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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores literary representations of family and the struggle for identity 

in  contemporary  American  fiction.  Characters  find  “personality  options”  within  their 

families, but must also try to seek more positive models in the wider world. Focusing on 

six novels, the thesis deals with the process of developing a sense of self, the ways in 

which family identity creates a foundation, the limitations for each character, alternative 

models  of identity outside the family,  and what this  process ultimately yields  for the 

character.  The  first  chapter,  on  Dorothy  Allison’s  Bastard  Out  of  Carolina (1992), 

considers the uncertainty of self that a young girl experiences as a member of a “white 

trash”  family  who  has  been  sexually  abused  by  her  stepfather.  The  second  chapter 

investigates the relationship between Jane Smiley’s  A Thousand Acres (1991) and Toni 

Morrison’s The Bluest Eye (1970), in terms of their narration and the ways in which two 

key female characters deal with their marginalized positions within their families. In the 

final  chapter,  I  discuss  the problematic  relationship  between personal  identity  and an 

identity that is closely tied to a larger family history, as represented in Eudora Welty’s 
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Losing Battles (1970), David Bradley’s  The Chaneysville  Incident (1981) and Russell 

Banks’s Cloudsplitter (1998).

Andrea Dimino, Thesis Adviser
Division of Humanities
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1
Introduction

I  began this  thesis  with  Dorothy Allison’s  Bastard Out of  Carolina,  and then 

assembled and revised a collection of essays, written for several New College courses, all 

of which focused on literary representations  of the family in  contemporary American 

fiction. During the process of writing these essays, I became particularly interested in the 

depiction of personal identity. How does a character develop a sense of self, both within 

and  beyond  the  context  of  a  strongly  represented  family  identity?  What  does  that 

character use as a foundation or enabler? What are the limitations that each character 

faces?

I chose Dorothy Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina as my initial focus because I 

found myself personally interested in how one goes about developing a sense of self; 

what  they  use,  who  they  listen  to  and  emulate,  where  they  start  to  be  themselves. 

Allison’s  book  seemed  to  openly  address  issues  that  I  was,  and  am  still  exploring 

personally. Bone’s uncertain relationship to her mother, her attempts to find a solid place 

within the Boatwright family, and her trial-and-error method of deciding what she wants 

to know and feel are all still very familiar to me. I realized that much of my academic 

writing at New College was concerned with the issues raised in my first chapter: family 

history,  reputation,  identity,  choice,  self-worth,  autonomy.  As  my work  progressed,  I 

became more aware of a specific goal: to aim for breadth and diversity in my approach to 

the themes I have highlighted in this thesis. Many of these essays were adapted from 

papers written for different New College courses, using novels I had encountered over a 

span  of  more  than  three  years.  Naturally  I  had  been  aware  of  my  own  interest  in 
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representations of the family dynamic in literature for a time, but looking back on these 

papers,  I  was  surprised  to  find  the  stress  of  similar  concerns  in  the  majority  of  my 

academic writing, and continued my focus on identity and the family.

Though I initially wrote about the books in the last two chapters with a different 

motivation and a  different focus,  I  saw that  the novels I  was reading were linked in 

compelling ways.  Even the great  variety of the novels’ sociocultural  contexts fails  to 

separate  these  discussions  completely.  For  example,  the  shift  from a  well-off,  white 

farming  family  in  rural  Iowa  (Jane  Smiley’s  A Thousand  Acres)  to  a  poor  African 

American family in Ohio (Toni Morrison’s  The Bluest Eye) provides us with markedly 

different contexts for what defines a person’s role in their family, the trauma of sexual 

abuse, and the narration of the past from the perspective of someone in the present. But 

the importance of these questions in both novels joins them significantly.

Allison’s  Bastard  Out  of  Carolina,  the  focus  of  the  first  and  most  expansive 

chapter of this thesis, was the first novel to engage my interest in what I call ‘personality 

options,’ or different models exemplified by one’s family for constructing an identity. 

This interest paved the way for my decision to concentrate on the ways in which these 

options  are  presented in  other  contemporary American novels.  Finally,  I  posed a  key 

question  somewhat  differently:  what  options  do  those  novels  present  us  with  for 

understanding  family  and  personal  identity  as  a  dynamic  unit?  For  example,  in The 

Bluest Eye, Pecola’s personality options are limited, since both of her parents have been 

scarred  by a  racist  society;  those  limitations  are  harmful  to  her  sense  of  self-worth. 

Furthermore, we become aware that this lack of self-worth informs her role as a daughter, 

and her morose nature affects Cholly Breedlove’s role as her father. Thus Pecola’s actions 
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affect the family as much as her parents’ actions affect her; the cycle continues when 

Pecola gives birth to her father’s child, who dies shortly after birth. A free-standing self, 

and the self as it exists within the context of a family dynamic, conflict, and ultimately 

Pecola loses all options for the future.

The thesis highlights some key permutations and combinations in terms of the 

novels’ portrayal of ‘personality options.’ We see the relation between sexual abuse and 

the development  of identity in  Bastard Out of  Carolina, A Thousand Acres,  and  The 

Bluest  Eye. All  of  the  novels  are  pervaded by issues  of  parental  involvement  in  the 

creation of a young person’s sense of self, but the struggle for identity takes shape in 

many different powerful ways. In  Bastard Out of Carolina, Bone, a young girl from a 

poor white family in South Carolina, fails to be protected by her mother, Anney, from her 

abusive stepfather Daddy Glen. As the traumatized victim of a racist incident, Cholly 

Breedlove fails at productive fatherhood in The Bluest Eye, African American maverick 

Moses Washington bestows a compelling but incomplete family history on his son John, 

a bitter college professor, in David Bradley’s The Chaneysville Incident. In Cloudsplitter, 

Russell  Banks portrays an actual family: abolitionist  John Brown’s patriarchal control 

warps his son Owen’s sense of autonomy and agency. Though I shall comment on the 

sociocultural issues that link the novels, I have chosen to emphasize the links that exist 

between specific characters in different novels and the particular conflicts they deal with. 

For  example,  I  am  not  primarily  concerned  with  distinctive  African  American 

perspectives in The Bluest Eye and Bradley’s The Chaneysville Incident, however much 

the issue of race may be significant to a more extensive comparison of these works. What 

does interest me in these novels is the way in which children, whatever their age at the 
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historical  point in  the novel,  are almost inextricably wrapped up in the lives of their 

families,  no  matter  how much  they struggle,  no  matter  how far  away they look  for 

guidance or for a new life.

It  is  my hope that this  thesis  not  only poses interesting questions about these 

contemporary American novels, but also encompasses and exemplifies the nature of my 

academic  work  during  my  time  at  New  College.  It  was  particularly  rewarding  to 

knowledgably disagree with some of the criticisms in the first chapter on Allison’s novel. 

I  felt  that I  had developed the ability to identify arguments,  assess their  validity and 

relevance, and consider them while supporting my own argument about the text. I am 

proud to present my thesis as a culmination of work that will continue after New College: 

confidence in responding to and evaluating literary criticism and its significance to my 

focus  and  intention,  identifying  critical  discourses  within  texts,  recognizing 

intertextuality  and  being  aware  of  literary,  historical,  and  sociocultural  contexts  that 

inform the texts and which the texts inform. 
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Bone’s Structure:

The Development of Identity in Dorothy Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina

The first of the contemporary American novels we look at is Dorothy Allison’s 

Bastard Out of Carolina (1992). In thinking about Ruth Anne “Bone” Boatwright, a pre-

adolescent girl from a poor, “white trash” family in Greensboro, South Carolina, and her 

developing sense of identity, we find that she is able to discriminate between “personality 

options,” the characteristics that her family presents to her as numerous traits from which 

to draw her self. Narrated by an older version of herself, Bone’s childhood is wrought 

with uncertainty,  suffering,  and shame. Although shame does occupy a large space in 

Allison’s novel, our main concern is Bone’s uncertainty about her self, and the methods 

she uses to understand herself within the greater context of her family. Much of Bone’s 

identity is shaped by the physical characteristics that mark Bone as a Boatwright woman. 

Her looks and her temperament are constant reminders of where she comes from, and 

comparisons  between herself  and her  family members  figure prominently in  the  way 

Bone sees herself. At times, she even forces herself into a mold that does not seem right, 

looking for a niche in the tangle that is her family, trying to understand herself: “I’ve got 

my great-grandaddy’s blood in me, I told myself. I am . . . my great grandfather’s warrior 

child” (Allison 207). After thinking about the abuse she deals with, Bone recants: “I was 

no Cherokee. I was no warrior” (209). Other times she attempts to deny her family ties, 

and realizes the incongruities in that as well: “the teacher pursed her lips and asked me 

my name .  .  .  ‘Roseanne,’ I  answered .  .  .  making it  up as I  went  along” and then, 

“‘Why’d you tell such a lie?’ they asked me in [a] dream, and I could not answer them. I 
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didn’t know” (67). Moreover, Bone’s name is not just a cute nickname, and does not only 

represent her character, “hard as bone,” but labels how she represents an integral part of 

the Boatwright family skeleton: “collarbone, hipbone, neckbone, knees and toes” (111). 

Figuring as a predominant conflict, the issue of constructing a self-identity plagues Bone 

incessantly throughout the novel.  Identity,  however,  is not viewed here as an entirely 

unitary thing, but somewhat fluid, and Bone’s trial-and-error characteristics and behavior 

exemplify that. This chapter sets out to explore the processes and tools Bone uses to 

understand her self and who she wants to be.

From the ages of seven to twelve, Bone’s ability to examine her life critically 

extends to a capacity for compiling viable, positive things from which to construct an 

identity.  At age seven,  Bone has already begun to be biased in  her internalization of 

familial examples of identity development. She chooses only those aspects which seem to 

her to be helpful and understandable. Her ability to do this enables her to adapt, bend, and 

re-write her environment. Later, I will contrast this with the denial that Anney, Bone’s 

mother, uses as a defense mechanism. In addition to her own agency, Bone is supported 

to some degree by the rest of her family, most notably in their defense of her against  

Glen’s abuse and Anney’s abandonment. Bone demonstrates her autonomy through self-

protective action and the creation of her own narrative space, where she can manipulate 

her  circumstances  in  a  way  that  empowers  her.  Although  shame  and  abuse  figure 

prominently in Bone’s need to create this narrative space to begin with, it is through her 

eyes that we see her family as a foundation from which she grows and learns to survive, 

rather than just a group of people who keep her from developing a strong sense of self 

and importance. This is not to say that the negative, harmful events in Bone’s life are any 
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less significant; however, they do not exist exclusively in a vacuum of poverty, abuse, 

and  shame.  Despite  the  circumstances,  Allison  does  not  portray  Bone  as  an  entirely 

unhappy child.

Over the course of the novel, Bone’s physical attributes are perpetually compared 

to those of her mother, her aunts, and occasionally her great-grandparents. In fact, Bone 

recalls “almost the first thing [she] remember[s]” as an afternoon with her cousins, where 

her granny asserts, “‘Oh, you’re a Boatwright all right, a Boatwright for sure’” (18, 21). 

