is trying to use double-voice discourse on God, “playing
double” in a prayer in order to save his own soul (261). To avoid
the problem, he decides to write a letter telling Miss Watson where
Jim can be found. While the written confession allows him to

feel absolved from sin, he cannot help but think of the human
connection he had with Jim. In a bout of true moral inspiration,
Huck chooses “forever, betwixt two things” (262). He favors his
affiliation with Jim over the promise of hell, a choice that symbolizes
his embrace of the black perspective over the white view of slavery.
Huck’s experiences with blackness—with Jim—ultimately win out
over his original racial allegiance.

Huckleberry Finn depicts a white boy’s partial awakening, as
he realizes that a black person is not as stereotypical and nonhuman
as his society suggests. Jim behaves—and emotes—in ways that cause
Huck to question his social conditioning and even what he believes
to be his own conscience. Jim and Huck’s shared experiences unveil
an entirely new perspective to the white boy, opening his mind so
he becomes conflicted enough in his whiteness—and his words—to
rely on doublevoice discourse. Ultimately, Huck makes the choice
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to believe the voice of experience over the feelings of guilt caused
by white Southern Christianity. However, he is still not completely
changed: his mind is not so free that he treats Jim as an equal.
Huck may seem to have experienced a moral revelation in which
his friendship with Jim wins over the social training that taught
him slavery was legally and morally acceptable, but the presence of
internal conflict and doublevoice discourse do not absolve him

of his complicity in the white-supremacist system, nor do they give
him the full knowledge necessary to relinquish his need to verbally
possess black bodies and to use his language to dehumanize.

Works Cited
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Ecological Borderlands and Animalistic ldentity in
Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian

Timothy Bardin

Timothy Bardin graduated from Texas AGM University in 2013 with a BA
in English, and in 2015 with an MEd in Curriculum and Instruction. As
an undergraduate, he served as a staff writer and assistant editor for The
Battalion. He taught middle-school and high-school English for four years
before offering classes in literature and writing to the local homeschool
community. Timothy is currently working on an MA in English from Sam
Houston State University, where he has served as the non-fiction editor

of The Gordian Review for the past two years.

Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian is a borderlands novel:
personal, psychological, racial, political, economic, and national
boundaries are crossed, re-crossed, transgressed, and constantly
redefined. Blood Meridian is also a novel about ecological frontiers:
spaces where human/non-human identity is in flux, where men
and women are neither fully animal nor fully human, and where
the struggle for dominance is every bit as violent as the conflicts
between ethnic groups and nations. Most of the novel’s action
takes place in the Southwestern desert and harsh environments of
the American and Mexican frontiers, which allows McCarthy to
investigate ecological space and its impact on identity formation.
There are frequent references to animals, and McCarthy often
describes his characters—and the people they encounter—as having
animalistic qualities. Blood Meridian lends itself to an ecocritical
reading that analyzes liminal spaces, McCarthy’s concept of “optical
democracy,” and the characters’ constant proximity to animals
and the harsh natural environment. In this essay, I argue that
McCarthy’s representations of animals and marginalized characters
in Blood Meridian explore the boundaries between human and non-
human identity in ecological spaces to suggest identity is fluid.

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines “liminal” and
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“liminality” as a “boundary or threshold between two transitional

or intermediate states,” and a “transitional or intermediate state
between culturally defined stages of a person’s life,” respectively. The
OED also defines “animalism” as “the doctrine that human beings
are merely animals,” an “animal-like response and behavior,” and a
“quality, attribute, or propensity associated with or resulting from
mankind’s animal nature.” McCarthy foregrounds the more savage
aspects of human nature in a startling and unsettling manner with
his use of animalism, such as when a young Mexican girl is tied to

a post with a rawhide collar (284). Liminal spaces, because they are
ambiguous and fluid, can be paired with McCarthy’s animalism
motif to interrogate what it means to be human and animal. The
savage and brutal setting allows McCarthy to explore questions of
animal-human identity and what it means to participate in “place”
and ecological ecosystems. Several critics have considered the impact
of liminality and ecological spaces on the construction of identity.

