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Summary

Raymond Carver’s writing has been subject to many critical angles. A central one being the
complacency and ideological inaction of his otherwise blue-collar and working class-oriented
fiction. This analysis examines his representation and perspectives on unemployment, pov-
erty and the ideological adherence to work in the shape of work ethic and pride, which I view
as systemic problems in an America that does not allow for it Dream to be fulfilled, nor its
promise to be kept. I analyze a wide, career-spanning corpus of both poems and short stories
and conclude on his use of narrative, character, symbolism, and flat colloquial language, illu-
minating how he, in fact, interacts with these issues on a very deep and effective, if subtle,
level, thus positioning this paper in opposition to the criticism so often given to his writing —

that of ineffectiveness, inaction, complacency, and romanticization.
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Introduction

“Raymond Carver: A Chronicler of Blue-Collar Despair”

Raymond Carver is often cited as a major American short story writer and innovator who revi-
talized, or “single-handedly inspiring a renaissance of,” the American short story and at other
times a willing participant in the issues his writing seeks to illuminate and criticize. (Lainsbury
1). Although never having written a novel, his oeuvre includes many short stories and poems,
most of which tell the tales of the dark underbelly of the American Dream, i.e. the blue-collar
and working-class Americans who believe and strive for their country’s promise but rarely gets
to take part in its supposed greatness and economic prosperity. As mentioned above, Carver is
not only hailed and praised. Like so many other writers he receives copious amount of criticism,
much of which concerns his approach to writing about these beaten and defeated people of the
fly-over states, of the suburban monotony, the people whose American Dream hangs on by a
thread — be it a job or a belief in their country’s creed.

This is often an accusation of overly apathetic and inactivity on behalf of the characters,
e.g. “Carver’s characters are victims of anguishes they can neither brave nor name, only suffer”
(Bowers 92) and “This new celebration of the middle class by writers like Raymond Carver
[...] is a celebration more or less unaware of its polemical background, of the political motives
of its precursors, [...] in which along with the middle class, the working class too becomes a
code for complacency — the opposite of striving” (Stevenson 85). Critics accuse Carver’s char-
acters—and thus his writing—of being complacent, inactive, and even catatonic.

However, some critics seem to realize that this alleged lack of determinacy is perhaps a
deliberate choice on Carver’s behalf. A choice reflected in his preferred medium and genre —

the short story. As Kasia Boddy points out, Carver favors the “open-endedness and
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indeterminacy of the short story” (108). But is the short story a good place in which to examine
these complex issues? Bruce Weber wrote of Carver’s writing:

“Carver’s stories are populated by characters who live in America’s shoddy enclaves

of convenience products and conventionality [...] They don’t seem to want much:

ordinarily divided lives of work and home, food on the table, love and solace when

they need them. They yearn for serenity rather than achievement. Still, there is vast

unhappiness in them; they don’t get the little they want. Carver’s people end up being

[...] dealt crummy circumstances in a plentiful world (87).
In this paper I show the myriad ways Carver addresses the core failings of the American
Dream—these being the issues of unemployment, work, and poverty—and why his approach
is not ineffective but simply subtle in nature and style, revealing a deeper understanding of the
country, the people, and the Dream in question. In order to illuminate how Carver interacts with
these issues, I discuss the American Dream as concept with a focus on the core tenet of bene-
fitting from your hard work and determination and reaping the benefits of stability as a result
of one’s labor. Then I analyze chosen poems and short stories where Carver examines the three
core issues of unemployment, work, and poverty. Some of the same observations will be made
multiple times across the corpus, emphasizing Carver’s continuous preoccupation with these
matters. | aim especially to prove how these issues are present in much of his writing as well
as deeper analyses related to these issues, such as money obsession, implosion of the family
through economic struggle, unemployment’s effect on the individual, the perceived disgrace of
poverty, commodification, class, and identity. All of these things are present in his sparse prose
and flat language — be it a short story or a poem. In Carver’s world the average American is
bereft of stability and security, forced to work and worship money and objects — the average

American is shiftless and bridled.
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The Tenets of The American Dream

The American Dream was there from the start. As a promise embedded in the founding of the
nation state(s) which ceased to be mere colonies, the principles of the American Dream can be
found in the nation’s most pivotal paper—The Declaration of Independence—manifested in
the words: “We hold these truths to be sacred & undeniable; that all men are created equal &
independent, that from that equal creation they derive rights inherent & inalienable, among
which are the preservation of life, & liberty, & the pursuit of happiness.”

However, the widely used phrase ‘American Dream’ is not as old as the paper that en-
gendered it, as it was coined by historian James Truslow Adams in his 1931 book The Epic of
America. With the book becoming a bestseller, the phrase caught on and eventually became the
popular and potent phrase it is today. In this section, I will briefly illuminate the core concept
of the American Dream as it is most widely understood—that being historically and politi-
cally—and lastly as fiction, before going more in depth with its relation to Raymond Carver

and the America in which he grew up. The America he experienced in his lifetime.

The American Dream as a Concept

The American Dream is a complex cultural and political construction, hence the regular capi-
talization of the word and its wide-spanning implications alluding to a concept beyond the mere
grammatical and lexical meaning of the words. The American Dream is often manifested in
historical figures of American history such as Abraham Lincoln, Benjamin Franklin, and An-
drew Jackson, figures perceived as both embodying the American Dream’s potential as proof
of its success as well as ensuring its survival, perpetuating the Dream for the nation’s people.
The American Dream is—almost paradoxically—both an individual achievement and a na-

tional achievement, meaning that in order for the individual to have these alleged opportunities,
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the nation must secure this potential for the individual to achieve the American Dream with
their own hard work.

Especially Abraham Lincoln holds a central position in the American consciousness as
the embodiment of the American Dream. Being born in a log cabin in Kentucky and the only
surviving child of his parents, Lincoln’s very poor means became an important factor in his
political career and persona (Cullen 81). Not only the facts of his childhood and upbringing
became a part of this image but “his homely looks and unkempt appearance, his celebrated
sense of humor, the self-effacing modesty he repeatedly deployed while running for and hold-
ing office” became even stronger and more respectable traits viewed in relation to self-made
success. His image was “leveraged on his modest beginnings and what he had made of them”
(Ibid. 80).

The American Dream is most often a narrative of from ‘rags to riches’ and success stories
of ‘the underdogs’ of society. The Dream demands, from the individual, “character, preparation
in school and shop, honesty, hard work, frugality, and persistence” while at the national level
demanding that “society provide an open, fair, competitive, entrepreneurial environment in
which individual merit could find its place” (Jillson 260). This logic, this creed, seems obvious
but is quickly complicated through the differing political and ideological perspectives which
naturally persist in a democracy. However, one could—and many have—make the point that

“America has never fully lived up to its creed” (Jillson 4).

The American Dream in Politics

With the American Dream being so essential to the American identity, it naturally makes for a
political tool to use in elections, be it commenting on the past or current state of it as well as
making promises or predictions for its future state. Different presidents in different times, The-

odore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Herbert Hoover, Franklin Roosevelt, Lyndon Johnson,
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Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama, all addressed the American Dream and
“asked how to secure [it] in their time” (Jillson 262). The different politicians—and thus their
voters, the American citizens—all agree that there is an American Dream and that it must be at
least maintained or secured if not improved and expanded upon. However, the differences nat-
urally arise in their perceived solutions for the present problems facing the American Dream
and Americans.

Jillson distinguishes three images of the vision of America, three different metaphors and
ideas about what America is and should be.

1) the city on a hill with golden doors that gives access to the security and prosperity
within (262). This image has existed from Winthrop to Reagan, thus spanning more than 350
years, and reinforces the American Exceptionalist perspective. “The shining city on a hill was
both an example to the world and a destination for all who would be free” (Ibid.).

2) a place in which effort to ensure opportunity and openness is made within the city
through “culture, constitutions, law, and policy” (Ibid.). It is a city of freedom and opportunity
but balance must be maintained. Balance between “the dollar and the man, between wealth and
opportunity, between property rights and human rights” for “If the dollar, wealth, and property
become too powerful, too concentrated, they foreclose opportunity to the man on the make, the
little man just starting out, and to the next generation” (Ibid.) This perspective is especially
connected to the likes of Andrew Jackson and Theodore Roosevelt.

3) America envisioned as a “the fairly run race”, offering an ideation of the competitive
nature of societies, of which America seeks to be one in which the advantaged and disadvan-
taged have equal opportunity albeit not equal means and privileges. This phrase used by Lin-
coln, Herbert Hoover, Lyndon Johnson, and many others attempts to “humanize and soften
thinking about the American Dream”, averting the Dream’s course from that of purely Darwin-

ian individualism (Ibid.).



Lucas Laursen Shiftless and Bridled 01/06 2026

Jillson argues that all of these three perceptions have been partially neglected due to the lack
of care of the systems capable of enabling these ideals to persist in American society:
One hears [...] about balancing the interests of human rights and property rights, the
man and the dollar; little about the fairly run race; and even less about the city on a
hill, with its golden doors, before which the world’s oppressed might appeal for en-
try. The sense of community that once framed and limited individualism has eroded.
Post—World War II prosperity brought to the fore both a sense of entitlement and an
unbounded individualism that have not been reconciled (263).

Perhaps there is a schism to be perceived in the idealized America of The American Dream.
Lyndon Johnson envisioned a society in which all individuals “might be encouraged to pursue
their own goals, to develop their own talents, and make of themselves what they would,” while
Reagan envisioned “a society in which individuals were responsible for themselves and gov-
ernment was small, cheap, and unobtrusive” (Ibid.). Somewhat schizophrenically these differ-
ent visions and ideas of what America should be in order to facilitate its promise have been in

constant conflict since the nation’s inception.