This  declaration by the oldest  of the Boatwrights cements  itself  in  the foundation of 

Bone’s personality, and is repeated by various family members. Discussions of hair color, 

eye color, and even strength of teeth pervade the text, but the importance of physicality 

for Bone is whether or not she’s pretty: “I hated Aunt Raylene’s jokes that we were all 

peasant stock, descendants of women who used to deliver babies in the fields and stagger 

up to work just after. Gawky, strong, ugly--why couldn’t I be pretty?” (205). At the end of 

the novel, as Anney leaves Bone in the care of Raylene and her other aunts, Bone refuses 

to separate herself from these physical ties to her family, and reminds us who she was 

going to be, “someone like her, like Mama, a Boatwright woman” (309).

Anney’s preoccupation with the birth certificate that labels Bone as a ‘bastard’ 

plagues her, and every year she goes to the Greenville County House of Records to fix 

the certificate until the building burns down. The “corrected” birth certificate that Anney 

gives Bone at the end of the novel is cleared of an “illegitimate” mark. The blank space at 

the bottom of the certificate parallels the emptiness in the “unknown” name of her father, 

but this lack of stable paternity is not necessarily harmful. In her description of herself as 

a  Boatwright  woman,  what  is  important  is  that  Bone  has  accepted  this  as  part  of  a 
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conscious decision to embrace the possibilities of being a Boatwright woman. We see her 

change throughout the novel, become more aware of which characteristics fit her and 

which do not, but her hard and fast final interpretation of her identity establishes that she 

wants to have a fixed personality; she wants a stable foundation from which to be able to  

act and live. Also, the blank area on the bottom of the corrected birth certificate provides 

the space where Bone can later, as an older self, rewrite her story. Vincent King posits 

that “Allison dares to make Bone responsible for the stories she tells about herself and 

others,” and this is mirrored by the fact that Bone now owns a narrative space, with her  

name on it, where she can create and own her self, creating “a tale that does not ‘glare’ at 

anyone—not even Daddy Glen or Anney” (King 11-12).

In what I consider a deeply biased interpretation of the ‘psychologically symbolic’ 

issue of Bone’s bastardry, Carolyn Kraus’s  “Embracing Pariahdom: The Bastard Theme 

in Dorothy Allison’s  Bastard Out of Carolina,” asserts that “Bone is the product of her 

culture, but she’s also the product of her illegitimacy. Like Frankenstein’s monster,  a 

bastard knows she’s not all there, not fully human. Severed from the father, the child’s 

vital  link  to  her  humanity  in  patriarchal  Western  cultures,  she  is  defective,  ersatz,  a 

fraudulent creature” (92, my emphasis). This interpretation of Bone’s illegitimacy seems 

not merely exaggerated, but class-biased, and very wrong. The presence of a father-figure 

is not inherently a positive thing, as we can see the evil that manifests itself because 

Anney feels that she needs a man for financial and emotional support. As important as her 

family is to her, Bone does not seem to consider her illegitimacy as a lack: “It wasn’t 

even that I was so insistent on knowing anything about my missing father” (Allison 31). 

Despite the fact that she defends the reckless actions of her uncles, Bone does not need 
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“another failed Southern father” who takes his anger out on her (Gwyn 434). As Kathryn 

Lee  Seidel  acknowledges,  the  southern  literary  tradition,  more  recently,  increasingly 

marks young women as able to “break free from the repressions of parents and family,” 

and considers fathers problematic, often destructive men who “turn to [young women in 

contemporary southern novels] when they become teenagers. These fathers are violent 

men, no longer owners of anything, impulsive and criminalistic” (435, 437). In fact, none 

of the Boatwrights are concerned whether Bone’s biological father even exists, choosing 

not to mention or remember his name. For the women, it is almost better that the men are 

not around, since they only exist to be served and cause trouble.

The novel depicts a series of catalysts for Bone’s attachment to her family’s angry 

reputation.  Her  stepfather,  Daddy Glen,  is  responsible  for  the  greatest  trauma,  as  he 

abuses her emotionally and physically. The inclusion of her newspaper snapshot in Aunt 

Alma’s scrapbook becomes a topic of concern after the scene where Bone is raped by 

Daddy Glen. At a time when Bone is struggling to make sense of her situation, trying to 

find “a way to get back to who I really was,” she finds herself “in Aunt Alma’s book 

now” (288, 293). The photo isn’t flattering, either: “I hated it. In it . . . my face all pale 

and long, my chin sticking out too far, my eyes sunk into shadows. I was a Boatwright for 

sure, ugly as anything . . . my neck still streaked dark with blood. Like a Boatwright all  

right – it wasn’t all my blood” (293). In this passage, the move from strict physicality to 

personality happens when she talks  about  having someone else’s  blood on her.  Bone 

accepts the violent nature of the Boatwrights as readily as she does Alma’s scrapbook, a 

visual marker of who they are as a family. But like the scrapbook, Bone’s understanding 

of her self is fragmented, put together piece by piece. Bone’s obsession with ‘who looks 
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like whom,’ and her attempt at pin-pointing the basis for her anger and stubbornness, 

suggest  that  Bone  conflates  physical  appearance  with  non-physical  characteristics. 

Apparently, Bone only looks like her mother when her eyes are closed, and so she cannot 

see exactly what that means: “What was the thing she wouldn’t tell me . . . ?” (Allison 

105, 122, 31).

During a conversation with Aunt Raylene out on the porch, Bone confesses her 

hatred  of  being  looked  at  “‘like  we’re  something  nasty,’”  but  Raylene  immediately 

corrects her: “‘I made my life, the same way it looks like you’re gonna make yours—out 

of pride and stubbornness and too much anger. You better think hard, Ruth Anne, about 

what you want and who you’re mad at’” (Allison 262-63). King suggests that Raylene 

“teaches [Bone] how to create a different kind of story, one based on something more 

than hate” (10): “Make up a story where you have to live in their house . . . Look at it  

from the other side for a while” (Allison 263). King goes on to say that Bone has not  

completely internalized this at the end of the novel, but says that “we are defined by our 

social relations. Consequently, Bone can not rid herself of the hatred that threatens to 

consume her at the end of the novel until she learns that we are also shaped by who we 

pretend  others to be” (3). I believe that the final scene of  Bastard Out of Carolina is 

evidence of the fact that Bone does learn this. In one respect, Anney moves away from 

South Carolina with Glen because she is  trying to  keep Bone out  of harm’s  way,  or 

keeping harm out of Bone’s way. Glen, however, has become a tyrant and a hindrance to 

Anney,  preventing her from establishing a  positive and constructive relationship with 

anyone in her family. So, what we actually see happening is Anney putting herself in 
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place of Bone, tying Bone’s shoelaces tight around her own feet, and reserving the abuse 

for herself. 

Bone makes no mistake at the end of the novel in contemplating her mother’s life 

and what must have happened to Anney to make her who she was. This represents a kind 

of resolution to the central conflict between mother and daughter: “Who had Mama 

been . . . ?” (Allison 309). Anney and Bone affirmatively put themselves in the other’s 

shoes, and attempt an understanding, if not total acceptance. We see that Bone has grown, 

has learned to lessen the sting of her judgmental stare by trying not to judge others, as she 

still cannot pass judgment on herself. Aunt Raylene’s discussion with Bone about each 

person  living  their  life  as  they  see  fit  highlights  the  importance  of  difference: 

acknowledging, understanding, and accepting it. Problematically, however, Aunt Raylene 

is significantly more informed than Bone about the circumstances of Anney’s life; she is 

older and wiser. When Bone is a child, in contrast to the adult narrating at the end of the 

book, it is difficult for her to put herself in her mother’s shoes, because she does not 

know what Anney’s shoes look or feel like. It is important, then, to realize the difference 

between the shame that Anney feels, and the shame that Bone feels. Anney is shamed 

socially; she is an unwed mother at the time of Bone’s birth; drugged unconscious, she is 

not even present during labor, and her lack of agency in determining what goes on Bone’s 

birth certificate is shaming as well. She is poor, and almost helpless, and she is hyper-

concerned  with  Bone’s  status  as  “illegitimate.”  The  circulation  of  information  in 

Greenville County apparently includes courthouse records, as Anney is continually asked 

about her trips to the courthouse to correct Bone’s birth certificate. Bouson writes, “As a 

member  of  the  disgraced  and  discredited  Boatwright  family  and  the  mother  of  an 
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illegitimate  child,  Anney is  marked as  a  socially undesirable  and tainted  woman—as 

someone suffering from a spoiled identity—and through the process of stigma contagion, 

her social stigma ends up affecting and infecting her daughter, Bone” (105). This would 

indicate that Anney’s preoccupation with the birth certificate has more to do with herself 

being the mother of an illegitimate child, rather than Bone’s position. I think that this is 

one of the most interesting aspects of the novel. 

The difference between Anney and Bone most clearly manifests itself in the issue 

of the birth certificate:

As  the  novel  ends,  Bone,  who is  about  to  turn  thirteen, 

opens the envelope her mother has left her, which contains 

Bone’s birth certificate with the bottom part left unmarked. 

At best a misguided attempt to ease her daughter’s shame, 

Anney’s  parting  gesture  serves  to  remind  readers  of 

Allison’s novel just how deeply Bone has been marked by 

her mother’s shame and by Glen, who has contemptuously 

beaten into Bone a sense of herself as a worthless and bad 

individual: as a white trash Boatwright. (Bouson 117) 

Anney’s “misguided attempt” is misguided because Bone is not interested in the birth 

certificate, or what it represents to Anney. When Bone is embraced by her mother at the 

end of the novel, it seems that she has temporarily set aside her feelings of abandonment 

and hurt in favor of a connection with her mother, though it may be the last for a long 

time, maybe forever. It is depressing that the residue of this encounter is not a sense of 

comfort, or understanding, but an envelope containing a birth certificate that Bone has 
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long stopped even thinking about. We can even see that despite the fact that the big, red 

letters marking Bone as illegitimate have been erased, shame has not been erased; it just 

does not exist in the same places, and Bone is still  vulnerable. The last few pages of 

Bastard is only one of many scenes in the novel where Bone is disheartened by how little 

she knows her mother: “I just wanted the story Mama would have told. What was the 

thing she wouldn’t tell me, the first thing, that the place where she had made herself 

different from all her brothers and sisters and shut her mouth on her life?” (Allison 31).

The relationship between Anney and Bone, however, is not the only relationship 

that is useful in thinking about the way Bone appropriates shame. Particularly when we 

consider that Bone looks to Aunt Raylene as a positive and comforting role model,  we 

can see Bone’s internalization of the idea of reciprocated gaze: “‘They look at you the 

way you look at them,’” Aunt Raylene asserts (Allison 262). Bone proceeds to consider 

what her mother’s opinion might be about the circumstances in which they must live. 