Neil Evernden’s theory of interrelatedness (or
interconnectedness) has important implications for liminality
in ecological spaces. Evernden contends that the Western mind
perceives interrelatedness as “a causal connectedness. Things
are interrelated if a change in one affects the other. . . . but what
is actually involved is a genuine intermingling of parts of the
ecosystem. There are no discrete entities” (93). Thus, for Evernden,
identity becomes fluid in liminal ecological spaces because
interrelatedness breaks down the boundary separating the human
from the non-human, the animate from the inanimate. “There is no
such thing as an individual,” Evernden claims, “only an individual
in context, individual as a component of place, defined by place”
(103). In other words, humanity and nature are not interdependent,
they are interrelated; identity is not essential, it is defined by place.
As a result, McCarthy’s use of animalism can be read not merely as
a narrative device, but as a complex theoretical move to complicate
identity formation.

Alex Engebretson follows Evernden, reading Blood Meridian
as a spatial novel and arguing that “McCarthy finds ways to relate
inside to outside, thus negating the idea of space as autonomous
or as separated from nature” (160). For Engebretson, McCarthy’s
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harsh wilderness settings create “blurry, disorienting, middle
spaces” that undermine animal-human distinctions (157). Applying
Evernden’s theory of interrelatedness and Engebretson’s conception
of liminality allows me to problematize the construction of identity
in ecological spaces, and thus to argue that human/non-human
identity becomes fluid in Blood Meridian.

For Evernden, “self” cannot be established without
attachment to place (101). McCarthy’s characters embed themselves
in their environment—none more so than “the hermit” and “the
idiot”—and their identities become tied to the ecosystem in which
they locate themselves. If the land is harsh, brutal, and unforgiving,
then it follows that men who cross the boundary into these spaces
will absorb the characteristics of their environment. Their Imago is
predicated on their surroundings. In other words, if each new place
has distinct characteristics, then the self will acclimate to its new
environment. Therefore, the nomadic lifestyles of the kid, Judge
Holden, and Glanton’s gang cause their identities to fluctuate as
they pass through multiple liminal and ecological spaces.

The idiot is one of the marginalized characters in the novel
who exists in a liminal space and whose selfhood is established by
place. He is neither fully human nor fully animal, and McCarthy
spends a great deal of time describing the idiot—along with his
appearance and behavior—in animalistic terms. The first time
we encounter him he is in a cage open to the elements, caught
somewhere between civilization and nature. The novel’s language
animalizes the idiot by equating him with a swine: “[his] face was
smeared with feces and he sat peering at them with dull hostility
silently chewing a turd” while he sat on the floor of a cage “littered
with filth and trodden food and flies,” for all the world like a pig
in a pigsty (243). McCarthy sustains this animalist motif through
the rest of the novel. Every time “the naked imbecile” appears he is
walking about on all fours, leashed like a dog (233). Judge Holden
himself refers to the idiot in animalistic terms, asking the brother
and owner, “where’s your ape at?” (248). Clearly the characters view
him as less than human and we, the readers, are invited to do the
same. It is telling that the idiot manifests no individual identity,
nor does he develop as a distinct character. The liminal space he
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inhabits not only prevents the formation of a distinct identity, it also
becomes a necessary feature of his reality, without which he cannot
exist.

McCarthy exposes the idiot’s attachment to, and
dependence on, his liminal existence in the scene where Sarah
Borginnis attempts to “civilize” and rescue him. After she takes him
down to the river, Borginnis attempts to give him an identity when
she names him: “James Robert come out of there” (268). The idiot
is then cleaned up and dressed like a proper gentleman. This scene
shows how separateness is a cultural construct and how identity
becomes fluid in liminal and ecological spaces. By dressing the idiot
in clothes and making him “presentable,” Borginnis attempts to
separate him from the animals he has resembled for much of his life.
This act is problematic because Borginnis herself refers to him as
a “child penned up like a wild animal,” acknowledging that he has
more kinship with animals than with human society (269).

One night, the idiot passes through the camp, “naked once
again, shambling past the fires like a balden groundsloth,” until he
is standing on the shore of the river (269). Curiously, the idiot—
standing on the bank—“hooted softly and his voice passed from him
like a gift that was also needed so that no sound of it echoed back”
(270). Here, the text seems to suggest the idiot’s identity blends with
his surroundings as his voice and body move into the ecological
space of the river. His voice coalesces with the night, mirroring his
body’s merging with the river when “he entered the water” and
waded in until he was waist deep, before the idiot “lost his footing
and sank from sight” (270). The idiot’s response to freedom and an
absence of supervision is to strip himself of civilization’s trappings
and wade into the river, as if he was trying to reinsert himself more
fully into the liminal space from which he had been removed. This
scene suggests nature has more power over identity in liminal spaces
than in “civilized” spaces—the novel rejects the idea that identity will
stabilize when an individual is exposed to civilization.