The American Dream as Fiction

The American Dream has always been a part of the nation’s political landscape but also an
important cultural phenomenon present in literature. In many ways—and perhaps especially
with the case of the US being a ‘young’ nation—the making of a nation is in itself a narrative
creation, as Buell points out, “in the literary histories of a fair number of countries as well as
the United States, individual novels have been held up as nation-defining fictions” (10). Char-
acters like Twain’s Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn; Melville’s Captain Ahab and Billy
Budd; Fitzgerald’s Jay Gatsby and Hawthorne’s Hester Prynne all embody something Ameri-
can in more than a historical and literary historical sense. Absorbed into the collective cultural

consciousness through telling and retelling, fictional characters transcend their tales and
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become something bigger, a symbol larger than the connection between the individual reader
and the character. But interestingly, perhaps even curiously, many of the great American novels
are critical of America, such as The Great Gatsby, Moby-Dick, The Grapes of Wrath, Invisible
Man, American Pastoral, and Blood Meridian.

But on a more positive note revisiting the aforementioned famed phrase ‘rags-to-riches’,
Horatio Alger is a quintessential puzzle piece in the development of this idealistic motif which
is so heavily associated with the American Dream. The success of his work Ragged Dick; or,
Street Life in New York with the Bootblacks is viewed as his main achievement. Ragged Dick
was serialized in 1867 and became published in book form already in 1868. The narrative fol-
lows a poor shoeshine boy and his journey to wealth. Alger followed this rags-to-riches formula
in more than 100 books written over 30 years. In accordance to the subject matter of Ragged
Dick, Alger supported institutions which cared for foundlings and runaway boys (“Horatio Al-
ger”).

Looking at the different characters more broadly in American literature, Jillson argues
that “the great characters of our national fiction remind us that victories and defeats, dreams
and nightmares, all are common to the human experience.” Besides this central but rather tame
point about literature and its effect upon the reader, Jillson also juxtaposes the understanding
of America that politicians put forward and the understanding that authors put forward: “Poli-
ticians declare that America offers opportunity to all who will prepare well, work hard, save,
and invest, but novelists warn, in Kurt Vonnegut’s memorable phrase, that most people are “the
listless play-things of enormous forces” (Jillson x). This is not to say that novels, as well as
fiction in a broader sense, cannot be positivistic and aspirational, but perhaps rather that the
stand-out characters and works of the canon are more complex and does not shy away from

confrontation. Jillson continues: “Fiction holds up a mirror to the American Dream, and the
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images we see reflected there are often bruised, battered, and broken by forces broader, deeper,
and more fundamental than most people can manage” (xi).

Jillson sees an interesting phenomenon to juxtapose in the “commitment of our com-
fort-able classes to the American dream with the cautionary lessons that our most prominent
novelists teach” (xi-xii). It could easily be argued as strange that the writings of, say, Steinbeck
and Faulkner become such Great American Novels, when the image of the nation, the reality
they represent is often one of loss and tragedy. But perhaps it is not puff pieces and nationalistic
propaganda that the American people want nor need to believe in their nation’s promise, but
rather an introspection and critique, a deep contemplation of the state of affairs with no sugar
coating to keep the Dream alive, to keep the aspirational ideals of not only self-improvement
but societal improvement alive as well. Jillson writes: “Our great novels frequently challenge
and seldom reinforce our national myths—that is their great value” (Jillson xii). Thus the con-
cept of fiction, of a national fiction in which a populace sees itself and reevaluates itself in
relation to, may well be a critical and destructive fiction, since it has the ability to challenge
and change the people’s perspective and thus their opinions.

There is then another schism within this conversation of the American Dream. Not only
does the ideological forces pull in opposite directions, but the arts, the literature sets itself in
op-position to the ideal: “The American Dream offered a linear counsel: prepare well, work
hard, save and invest, and you will have a good chance to succeed and prosper in America. Our
great literature, on the other hand, has always described a more complex, challenging, and
indeterminate reality confronting Americans” (Jillson 264). It seems that on multiple levels the
American Dream is steeped in a cauldron of paradoxes and complexities that transcend politics
and history and enters into the popular consciousness and the artistic expression of art and

literary history.
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One example Jillson utilizes to prove this point is Updike’s The Rabbit series (Rabbit,
Run (1960), Rabbit Redux (1971), Rabbit is Rich (1981), Rabbit at Rest (1990) and Rabbit
Remembered (2001)), describing the main character’s life as “not a robust pursuit of the Ameri-
can Dream so much as an aimless and often futile struggle to find and hold security and mean-
ing in middle-class life” (Jillson 195). Another example Jillson also highlights is Steinbeck’s
Grapes of Wrath (1939) as “the classic American novel on class and poverty” (269). Albeit in
different ways, different places in time and in society’s hierarchy, these examples both embody
and challenges the American Dream and its purported core ideals.

Buell also perceives this paradox, or disparity “between the traditional idealized image
of the United States as a land of promise and its failure to make good on the Declaration of In-
dependence’s proclamations of liberty and equality as human rights” (17). In the American
novel, which his book focuses on specifically, he likewise perceives “the arresting paradox of
a cast of thinking that looks suspiciously chauvinistic at first sight but as you move down to
the concrete level of the novels that have been at the center of its gaze seems much more like
a custodian and carrier of the collective conscience and national self-criticism” (18). He elab-
orates further:

Great American Novels are not expected to be rituals of self- congratulation like July

4 celebrations or Hollywood melodramas—although several of the prime candidates

have been retrofitted to the latter. On the contrary, the historical record suggests that

serious contenders are much more likely to insist that national greatness is unproven,

that its pretensions are hollow, and that the ship of state is going down. This paradox

in itself is reason enough to take the subject of Great American Novelism seriously.

(Tbid.)
Buell argues how the Great American Novel (GAN) has a prehistory but can be traced as a
critical concept to an 1868 essay written by John W. De Forest (23). De Forest had a clear idea

of such a work that through portraying ordinary American existence it would capture the
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American soul. He also argued that Hawthorne had captured “little but the subjective of hu-
manity” (Ibid. 24). What this brief look into De Forest through Buell has offered is proof of the
idea that a national fiction, a national literature is wanted and perhaps needed, as much as a
language, a currency and a border is needed to create and sustain a national identity and idea.
The discussion of this area of national identity—the area of fiction—is thus something that has

been acknowledged for a long time.

The American Dream and Raymond Carver

Perhaps an outdated custom of looking into the biographical background of an author could
provide great insight in the case of Raymond Carver. Not only because so much of his writing
seems semi-autobiographical, but because his idea of America is own life experience in essen-
tial to understand his writing, since it adheres to the genre of realism.

Along the vein of thought we can look at an interesting observation done by Giglio
Nocera: “Carver’s apprenticeship in writing, which stretches from the late 1950s to the early
1960s, occurs in a country focused on the promotion of the “American way of life” and the
strengthening of its own well-being” (2). Taking a brief look into this idea of the America of
Carver’s youth, his writing obsession with his country and its material circumstances begins to
have an obvious motivation:

Economic growth was indeed the most decisive force in the shaping of attitudes and
expectations in the postwar era. The prosperity of the period broadened gradually in
the late 1940s, accelerated in the 1950s, and soared to unimaginable heights in the
1960s. [...] With 7 percent of the world’s population in the late 1940s, America pos-
sessed 42 percent of the world’s income and accounted for half of the world’s man-

ufacturing output. American workers produced 57 percent of the planet’s steel, 43

percent of electricity, 62 percent of oil, 80 percent of automobiles (Patterson 61).

10
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Being born in 1938, Carver was alive for these three decades of unimaginable economic growth
and domination. Carver’s childhood and youth, although not experienced by himself directly,
saw a nation that was a success. Considering his statements from the Paris Review Interview,
we get a glimpse into his early life with his father working in a sawmill as a saw-filer the small
town of Yakima, eastern Washington and his mother who worked a retail clerk or a waitress
but could not “keep any job for very long” (Simpson & Buzbee 32). Already from his child-
hood, Carver’s world was made up of the dichotomy of the self-perception of America, its
ideal, and the harsh reality of most of its people, the exact dichotomy his writing examines.
Historian Howard Zinn writes of these decades:

In the twenty-five years that followed the war [...] the resources of the richest nation

on earth were still irrationally allocated to the production of war goods and luxury

goods; urgent social needs, like housing, health care, schools, were considered sec-

ondary in importance. The distribution of income was still so badly distorted that the

upper fifth of the population lived on twenty to thirty thousand dollars a year and the

bottom fifth tried to get by on two to three thousand dollars a year. At the top of the

economic scale was enormous wealth, at the bottom, poverty—and hunger (Zinn

89).
But the economic realities of Carver’s lifetime do not only affect his writing by means of in-
spiration, per se. As noted by Nocera, the America that Carver became an adult in saw a massive
increase in culture consumption, naturally including literature, “but above all, the briefer form
such as the short story, which the American public had rediscovered through authors like Saul
Bellow or J.D. Salinger,” Nocera elaborates:

The success of the short story was notably favored by its transfer from the bookstore

shelves to the newsstands, as had already occurred with the dime novel, and its wider

circulation in several well-known magazines of the time: The New Yorker, Story,

Harper’s Bazaar, Mademoiselle, The Atlantic, or Esquire. Thus, Carver’s first

11
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contacts with literary classics and small academic reviews occur in a society under-
going an unprecedented leveling in the realm of consumer goods. (2)