“Her life had folded into mine,” Bone thinks of her relationship to Anney, and so Bone, 

who still  does  not  understand  her  mother’s  life,  can  nonetheless  feel  that  her  life  is 

informed  by  what  little  she  knows  with  the  help  of  Aunt  Raylene  and  this  newly 

considered  perspective  of  herself  (309).  Furthermore,  Aunt  Raylene  is  the  one  who 

suggests to Bone that “‘trash rises . . . out here where no one can mess with it, trash rises  

all the time’” (180). Aunt Raylene is using the river behind her house as a metaphor for 

the possibilities that are achievable in the right place. Beyond the reach of outside society 

at Raylene’s, Bone begins to understand her worth, and “loved [Aunt Raylene’s] praise” 

and “loved being good at something,” in contrast with Glen’s insults about Bone being 

useless and lazy (182). 
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Anney is both the wife of a rapist, and the sister of ruffians and poor, working-

class women. She agrees to move away with Glen when he asks, which weakens her 

because she does not realize the power that her relationship to her family could give her.  
She searches outside of her family, and cannot see that she is going to lose those most 

important to her in the process. I would argue that Anney does not do this intentionally; it 

seems more plausible, given Anney’s penchant for denial, that she somehow refuses to 

accept  or  believe  that  her  daughter  is  being  physically  and  sexually  abused  by  her 

husband.  When  Glen  continually  isolates  Anney  and  the  girls  from  the  rest  of  the 

Boatwrights, Anney submits to a kind of hermitage out of fear, in favor of harmony and 

not upsetting Glen. We are given to understand that had Anney just trusted and relied on 

her brothers and sisters, she might have saved herself  and her girls. The Boatwrights 

might have perpetuated the status quo of being poor and ashamed, but would not have 

supported Glen’s physical and emotional abuse. Bone, on the other hand, seems to be 

more  concerned  with  her  relationship  to  her  mother,  the  undeniable,  foundational 

relationship of her life, and her relationship to her self. 

Some of Bone’s shame is directly linked to Glen’s sexual abuse. When Anney 

visits Bone in the hospital after the rape, Bone tries to “let it all go. The grief. The anger. 

The guilt and the shame. It would come back later” (307). Again, Bone realizes that her 

mother is almost unknown to her, that “the child I had been was gone with the child she 

had  been.  We  were  new  people,  and  we  didn’t  know  each  other  anymore”  (307). 

Although they share the position of women of the same family lacking in social power 

and as victims of abuse, Anney does not share her shame with Bone in a way that would 

make them allies against their common enemy. Ironically, Anney distances herself from 



15
Bone  in  an  effort  to  preserve  what  is  left  of  her  relationship  with  her  daughter  by 

removing the danger from her. Clearly this danger is manifested almost entirely in Glen, 

but it would also seem that Anney feels responsible and neglectful, and goes with Glen as 

a kind of punishment to herself and (possibly) an act of goodwill and love toward Bone. 

Bone, however, sees this as further abandonment, and Anney succeeds only in creating 

more negative space which Bone must supply something to fill.

Concerning structure, it is no accident that the novel quickly shifts from the rape 

scene to something almost completely unrelated. In dealing with a traumatic experience, 

especially one that happens in what would otherwise be considered a safe place (her 

aunt’s house), it is not unheard of for the victim of such an experience to depart from it 

completely in their mind. We must remember that throughout the novel we are following 

an older Bone’s reexamination of her thoughts and experiences as a child. Vincent King 

proposes the problematic case of a sloppy ‘first novel’ whose subplots and tangents are 

seemingly unrelated to the prominent issue of domestic violence. Since we are focusing 

on Bone’s developing sense of identity for the purposes of this chapter, I would argue that 

her inability to completely understand what happens to her (and her mother’s reaction), 

sends  Bone  on  a  metaphysical  mission  to  find  redemption  and  faith.  Bone’s 

preoccupation with “gospel music, Bone’s friend Shannon Pearl, Bone’s violent sexual 

fantasies, her reading and storytelling, and her midnight escapade at a local Woolworth’s” 

are all part of a refocusing of energy (King 1). Bone uses all of these things as tools, ways 

to  make  herself  stronger  and  less  helpless.  The  fact  that  Shannon  Pearl  appears  in 

Bastard Out of  Carolina as  an adaptation of  a  previous  Allison short  story does  not 

negate her importance as a kind of foil character for Bone. As a semi-autobiographical 
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account of Allison’s young life, it is clear that the re-working of these characters and 

settings are a refinement of issues that appear in most of Allison’s work. These themes, 

which center around an ability to overcome personal obstacles, beg the question: how do 

you get from one place to another? How does a character (or person!) pick themselves up 

after  a  traumatic  experience  with  few resources  and  outlets,  and make  themselves  a 

strong, scarred but whole individual? It is this process that astonishes.

Bone has a hard time feeling comfortable inside her self, but also feels that she 

deserves love from her mother that she is not getting, that she feels is directed at Glen 

instead: “I wanted everything to stop, the world to end, anything, but not to lie bleeding 

while she held him and cried” (291). She is also ashamed of the fact that she is sexually 

abused.  In  fact,  I  think  this  is  where  most  of  the  shame comes  from,  and not  from 

society’s views of the Boatwrights.  It seems that Bone almost relishes the fact that the 

Boatwrights  have  a  reputation,  specifically  the  Boatwright  men:  “I  felt  mean  and 

powerful and proud of all of us, all the Boatwrights who had ever gone to jail, fought 

back when they hadn’t a chance, and still held on to their pride” (217). Bouson, however, 

points to the negative undercurrent of feeling beneath this pride: 

As  Bone  comes  to  identify  with  her  poor  white  relatives,  the 

Boatwrights, she internalizes their white trash shame. That the stubborn 

‘pride’ and the defiant shamelessness of poor whites like the Boatwrights 

function  to  cover  their  social  shame—their  feelings  of  social 

powerlessness and inferiority—is evident in the narrative’s description of 

Bone’s family. (107) 
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Although Bone’s aunts accept shamelessness from their men as a reaction to shame, this 

does not seem to be exactly what Bone is experiencing. The pride that Bone feels may be 

more firmly connected to  her ambiguous sexual  orientation,  and her  desire  to  switch 

traditional gender roles, even “wishing I had been born a boy” (Allison 23). It could also 

be that some of Bone’s shame stems from being female in a world where men have much 

more authority and where in fact “Men could do anything” (23). 

When Bone visits Uncle Earle in jail, her blood relationship to him makes her 

acutely aware of their connection: “He was my uncle. I was his favorite sister’s favorite 

child. I knew absolutely that I was his and he was mine, and I was suddenly fiercely 

proud of him, and of myself” (Allison 217). So her understanding of her family, despite 

society’s label of “white trash,” does not mean more shame for Bone; it tends to mean the 

opposite. Uncle Earle is not only connected to Bone through the encounters that make her 

proud, but also encourages her developing relationship to gospel music. Granted, Earle 

does not do this explicitly, as he “set out to prove to me that the world was irredeemably 

corrupt” in the face of Bone’s assertions about the power of God and love to save their 

souls;  but  Earle’s  stance  on  organized  religion  suggests  to  Bone  that  she  might  use 

“salvation” for her own means (Allison 147). Earle and Bone share a need to be wanted, 

to feel worthy of being desired, and various churches supply that for Bone, right up until 

the part where you have to publicly and finally accept one faith over another. When Earle 

tells  Bone  that  he  likes  it  “when  they  [the  church]  want  [him],”  he  opens  up  the 

possibility  of  using  things  for  your  own purposes,  and underscores  Bone’s  efforts  to 

construct her identity with the personality options she has accumulated as she sees fit to 

use them (Allison 148). 
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Among the women in the family, it is not just Aunt Raylene whose conversations 

with Bone provide material with which to combat the destructive imposition of shame. 

Granny Boatwright  has  very specific,  non-metaphorical  things  to  say to  Bone  about 

shame and society: “‘It’s only when you bring it to their attention that they write it down.’ 

Granny said it didn’t matter anyhow. Who cared what was written down? . . . Everybody 

who mattered knew, and she didn’t give a rat’s ass about anybody else” (Allison 3).  On 

the other hand,  as Bouson argues,  Granny’s remarks could be considered negative as 

“Granny’s  shaming words  to  one of  her  grandsons—she teasingly calls  him ‘ugly’—

points  to  the  internalization  of  classist  stereotypes  in  the  construction  of  white  trash 

identity, and, indeed, Bone later comes to see herself as an ugly Boatwright child” (107). 

Bouson rightly calls Granny’s remarks “teasing,” as Granny is “almost laughing” at her 

joke (Allison 19). Granny’s open denunciation of the importance of the birth certificate 

(the  only  one  we  hear)  invokes  a  sense  of  dismissal  toward  society’s  unnecessary 

presence  in  the  minds  of  her  family  members.  Bone  internalizes  this  sentiment, 

continuing unconcerned about her status as a bastard. And so, Bone’s identification with 

her family members does not mean that “she internalizes their white trash shame,” as 

Bouson claims (107). In fact, it seems that the more she learns about her family, the more 

empowered she becomes. Once she hears the stories and understands the choices that her 

aunts and uncles make, she can better identify with them and adapt their motivations in 

her narrative to make herself powerful, even if just in the ability to choose what to feel 

ashamed about. Again, Bone is most concerned with the opinion Anney has of her, and 

becomes increasingly more concerned about how she sees herself after Raylene’s talk of 

the reciprocated gaze. 
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It is not only the family that presents Bone with personality options. The issues of 

outside  society  and  gospel  music  are  linked  in  their  embodiment  in  Shannon  Pearl. 

Drawing on Rosemarie Thomson’s analysis of representations of physical disability in 

American literature  and culture,  Bouson argues  that  Shannon Pearl  is  an example of 

“corporeal  otherness,”  and  that  Bastard  Out  of  Carolina presents  her  as  a  “freak  or 

physical  monster” (113). The suggestion here is  that  because Shannon is  depicted as 

physically  “other,”  this  points  to  “underlying  shame  issues  attached  to  Allison’s 

representation of Shannon Pearl, who comes to function in the text as a visible sign of 

Bone’s  feelings  of  white  trash  ugliness  and  shame-rage”  (Bouson  113).  However, 

Shannon Pearl is not white trash; in other words, Shannon Pearl is Bone’s mean, ugly, 

privileged alter ego. Moreover, she is one of the few characters outside the Boatwright 

family depicted in the novel,  and in the interactions between the two eleven-year-old 

girls,  there  is  always  tension.  Bone  notes  that  Shannon,  with  her  “impassive,  self-

sufficient, and stubborn” nature “reminds me of myself,” and builds a kind of friendship 

with her because of it (Allison 154). The “deep fire” that Bone recognizes in the eyes of 

Shannon Pearl is a reflection of hatred and denotes a common sense of distaste for their  

circumstances. Let us consider Shannon Pearl in terms of how Bone describes gospel: 

“That was what gospel was meant to do—make you hate and love yourself at the same 

time, make you ashamed and glorified. It worked on me. It absolutely worked on me” 

(Allison 136).  It might be that Shannon makes her partly ashamed of her hatred and 

anger, seeing it concentrated to such an extent in someone outside of herself. The made-

up stories of violence and death that Shannon tells are worse than the ones Bone makes 

up  to  tell  her  cousins,  the  hatred  seemingly  stronger.  When  Shannon  insults  the 



20
Boatwrights, however, she shames Bone, and ironically helps Bone to glorify her family 

in her defense of them. Bone’s relationship to outside society is like her relationship to 

Shannon and gospel music: it shames and glorifies her. Although Bone understands her 

working-class  status  and  knows  that  people  consider  the  Boatwrights  as  ‘trash,’ she 

prefers to take those conceptions and make them part of her pride for her family, and in 

turn for herself.