Blood Meridian addresses ecological spaces directly: “in
the optical democracy of such landscapes all preference is made
whimsical and a man and a rock become endowed with unguessed
kinships” (259). McCarthy’s theory of “optical democracy”
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welcomes—even demands—ecocritical readings of Blood Meridian.
His description of “the neuter austerity” of the landscape suggests
that “all phenomena [are] bequeathed a strange equality and no
one thing nor spider nor stone nor blade of grass could put forth
precedence” (258). In other words, the human and non-human
are on equal footing in Blood Meridian’s ecological spaces: “optical
democracy” suggests all human/non-human life is equal in value
and has a shared identity.

Another example of identity’s fluidity in ecological
spaces occurs when “the kid” encounters a hermit on the prairie.
McCarthy’s representation of animal-human dynamics in the
context of dwellings (and the hermit’s hut in particular) suggests
that identity is fluid, because in Blood Meridian humans and animals
“blend together in liminal space” (Engebretson 160). McCarthy
describes the kid’s meeting with “an old anchorite nested away in
the sod like a groundsloth” (17). The images and language here—
nest, “groundsloth,” the gloom, the dirt, the “pile of hides in one
corner,” the “inside darkness” and the “smell of earth”—point to
the hermit’s hut as an animal’s den (17). As Engebretson argues:
“the association with the ‘groundsloth’ and ‘nest,’ the primitive
furnishings and absence of windows or any direct exposure to
the sun, figures the hermit’s den as an animal lair” (160). In
choosing to dig a hole in which to dwell, the hermit carves out a
space for himself in the local ecosystem and becomes a member of
McCarthy’s “optical democracy.” The hermit literally dwells inside
the earth, and his identity appropriates the habits of non-human
entities to cope with his surroundings. The kid himself is not
immune to the influence of place upon his identity, as the novel
animalizes him too: “in his sleep [the kid] struggled and muttered
like a dreaming dog.” (21). Thus, in the liminal space of the hermit’s
hut, identity becomes fluid and human/non-human kinship is made
more explicit through McCarthy’s use of animalism. For Megan
Riley McGilchrist, McCarthy’s “optical democracy” is a rejection of
the anthropocentric view, but it is not a minimization of humanity;
instead, it “valorizes the natural world” (46). McCarthy’s “optical
democracy” considers human and non-human entities comparable
in ecological spaces. I diverge, however, from McGilchrist’s claim
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that McCarthy does not minimize humanity. I think McCarthy not
only minimizes humanity, but subverts the construction of human
identity. For instance, Glanton’s gang encounters four men—"“foul
and ragged and half crazed”—barricaded in a presidio (121). Already
the men’s humanity is slipping away, but it recedes even further
when we learn they “had been feeding off a dead mule that lay
gutted and stinking in the far corner of the yard” (121). McCarthy
strips away the foursome’s humanity by associating them with
carrion birds that feed off rotting flesh.

McCarthy implies that—in liminal, ecological spaces—human
and animal share kinship. Bridget Nicole Fielder addresses this
kinship, arguing that the sympathy evoked by the substitution of
animals for slaves in some abolitionist texts makes transference
possible across distinct species. Fielder posits that animal-human
identity and kinship are interchangeable in literary spaces. However,
Fielder believes this transference is possible only when humans and
animals are proximate in domestic spaces. In other words, Fielder
does not assert that familiarity equals similarity in terms of animal-
human identity, nor that transference is possible outside of domestic
spaces. By focusing on kinship in domestic spaces, Fielder overlooks
wilderness spaces. In contrast, I argue the transference of animal-
human identity and kinship is possible in literature that explores
ecological spaces where animals and humans dwells in proximity to
wilderness spaces.

A macabre example of wilderness proximity occurs when
the scalphunters stumble across a village massacred by Indians.
They encounter a scene where the blood of animals and humans
are mixed together like ingredients in a giant’s mixing bowl: “There
were goats and sheep slain in their pens and pigs dead in the mud”
and “people lay murdered in all attitudes of death” (61). There is
a grotesque intermingling of blood and identity in this slaughter;
as the blood of animals and humans leaks into the ground, it all
mixes together. This grisly portrait paints a picture of animal-human
kinship, shared identity, and the instability of identity in a situation
where comingled blood prevents distinct identities: the liquid blood
reflects the fluid identities present in ecological spaces.