In a rather strange irony, the economic boom which boosted the American Dream’s ideal and
reputation while neglecting the lower levels of the populations also contributed to not only
Carver’s literary journey, but his own literary success as well “living in the very vortex gen-
erated by the boom in consumer products that also affects the short story” (Ibid. 3). The Amer-
ican self-perception is not only based in the economic prosperity the nation experienced, but
also the ideological success their nation seemed to inhabit:

The whole world, many Americans seemed to think by 1957, was turning itself over

to please the special, God-graced generation—and its children—that had triumphed

over depression and fascism, that would sooner or later vanquish Communism, and

that was destined to live happily ever after (well, almost) in a fairy tale of health,

wealth, and happiness. (Patterson 311)
With the material circumstances Carver experiences first-hand throughout his life juxtaposed
to the American Dream and self-perception of these times, it becomes clear why his writing is
the way that it is if terms of content. His style and precision, however, is more of an idiosyn-
crasy. We can look to the many great and vastly different American writers of these years and
following years. All tackling the American experience from different viewpoints but still under
the weight of the American Dream in one sense or other: “The 1950s witnessed the rise to
artistic prominence of a number of essayists and novelists—J. D. Salinger, Ralph Ellison, Saul
Bellow, Bernard Malamud, James Baldwin, John Updike, Phillip Roth” (Patterson 345).
Having taken a brief look into the history of the American Dream and it different ties to litera-
ture and specially Raymond Carver, we have an idea, a framework to view his writing in. But
before beginning the analysis of Carver’s critique of the American Dream’s core tenets, I will

explain the approach taken in this paper in regards to corpus and methodology.

12
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Corpus and Methodology

The methodology for my choice of stories and poems for this analysis is guided by the specific
text’s potential for contextualization of the aforementioned tenets of the American Dream. This
means that the stories and poems I chose to investigate in this paper are in some way concerned
with work, unemployment, the family institution, and home ownership.

An additional lens I have applied is aimed especially towards Carver’s poems. In these |
seek to locate a pastoral element, a naturalistic and recreational refuge found in nature and
consumptive recreation (i.e. hunting and fishing) which Carver seems to use as an antidote for
modernity’s ills and responsibilities — an antidote to the problems with the tenets of the Amer-
ican Dream.

I have sought to prove my point(s) about Carver’s oeuvre by finding stories and poems
across as many collections as possible, breaking away from any possible periodical trend, thus
proving a generality in the totality of his writing and not simply a temporary quirk in his early,
middle, or late stories or poems, etc. My source material comes from four collections of stories:
Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? (1976), What We Talk About When We Talk About Love
(1981), Cathedral (1983), and Elephant (1988); three collections of poems: Where Water
Comes Together With Other Water (1985), Ultramarine (1986), and A New Path To The Water-
fall (1989); and finally, the joint collection of poems, stories, essays, and others: Fires (1983).
The oldest story I analyze in this paper is “The Father” originally published in 1961, and the
newest story is Blackbird Pie originally published in 1986. So, in the publications listed above
the primary literature is spread out across thirteen years but going into the individual stories
this interval expands. In conclusion, the basis for this analysis is a broad view of Carver’s
oeuvre.

Some of the stories in this corpus will be utilized a lot and some will be used perhaps

only once. This is due to the subject matter of the American Dream—meaning the tenets that [

13
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have summarized it to—are often highly connected (e.g. unemployment = poverty = loss of
home - implosion of the family). Thus, in some cases even difficult to disassemble. The prime
example of this is “The Bridle” which I deem the epitome of Carver’s writing as well as exem-
plary of how he antagonizes the American Dream from multiple angles. Other stories—most
often very short too—such a “Popular Mechanics” and “The Father” hit only a single note of
the framework of the American Dream’s tenets, in this case family and marriage. However, due
to this paper grasping a selection of primary literature representative of the whole of Carver’s
oeuvre, these stories, too, add on to the—for lack of a more subtle word—'agenda’ behind his
writing in general — that being contemporary American realism. This is not merely a testament
to the ubiquity of these topics in Carver’s writing but also the fact that he sometimes is greatly
concerned with these issues and at other times they take the backseat in a given narrative.

Critical material on Carver and his writing is abundant. This may be due to several critical
schisms surrounding his writing, such as the debate on whether or not he is a minimalist as well
as his efficacy depicting blue-collar and working-class Americans. Most relevant to this paper
is the latter discussion, while the former is more of a stylistic debate not quite suitable for our
topic at hand. However, it does hold some relevancy since I engage with both minimalist and
more symbolic and deeper themes which his sparse prose allows for, hence the source material
being from different points in his career. In short, in this paper I approach the text and its rele-
vant moments and elements, some of which could be considered efficacious because of their
minimalism, others because of their deeper symbolism and analytical themes. In this way, 1
avoid the debate on Carver in terms of stylistics.

What is more relevant in terms of criticism is how I apply it in this paper. As opposed to
having a section devoted to the critical debates on Carver—such as a literature review or critical
angles—I apply critical discussion in analytical moments where they become relevant. In this

way the critical content in this paper will become more economically applied as well as only
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appearing in relevant contexts in which I can discuss these critical perspectives in contrast to
my own analytical findings.

The framework I apply to illuminate the American Dream in these stories and poems is
a discussion of this concept as cultural history. Meaning the concept of the American Dream in
politics, history, and fiction, etc. — all in order to establish some core tenets of this concept so
central to the national identity of Americans. This will lay a foundation of argumentation as to
why these stories of marriage trouble, unemployment and poverty are actual windows into the
American existence and thus the American Dream’s failings. Thus, we can understand how
these seemingly mundane and trivial lives are actually socio-political critiques of America,
these slices of life cut with meticulous precision leaving just enough to go off of without dic-

tating or handholding the reader towards these realizations.
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Unemployment

“Hey, what do you think’s going to happen to us now?”

Many of Carver’s characters are without a job. A core pillar of modern life is the ability to
sustain yourself and your family economically, which is why it comes as no surprise that these
characters without a job, either chronically or temporarily, find their lives suddenly challenged
as well as their sense of self and purpose. However, as critics point out, the unemployment
motif is not utilized to point toward a greater societal issue or lack of policy. No, the unem-
ployment takes its place as a commonplace personal problem, creating certain scenarios of
idleness and meaninglessness in which the characters end up doing rather curious acts.

Before analyzing these narratives of Carver’s, a brief look at the critique concerning this
aforementioned lack of political or ideological determination is due in order to understand why
there even is a discussion about Carver’s criticism of American society, or lack thereof. Frank
Lentricchia believes Carver is a “dupe of late capitalism, a writer whose work somehow serves
to reinforce the hegemonic ideological discourse of late capitalism rather than engaging in a
disruptive and utopian counter-discourse” (Lainsbury 3). In this view, Carver’s perceived in-
action or designation of culprits makes his potential criticism of contemporary, capitalist Amer-
ica ineffective or, in Alan Wilde’s terms, catatonic. These so-called “catatonic realists™ accepts
the “apparent disorder” and acquiesces to “being controlled”, affirming the “reality of the age”,
Wilde argues (Ibid.). However, David Kaufman recognizes both positive and negatives in
Carver’s writing regarding this ideological lacking: “it reduces suffering to entertainment
[while creating] a new ... mode of publicity and circulation for the expression of needs (Ibid.).
Thus, there is a critical consensus concerning the determination of Carver’s societal criticism;

however, some critics find it more lackluster and impeding than others.
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Being unemployed serves as the foundation for narratives such as “Collectors” in which
the narrator dwells in idleness and meaninglessness: “I was out of work. But any day I expected
to hear from up north. I lay on the sofa and listened to the rain. Now and then I’d lift up and
look through the curtain for the mailman” (Will You Please 76). There remains a certain degree
of hope in the prospect of ‘hearing from up north,” yet lying on the sofa and waiting for the
mailman does indicate a lack of activity and abjection. The narrator then spends a long time
with the vacuum salesman, watching him do his work of carpet cleaning and product demon-
stration like a child watching a grown-up at work. A certain infantilization of the narrator is
present, such as his doubt about the product in question and the way the salesman addresses
him:

The case flopped open, revealing compartments filled with an array of hoses,

brushes, shiny pipes, and some kind of heavy-looking blue thing mounted on little

wheels. He stared at these things as if surprised. Quietly, in a churchly voice, he said,

Do you know what this is? I moved closer. I’d say it was a vacuum cleaner. I’'m not

in the market, I said. No way am I in the market for a vacuum cleaner (Ibid. 78).
The meticulous description of the vacuum transforms it into an alien object. Simultaneously,
the vacuum is like a concoction symbolizing industrialization and the machine in general. The
solemn air produced especially by the salesman’s ‘churchly’ voice makes the symbol even more
potent. In a less abstract sense the vacuum is a product, a commodity, the foundation of the
economic system in which the narrator is on the losing side, but it is also an extension of the
salesman—the way he makes his living—by demonstrating the product and eventually (hope-
fully) selling a unit. The salesman goes door to door with a purpose. He cleans the narrator’s
rug and furniture with vigor and intensity. He is everything the narrator is not by virtue of
working:

I found the ashtray. He took it, dumped the contents onto the carpet, ground the ashes

and cigarettes under his slipper. He got down on his knees again and inserted a new
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filter. He took off his jacket and threw it onto the sofa. He was sweating under the
arms. Fat hung over his belt. He twisted off the scoop and attached another device to
the hose. He adjusted his dial. He kicked on the machine and began to move back
and forth, back and forth over the worn carpet (Ibid. 80).