As one of many methods Bone uses for building a stronger sense of self,  her 

masturbatory fantasies, like her appreciation of gospel music, give her another brick to 

place  along with  the  many others  that  make up who she  believes  herself  to  be,  and 

therefore is. As Bone begins to use “salvation” to feel wanted, her love of gospel music 

intensifies, and with it comes her brief friendship with Shannon. Tania Friedel asserts that 

“A belief in God’s power to heal or cleanse the sinner is not what motivates Bone so 

much as the power gospel singers have in displaying their own shame, grief and misery, 

their small piece in the darkness of the world, and in so doing to glory in the love they 

elicit from their audience” (39). Shannon Pearl, like the gospel singers, openly displays 

her own shame, grief, and misery. 

J. Brooks Bouson’s argument in “‘You Nothing But Trash’: White Trash Shame in 

Dorothy Allison’s  Bastard Out of Carolina,” concerns the Boatwright family as white 

trash, the shame that comes with being white trash, and the shame that Bone experiences 

as  a  combined  result  of  Glen’s  sexual  abuse  and  Anney’s  “parentally  transmitted 

intergenerational shame” (117). It is helpful to think about the effect of social class and 

poverty on the family dynamics, especially when it has such a strong effect on Bone’s 

developing identity. Bouson, however, seems to lump all of the aforementioned kinds of 
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shame together.  At the end of the novel, Bone associates herself with the Boatwright 

women; these women all share this sense of shame; none of these women, however, is 

affected by shame in the same way, and Bone is no exception. Although part of this group 

of  ashamed  women,  Bone  has  different  reasons  for  experiencing  shame;  the  most 

markedly different is Glen’s sexual abuse. Bone’s shame is not the same as the shame felt 

by the rest of the family, particularly Anney, and that the shame she feels is not inherited,  

but adopted by Bone as a way to connect with her mother and the rest of the Boatwrights. 

It is the understanding of her ability to define her self that gives Bone the agency to take 

on Anney’s shame as a means to understand and access her mother that is not otherwise 

available to her. I will discuss the difference between Bone’s shame and Anney’s shame; 

the way the other Boatwrights think about,  and deal with,  shame; the Boatwrights as 

“white  trash”  from the  outside  social  perspective;  and Bone’s  obsession  with  gospel 

music as it relates to shame.

Laurie Vickroy, in her essay “Vengeance is Fleeting: Masculine Transgressions in 

the Works of Dorothy Allison,” calls shamelessness “displays of physical violence, sexual 

transgressions  and rebellion”  that  only “reinscribe  their  own oppression”  (55);  while 

Renny Christopher  in  “‘Shotgun Strategies’:  Working  Class  Literature  and Violence” 

considers  violence  “an  act  of  justice  rather  than  an  act  of  vigilantism”  (123).  These 

opposing viewpoints insinuate a cycle of violence and self-subjugation, no matter what 

the intention, and suggest then that the violent reactions of the Boatwrights to their less-

than-desirable  circumstances  perpetuate  the  hopelessness  of  a  rebellion  against  the 

oppressive label  of “white  trash.” If  this  were true,  then I  believe it  would undercut 

Bone’s progress in creating that narrative space that helps her deal with her anger and 
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shame. When considering Bone’s fantasies, they are often scenes of violence where she 

replays Glen’s abuse of her, but where she also has an audience; this performance is not 

acting-out in shamelessness or transgression, but a mechanism of asserting control. Tania 

Friedel would say that “the transformation of a debilitating shame into an empowering 

force is a phenomenon locatable within the originary sites of shame: Bone’s masturbatory 

fantasies, her religious experience, the naming of her and her family as ‘white trash,’ and 

the very scenes of abuse themselves are, in Eve Sedgwick’s words, ‘near-inexhaustible 

source[s] of transformational energy’ (4)” (Friedel 29). 

In much of the critical discussion of Dorothy Allison’s life and works, issues like 

guilt, shame, and the transformative potential of otherwise undesirable things surrounding 

Allison and her characters, make up a substantial majority. Hailing from a working-class, 

violent,  and ugly “white  trash” background,  Allison foregrounds these issues through 

repetition in Bone’s thoughts on how objectionable it is being a girl and being poor. In 

focusing  on gender  and class  marginalization,  however,  it  is  the  positive,  redeeming, 

optimistically human aspects of Allison’s works that are marginalized in contemporary 

criticism.  It  has  been one  of  the  aims  of  this  chapter  to  explore  the  ways  in  which 

constructive  events,  interactions,  and  relationships  are  represented  in  Bastard  Out  of  

Carolina.  For  critics,  discussion  of  the  importance  of  Bone’s  family  in  providing  a 

positive self-concept only happens in passing, and is oftentimes attributed only to Bone’s 

lesbian  Aunt  Raylene  who,  as  Laurie  Vickroy argues,  “provides  Bone  an  alternative 

identity to the submissive suffering of her sisters and the futile rebellions of her brothers” 

(67). This interpretation, although valid, presents Bone’s identity in terms of a feminist 

discourse concerned with countering the oppression of females with a partial negation of 
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traditional gender-roles.  Usually,  Bone’s aunts and uncles (along with her mother and 

stepfather)  contribute to,  and perpetuate,  their  socially undesirable  status.  This places 

Bone in the wholly disadvantageous position from which she must escape both physically 

and psychologically at thirteen years old, establishing her need to rewrite her life and her 

self in a way that makes sense. The unfairness with which Bone is treated is not logical,  

and not intelligible to her. 

Bone establishes her own identity in the midst of shame, illegitimacy, and general 

confusion as to who she looks like and who she is going to be. Despite various obstacles, 

Bone manages quite well in the matter of acknowledging and reconciling shifting ideas of 

herself.  Once  she  acknowledges  them,  Bone  uses  these  ideas  to  forge  a  solid, 

understandable identity. The epigraph of Allison’s novel provides us with a sense that 

Bone has the ability to “allow” certain things, meaning that despite her age, her life will 

be a product of carefully selected pieces sewn together: “People pay for what they do, 

and still more, for what they have allowed themselves to become. And they pay for it  

simply: by the lives they lead. –James Baldwin” (iii). With the entire novel serving as a 

kind of self-reflection for Bone, we are looking at the past through a future self, one that 

potentially recognizes what all of the recounted events of her life mean, but relives them 

for the audience as what they meant. The instances of Bone taking control over her self is 

significantly manifested in the incident at Woolworth’s where she gets revenge on the 

store  owner  for  humiliating  her  about  stealing  candy.  Bone is  taking the  lead,  being 

assertive, getting revenge, and putting a major action in motion: “This whole thing was 

really about what  I was doing” (Allison 220,  my emphasis). This is in fact that major 

concern of the novel;  the audience witnesses the ways in which her family and their 
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circumstances could define her, but oftentimes do not do so in the way we would expect. 

Class shame becomes a sense of pride that carries Bone to this active perspective where 

she picks up authority over her self. Bone’s understanding of what Boatwright women 

look like and how the Boatwright men act inform her sense of control over what she is 

capable  of,  not  distinguished  only  in  terms  of  gender  but  more  in  terms  of  general 

possibility  and  family  precedent.  She  takes  what  would  otherwise  be  a  sense  of 

something  missing  and  victimization,  and  empowers  herself  so  that  she  is  not  just 

inheriting conditions, status, or perspective from her family, but usurping it.
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Perspective and Agency in Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres

and Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye

Perspective  is  tricky.  Specifically,  the  portrayal  of  the  Cook  family  in  Jane 

Smiley’s A Thousand Acres (1991), from the perspective of Ginny Cook, recontextualizes 

William Shakespeare’s King Lear through parallels in character, plot, and theme, and uses 

first person narration to highlight the difference in perspective of a marginalized voice. 

Much like Bone in  Bastard Out of Carolina, Ginny’s voice changes our perspective in 

terms of place, time, and sociocultural discussions of race and class. Though the social 

class in  A Thousand Acres is more or less equivalent to that of Lear’s royal family, the 

sexual  abuse  we see  in  Smiley’s  novel  is  uncertain  and problematic,  and provides  a 

contrast to the circumstances surrounding the abuse that both Bone and Pecola, in Toni 

Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, suffer.

As this relates to the overall discussion of identity and its existence within and 

apart from the family, A Thousand Acres presents a contemporary vision of Lear’s royal 

family in all of its contemporary dysfunction, including, but not limited to, sexual abuse 

and a problematic family reputation. Using Shakespeare’s foundation of plot and its ties 

to the family dynamic,  A Thousand Acres  provides another angle from which to view 

father-daughter  relationships  and  the  effect  of  sexual  and  emotional  abuse  on  the 

individual and on the family. Discussions of these analogous representations are often 

significant, particularly in the understandings of their differences, but it is also the way 

these parallels are recontextualized that allows the later, referential work an independent 

literary space. Smiley’s revision of  King Lear is not only a genre adaptation to prose, 

highlighting the marginalized voice of Larry Cook’s oldest daughter Ginny (standing for 
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Lear’s oldest daughter, Goneril), but it is also a temporal and spatial adaptation, moving 

the setting from a kingdom in early England to rural Iowa in the nineteen-seventies. The 

intention is to attempt an understanding of Smiley’s ‘appropriating’ and ‘adapting,’ to 

realize the recontextualization and to interpret the significance of the changes to, and 

highlights of, perspective and knowledge in Shakespeare’s text. Additionally, I discuss 

the thematic and structural parallels to Dorothy Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina (1992) 

and Toni Morrison’s  The Bluest Eye (1970), since they provide separate, although not 

entirely  dissimilar,  pictures  of  young  women  and  their  methods  for  dealing  with 

comparable  circumstances  in  other  domestic  and  social  contexts.  In  those  novels, 

however, we see strikingly different intertextual relations. It is valuable to discuss the 

analogous  circumstances  in  A  Thousand  Acres and  The  Bluest  Eye,  particularly  in 

understanding the differences within the parallels.