I have suggested thus far that human and non-human
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entities share kinship in ecological spaces. This view has some
troubling consequences, though, when considered in the light

of consumption. If humans and animals share kinship in
McCarthy’s ecological spaces, then does it necessarily follow that
the consumption of animal flesh is a type of cannibalism? Or is it
an outcome of the destructive—even self-destructive—tendencies of
frontier expansion?! Can it be both? What then becomes of identity?
How is human identity constructed in a sphere where there is no
special preference for the human over the non-human? It is clear, at
very least, that Blood Meridian questions, challenges, and redefines
identity as we commonly understand it.

Madison Jones interrogates the relationship between eating
and identity, arguing that the fear of cannibalistic consumption is
a result of cultural inscription via tattooing. Jones’s claims, though,
can be expanded to include the consumption of animals. Jones
views a land’s inhabitants as inseparable from the land. In this
respect, Jones engages with Evernden by building on the notion
that identity is rooted in place (or the land) and that separateness
is a construct. Pairing McCarthy’s “optical democracy” with Jones’s
liminal spaces suggests that, if human and non-human entities are
equivalent, then by consuming animals they consume themselves.
The act of eating each other connects the human and non-human
more fully. As Jones notes: “eating connects people and place”
(88). In other words, by consuming animals in an ecological space,
humans become connected to the non-human.

As I conclude, I return to the old hermit and the kid to
consider how eating connects people and place and how it subsumes
identity. As I noted above, the hermit’s and the kid’s identities
becomes fluid by dwelling in what amounts to an animal den. The
stew they eat reveals another aspect of how their identity becomes
fluid: “an old dark brass kettle” in the corner of the den contains
“the remains of one of the lank prairie hares interred in cold
grease and furred with a light blue mold” (19). McCarthy’s “optical
democracy” casts the wild rabbit and the two men as equivalent
beings. Since the men and the animal share kinship, eating the
rabbit becomes a cannibalistic act. The old hermit and the kid
further subsume their identity by eating a wild rabbit, because they,
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like the wolves that prowl the landscape around the hut, prey on a
creature with whom they share kinship.

The act of eating can subsume identity in liminal and
ecological spaces when humans feed on non-human organisms, but
the same is true of the reverse: humanity is deconstructed when
animals feed on humans. Captain White’s scalphunters encounter
a church filled with slaughter where “the murdered lay in a great
pool of their communal blood” (63). McCarthy’s use of the phrase
“communal blood” suggests that blood is a conduit of identity. The
men, women, and children lying dead in the nave all have a shared
identity, because their blood mingles in one large pool as cultural
and gender distinctions disappear. This pool is “a sort of pudding
crossed everywhere with the tracks of wolves or dogs;” by crossing it
the non-human residents of this space add their identity to the pool
(63). The victims’ identity is further eroded when the text reveals
the scalped and naked bodies piled on the stone floor are also partly
eaten. Whether the remains were eaten by the wolves and scavengers
or by the Indians is unclear. Who ate them, though, matters less
than the simple fact they were eaten. In this scene, identity is fluid
because the consumption (of human bodies) subsumes human
identity.

Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian is a novel about
ecological borderlands. In it, identity and kinship are transgressed
and redefined in multiple ways. The liminal spaces created by the
harsh environment destabilize the distinctions between human/
non-human identity, and the concept of human identity is further
undermined by McCarthy’s “optical democracy,” which suggests
human and non-human entities are equivalent in ecological spaces.
The novel’s accounts of animal-human kinship and consumption of
flesh (either animal or human) also subvert the cultural construction
of identity. Ultimately, Blood Meridian’s description of animals and
marginalized characters demonstrate how identity becomes fluid in
ecological spaces.
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As an author whose life and writing career straddled the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Willa Cather and her work defy
classification. Some argue that her innovative literary techniques
and responses to early twentieth-century America echo those
of the modernists, while others point to traditional values and
nostalgia in her work. Classifying her works as modernist or anti-
modernist affects whether she is read as adapting or avoiding the
changing human experience in the twentieth century. In her own
writing she never explicitly identifies with or rejects modernism:
she scorns tenets of literary modernism, but in the same breath
adopts modernist techniques and concerns. In The Professor’s House,
her treatment of physical spaces echoes modernist concerns and
philosophies articulated in her essays “148 Charles Street” and
“The Novel Démeublé.” While these two essays initially appear
to express contradictory attitudes towards modernism, they are
reconciled through a theoretical reading of physical space, similar
to the one outlined by Virginia Woolf in A Room of One’s Own.