The differences between the two men is also stark in the story’s ending: “You want the vacuum
or not? I looked at the big case, closed now and ready to move on. No, I said, I guess not. 'm
going to be leaving here soon. It would just be in the way. All right, he said, and he shut the
door” (81). The narrator is unable to purchase the vacuum as well as him being on the verge to
move out, while the salesman has completed his purpose, he has done his job and can thus
leave the interaction satisfied.

The connection between unemployment leading to idleness if not laziness also manifests
in “Preservation”: “Sandy’s husband had been on the sofa ever since he’d been terminated three
months ago. That day, three months ago, he’d come home looking pale and sacred and with all
of his work things in a box. [...] ‘I got canned today. Hey, what do you think’s going to happen
to us now?’” (Cathedral 31). Devoid of purpose, Sandy’s husband now seems stationary and
mounted to the couch like a sculpture depicting sloth: “That evening he got back on the sofa.
He began spending all of his time there, as if, she thought, it was the thing he was supposed to
do now that he no longer had any work™ (Ibid. 31)

The husband’s lack of employment becomes a generator of disdain, a thorn in their mar-
riage. Work seems to be a crucial factor in the social fabric not only in society as a whole but
in the individual as well. The practical use of a person, one might say, is important for their
emotional and human value to stay intact. Our everyday routines, our domestic settings, our
work, is more central to our functionality and well-being than we might be able to perceive
before the crisis occurs. This is one of the lessons we can draw from Carver’s continued exam-

ination of the unemployment motif. Our social standing and family institution rests upon a
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pillar of materialism which is controlled by capital and the ever-changing current of the econ-
omy.

While Earl in “They’re Not Your Husband” is unemployed too, he however does need to
fill the void with something to do, something to fix, as opposed to idleness: ‘““Look at yourself
in the mirror,” he said. “What?” she said. “What are you talking about?” [...] “I hate to say
anything,” Earl said, “but I think you better give a diet some thought. I mean it. I’m serious. |
think you could lose a few pounds. Don’t get mad”™’ (Will You Please 17). He starts nagging his
wife, Doreen, about her weight after he saw how two men in the diner react to her physical
appearance:

As Doreen walked away with the coffeepot, one of the men said to the other, “Look
at the ass on that. I don’t believe it.” The other man laughed. “I’ve seen better,” he
said. “That’s what I mean,” the first man said. [...] The white skirt yanked against
her hips and crawled up her legs. What showed was girdle, and it was pink, thighs
that were rumpled and gray and a little hairy, and veins that spread in a berserk dis-
play. The two men sitting beside Earl exchanged looks. One of them raised his eye-
brows (Ibid. 16-17).

It seems that Earl through lack of occupation commodifies his own wife, regarding her as a
product to be refined in order for him to achieve the validation his lack of employment has
taken from him. The commodification of Doreen becomes more obvious as Earl counts her tips
with great passion and care. This scene is an interesting contrast to his job-searching activities
and his weighing her, creating an interesting sandwich of three scenes within a small paragraph:
“He read the classifieds. He went to the state employment office. Every three or four days he
drove someplace for an interview, and at night he counted her tips. He smoothed out the dollar
bills on the table and stacked the nickels, dimes, and quarters in piles of one dollar each. Each
morning he put her on the scale” (Ibid. 19). Here we read these three key elements of the story

side by side: Earl’s unemployment, Doreen’s tips, and her forced dieting.
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The situation becomes more and more analogous to a pimp and prostitute relationship.
Especially homing in on the fact that it’s the tips he counts at night, meaning that she might get
more tips if she were more physically attractive to the diner’s patrons of which the two men in
the first part of the story are archetypes of. The way Earl counts out and smooths out the bills
also hints at worship of money, a testament to the control money holds over our lives both day
to day and in the grand whole. Earl is a salesman. And now, due to him being jobless, he has
to sell his wife.

There is also a reversal of the traditional masculine role of provider or breadwinner.
Doreen brings home the income while Earl takes care of the children and the home: “Earl
helped around the house, watched television, and let her sleep. He did all the shopping, and
once in a while he went on an interview” (Ibid. 20). So, in a multitude of ways Earl’s role in
his family and household as well as in his marriage is gravely changed by his state as jobless.
The labor is where the man creates the stability for his family and himself.

“My marriage had just fallen apart. I couldn’t find a job. I had another girl. But she wasn’t
in town” are the opening lines in “Night School”. Immediately, we get the sense that marriage
and employment go together. One of these important parts of the family institution can desta-
bilize the other and vice versa. And the second part of this opining is almost comically pitiful—
having a new girl who is not in town—as well as indicative of the frivolous nature the narrator
might be inhabiting after his life has fallen apart. The concepts of money and work quickly
takes centerstage in this story as well:

My mother worked the swing shift at Paul’s, a hofbrau restaurant. My father didn’t
have a job. He used to work in the woods, and then he got hurt. He’d had a settlement,
but most of that was gone now. I asked him for a loan of two hundred dollars when
my wife left me, but he refused. He had tears in his eyes when he said no and said
he hoped I wouldn’t hold it against him. I’d said it was alright, I wouldn’t hold it

against him (Ibid. 73-74).
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The narrator’s mother still holds a job while his father got a settlement due to injury. His parents
exhibit two different sides of the successful worker. One is still working and happily so, it
seems, while the other got injured and got a settlement like a martyrdom of the job market.
They both have succeeded where the narrator has failed. They have both proved themselves,
while the narrator is infantilized and reduced to sleeping in a cot in the hallway, quite literally
being in the way: “I got up and looked into the hallway, where I slept on a cot” (Ibid. 74).

The hardship of making a living is also manifested in the father’s tears, his inability to
lend his son money in his hour of need. We are also told that the father’s settlement is running
out, which also means that even though you work and get injured, you might not be safe. The
working life is unstable, no matter how comfortable you might feel in the moment.

In “Where Is Everyone?” unemployment is manifested in both the narrator and the man
his wife has an affair with: “I was out of work, drinking, and crazy. My kids were crazy, and
my wife was crazy and having a ‘thing’ with an unemployed aerospace engineer she’d met at
AA” (Fires 173). Although a lot is afoot in just these few sentences, in this section I home in
on the element of unemployment. This setting is another testament to how ubiquitous and ‘nor-
mal’ being unemployed is in Carver’s world. Not only is it normal but it seems to part of a
certain package of dysfunction. The chain of events expressed in the sentence “I was out of
work, drinking, and crazy. My kids were crazy, and my wife was crazy” seems to indicate how
unemployment goes together with or perhaps sparks these other issues.

The aerospace engineer with which the narrator’s wife has an affair is quite different from
Carver’s other characters struggling with unemployment. Not only is the occupation specifi-
cally mentioned in this case but an aerospace engineer is a highly educated and paid job, unlike
a lot of blue-collar work which most often is indicated in Carver’s writing (e.g. The brother in
“Elephant” or the narrator in “Vitamins”). The difference visible in the narrators such as those

in “Preservation”, “Collectors”, or “Night school” who omit their occupation, or rather lack
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thereof, speaks to a neutral laborer — someone who is not trained or educated in anything and
therefore can work any kind of job, whereas the unemployed aerospace engineer has a an oc-
cupation tied to his identity although being out of work like the others.

But although he differs in level of education, we must presume, to the narrators in “Col-
lector”, “Preservation” and even Earl, the salesman, in “They’re Not Your Husband” he has the
boredom brought on by the idleness of unemployment forcing him do rather odd things with
his time:

He spent his time repairing things, now that he could no longer hold a job in the

aerospace industry. But I’d seen his house from the outside; and the place looked

like a dumping ground, with all kinds and makes of old appliances and equipment

that would never wash or cook or play again—all of it just standing in his open gar-

age and on his drive and in the front yard. He also kept some broken-down cars

around that he liked to tinker on (Ibid. 174).
Much like Earl commodifying and ‘selling’ his wife, the unemployed engineer, Ross, has to
use his skills tinkering with old electronics in order to feel useful. The work and the man is
inseparable. With these characters’ behavior, Carver indicates that a man needs work in order
to function, that a man’s natural output is work and without it he regresses. This is a logic
embedded in the work ethic tied to the American Dream.

This breakdown of character is exemplified in Sandy’s husband in “Preservation” who
seems to become depressed after losing his job: “But for her husband, a young and otherwise
healthy man, to take to the sofa in this way and not want to get up except to go to the bathroom
or to turn the TV on in the morning or off at night, this was different” (Cathedral 34). The fear
and frustration is not merely expressed through the husband’s actions (or inactions, rather) but
is also outright stated by him: “That day, three months ago, he’d come home looking pale and
scared and with all of his work things in a box [...] ’I got canned today. Hey, what do you

think’s going to happen to us now?’” (Ibid. 31). The husband seems to know what a dire
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situation this might prove to be, and the open question “what do you think’s going to happen
to us now” is a statement of scared desperation disguised in conversational, informal language.

This inactivity also affects the husband’s masculinity and sexuality, at least in the eyes of
the wife: “That goddamn sofa! As far as she was concerned, she didn’t even want to sit on it
again. She couldn’t imagine them ever having lain down there in the past to make love” (Ibid.
32). In this sense, work is also connected to masculinity, which is clearly visible in the trope of
the ‘breadwinner’ especially.