The change from Shakespeare’s  dramatic  tragedy to  prose  “domestic  realism” 

allows Smiley to alter the perspective and present a limited first-person narrative (Strehle 

211). Ginny is telling us the story, sitting down with us so that we can sift through the 

events of her adult life together. This part of her life is especially important. The events 

that she narrates have a direct relation to her current, older self, a self that is not the same 

as  it  used  to  be;  her  “dead  young self”  is  buried  (Acres  399).  Ginny recounts  what 

happened to her as a daughter, sister, wife, lover, and social representative of her family 

while on the Cook farm in Zebulon County,  Iowa. From our temporal position at the 

beginning of the narrative, Ginny’s location has changed; she is no longer a housewife on 

a farm in Zebulon County, but a waitress at a Perkins in St. Paul, Minnesota. She does not 

tell  us  much  about  her  life  presently,  but  focuses  primarily  on  important  events  as 
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markers of change and development in her life. Ginny is thorough about chronicling her 

past lives, and marks specific days or events as crucial to big changes, for example, “My 

new life, yet another new life, had begun early in the day” (Acres  248). In doing so,  A 

Thousand Acres becomes in itself a commentary on the impact of viewing conflicts from 

a marginalized point of view; “the aim is not replication as such, but rather complication” 

(Sanders 12). 

In complicating the overarching theme of good-nature versus bad-nature in King 

Lear, Smiley allows Ginny to show the reader potential motivations that are otherwise 

obscured. Schiff suggests that A Thousand Acres had feminist impetus, clearly “giving a 

voice” to  Ginny “to provide a  motivation for  and an understanding of  the two older 

daughters; in so doing, she is creating a feminist version of Lear” (370). Sanders agrees 

that “a conscious effort is made to give a voice, and in turn a set  of comprehensible  

motives,  to  characters  either  marginalized  on,  or  completely  absent  from,  the 

Shakespearean stage” (141).  However,  it  seems overly celebratory to say that Smiley 

‘gives’ Ginny a voice where Goneril had none, when in fact what she does is allow for a 

different  voice to be heard from Ginny/Goneril, providing clear motivations that come 

from ‘modified agency,’ as opposed to the assumed motivations of the original voice: “In 

Lear, detached omniscience works to give the audience superior knowledge of both outer 

events and inner ambitions . . . that inclusive access to the public, private, and internal 

levels of discourse functions to silence all doubt and uncertainty about the unmitigated 

evil of the two elder daughters” (Strehle 213). Ginny’s ‘modified agency’ is modified in 

that her character is more broadly developed, and so her intentions and motivations are 
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more openly presented to the reader.  Since Larry Cook is not the king of  King Lear, 

Ginny’s position as his daughter is automatically modified. 

Certainly, the transfer from stage with audience to prose with readers essentially 

changes  the  interaction  with  and  relationship  between  intradiegetic  and  extradiegetic 

worlds. In the transition from drama to prose, the issue of audience/reader changes their 

alignment  to  the  ‘communities’ of  both  works.  Smiley  “has  recreated  not  only  the 

characters  and  scenes  of  Lear but  also  the  audience.  In  essence,  she  has  given  the 

audience  or  readers  of  Lear  a  role  in  her  novel;  they,  or  we,  play  the  part  of  the 

community, the chorus if you will. Thus, Smiley implicates her reader” (Schiff 375). This 

adaptive  element  of  A  Thousand  Acres presents  a  clear  argument  that  shows  how 

alignment with Shakespeare’s audience (called on to sympathize with Lear and Cordelia) 

is  equivalent  to  alignment  with  the  farming  community  of  Zebulon  County,  which 

sympathizes  with  crazy Larry Cook and the  distant,  previously uninvolved  Caroline, 

Larry’s youngest daughter (Schiff 375). For the people of Zebulon County, family and 

reputation are key to running a good farm: “Most issues on a farm return to the issue of 

keeping up appearances. Farmers extrapolate from the farm to the farmer” (Smiley 215). 

Since Caroline is doing her job of being a ‘good daughter,’ Zebulon County begins to 

mistrust the motivations of Ginny and Rose, who take pains never to let anyone know 

about their motivations and reasons. 

Narrative and Thematic Connections to The Bluest Eye

Bastard Out of Carolina has prompted many feminist  readings, which suggest 

that, as a young woman, Bone creates a voice for herself, a voice that we are not hearing 

from a small child anymore: this voice tells us the story of a young girl and the events 
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that shaped the person we are interacting with now as readers. A Thousand Acres, Bastard 

Out of Carolina, and  The Bluest Eye give us very little from the narrator’s life in the 

present, focusing our attention on what has already happened, but also redirecting our 

focus to how this  would affect the narration of the story.  All  three novels inform the 

readers  of  a  temporal,  developmental  process,  where  we  understand  that  the  person 

narrating is different from the narrator’s younger self in a significant way. 

The repositioning of characters functions similarly in works that are not directly 

adapted from a famous writer like Shakespeare. Toni Morrison’s  The Bluest Eye does, 

though, signify on past African American literature and literature in general; and though 

the focus of this chapter is not on these intertextual links, their existence informs the story 

of an African American girl, Pecola Breedlove, through the eyes of her childhood friend 

Claudia, who voices her concerns as both a child and an adult for Pecola’s lack of self-

worth and its consequences. Claudia is considerably marginalized, not from the town she 

lives in or really from her family, but in her distance from Pecola’s situation—that is, in 

the contrast between Pecola’s—and Claudia’s own sense of self-worth and understanding. 

She includes herself as part of the guilty community at the end of the novel, part of a 

group that does nothing to help Pecola to see that she did not need blue eyes: “We were 

so beautiful when we stood astride her ugliness. Her simplicity decorated us, her guilt 

sanctified us, her pain made us glow with health” (205). As an accomplice to Pecola’s 

lack of self-worth, Claudia manages to see the damage she did not help prevent, and she 

distances her older self from her childhood self in a position of greater understanding.

As  I  have  mentioned,  in  Dorothy  Allison’s  Bastard  Out  of  Carolina,  Bone 

Boatwright also narrates the story of her childhood from a point much later in her life. 
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Looking back on what has happened, our narrator in  Bastard reminds us that we have 

passed all of these events historically (much like Shakespeare’s play for contemporary 

readers),  but  that  the issues  left  unresolved cannot  be left  unnarrated.  What  is  more, 

Smiley, Allison, and Morrison all deal with sexual abuse, specifically incestuous father-

daughter abuse, and its consequences to the victim/narrator. Ginny Cook represses this 

trauma, and its resurfacing serves to disorient her: “I had been shaken to a jelly and I 

didn’t  know  how  to  reconstitute  myself”  (Smiley  208).  However,  she  finds  some 

consolation in her sister Rose’s sense of vengeance. This empowering combination of 

resolute  strength  and  female  unity  help  to  steady  Ginny  temporarily,  but  shame 

overpowers her. Her desire to “fall silent, grow smaller” in the midst of family crisis and 

uncertainty reveals the effect that shame has on Ginny’s ability to act, speak, or think in a 

positive, authoritative way (211). Bone also hides the abuse she is subject to, but she does 

this  actively.  Her separation from her family is also linked to shame that stems from 

incestuous sexual abuse, where Daddy Glen serves to alienate Bone from her family and, 

most importantly, her mother. What is interesting here is how both characters, despite 

confronting this sexual abuse at markedly different points in their lives, react similarly 

and rely on similar things for support. Ginny has Rose, and Bone has her Aunt Raylene. 

Considering A Thousand Acres as an adaption in this instance, the manifestation of both 

shame and the need for support allows the reader to sympathize with Ginny not only as 

someone who has been abused physically, but also is someone who has seemingly been 

abused by literature historically. That is to say, if Ginny appears as the eldest daughter of 

a modern-day Lear, we see that perspective is essential to understanding her character, 
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and that past considerations of Goneril may of course still be valid, but as we read the 

novel, they may seem somewhat incomplete. 

Changing the plot of King Lear in A Thousand Acres also renegotiates the play’s 

tragic accumulation of death. By allowing Ginny to survive life on the family farm and in 

effect her father’s (and Rose’s) authoritative power over her, the narrative departs from 

the accepted ending where order is restored and chaos eradicated. In fact, Ginny leads us 

to  believe  that  her  new life,  taking  care  of  Pammy and  Linda,  is  not  altogether  an 

assertion of her power: “I recognize that they [Pammy and Linda] don’t have a great deal 

of faith in my guardianship, though they like me, and we get along smoothly” (Smiley 

397). The aim here is not to present a new powerful figure in place of Larry Cook, not to 

surpass his influence (which can not be done even after his death), but to “remember” and 

to accept the inheritances one is bestowed with (399). The reader is left to understand that 

neither of the lives Ginny has led is ideal, and that “by placing a greater value on Ginny’s 

earlier existence, when she had clear objectives and was part of an industrious, ambitious 

family, is to buy into those patriarchal values that encouraged Ginny to be a good, stoic, 

nonconfrontational, polite daughter” (Schiff 380). 

Since it is clear that Ginny “has become remarkably adept at fooling and shielding 

herself  from  the  truth,”  and  that  “we,  as  readers,  must  continually  question  her 

observations and motives,” we find more reason to examine what Ginny says and why 

(Schiff 374). Since our narrator is limited, our understanding of the events and characters 

is  limited; this  provides  evidence for the value of multiple perspectives.  Recognizing 

Ginny’s potential to be at times unreliable, readers are likely to look at her observations 
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of Ty, Rose, Pete and the others in order to discern something that Ginny does not or will  

not give us.  

Looking at the inclusion of plot adaptations like Ginny’s miscarriages and Rose’s 

breast cancer, along with the explicit sexual abuse they suffer as children at the hands of 

their father, I would take up Schiff’s stance that Ginny and Rose’s relationship can be 

read  as  arguably  feminist,  providing  evidence  for  the  necessity  of  female  solidarity. 

Ginny and Rose’s “united front” and hand-holding are presented as a necessary measure 

against  their  father  in  the middle of  the narrative,  after we understand Larry Cook’s 

oppressively authoritative power (165, 195); Goneril and Regan, however, are barely out 

of the first act before they plan to “sit together” and “do something” about their father 

(Shakespeare 1.1.350-355). The difference between these two circumstances is not only 

that Ginny and Rose are plotting  after their father has done something wrong, but also 

that Larry Cook’s potential crime is presented to us third-hand, by Rose, who is just as 

unreliable, if not moreso, than Ginny. If Larry Cook did rape his daughters, which is 

entirely possible within the realm of the novel, then the connection that we see between 

Ginny and Rose is productive in its effectiveness against Larry’s oppression.

Smiley’s  location  change  provides  a  space  very  different  from Shakespeare’s 

British kingdom, but also highlights the similarities in these juxtaposed physical settings. 

Larry Cook, in Zebulon County, is the equivalent of the King of England; his power over 

his daughters and the deep respect of the community is likened to the respect of loyal  

subjects to their king. At the end of both works, the ‘land’ is handed over, successfully 

freed of the negative influence of its previous masters. Albany’s offer to Kent and Edgar, 

to help him “Rule in this realm, and the gored state sustain” (5.3.389), implies hope for a  
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new and better monarchy and patriarchy, one that will surpass the issues of good and evil 

represented in the dead bodies on stage. Ty’s discussion with Ginny reveals no such hope: 

“I said, ‘It’s going to fall apart, isn’t it?’ ‘Yeah.’ He said it reluctantly. ‘Yeah, it is’” (368). 