As an analytical framework, A Room of One’s Own establishes the
presence of these spatial theories in Cather’s work, placing her into

a modernist schema. Viewing the attic space in The Professor’s House
through the lens of Woolf’s philosophy—as explored by Cather in her
essays—reveals it as a physical manifestation of Cather’s response to
modernism, embodying her role as a transitional author between the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The Professor’s House, as the title suggests, rests heavily on the
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significance of physical space, both for an individual and for the
narrative. An interest in space is not unique to Cather, with other
writers, such as Woolf, exploring its modernist significance. In A
Room of One’s Own, Woolf connects the reading and creation of
physical space to metaphorical, social, or psychological implications.
The essay argues that women are unable to write great fiction
because they are poor and do not have their own rooms in which

to work. The security and freedom of a five-hundred-pound salary
and a private room allows women to experience a life that leads to
the creation of great art by giving them a space in which to focus on
creating it. However, Woolf’s “room of one’s own” is not restricted
to a literal, physical room: creating a space for oneself and one’s
ideas can be translated into the creation of a social and psychological
space. Woolf creates a parallel between the material and immaterial
when she discusses the difficulties female writers faced in past
centuries: “Such material difficulties were formidable; but much
worse were the immaterial. . . . The world said with a guffaw, Write?
What’s the good of your writing?” (52). A physical space for a
woman’s writing is intrinsically connected to the social space for her
work to be received.

Specific aspects of the female author’s room take on
symbolic significance as well. The attributes of this room reflect the
specific conditions needed—such as privacy and autonomy—and the
validation the room itself provides. Woolf creates the metaphor,
saying, “[allowing] a generous margin for symbolism . . . five hundred
a year stands for the power to contemplate . . . a lock on the door
means power to think for oneself” (106). The physical space of the
writer’s room creates—in addition to a social space—a psychological
space in the writer’s own mind that her artistic processes are valid
and should be pursued. Woolf’s writing on this subject is significant
for an exploration of Cather’s literary spaces because it connects
the theorization of physical space to modernist techniques. The
similarity of the two writers’ theories of space—established by Cather
in her essays—allows a reading of physical spaces in Cather’s work:
the psychological and social implications of A Room of One’s Own
articulate what Cather leaves unsaid.

While Woolf uses theoretical spaces to advance marginalized,
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progressive ideas, Cather shows the same spaces, in “148 Charles
Street,” preserving traditional nineteenth-century artistic ideals. In
the essay, Cather writes of a safe space in the metropolis of Boston
where traditional literary and intellectual conventions survived
despite the twentieth century’s atmosphere of innovation. The house
belonging to Mrs. Fields at 148 Charles Street served as a gathering
place for intellectuals of the nineteenth century: Sarah Orne Jewett,
Charles Dickens, Matthew Arnold, and many others. The house’s
physical spaces were imbued with the history and tradition that Mrs.
Fields had lived: “the unique charm of Mrs. Fields’ house was . . .
that it was a place where the past lived on—where it was protected
and cherished, had sanctuary from the noisy push of the present”
(842). 148 Charles Street also serves as a metaphorical space for
the preservation of ideas; a fortress housing literary and artistic
traditions Cather thinks are declining. In this space, “the ugliness
of the world . . . seemed securely shut out. It was indeed the peace
of the past, where the tawdry and cheap have been eliminated and
the enduring things have taken their proper, happy places” (843). By
describing the house in this way, Cather situates it in opposition to
the dominant culture of the twentieth century. The physical space of
the house preserves a non-dominant way of thinking about the world
and creates a place for that world to be discussed.

[t would be easy to read “148 Charles Street” as employing
the modernist philosophy of space articulated by Woolf in order
to reject modernist tenets, playing twentieth-century literary
conventions against themselves. However, Cather establishes a
connection between physical space and literary techniques in
“The Novel Démeublé” that tempers her criticism of modernism
while also drawing a parallel between physical spaces and novels
themselves. She claims “the novelist must learn to write, and then he
must unlearn it; just as the modern painter learns to draw, and then
learns . . . utterly to disregard his accomplishment . . . to subordinate
it to a higher and truer effect” (836). The essay reveals a significantly
more nuanced idea of modern art than one would expect from
someone who previously called modernists “iconoclasts” (“Escapism”
971). Her thoughts towards modernism are complicated: she rejects
the newness that breaks with tradition, yet admires the deliberate
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subversion of tradition for the sake of a higher artistic purpose.