The negative attitude towards finding a new job is not only present in the husband but
also in Sandy. A certain dejection has migrated to her as well. This emerges when the couple is
looking through the classifieds originally for a used fridge to purchase: “They began to go
through the classifieds. He ran his finger down one column and then another. He passed quickly
over the JOBS AVAILABLE section. She saw checks beside a couple of things, but she didn’t
look to see what he’d marked. It didn’t matter” (Ibid. 38). The fact that “it didn’t matter” either
speaks to Sandy’s perception of her husband and his competence or attitude towards getting a
new job, or it may also point to a certain cynicism in regards to the job market in general.

This wider perspective on the job market is probably informed by the husband’s retelling
of his visit to the state office but can also be an indication of a general plight one hears about
weekly if not daily: “The day after his termination there were unemployment benefits to see
about. He went downtown to the state office to fill out papers and look for another job. But
there were no jobs in his line of work, or in any other line of work™ (Ibid. 31). The fact that
there is no jobs in his profession, a roofer, or in general is simply stated. This is a moment
where Carver could point to a wider criticism of the job market or the economy in a more
ideological sense and breaking the “catatonia” and “complacency” critics accuse him of. But
there is a certain strength in this surface-level, matter-of-factly way of expressing such a press-

ing and all-encompassing issue as wide unemployment. This speaks to the individual’s
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experience of being part of society, a society in which one can argue they are largely insignifi-
cant and powerless. The goal is to show these people who struggle, which is why “Carver’s
stories expose the other side of the nation: the marginal America of junk collectors, of the new
poor excluded from the story of the winners” (Nocera 4).

The problem of unemployment does not require further speculation and indignation be-
cause it is such a big and overwhelming issue for the individual who simply wants to survive.
Carver is not superficial and empty of deeper thought on these matters but rather pessimistic
and harsh concerning the actual experience of these individuals falling on hard times. This is
expressed in his characters as well as the narratorial and authorial depths that remain undefined,
left for the reader to grapple with — what Carver shows us is the real experience of real people
and not conflicts in an ideological battle, a political project. There is a slightly wider lens cast
at this issue of unemployment, also told through the husband’s visible stress and thus his indi-
vidual experience: “His face began to sweat as he tried to describe to Sandy the milling crowd
of men and women down there” (Ibid. 31). The “milling crowd” speaks to a chaotic and situa-
tion involving many people, indicating that unemployment is a wide-spanning issue.

They both seem disenchanted with the prospects of the job market and the potential of
other employment for the husband: “They talked about what he might be able to do instead of
putting roofs on new houses. But they couldn’t think of anything” (Ibid. 31). Although not
expanded upon, there may either be pride of profession bound up in this unwillingness to take
other work, or perhaps insecurity in relation to having to seek a new job. Neither Sandy nor the
narrator makes any judgements on this. So, Carver does occasionally point towards the larger
issues in society although his focus are with the individual and the family — the personal expe-
rience of societal issues in which the political indignation lies hidden beneath different indi-
viduals’ personal and domestic problems. The greater issues enters the home and becomes em-

bedded in the personal issue.
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More instances can also be found of Carver showing purely the material consequences
of unemployment and not merely the social or psychological ones, such as in “Night School”
where injury leaves the narrator’s father unable to work: “My father didn’t have a job. He used
to work in the woods, and then he got hurt. He’d had a settlement, but most of that was gone
now” (Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? 73); and in “Elephant” in which the narrator’s brother
gets fired in a mass lay-off: “He’d lost his job last July, when the company he worked for, a
fiberglass-insulation plant, decided to lay off two hundred employees. He’d been living on his
unemployment since then but now the unemployment was gone, and his savings were gone,
too. And he didn’t have health insurance any longer. When his job went, the insurance went”
(Elephant 73). Carver outright mentions the lack of safety net that American society lacks, all
experienced second hand through a relative of the narrator. Thus, the story establishes this as
something that happens to all around, if not to you then someone you know.

Again, Carver does indeed use these characters to point outwards in society albeit in a
more matter-of-factly fashion a la the objective correlative, it is the showing instead of telling.
Carver does not harp on the unfairness of these situations because these people do not think
like that. This is an element of the highly individualistic spirit connected to the American iden-
tify and Dream at the broader level, while at the individual level these people do not think of
their plight in terms of broader societal ills, as they are preoccupied with the very tangible
problems right in front of them. They do not have the time nor the consciousness to connect
the individual to the collective, the personal to the national. This is the truth that Carver’s “cat-
atonic” and “complacent” approach conveys. Just like the characters must live with these prob-

lems without a clear cause, so must the reader’s questions go unanswered.

Carver’s examination of unemployment is not confined to his stories. Although his poetry takes

a lot of different directions, unemployment still is one of them. In “Looking For Work”
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unemployment is only present in the paratext — in the title. The poem itself more concerned
with dreaming and rather ambiguous symbolic meaning: “Wake up, / my wife says, / you’re
dreaming. / But when I try to rise, / the house tilts. / Who’s dreaming? / It’s noon, she says. /
My new shoes wait by the door, / gleaming.” (4 New Path To The Waterfall 19). The discon-
nection between the title and the content of the text opens up for a wide range of interpretation.
The new shoes symbolize the potential of opportunity, of new experiences. It can also be a
rather trivial indication that the narrator has a new pair of shoes to go look for work in, such as
going to job interviews, symbolizing the hunt for employment.

In the starting lines of the poem, a want is expressed: “I have always wanted brook
trout / for breakfast.” (Ibid.). In this single sentence the general human condition of need, of
satisfying hunger, is manifested in a very individualistic wish for a specific fish for breakfast.
The following line: “Suddenly, I find a new path / to the waterfall. / I begin to hurry.” (Ibid.).
This is an expression of optimism. There is a new path to the solution, a new path to the
brook trout, a new path to the satisfaction of a need. Aside from the title, an indication of the
narrator being unemployment can be intuited from the fact that the wife says it is noon.

So, there is an optimism at stake here, a potentiality, an expectancy. But if we dwell on
the fact that this vision takes place in a dream-world, the text creates a sense of aloofness and
perhaps naive optimism. The new path to the waterfall was merely found in a dream, while in
the real world “the house tilts” when he tries to rise — finding the solution in the real world is
difficult and challenging. The tranquil dream sequence in this poem becomes an escapism
from the real-world difficulties of finding employment.

The narrative of “The Bridle” connects to several of the American Dream tenets but at
the base of this family’s hardship, at the start of their hardships, is unemployment. The logical
chain of events is kicked off by the family losing their farm and having to travel in order to

find something new to do, somewhere else to live. The family’s arrival at the housing units is
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marked by the brutal observation made by the narrator: “These people look whipped” (Ibid.
174). Although the narrator seems very sympathetic towards the family, there is also a grudge
or judgement that she has to fight against. She comes out to protect the family against an ini-
tial assumption of people in their situation: “I was glad. We had a lot of empty units for this
time of year. And these people seemed like dependable people. Down on their luck, that’s all.
No disgrace attached to that” (Cathedral 177-8). This defense of the family as dependable in-
dicates that people having to leave their home behind in order to work may have something
wrong in their moral system, that they may be undependable and without the honor to main-
tain and sustain themselves. The narrator is fighting against her own bias towards people who
are struggling.

What is also telling about this initial mindset of the narrator seeing the struggle as noth-
ing but a product of the people themselves is the mention of luck, which is a colloquial saying
that Carver uses a multitude of places, so this sentiment will emerge again. Relegating the
causation and responsibility of this event of economic struggle to some intangible, fleeting
idea of “luck” is an obvious denial of the political reality in which we live. The societal and
perhaps systemic issues are thus turned into a matter of faith and chance. What Carver shows
here is the apolitical and apathetic view that ‘regular’ people—the people of the blue-collar
class and working class—hold. An acceptance of the hardships in society and an onus put on
the individual and not on society or the political elite. This—again, completely normal and
colloquial phrase, which is why it can be assumed to be trivial—is used by the narrator again
towards the end of the story: “But I don’t think they’re going back to Minnesota. I think
they’re going someplace else to try their luck” (Ibid. 193). They have to keep moving to “try
their luck”, meaning the trying times of potentially rampant unemployment in the country or
their sector of employment will keep them on the move until their luck finally hits. These

people are viewed as being thrown around by unknown forces and this is accepted. When will
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the luck beat the material circumstance, the actual political and economic reality in which
they live?

In regards to the narrator’s view of the family, an interesting observation is made by her
of the wife and mother, Betty: “She’s wearing the black-and-white uniform from her job, I
can see how we’re both wearing uniforms” (Ibid. 184). An otherwise trivial fact considering
she made it back in between shifts becomes an interesting mirror. The narrator realizes how
they are alike, how they both are simply working people trying to survive — how she and her
husband could have been in the Holits family’s place had their “luck” turned out different.

Unlike the narrator her husband, Harley, is more apathetic and silent on the struggle of
the Holits family: “A week later Harley asks if the Swede — he means Holits — has found
work yet. [...] I say I don’t know. And I don’t. I wait to see what else he has to say. But he
doesn’t say anything else. He shakes his head. He seems to think about something. Then he
pushes a button and the TV comes to life” (Ibid. 182-3). Here Carver exhibits the lack of per-
spective and ideological indignation which these people need to realize their situation, per-
haps to become class conscious. Instead, Harley cannot muster a single word of either moti-
vation nor condemnation, of individual blame nor societal blame — he turns on the TV and
lets the conversation die. This is a prime example of the catatonic acquiescence which critics
point out in Carver’s characters and in his own fingerprint on the page. To me however, this
sequence is very much showing this exact issue and not leaving it untouched by the author —
it is left untouched by the characters because that is their exact deficiency, the shortcomings
that Carver’s fiction shows. This is its strength.