Rose acting “like some queen,” her “dad all over,” demonstrates that the power position 

is unclear (368), especially since she has “usurped” her new power position from the men 

in the family (Shakespeare 5.3.385). The change of location for Smiley’s adaptation of 

King Lear provides us with a different social context; the variety of locations represented 

by the novels in this thesis are further issues that, if examined more thoroughly, would 

undoubtedly yield substantial ways of informing the texts.

Recontextualizing King Lear provides us not only with an option for considering 

Ginny’s point of view, but also with the potential to understand what happens when we 

consider alternate perspectives more generally. The alignment and understanding of the 

novel’s readership changes. This puts us in a place where it is easier to imagine what 

Rose, or Ty, or Pete, or Harold might be thinking, just by virtue of taking the reader out 

of  Shakespeare’s  world  and  into  a  new,  less  critically-reviewed  space.  Also,  this 

adaptation of King Lear allows the reader not just to move in physical space and time, but 

to understand the context of Shakespeare’s play even when we are removed from it. By 

re-placing King Lear and creating A Thousand Acres within different discourses (feminist 

or otherwise), Smiley’s work informs Shakespeare’s as much as it is informed by it. 

If we move from Shakespeare to another contemporary novel,  we see that the 

parallels between  A Thousand Acres and  The Bluest Eye lie not only in shared subject 

matter, but in the socio-cultural placement of these texts that shifts the perspective again. 

Looking at Morrison’s The Bluest Eye with focus on Pecola and her father Cholly, we can 
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explore the ways that representations and consequences of incestuous sexual abuse differ 

between Pecola and Ginny Cook. Pecola Breedlove is raped by her father. As a physical 

culmination of the negativity in her life, the rape encompasses and crystallizes issues that 

Pecola faces as a barely adolescent, ugly, unloved black girl who is wholly unsatisfied 

with herself.  Her inability to appreciate herself  stems not only from the way a racist 

society reacts to her, but also from what Pecola grows up believing about herself and her 

worth.  We  follow  Pecola  from the  time  that  she  is  about  nine  to  twelve  years  old. 

Although to some extent Pecola is responsible for her own self-esteem and her reactions 

to  society’s  standards  of  beauty,  it  is  significant  that  she receives  little  attention and 

recognition from her parents, whose opinion is invaluable when she is still a child. The 

life of Pecola’s father is  especially important;  it  shows how Cholly has inherited the 

violence  he  exhibits,  just  as  Pecola  receives  violence  from  her  father.  If  evaluated 

alongside  the  expectations  for  good  fathers  that  Cholly  confusingly  attempts  to 

internalize,  the “seed” that  is  planted in  Pecola is  set  in  an “unyielding” standard of 

responsibility, meaning both that the standards for the fulfillment of roles as a daughter 

are unyielding, and also that nothing constructive will be produced (Morrison 5). 

Claudia’s  conceit  about  marigolds  rings  true  for  the  primary  father/daughter 

relationship in the novel: 

We thought, at the time, that it was because Pecola was having her father’s 

baby that the marigolds did not grow. . . . It never occurred to either of us 

[Claudia  and  her  sister,  Frieda]  that  the  earth  itself  might  have  been 

unyielding. . . . What is clear now is that of all of that hope, fear, lust, love, 

and grief, nothing remains but Pecola and the unyielding earth. (5) 
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The “seed” constitutes what Pecola is to inherit from her father, while the “earth” the seed 

is planted in should be Pecola herself. Since Pecola, however, wants to make herself into 

what society would prefer her to be, and since Cholly’s rape of Pecola will be considered 

as a desperate act to fulfill the roles of a “father,” the “earth” segment is complicated. It is 

my aim to establish a connection between the relationship Pecola has with her father 

specifically, and the issue of inheritance versus control over the self. 

“If she looked different, beautiful, maybe Cholly would be different, and Mrs. 

Breedlove too. Maybe they’d say, ‘Why, look at pretty-eyed Pecola. We [her parents] 

mustn’t do bad things in front of those pretty eyes’” (46). Pecola’s thoughts about her 

parents, with their treatment of her so closely tied to her physical attributes (or lack of 

ideal  attributes),  unveils  a  conscious  link in  her  mind between beauty,  consideration, 

nurturing, and love. However, the beauty that Pecola dreams of is that of Shirley Temple 

and Mary Jane,  little white girls with blonde hair  and blue eyes. In contrast,  Claudia 

avows her distaste with and aggression toward the blonde, blue-eyed ideal beauty: “What 

did we lack? Why was it important? We felt comfortable in our skins . . . admired our 

dirt, cultivated our scars, and could not comprehend this unworthiness” (74). Pecola is 

unable construct an identity for herself, and establishes a coping mechanism instead of a 

strong sense of self-worth: “She seemed to fold into herself, like a pleated wing” (75). 

Similarly,  in  Bastard  Out  of  Carolina,  the  women  in  the  Boatwright  family 

consider their looks to be a major factor in their lives. Bone, who at this point in the novel 

is  only about  ten years old,  “remembered all  the times I  had stared in  the bathroom 

mirror, knowing I wasn’t pretty and hating it” (Allison 231). Her mother, Anney, talks 

about Aunt Ruth in a way that makes Bone’s hatred of being ugly seem familiar: “‘I 
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[Anney] asked her why she acted so happy, and she stared at me like I was just plain 

crazy. Told me it was proof. Being pregnant was proof that some man thought you were 

pretty  sometime,  and  the  more  babies  she  got,  the  more  she  knew  she  was  worth 

something’” (230-31). In practical terms then, for the women of both The Bluest Eye and 

Bastard  Out  of  Carolina,  being  pretty  means  getting  a  man,  and  getting  a  man  is 

supposed to mean love and family. But neither Bone nor Pecola is given the love they are 

seeking, and so they attribute their lack of love to their lack of beauty. 

The “earth” in  Claudia’s  marigold metaphor represents  the self,  that  in  which 

seeds  develop,  or do not  develop;  this  may be the result  of  a  choice or  from strong 

shaping  influences.  In  Claudia’s  estimation  of  the  land’s  infertility,  she  correctly 

diagnoses the problem with Pecola and Cholly.  The father and daughter both adopt a 

socially constructed identity instead of a self-constructed identity;  Pecola wants to be 

blonde  and  blue-eyed,  a  beautiful  woman  and  daughter  who  deserves  attention,  and 

Cholly  can  find  no  precedent  in  his  memory  that  gives  him  the  ability  to  “accept 

[Pecola’s] love” and change her “helpless, hopeless presence” (Morrison 161-62). 

Unable  to  construct  his  own  identity,  Cholly  tries  to  adopt  what  his  society 

considers the characteristics of a “good” father: “One winter Pauline [Pecola’s mother] 

discovered she was pregnant. When she told Cholly, he surprised her by being pleased. 

He began to drink less and come home more often” (121). Parental responsibility is key 

in  The Bluest Eye. The first conversation we hear about Pecola’s parents comes from 

Claudia’s mother, Mrs. MacTeer, who sees fit to establish what responsibilities parents 

should have when it comes to their children: “‘That old trifling Cholly been out of jail 

two whole days and ain’t been here yet to see if his own child was ‘live or dead. She 
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could be dead for all he know’” (25). Since this is the first we hear of Cholly Breedlove 

since finding out about his rape and impregnation of Pecola, it is important to note how 

these negative views can be altered when the reader encounters Cholly’s life before his 

marriage. 

The “Dick-and-Jane” introduction to the novel presents an idealistic version of 

“the family,” in a conventional book aimed at white children, where Mother laughs and 

Father smiles, and Jane gets attention: “See Father. He is big and strong” perpetuates the 

ideal father figure (3). But the “Dick-and-Jane” introductions are out of place, obviously 

not parallel to what is happening with Pecola, and signals the reader that this ideal is not 

applicable, and even phony. Cholly understands that he is partly to blame for Pecola’s 

unhappiness: “the clear statement of her misery was an accusation” (161). 

During the rape scene, Cholly conflates romantic and filial love – he does not 

understand parent-child relationships and this confuses his feelings for Pecola. It begins 

when Cholly remembers  his  first  sexual  encounter  with  a  girl  named Darlene.  Their 

private moment in the bushes is interrupted by two white men who try to watch Cholly 

and Darlene have sex. Since the white men have a gun, Cholly can only do what they tell 

him to, and “he hated the one who had created the situation [Darlene], the one . . . he had 

not  been  able  to  protect,  to  spare,  to  cover”  (151).  This  mixture  of  hatred  and 

misinterpreted love transfers from Darlene to Pecola, putting Pecola in a traumatizing 

situation, and arguably pushing her body to reject the “seed” her father has planted. To 

Cholly, the white men’s violence and his rape of Pecola seem similar, because now it is 

Pecola who has placed him in a position of ‘impotence,’ of not being able to do anything 

about her melancholy and pitiful nature. Cholly’s urge to protect Pecola follows from his 
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urge to  protect  Darlene;  his  failure to  protect  Darlene results  in  his  rash action with 

Pecola: “Then he became aware that he was uncomfortable; next he felt the discomfort 

dissolve into pleasure. The sequence of his emotions was revulsion, guilt, pity, then love” 

(161);  his  understanding  of  parental  love  and  responsibility  is  skewed  and  in  turn 

harmful. 

In essence, the “seed/earth” conceit that Claudia begins and ends her narration 

with  does  more  than  respond  to  a  lack  of  marigolds;  Pecola  and  Charles  “Cholly” 

Breedlove  embody  the  connection  between  inheritance  and  control  over  the  self. 

However,  the  father  and  daughter  seem only  able  to  be  incomplete  and  insufficient 

versions of an ideal self that they do not know how to control, and that ultimately yields 

something  destructive.  Claudia  accuses  herself  and  those  people  who  were  part  of 

Pecola’s life, along with the “land of the entire country,” of being partly at fault for what 

happened to Pecola. This suggests that the standards Pecola and Cholly tried to live up to 

were faulty in the first place: “Certain seeds it will not nurture, certain fruit it will not 

bear, and when the land kills of its own volition, we acquiesce and say the victim had no 

right  to  live”  (206,  my emphasis).  Despite  Claudia’s  certainty  that  the  land  has  had 

something to do with it, she also sees that everyone in the community has played a part in 

it, and she is certain that it is too late to do anything else for Pecola. In fact, Pecola’s 

sanity is beyond repair, “she was so sad to see” (204). It is clear that Claudia has been  

deeply affected by Pecola’s story, and an understanding is shaped where there was no 

understanding before. 
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You, Me, Us, and Them: Family Identity versus Personal Identity in Welty’s Losing 

Battles, Bradley’s The Chaneysville Incident, and Banks’s Cloudsplitter

We have seen that the narrators of  Bastard Out of Carolina, A Thousand Acres,  

and The Bluest Eye play a significant role in determining our perspective in the novels. In 

contrast, Eudora Welty’s Losing Battles (1970) has an exaggerated amount of dialogue in 

relation to the third-person narration.  We will come to find that language and dialogue 

play a major role in developing a sense of family history for the family in Losing Battles. 