In “148 Charles Street” she shows that literary tradition must be
preserved, but “The Novel Démeublé¢” argues this tradition does not
exist for its own sake. Her openness to newness manifests itself in
“The Novel Démeublé” with respect to literary spaces as well, which
discusses literary style through the metaphor of a physical room:
“how wonderful it would be if we could throw all the furniture out
the window . . . and leave the room as bare as the stage of a Greek
theatre” (837). Through this comparison, Cather parallels novels
with physical spaces. As Kathy Mezei and Chiara Briganti contend:

Novels and houses furnish a dwelling place—a spatial

construct—that invites the exploration and expression of

private and intimate relations and thoughts. For writers

like Virginia Woolf . . . the use of private domestic space as

frame and metonym of inner, psychological space reflects this

recent validation of privacy and intimacy. (839)

Not only do physical spaces allow for the exploration of non-
dominant narratives, but novels can function similarly. Cather’s
treatment of literary spaces is significant, then, because it reflects her
thoughts on literature and on her novels’ purpose.

Cather’s physical spaces take on another layer of importance
as they shape their inhabitants. Judith Fryer connects Gaston
Bachelard’s philosophy to formative spaces in Cather’s works:
“[Bachelard] means by ‘felicitous space’ the space we love, the space
that concentrates being within limits that protect. Felicitous space
is a house of secret rooms, ‘abodes for an unforgettable past
(185-186). These felicitous spaces become creative and nurturing
environments that incubate. Characters are not only formed by their
spaces, but revealed by them. Furthermore, characters’ interactions
with their significant spaces have larger metaphorical significance.
The Professor’s House demonstrates this theoretical use of space,
revealing in the process a way of exploring Cather’s response to
modernism. In the novel, the attic study is where Professor St. Peter
actualizes his creative self. The ability to be alone with his thoughts
is fundamentally important to St. Peter; in this solitude he is able
to cultivate himself as an individual. The attic space serves as a
sanctuary for the professor, a place of rest and self-reflection where

bRl)
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he can physically assume his psychological space outside society. The
space takes on significance because of the qualities of its inhabitant:
a countercultural figure both in his community and, more broadly,
in early-twentieth-century America.

In the novel, the conflict between St. Peter and the demands
and materialist priorities of his society takes up residence close to
home. This tension manifests when St. Peter’s family moves into
a modern, luxurious house, while he stubbornly foots the rent for
the old house so he can continue working in his attic study. The
study for him remains a sanctuary from which he can shut out an
increasingly materialistic world. At his university, Professor St. Peter
has to fight against the deterioration of intellectual integrity. The
values of his academic environment have shifted, now prioritizing
research that draws a profit, not only leaving history professors
like St. Peter behind, but actively working against him. A faculty
motivated by gain ensures that “the liberal appropriations, the
promotions and increases in salary, all went to professors who
worked with the regents to abolish the purely cultural studies” (182).
Appreciation for academic or artistic endeavors—represented in
the novel by St. Peter’s multivolume work on Spanish explorers of
the Americas—wanes rapidly in this environment. An increasingly
materialistic attitude infiltrates his own family when his daughter
Rosamond marries Louie Marsellus, a man who becomes rich by
taking the invention of St. Peter’s former protégé and Rosamond’s
former fiancé, Tom Outland, and successfully marketing it. The
academic significance of Tom’s discovery is lost under the ever more
outrageous maneuvers Louie uses to capitalize on Tom’s name,
even turning his own summer home into “a sort of memorial to
him” by naming it after Tom and moving all his research apparatus
there (121). Louie is a foil to everything St. Peter holds dear; his
commercial gains on the back of Tom’s academic contributions and
appropriation of everything Tom possessed—including his fiancée—
represent the loss of St. Peter’s values to an increasingly materialistic
society.