Another interesting parallel can also be observed in their uniforms: “Then I sit next to
the dryer and file my nails. I’'m wearing the rose-colored uniform that I put on when I do hair.
I go on filing my nails and looking up at the window from time to time” (Ibid.). The narrator

rose-colored uniform is a stark contrast to Betty’s black-and-white uniform. The narrator is
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self-employed and this enjoys these freedoms. She is relaxed at she waits for Betty to arrive,
“looking up at the window from time to time,” and even takes no money for the first mani-
cure she gives Betty (Ibid. 185). The narrator enjoys a security and freedom which Betty does
not. Betty even has to worry about being fired and believes her employers would fire her at a
moment’s notice: “‘If you want the truth, I’'m not so good at waiting tables. I think those
wops [sic] would fire me at the drop of a hat, if [ gave them a reason. Or for no reason. What
if I got fired? Then what?’” (Ibid.). This asymmetry between these two women is also obvi-
ous when the narrator can calmly and without consequence reinsure Betty that she won’t get
fired: “I say, ‘Don’t worry, honey. They’re not going to fire you’” (Ibid.). Again, like the idea
of the proverbial ‘luck’ is a completely normal and colloquial response but takes on a deeper

meaning in this context.
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Work Ethic and Pride

“Determined to be invincible”

The sweat of your brow is paramount to your stability and your identity. There is a norm if not
a dogma of the male breadwinner in Carver’s world. This dogma is challenged by the newcom-
ers in “What Do You Do in San Francisco?” in which a young couple with three children move
to the town of Arcata: ““It’s not the end of the world, Arcata, by any means, but most of the
people who live here work either in the lumber mills or have something to do with the fishing
industry, or else work in one of the downtown stores. People here aren’t used to seeing men
wear beards — or men who don’t work, for that matter’ (Ibid. 83). In this worldview, work is
potentially the strongest social marker and greatly determines your value in society, your value
as a man. This explains why so many of Carver’s characters are in crisis when they are jobless:
“A man who isn’t working has got too much time on his hands, too much time to dwell on
himself and his problems” (Ibid. 82).

The new couple also gets stigmatized by the narrator due to their seemingly obscure
lifestyle: “The woman was attractive, with her long dark hair and her fair complexion, there’s
no getting around that. But put me down for saying she wasn’t a good wife and mother. She
was a painter. The young man, I don’t know what he did — probably something along the same
line. Neither of them worked. But they paid their rent somehow — at least for the summer”
(Ibid. 82). The narrator’s perception of these people seems to get validated by the following
events: “Then one day they disappeared. In two different directions. I found out later she’s
taken off the week before with somebody — a man — and that after a few days he’d taken the
kids to his mother’s over to Redding” (Ibid. 87). The narrator views the cause of their troubles,

and particularly the young man’s troubles, as due to his lack of work:
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He took it from me without a word and went absolutely pale. He tottered a minute

and then started back for the house, holding the letter to the light. I called out, “She’s

no good, boy. I could tell that the minute I saw her. Why don’t you forget her? Why

don’t you go to work and forget her? What have you got against work? It was work,

day and night, work that gave me oblivion when I was in your shoes and there was

a war on where [ was...” (Ibid. 88).
The antidote to the crisis the young man has fallen into is—according to the narrator—work.
Work does not merely serve as an antidote here it seems but also as a drug. The narrator speaks
of oblivion — oblivion to one’s feelings and the facts of the matter. Work is the cross upon which
to throw oneself when in crisis. Work is the essential matter for survival, not only material
survival but spiritual as well. This key to understanding the narrator is cemented in the final
lines of the story: “Sometimes mail of some kind or other shows up for him or his wife or for
the both of them. If it’s first-class, we hold it a day, then send it back to where it came from.
There isn’t much. And I don’t mind. It’s all work, one way or the other, and I’'m always glad to
have it” (Ibid. 89). Through the character this perception of work is represented as positive and
uncontestable.

This is a moment in which the aforementioned critics’ point about lack of authorial
direction may be raised. No “judgement” is being made over this work-oriented mindset but it
is merely being represented, shown to the reader. However, in the context of the narrative, the
insistence of the postman is an obvious contrast to the young couple, making the point of this
cultish work mindset potent enough to not need authorial direction or judgement — something
that makes the point obvious and easily ideologically identifiable.

In “Vitamins” the idea of employment is needed for the wife’s self-respect. Again, not
only is the status of being employed crucial for identity and respect but the representation of
work is, again, pessimistic: “I had a job and Patti didn’t. I worked a few hours a night for the

hospital. It was a nothing job. I did some work, signed the card for eight hours, went drinking
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with the nurses. After a while, Patti wanted a job. She said she needed a job for her self-respect.
So she started selling multiple vitamins door to door” (Cathedral 85). As opposed to other
narratives of Carver’s in which the character(s) seem to have a pride connected to their specific
job as well as having a job in general, the narrator in “Vitamins” makes his job sound insignif-
icant and not demanding, it is a “nothing job”.

And yet his wife, Patti, needs a job for her self-respect. And self-respect she does indeed
get. Patti excels at her job, gets people working under her, and even her own office: “She was
quick and had excelled at things in school. She had personality. Some of the girls who weren’t
doing so hot were put to work under her. Before long, she had herself a crew and a little office
out in the mall” (Ibid.). The narrator makes no comments about what he thinks of Patti’s job,
presenting it merely as something she is good at, thus drawing great contrast to his opinion of
his own job.

It seems that the narrator, too, has respect and pride bound up in idea of the diligent
worker but has migrated this to his wife, taking himself out of the equation. Patti’s emotional
investment in her job is also acknowledged by the narrator: “The girls who couldn’t cut it would
just quit. Just not show up for work. [...] Patti took these losses to heart, like the girls were
new converts who had lost their way. She blamed herself. But she got over it. There were too
many not to get over it” (Ibid.). The narrator is detached from his own job and self-perception
as a worker, which makes his lack of perspective on Patti’s go-getter mentality rather odd,
letting her motivational cliches she uses on her girls stand untouched by his scrutiny: “They’d
say things to buck themselves up. ‘When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” And, ‘Do
the right things and the right things will happen.’ Things like that” (Ibid. 86).

Something the narrator does reiterate is how the workforce of young women seems to
never deplete: “Sometimes a girl just disappeared in the field, sample case and all. She’d hitch

a ride into town, then beat it. But there were always girls to take her place. Girls were coming
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and going in those days. [...] There was no end of girls” (Ibid.). Although the narrator’s interest
in this point could be of a more sexual nature, there is still an image present here of a job
chewing up and spitting out its workers, alluding to people making or breaking it on the job
market. A process in which the narrator is not fully a participant, in the sense that he is able to
keep his job but holds no respect or devotion to it, perhaps this is what the individual has to do
if not being a highly-involved and dedicated person such as Patti.

But Patti’s relation to her job also becomes intense: “’I even dream of vitamins when I’'m
asleep. I don’t have any relief. There’s no relief! At least you can walk away from your job and
leave it behind. I’ll bet you haven’t had one dream about it. I’ll bet you don’t dream about
waxing floors or whatever you do down there” (Ibid. 90). Patti is stressed out about her mana-
gerial level job which encompasses more responsibility than the job she used to have, the job
of the young women, the “girls”, as well as the narrator’s job. Again, the apathy of the narrator
towards his job makes this rather insulting way Patti juxtaposes her job to his have no effect.
He even declares this to the reader: “I shrugged. I didn’t keep track of what went on in my head
when [ was asleep. I didn’t care” (Ibid. 91).

The stress of Patti’s job hits a highpoint when she oversleeps. The narrator relays her
frustrated state and the ambiguous phrasing makes for a curious reading: “’You’ve let me over-
sleep, goddamn you!” She was wild. She stood in the doorway with her clothes on. She could
have been fixing to go to work. But there was no sample case, no vitamins. She was having a
bad dream, is all. She began shaking her head from side to side” (Ibid. 102). In true Carver
fashion, the exact nature of the events is not at all clear. Is she stating that this must be a bad
dream? Is she saying she could have gotten ready if it weren’t for her husband not “letting her”
oversleep? Her work has made her nearly delirious it seems. Again, the narrator’s apathy is
clearly stated: “”Where’s the aspirin?” I said. I knocked down some more things. I didn’t care.

Things kept falling” (Ibid.). This apathy obviously extends to the other things that are falling
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(apart), such as their marriage and Patti’s attitude towards her work as well as her general well-
being it seems.

Two different representations of work are shown in “Vitamins”. One of apathy and dis-
interest, perhaps even shame; another of initial positivity, dedication, and accomplishment
which eventually becomes skewed, turning into a nuisance. Aside from the narrator’s attitude
towards work, the narrative itself is also ultimately pessimistic, although originally set out to
illuminate the stark contrast of these two individuals’ work life.

The symbolic value of vitamins being the specific commodity Patti sells is also deeply
ironic. Vitamins, like work, are supposed to be good for you yet drives Patti into a disheveled
state. The result of overuse or merely side effects from vitamins is also outright stated by Patti:
“’T think taking all these vitamins is doing something to my skin. Does my skin look okay to
you? Can a person get overdosed on vitamins? I’m getting on where I can’t even take a crap

299

like a normal person’” (Ibid. 92). The vitamins clearly manifest the same paradoxical nature as
Patti’s work experience turning sour and problematic. The same polysemic nature of the vita-
mins is also utilized to antagonize the narrator about his apathy: “Patti said, ‘You don’t care if
I take vitamins. That’s the point. You don’t care about anything” (Ibid.). What Patti is essen-
tially saying here is that the narrator does not care about her work and her success, that he does
not care whether she is successful or not, working or not, perhaps even happy or not.