Because we are trying to examine the different methods characters use in order to create, 

recreate,  or identify a self,  this has a lot  to do with the way Bone and Owen Brown 

rewrite their stories, John Washington reads and retells his family history, and the way 

that the Renfros in Losing Battles tell and retell their family history. 

The novel  is  set  on the Sunday of  Granny Vaughn’s ninetieth birthday,  a day 

marked  also  as  the  Renfro/Beecham  family  reunion.  Our  setting  is  Banner  County, 

Mississippi during the Depression, and the Renfro/Beechams are a poor family, though 

they own their  own farms.  Dozens of  family members  gather  at  the  Renfro  farm to 

celebrate Granny’s birthday, and to await the arrival of Jack, the oldest Renfro boy, whom 

everyone expects to return home from the state penitentiary in time for the reunion. A 

large extended family is something we have become familiar  with in  Bastard Out of  

Carolina,  where  Bone  uses  her  family’s  history  to  give  her  clues  and  options  for 

discovering, writing, and rewriting her self. However, Bone acts as a filter for any stories 

we hear from or about the Boatwrights, whereas on this day in Losing Battles, stories and 

events are revealed almost entirely through emphatic dialogue, leaving little room for 
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narrative; the constant flow of speech exposes the importance of expression, engagement, 

togetherness, and the power of the family. As soon as Jack arrives, “‘Speak, Jack, speak!’ 

shrieked his mother. ‘Speak, Jack!’ they were crying at him”; the group is anxious to be 

spoken to, shared with (73). Quiet “threatened” the reunion, and Gloria, Jack’s wife, who 

“‘don’t like to tell her business,’” creates the closest thing to tension in trying to create 

her own family identity in opposition to Jack’s enormous clan,  a battle she seems to 

always  be  losing  (340,  48).  Not  only does  Gloria  have  to  hold  her  own against  the 

extended family before her husband Jack comes home, which she might easily do when 

they mock her, but once Jack comes home, he kindheartedly and relentlessly pleads with 

her to “‘spare ‘em a little,’” and her fight is ever more difficult (361). 

In the other contemporary novels we examine, we see a similar desire for a self 

that  is  separate  from  the  family  identity:  John  Washington  moves  away  from  his 

hometown and his family history in The Chaneysville Incident (1981), and his successful 

career  as  a  professor  further  distances  him from the  black  community.  Owen Brown 

disengages himself from the land he travelled with his father and family during his tragic 

and confusing youth in  Cloudsplitter (1998). Although Owen moves far away into the 

mountains of Altadena, California to escape his troubled youth in the Midwest, and is 

unable to establish a family of his own, like his  siblings did; his  pain and confusion 

regarding his identity debilitate him. Ginny Cook leaves her family and the troublesome 

family farm to escape the plague of family conflict and power struggles in A Thousand 

Acres (1991). Moreover, both John Washington in the 1960s and Owen Brown in the 

1990s return to their family histories, whether physically or through memory, and realize 

that the fragments of both their personal and family history will be the origins of, and will 
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thoroughly  pervade,  their  future  personal  and  family  histories.  Thus  despite  marked 

sociocultural  differences  like  race,  class,  religion,  and  gender,  ‘family  identity’ as  a 

subject bridges some of the gaps. These differences, although not explored here in detail, 

are  significant  in  their  influence  on  the  degree  to  which  individuals  desire  a  strong 

connection to a family, and wish to incorporate family identity as their own. 

Owen Brown, a bitter old man living in the mountains, agrees to write about his 

life to contribute to the work of a real-life historian who wants Owen’s perspective on his 

famous father. Instead, Cloudsplitter is an exploration of the events in his own life, and 

the reader is able to see that Owen is concerned with delving into his own identity and 

how it had been, and still is, affected by the life he was coerced into. He explains that his 

childhood and young adulthood were marked by “an awareness of the unusual degree to 

which  our  lives  as  a  family  and  as  individuals  were  described,  prescribed,  and 

subscribed”  by  the  Bible  and  by  his  father—that  is,  by  his  father’s  aggressive 

appropriating of the Bible’s authority. This brings him to a desire to understand his young 

life in a different context: one that does not blindly follow the words and intentions of his  

father  (Banks  32).  In  Losing  Battles,  we see  a  range  of  examples  of  wanting  to  be 

connected or disconnected from the family identity: the Renfros and all of the extended 

family can seem, rather comically,  excessively tied to a collective family identity,  by 

virtue of their strong involvement in each other’s lives through the family history. Gloria, 

as  an orphan with no knowledge whatsoever  of  her  own family history,  wants to  be 

separate from the Renfro/Beechams, and wants to start a family identity of her own. Jack, 

on the other hand, attempts to find a balance, aware of Gloria’s desire and of his already-

existing  role  in  the  Renfro/Beecham family:  “Don’t  give  anybody up.  .  .  .  Or  leave 
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anybody out” (Welty 361-62). Also, in Southern culture, the model of the nuclear family 

is displacing that of the extended family. 

No  matter  how  many  times  she  voices  her  wish  to  “‘get  clear  away  from 

everybody,’”  Welty’s  Gloria  Renfro  wants  and  defends,  to  the  best  of  her  ability,  a 

relatively individual life away from the overwhelming, loud, ever-present collective life 

of the extended family that the Renfros and Beechams have come to accept, preserve, and 

recreate in their family storied (320). Even Lady May Renfro, Jack and Gloria’s year-old 

daughter, who has not exactly been quiet but has yet to say a word, can no longer follow 

her mother’s quieter footsteps by the end of the novel: she “put her voice into the fray,  

and spoke to it the first sentence of her life: ‘What you huntin’, man?’” (368). Gloria has 

sent Jack a letter informing him of Lady May’s birth, but the rest of the family prefers  

waiting over a year to tell him about his daughter, the loss of his truck and his horse, and 

about  the  death  of  his  great-grandfather,  so  that  they  can  tell  him  in  person.  By 

highlighting the face-to-face interaction between characters directly, through their speech 

and  not  through  writing,  the  extended  family  establishes  the  importance  of  physical 

presence  and involvement.  Once the  family assembles,  they start  talking,  recounting, 

remembering, and then the stories belong to everyone who listens. In contrast,  Gloria 

says,  “‘I’ve  got  you  all  by  myself,  Jack  Renfro.  Nobody  talking,  nobody  listening, 

nobody coming—nobody about to call you or walk in on us—there’s nobody left but you 

and me. . . . If we could stay this way always—build us a little two-room house, where 

nobody in the world could find us—’ He drew her close, as if out of sudden danger” 

(431). The danger Gloria presents to Jack here is that of an isolated and limited personal 

identity: Gloria would prefer being simply a wife to Jack and a mother to Lady May. Her 
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designation as daughter-in-law and ‘sister Gloria’ to all of the people in Jack’s family 

surely reminds her that she has no parents and no siblings to speak about. Further, any 

agency to speak is given to her by the family, and we see that when they do not want her 

to talk, or when she disagrees with them, they symbolically stifle her individual voice by 

aggressively  stuffing  her  face  with  watermelon.  In  marrying  Jack,  Gloria  has  been 

absorbed into the Renfro/Beecham family, and feels that her identity is absorbed as well. 

In fact, she tells Jack: “‘They tried making me your cousin, and almost did’” (361); since 

Gloria’s parentage is a mystery, they have endeavored to give her one, deciding that she 

is their dead brother’s daughter: “‘We told you, didn’t we? We told you who you are. 

Ain’t you going to say thank you?’” (268). 

Though Allison and Welty’s novels are similar in their southern setting, and in 

their focus on an extended family with a working class status, in Bastard Out of Carolina 

(1992), Bone, a young girl in rural South Carolina, does not share Gloria’s strong desire 

for individuation. She identifies instead with her family’s name and reputation, much as 

Jack and the rest of the Renfro/Beecham family do. With Bone, as we have seen, we get a 

more  focused  sense  of  family  identity,  where  being  a  Boatwright  implies  violence, 

stubbornness, ignorance and strength. She internalizes these expected characteristics and 

behaviors and takes pride in them, considering them a marker of consistency, which she 

lacks in her personal search for identity. Bone uses the Boatwright reputation as a stable 

foundation for a sense of self. As in The Bluest Eye, Cloudsplitter, and The Chaneysville  

Incident, there is no community to nurture our characters, and so they build a foundation 

on  what  they  have.  In  contrast,  Gloria  Renfro  considers  the  Renfro/Beecham family 

identity as an obstruction: “‘I’m here to be nobody but myself, Mrs. Gloria Renfro, and 
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have  nothing  to  do  with  the  old  dead  past’”  (361).  Bone  thinks  of  the  Boatwrights 

proudly: “We’re smart, I thought . . . I felt mean and powerful and proud of all of us, all  

the Boatwrights who had ever gone to jail, fought back when they hadn’t a chance, and 

still held on to their pride” (Allison 217).

Gloria’s desire to establish her own family is a theme that connects Losing Battles 

with Allison’s second novel Cavedweller (1998), where the adolescent Cissy attempts to 

create a world in which she can understand her self both alone, and in the context of her 

family and her friends. In contrast to A Thousand Acres, and Losing Battles, Cissy uses 

books to construct a distinctive identity that exists in a symbolically parallel world where 

she mimics a family dynamic and repositions herself within it. The science fiction books 

that Cissy reads, and how she connects herself to them, is another method of developing 

identity. Cissy often finds herself in “one of Ursula LeGuin's Earthsea fantasies. A world 

in  which  terrible  curses  could  be  cast  on  the  wicked  had a  ready appeal  for  Cissy” 

(Cavedweller 64).  In  Skin,  one  of  Dorothy  Allison’s  collections  of  essays,  Allison’s 

personal method of detachment from an unwanted real life seems to have inspired Cissy’s 

fantasies: “their worlds were worlds where I went to get away from the one in which I 

had  been  born,  and  those  worlds  were  lush,  adventuresome,  scary,  and  deliciously 

satisfying. . . . I was living more in the worlds of fantasy than in the small Southern town 

where I was born” (93,97).

I  would  argue  that  both  Bone  and  Cissy  do  the  same  thing:  Bone  with  her 

fantasies, and Cissy with her books. The difference between Bone and Cissy, both young 

white girls in Southern families, is that Cissy is presented to us in a larger social context. 

She  has  moved  from California  (where  she  has  interacted  with  her  rock  star  father 
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Randal, and her mother’s sophisticated African American friend Rosemary), to Cayro, 

Georgia, where she’s got her mother’s family, her half-sisters, her new friend Nolan, his 

family, and the rest of the town. With a wider range of characters who are not biologically 

related to  her, Cissy can take herself out of her own familial context (even though it’s a 

complicated one already) and reset herself. As I have mentioned, she is already removed 

from her original California home and dragged unwillingly to a different physical place. 

Although the comedic tone of Losing Battles contrasts with Cavedweller, we can 

compare Gloria’s desire for a sense of self and autonomy, to Cissy’s desire to establish 

stability in her self  and her life.  Gloria’s connection to Miss Julia,  her well-educated 

teacher  and  mentor,  and  the  flux  of  a  somewhat  more  diverse  society  (outside  the 

extended family, represented by Banner Road) present the reader with the options one 

might have for an independent sense of the family self. Gloria has earlier rejected her 

vocation as a teacher and the world beyond Banner County, in favor of a self focused on 

family, but here is the difference in her mind: the family begins with her, Jack, and Lady 

May. 