St. Peter’s attic study’s physical attributes reflect his identity,
as well as his antiquated ideas of art and intellectualism. These ideas
are cultivated and preserved outside the dominant narrative in the
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spaces he has created. Cather notes in her essay about the novel
that she tried to stuff the new house with “new things”: “American
proprieties, clothes, furs, petty ambitions, quivering jealousies—
until one got rather stifled” (“Escapism” 974). She uses the house’s
physical attributes to create a sense of the overcrowdedness of
materialistic American life. However, she does not discuss her use of
the same technique in St. Peter’s old study, which the novel presents
in minute detail:
The low ceiling sloped down on three sides, the slant being
interrupted on the east by a single square window, swinging
outward on hinges and held ajar by a hook in the sill. This
was the sole opening for light and air. Walls and ceiling alike
were covered with a yellow paper which had once been very
ugly but had faded into inoffensive neutrality. The matting
on the floor was worn and scratchy. Against the wall stood
an old walnut table, with one leaf up, holding piles of orderly
papers. Before it was a cane-backed office chair that turned
on a screw. (106)
Additionally, St. Peter shares the study with the family seamstress,
Augusta, whose sewing forms represent his daughters in their youth.
The window of the study overlooks Lake Michigan, reminding
him of childhood experiences on the water. These and the room’s
other outdated attributes suggest St. Peter’s preoccupation with the
past. Though his study is for him an escape from the demands of
a society to which he cannot conform, this escape is not entirely
positive. At the end of the novel, the outdated stove fills the room
with gas, nearly resulting in St. Peter’s death, which “he . . . felt no
will to resist” (271). After Augusta forcibly removes him from his
study and saves his life, St. Peter notes “[h]e had let something go
... something very precious, that he could not consciously have
relinquished” (271). After these events, he is apathetic, without joy or
grief. The traditional belief in beauty, art, and intellectualism he had
fought to preserve in his study have gone, and his sanctuary space is
compromised.

According to philosophies of space outlined by Woolf, Fryer,
and Cather herself, St. Peter’s study is a formative physical space
that represents a psychological and social narrative carved out of
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the dominant culture. The attic room represents the nineteenth-
century artistic ideals and traditions Cather treasures. The room
is cluttered and overcrowded with details, a style she associates
with the nineteenth century in “The Novel Démeublé.” St. Peter’s
preoccupation with the past links his space to the house at 148
Charles Street, where everything is conventionally nineteenth
century, and where intellectual and artistic traditions continue,
despite their abandonment by the modern world. Through the
lens of “148 Charles Street” alone, St. Peter’s attic space seems to
represent the creation of sanctuary spaces to fight the modernist tide.
In that case, Cather would be using modernist technique ironically
to preserve nineteenth-century realist ideas. However, this analysis
ignores St. Peter’s near-death experience, which results from his
unyielding dedication to tradition for its own sake. The complication
presented by this event undermines the notion of sanctuary and
completely changes the tone of St. Peter’s study: a sanctuary space
that almost kills its inhabitant has failed. St. Peter’s study represents
dangerous isolationism, a refusal to engage with the outside world.
The study is not Cather’s method of preserving the traditional
narrative; rather it showcases the incompatibility of the traditional
with the twentieth century. St. Peter’s way of living—as shown by his
space—and its parallel literary techniques are insufficient to deal with
the social and cultural climate of 1920s America.

The openness to newness and innovation Cather discusses
in “The Novel Démeublé” suggests that, after her recognition of
this incompatibility, she adapts her understanding of writing to suit
the century in which she lives and works. The novel démeubl¢, or
“unfurnished” novel, sweeps away the nineteenth-century clutter
of 148 Charles Street and St. Peter’s study, as well as the twentieth-
century materialism decorating St. Peter’s new house, so the reader
might confront the true nature of things. Cather’s response to
modernism can be summarized by St. Peter’s narrow escape from
death and his subsequent life. In order to engage with the twentieth
century, he must sacrifice the artistic and intellectual traditions that
defined his world. His resulting apathy reflects Cather’s disdain for
the disposal of literary tradition. However, unlike St. Peter, Cather’s
objection to the unthinking disposal of all tradition does not prevent
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her from making use of literary innovations to evoke the true
experience of life in the twentieth century.

Ultimately, I argue that Cather explores her
contemporaneous literary landscape in service of her art. She is
not modern, anti-modern, or proto-modern. Her relationship with
modernism is one of thoughtful inquiry, experimentation, and often
criticism; like modernism itself, it is a complicated dialogue. Strictly
classifying Cather’s work as modernist overlooks the value of reading
her work as transitional, a lens that offers unique insight into the
rapid cultural changes of the twentieth century. Cather’s complex
relationship to modernism produced works that illuminates how
a writer staunchly committed to literary tradition could come to
appreciate the twentieth century’s radical literary movements.
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