Other stories also have minor elements of this same representation of pride connected to
work or occupation, albeit not central to the plot necessarily but manifested in characters. In
“The Bridle” Holits and his wife, Betty, are asked by the narrator of what he does for work:
“‘We had us a farm in Minnesota. Raised wheat. A few cattle. And Holits knows horses. He
knows everything there is about horses.’ “That’s all right, Betty’” (Cathedral 176). In this brief

snapshot of the interaction, the pride is expressed strongly by Betty as if Holits’ work or com-

petence has been antagonized. In the same sequence, the modesty expressed by Holits trying
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to temper Betty’s proclamation of his skills also speaks to a silently prideful work ethic. How-
ever, Holits’ response could also indicate an insecurity, a doubt about his competence and level
of skill — without even engaging with the larger narrative at stake in the story.

The usage of the last name to address the man may be a colloquial custom but can also
hint at a family tradition of farming and horses. “Holits knows about horses” gives a sense of
pride to the family name as if his father before him was also known for the same craft. Exam-
ining this pride further we can speculate that the farm they had in Minnesota was a generational
farm, perhaps going several generations back. Thus, tying the family name and legacy to their
labor and their craft. Betty may also be stating that although they are without a farm and there
is, in the narrator’s own words: “’Not much to farm around here’” (Ibid.), the skills that Holits
hold has not gone away with the farm, that their pride and honor is not bound to the specific
farmland, crops or cattle, but something that he takes with him.

Along the same vein Earl in “They’re Not Your Husband” has great pride in his being a
salesman. Although in this story the man in question (Earl) has as much, if not more, confidence
and pride in his occupation than his wife, a stark contrast to the dynamic between Holits and
Betty. Earl is, or used to be, a salesman with great pride in his work. This shows in his state-
ment: “I’m a closer,”” (Will You Please Be Quiet, Please 18), after he has ‘sold’ the idea of
dieting to Doreen. Earl’s identity as a salesman is further reiterated with Doreen’s statements:
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“’He’s a salesman. He’s my husband,’” (Ibid. 22). Earl’s status as a salesman is something that
does not leave him even when he is out of work. He has to sell something and ends up selling
his wife, or at least playing at doing so with his asking the diner’s other patrons “”Well, what
do you think?’” and “’Does it look good or not? Tell me’” (Ibid. 21). Maybe he simply needs
other men to find his wife attractive in order to salvage his self-respect, but he is definitely

employing his sales mindset to the ordeal — bettering the product and asking the potential cus-

tomer what they think of the new, improved product.
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In a more absurd fashion, the hook-handed photographer in “Viewfinder” is also a sym-
bol of determination and work ethic. The opening sentence of the story is paradoxical and
comical in its bluntness: “A man without hands came to the door to sell me a photograph of my
house. Except for the chrome hooks, he was an ordinary-looking man of fifty or so” (What We
Talk About When We Talk About Love 10). In addition to the absurd and comical aspect of this
strange character, there is also a desperation, a sadness, in the idea of a man with hooks for
hands having to take pictures to make a living. The narrator confesses his morbid curiosity in
seeing how the man goes about doing anything with his hooks: “I wanted to see how he would
hold a cup. I knew how he held the camera. It was an old Polaroid, big and black. He had it
fastened to leather straps that looped over his shoulders and went around his back, and it was
this that secured the camera to his chest” (Ibid.).

The hook-handed photographer has allegorical potential to represent the hardship of la-
bor. Although not suffering from any physical retardation, a worker might be greatly challenged
by any other aspect of their physicality or mental faculties. But somewhat paradoxically, the
hook-handed photographer also represents determination and to struggle through an impracti-
cal and unfair existence. This absurd character holds this Janus-faced perspective which is a
repeated phenomenon in Carver’s writing — an acknowledgement of desperation and struggle
but also the honor associated with powering through it.

In “Elephant” the daughter who needs money from her father, the narrator, denounces
her prior mentality towards work: “My daughter said she knew she had to change her life. She
wanted to stand on her own two feet like everyone else. She wanted to quit looking at herself
as a victim. “I’m not a victim,” she said to me over the phone one night” (Elephant 78). The
daughter embodies the person who wants to change, to take responsibility for own life and
circumstance. The narrator also makes it clear why this is: “She was living with a swine who

wouldn’t even look for work, a guy who couldn’t hold a job if they handed him one. The time
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or two he did find something, he overslept, or his car broke down on the way in to work, or
else he’d just be let go, no explanation, and that was that” (Ibid. 77). The young couple sym-
bolizes the two sides of the work mentality, at least in this simplistic binary sense. The husband
is obviously made into an object of strong condemnation by the narrator.

The narrator expresses how grateful he is for his job as opposed to the alternative exhib-
ited in his family members, perhaps especially his son-in-law: “I had a job, didn’t [? Compared
to her and everyone else in my family, I had it made. Compared to the rest, I lived on Easy
Street” (Ibid. 78). However, this declaration comes after a description which bears more bleak-
ness and struggle: “I kept my nose to the grindstone. I got up early every morning and went to
work and worked hard all day. When I came home I plopped into the big chair and just sat
there. [ was so tired it took me a while to get around to unlacing my shoes. Then I just went on
sitting there. I was too tired to even get up and turn on the TV” (Ibid. 77). So it seems that it is
hard to work as the narrator does, it does demand sacrifice and wears you down, and yet there
is this gratefulness, this pride in his work and his determination. The narrator functions in the
system but at what cost?

This narrative shows how demanding a regular working life can be. Not merely main-
taining your own job and income but especially when others, who rely on you, are struggling
and perhaps are not able to hack it, so to speak. While initially showing a person who seems to
have a ‘loser’ mentality, e.g. the son-in-law, what is also revealed is the stress and generally
work-occupied existence the narrator leads. Carver shows both sides of the coin when it comes
to work ethic but perhaps both sides are undesirable, only in very different ways.

In a way, the private and the professional sphere become muddled, brought together in
unhealthy and unsustainable ways. This is exhibited in this recurring motif of helping out fam-

ily members with their money trouble, a motif which will also be engaged in later sections of
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this analysis. But in a more subtle sense, there are also instances in which Carver shows how
our private lives can be deeply affected in less obvious ways by our professional lives.

In this sense, Carver plays with the eroding boundaries between work and private life.
The constant pendulum of life at home and work is normally separated by physical location
and the constraints of norms and professionalism. However, in “They’re Not Your Husband”
Earl brings together the domestic and the professional when visiting the diner at which his wife
works. The line between private life and professional life is further muddled when Earl asks a
random fellow diner patron about his wife’s looks: “Well, what do you think?”” Earl said. “I’m
asking. Does it look good or not? Tell me*” (Will You Please 21).

Another story taking place in a diner, although through recollection, is “Fat” in which the
narrator’s private life gets affected by the sight of a fat patron of the diner: “It is late of a slow
Wednesday when Herb seats the fat man at my station. This fat man is the fattest person I have
ever seen, thought he is neat-appearing and well dressed [sic] enough” (Will You Please 1).
Later on, the second-hand embarrassment and self-hatred is haunting the narrator, making her
feel fat herself: “When he gets on me, I suddenly feel I am fat. I feel I am terrifically fat, so fat
the Rudy is a tiny thing and hardly there at all” (Ibid. 4-5). Ignoring for now the symbolism
and introspective elements in this sudden rediscovery of her physical self, a play with space is
more pertinent here. Almost like a reversal of the migratory movement in “Fat”, this is a work-
place incident brought into the home sphere and, more specifically, the bedroom. Beside this
less obvious break of boundaries between the different areas of life, a rather obvious and tan-
gible element factors into this synergy, which is that Rudy is both the cook at the diner as well
as the narrator’s husband.

Carver’s representation of the devotion or pride found in one’s work also finds an outlet
in his poetry. In “Powder-Monkey” the dead friend of the narrator is remembered through his

work and occupation: “When my friend John Dugan, the carpenter, / left this world for the next,

38



Lucas Laursen Shiftless and Bridled 01/06 2026

he seemed / in a terrible hurry.” (Ultramarine 52). The second of the three paragraphs changes
partially into present tense following the statement of the friend’s death: “He is working / under
the sun with his shirt off, a blue / bandanna around his forehead to keep sweat form his eyes. /
Driving nails. Drilling and planning lumber. / Joining wood together with other wood.” (Ibid.).
This section either injects the reader into a vivid memory or a dream-adjacent vision of the
friend in heaven still practicing his craft. This scenario not only melts the individual together
with his craft but displays the holy and beautiful quality of working through the meticulous
description of carpentry, of creating, of making something from nothing, of “joining wood to-
gether with other wood” to create a house. The product of his labor is here seen as the central
part of his memory along with his small personal quirks. In many ways, humans can be reduced
to their productivity, their function in the production of products or services — things most hu-
mans spend the majority of their life doing. Work and work ethic becomes sanctified in this
context.

In “Woolworth’s” the narrator recalls “How on my first job I worked / under a man named
Sol. / Fifty-some years old, but / a stockboy like I was.” (Where Water Comes Together With
Other Water 3). One could argue that Sol should have seniority and a higher status in life than
a stockboy job like the narrator had at age sixteen. Especially since we can assume he has a
family to take care of too. Carver presents the reader with two stages of life having the same
occupation, showing how unskilled work, or perhaps so-called ‘nothing jobs’ or ‘dead-end
jobs’, has no upward mobility — that you can be a stockboy for the rest of your life. This can
also be seen as a warning for the teenage boy of what will happen if you get stock in such a job
with no possibility of advancement.