The  other  characters  from  Banner  weave  themselves  in  and  out  of  the 

Renfro/Beecham reunion. Insofar as these guests share the values of the extended family, 

their actual presence cements their connection to the family, represented both by taking 

part in the storytelling, and by partaking in the reunion birthday feast—an abundance that 

the family can afford only once a year. These symbolic actions make them a part of the 

family history, because we understand that this reunion, like those past, will be spoken 

about at future family reunions. Whoever appears and whatever happens will be included 

in the family history, which at times is overwhelming to folks like Moody and his wife, 
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who are comparatively well-off. Judge Moody is the man who unfairly sent Jack to the 

penitentiary for robbery. Overall, though, the reunion is comfortable and indicative of a 

positive  sense  of  community.  The issue  of  family identity  versus  individual  identity, 

although embodied strongly by Gloria and Jack (though Jack embodies both), is seen 

clearly outside of the family reunion.  Though not related by blood, Aycock Comfort, 

Willy  Thimble,  Curly  Stovall,  Judge  and  Mrs.  Moody,  and  especially  Miss  Julia 

Mortimer (even though she has just died) are also part of the family, so much so that Miss 

Julia ends up buried in Banner cemetery with other Banner community families.  The 

genteel Moodys spend the night on the Renfro farm after losing their way and being 

invited to the reunion, and Curly Stovall,  Jack’s archrival, manages to get engaged to 

Jack’s sister, Ella Fay Renfro. Jack asserts that because he “‘heard her story,’” he may 

even love Miss Julia, and he pities her, in contrast to his parents, aunts, and uncles who 

hated  school  and  resented  Miss  Julia  (361).  Jack  is  the  concentrated  version  of  the 

opinions  exposed in the family reunion:  listening to Miss Julia’s story,  and in a way 

sharing a part of her life,  makes him feel that she is lovable,  despite his problematic 

relationship with her as his former teacher. Ironically, Miss Julia has spent her life trying 

to educate the people of Banner County, pulling them away from the “home ties” that 

bind them to the farm and what she would call “ignorance” (163). She wants to turn 

Gloria  into  a  symbolic  ‘daughter’ by  encouraging  a  lifelong  vocation  as  a  spinster 

schoolteacher. Gloria deserts her for Jack, and even undermines Miss Julia by relating to 

Jack that her mentor never approved of their marriage.

The focus of this novel seems to be mostly in contrast with the issues highlighted 

in  Bastard Out of Carolina and Russell  Banks’s  Cloudsplitter.  The development  of a 
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personal identity dominates the latter books, while a defense and acknowledgement of 

family identity takes center stage in Losing Battles. Jack and the rest of the family do not 

change very much as individual characters throughout the novel; their characteristics and 

actions  typically  follow  what  is  expected  of  them,  while  the  identity  of  the  family 

continually shifts  through their  individual  contributions to  the family history.  No one 

person at the reunion does anything out of the ordinary when they discover that Uncle 

Nathan has killed a man,  or when they hear  the entire  story behind the death of the 

Beecham’s  brother  Sam Dale.  Nevertheless,  the  dynamic  between  them changes  and 

evolves through an evocation of feeling and memory, and they find clarity in each others 

words and strength in their shared emotion. Their interactions with one another inform 

their collective family identity, and in the time they spend together they create and shape 

a family history. The Allison and Banks novels, on the other hand, focus mainly on the 

development of a single character, and the effect that the family has on the development 

of that character’s identity. 

In Bradley’s The Chaneysville Incident, the issue of history is further broadened. 

As a historian, John Washington studies the interaction of past and present, appear more 

specifically in John’s index cards. While explaining methods of historical understanding, 

John mentions  “the  heresy that  one  could  not  look at  an event  without  changing it” 

(Bradley  264).  John  has  distanced  himself  from  painful  relations  with  his  family, 

attempting to anchor his identity in his particular approach to history. His vocation also 

gives him some sense of control in a racist society that has harmed him, his family, and 

the  entire  black  community,  but  also  gives  him a  sense  of  control  in  navigating  the 

mysteries of his  family’s  past.  The constant  exploration and consideration of facts  in 
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Losing Battles leads perceptively to a reworking of them each time, presenting different 

stories with different centers and different interpretations of those facts. The debate about 

the orphaned Gloria’s parentage is a striking example. What is more, John Washington’s 

historical discourse counters a mere cause-and-effect discourse in that “each [index card] 

was an incident. A single event placed precisely in history, but apparently free of any 

cause. For this is what one must do if one would understand: one must forget apparent 

causes, ignore apparent motivations” (Bradley 223).

Both  Cloudsplitter and  The Chaneysville Incident approach problems of family 

and  identity  by  dealing  closely  with  how  history  is  portrayed  and  understood  using 

language; like Cloudsplitter’s Owen Brown, John Washington uses language as evidence 

(notes, books, stories) to construct a version of events that, factual or not, provide a sense 

of connection to people even through temporal boundaries. Owen Brown’s entire family 

has  been  dead  for  decades.  John  Washington  attempts  to  “trail”  his  father,  Moses 

Washington, who committed suicide, and his ancestor CK Washington, who lived before 

the Civil  War,  through history.  In doing so,  he finds himself  “‘looking at  the overall 

pattern of things and figuring out what the facts had to be” (Bradley 396). This deduction 

of language allows John Washington the ability to complete a history that was otherwise 

unknown. But he is hampered when he tries to achieve a full understanding of Moses’ 

and CK’s deaths.  Only his  bond with his  lover  Judith can both illuminate his  family 

history and free John from the trappings of anger and hate to develop a fuller,  more 

loving  identity,  based  on  the  understanding  of  his  past,  the  past  of  his  family,  and 

intellect.
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In relation to grieving and death, Russell Banks’ Cloudsplitter takes on a more 

conventional form of prose that does not use various monologues to consider different 

perspectives  on  specific  events,  but  conversely  focuses  on  a  single  perspective  that 

intends to inform and perhaps correct previous perspectives on the lives of John and 

Owen Brown. Owen Brown’s intentions for writing the history of his life and his father’s 

in Cloudsplitter suggest his assumption of the power of language to release him of guilt 

and misunderstandings.  The Chaneysville Incident considers storytelling in a way that 

suggests  language can  recreate  and inform events  of  the  past.  Owen’s  intentions  for 

writing have to do with his need to “write at as great a length as will prove necessary” to 

rid himself of guilt, giving language the power to help absolve him of what he feels he 

has  done wrong,  and the  power  to  “reconstruct  my past,  rather  than  to  recall  it.  Or 

perhaps simply to construct it for the first time” (Banks 5, 25). Owen’s relationship with 

his history is directly dependent on his ability to write down everything he remembers, 

recording it and transferring it so as to have a share in the way his life and the lives of 

those around him are considered. Written language, then, has creative and transformative 

capabilities.

Conclusion



50
With so much reading and so much to consider, my work on the issues of family 

and identity has been challenging but rewarding. Deciding what to write a thesis on is a 

pretty  big  deal.  By  the  end  of  the  thesis-writing  process,  I  have  found  that  my 

involvement with the issues of family and identity in contemporary novels is a drop in the 

bucket. During these past two years, many other novels I have read presented equally 

interesting literary pictures of the family and its effect on personal identity, but focusing 

on the novels I have chose allowed me to revisit old arguments and perspectives. My 

experience with being able to successfully explore and analyze texts transferred from 

examining other people’s works to my own. 

Were I to expand the elements of this thesis further, I would venture to include 

novels that highlight different factors in developing identity and family dynamics. Place, 

for example, along with different cultural communities, would be fun to investigate in the 

contemporary American novel.  Works like Dorothy Allison’s  Cavedweller (1998) and 

Gloria  Naylor’s  Mama Day (1988)  highlight  the  relevance  of  physical  place  in  their 

considerations of identity. The idea that specific locations are linked to the family, and 

that other places work toward separation and individuation, comes up, for example, when 

Cissy discovers a personal space away from her family in the caves in  Cavedweller, or 

when Ophelia’s ties to “the other place” in  Mama Day come to embody, quite literally, 

her tragic and powerful family history (Naylor 9). In fact, in Mama Day, the ‘collective’ 

narrator of the first section makes sure to remind the reader of their physical distance 

from the island where the novel is set: “We’re sitting here in Willow Springs, and you’re 

God-knows-where” (10). Were I to expand the range of issues that are discussed here, I 

would look first at the instances where location informs a character’s sense of placement 
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within themselves, within the family, and within society. We can recall that Bone’s Aunt 

Raylene’s house in  Bastard Out of Carolina is symbolic of a place where “trash rises” 

and where Bone can exist at once within her family and also outside of, or even above, it  

(180). 

If I were to expand this thesis, I would like to include a discussion of place that 

would  incorporate  American  novels  written  about  different  cultural  communities.  In 

doing  so,  a  comparison  of  cultural  differences  may  yield  insights  into  methods  for 

developing a  sense  of  self.  Would  some methods transcend cultural  variation?  Ingrid 

Hill’s Ursula, Under (2004) portrays scenes from the lives of a young girl’s ancestors, in 

various cultural backgrounds and even historical periods, as a means of informing the 

reader’s perception of Ursula herself. In  The Secret Life of Bees (2002) by Sue Monk 

Kidd, Lily Owens, a young white girl from Sylvan, South Carolina runs away from home 

in hopes of finding the place where she thinks people might have known her mother, the 

mother she accidentally killed when she was four years old. Each chapter, set in motion 

by an epigraph from a book on bees, highlights a different aspect of Lily’s journey to 

know  and  understand  anything  about  her  mother.  The  new  family  structure  Lily 

encounters  in  Tiburon,  an  almost  exclusively African  American  female  group with  a 

structure much like the matriarchal beehives, supports her ability to grow into herself, 

despite being culturally different. Novels like Amy Tan’s The Kitchen God’s Wife (1991) 

or Sandra Cisneros’s  The House on Mango Street (1984) would provide material  that 

covers  Chinese American and Puerto Rican American families,  rounding out  a larger 

cultural map. Amy Tan’s novel frames the narrative as a gift from Winnie Louise to her 

daughter Pearl, recounting the events of her life and transferring them as part of a family 
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history. Cisneros’s  The House on Mango Street is comprised of short narrative sections 

that relate the life of Esperanza Cordero, whose life in the Latino section of Chicago, 

where “those who don’t know any better come into our neighborhood scared,” presents 

markedly different circumstances within which Esperanza tries to locate a self (Cisneros 

28). 

All  in  all,  my  experience  with  writing  and  putting  together  this  thesis  is  a 

culmination of my academic career at New College, tying together much of the work I 

have done while here and ending with a cohesive project that shows me, if no one else, 

what I am now capable of. I learned a whole lot, I had some fun doing it, and now I can  

continue to use what I learned and just get better. See ya later, New College!
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