The following judgement the narrator makes of Sol is somewhat nihilistic and shows a
worker’s acceptance of his conditions: “Had worked his way / up to nothing. But grateful / for

his job, same as me.” (Ibid.). The subordinating “but” adds even more weight to the statement
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as a whole. In spite of working himself up to nothing, he is grateful. There is a critique of
working-class conditions such as these in this poem, but as the aforementioned critics point out
about Carver’s oeuvre, there is not enough resistance, enough indignation here to thoroughly
impress upon the reader the narrator’s position on this issue. There is a neutrality, an objectivity,
perhaps even a romanticization of these hard working conditions and hard facts of the working-
class life.

A similar representation can be found in “Where They’d Lived” in which the hope and
determination is juxtaposed with the harsh reality: “Work and poverty and short change. / In
those days they’d lived by their wills, / determined to be invincible. / Nothing could stop them.
Not / for the longest while.” (Ultramarine 17). This ideological adherence to working hard and
pushing through hardship is deflated by the final sentence of the paragraph. There is also an
idealistic, perhaps ignorant, optimism in ‘living by one’s will’, as if nothing but the sheer will
is what keeps the material life afloat.

In both of these poems the representation of working-class conditions is embedded in
nostalgia and romanticized memories but paired with harsh realizations. In “Where They’d
Lived” the sentence “Not for the longest while” is followed by “In the motel room / that night,
in the early morning hours”, thus indicating a chain of events in which the hard-working spirit
cannot hold the domestic life afloat. The poem that originally began with the narrator looking
at his old house, presumably where he once had a family: “Looked through windows / that no
longer belonged to him.” ends with him alone in motel room, all to depict the stable family
life’s material conditions as problematic, perhaps unattainable (Ibid.).

But yet again a romanticized element can be identified in this poem’s ending: “I loved
you, he thought. / Loved you well. / Before loving you no longer.” (Ibid.). A symmetry can be
drawn between this fleeting love and the fleeting nature of the eroded domestic life in the last

sentence of the first paragraph. Looking at these two sections it seems that the narrator muses
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over the same ephemerality of love and material life, making both of these seem as natural
parts of the human condition. Again, this is a point that critics could harp on as apologia for the
mistreatment of the working-class — a complacency or acceptance of the working-class condi-
tion.

But one can view this apathy and death of affect in terms of ideological indignation as a
strength in Carver’s writing. Not only does the writing refrain from controlling the reader’s
interpretation and ideological understanding of the world, but there is also a deeper, albeit pes-
simistic, societal critique embedded in this seemingly fence-sitting position of declaring the
harsh reality while simultaneously romanticizing it. Through this acquiescence of these condi-
tions the powerlessness of the individual is declared. What is the individual left to do when
facing the conditions set by the political elite backed up by the ideological adherence to hard
work and ‘pulling oneself up by the bootstraps’? Perhaps certain critics have been too demand-
ing in their wish for a straightforward criticism embedded in Carver’s writing.

Frederic Jameson purposes a different approach to such criticism. An alternative which
does not dismiss the critical lens of the so-called hermeneutics of suspicion but “also seek,
through and beyond this demonstration of the instrumental function of a given cultural object,
to project its simultaneously Utopian power as the symbolic affirmation of a specific historical
and class form of collective unity” (287). The aforementioned critics such as Frank Lentricchia
and Alan Wilde may have been too preoccupied with Marxist analysis’ “demystifying vocation
to unmask and to demonstrate the ways in which a cultural artifact fulfills a specific ideological
mission, in legitimating a given power structure, in perpetuating and reproducing the latter, and
in generating specific forms of false consciousness” (Ibid. 286-7). What Carver is especially
succeeding at, in my opinion, is what Jameson calls “symbolic affirmation of a specific histor-
ical and class form of collective unity” and this is what Jameson states that criticism should be

able to elicit from a given cultural artifact, without eschewing the “essentially negative
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hermeneutic function” of which we may consider Lentricchia and Wilde to be exemplary (Ibid.
287). In a more ideological sense, Carver is showing, not telling — showing the realities of
working-class life in America, “giving voice to a submerged population” (Lainsbury 1); not
telling the reader what to make of these situations, lives, and faiths, at least not in any outright
ideological or political sense, only an emotional one.

In stark contrast to these narratives about this ideological adherence to work, Carver
himself does not hold this belief which he has shown in these characters. This is done in his
poem aptly titled “Shiftless”, meaning to be without work, to be unemployed: “The years go
by and everything and everyone / gets replaced. But this much is still true— / I never liked
work. My goal was always / to be shiftless. I saw the merit in that.” (Ultramarine 59). This
narration and unembellished language of this prose poem comes off as unassuming and con-
fessional. The narrator is not some poetic entity but an autobiographical product of Carver, yet
he still tackles the topics of unemployment, work ethic, and poverty. It almost comes across as
illogical at first that one can see the merit in being shiftless. Our natural response to this, even
outside of the American Dream’s adherence to work ethic is one of confusion, but Carver ad-
mits to this, he confesses to an inherent idleness—even laziness—in him. In this statement of
merit and his following questions: “What’s wrong with that?” and Where’s the harm there?”
explicates that he knows that there is a common perception of something being wrong with
this, he knows the reader most likely—along with the American creed—is opposed to this idea
of prideful laziness (Ibid. 59). “Shiftless” challenges this taboo of not necessarily loving the
hustle and bustle of the constant work and struggling which most people experience as their
core activity in life.

But Carver does leave a clue to something deeper in his denunciation of work. It is not
necessarily the act of work, the mere activity of doing or making something, that he despises.

If we linger on the word which is the title and present in the text as well, ‘shiftless’, it does
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explicitly denote being without shifts, not without production, activity, or action. It is more so
the institutionalized (in the sense of organized work in which a boss or a corporation pays you
and demands your labor) that seem to be the cause of grief. The narrator in the poem expresses
an interest and joy in “Making things out of wood with a knife.” (Ibid. 59). This unpaid and
thus unforced action expresses the simply joy of craft that humans can feel. This simple activity
is still a labor in practicality but lacking all the organization surrounding regular jobs, meaning
it is not the activity but the surrounding factors or wage, deadlines, bosses, hours, lack of hol-
idays, etc. which make work something the narrator, and Carver, wishes to be rid of — thus
being shiftless.

The short poem also addresses the societal expectation and pressure of work, of ‘mak-
ing something of oneself” which is programmed into us from childhood: “Once in a while hail-
ing a far, blond kid like me / and saying, ‘Don’t [ know you?’ / Not, ‘What are you going to be
when you grow up?’” (Ibid. 59). Instead of badgering the kid about what he wants to do for
work, he wished to simply spark up a conversation with him. The kid is described in the image
of himself making it introspective and wishful, meaning that he wished to not get asked such
questions all the time and getting his childhood contaminated with the woes and worries of the
adult world. The kid is also described as fat, perhaps hinting at the laziness and innocence of
being a kid as well as a symbol of satisfaction or even a caricature of a lazy malingerer.

“Shiftless” embraces and idolizes idleness and stands in stark contrast to the otherwise

strong and obligatory work ethic embedded in the American Dream.
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Poverty

“The people who were better than us”

Poverty in most cases is a result of unemployment. This is true for the real world as well as
Carver’s stories. However, some narratives make this chain of events clear, whereas others do
not reveal the root cause for the poor state of affairs but simply focuses on the singular, isolated
issue of poverty or, more simply put, money trouble. Poverty being a multifaceted issue which
can hit different people in different ways, it makes sense that not necessarily all money trouble
are connected to unemployment.

And some of these different aspects of poverty is exactly what concerns the narrative in
“Elephant” in which we follow the perspective of a man who seems to be the only aid for his
family members’ money trouble. The first of these family members is his brother whose reason
for poverty is laid out for the reader: “He’d lost his job last July” (Elephant 73) which we have
already analyzed in the section concerned with unemployment above. But the consequences of
his brother’s unemployment are also told by the narrator, thus connecting the dots of how these
people’s lives implode after their income has disappeared: “Irma Jean and I are going to be on
the street before long” (Ibid. 74). The poverty the brother experiences is like a death sentence:
“But, according to Billy, he was a goner. He was absolutely done for. He was putting his house
on the market immediately” (Ibid. 76). The poverty forces the brother to sell his house, thus
challenging the idea of home ownership since it can be taken away. Naturally, people have
mortgages to pay off a house but the tenets of the American Dream fall like dominoes when
the unemployment hits and no aid, except for the immediate family, can be found.

The brother is so desperate for money he has to sell his possessions: “And there wasn’t
anything left inside the house that he could sell. He’d sold off everything except the kitchen
table and chairs” (Ibid). Although being an idiomatic exaggeration, he even contemplates sell-
ing his blood: ““I wish I could sell my blood,’ he said. ‘But who would buy it? With my luck,
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I probably have an incurable disease’” (Ibid.). This is the ultimate nihilistic realization of the
story. How all these people are reduced to their value in money and are constantly controlled
by the lack of it. It is especially nihilistic in the sense that your worth as a human being in
counted in these objects and this currency. The remark about donating blood is much starker
comment that it may seem in everyday conversation.

This obsession with and reduction to objects brings us back to the observation of Nocera
and the economic boom of Carver’s earlier life: “Carver himself will always retain an uncon-
scious archetype of these influences that can be traced back to his adolescence” and how these
domestic objects “often reveal a disquieting vision of the American well-being and its concom-
itant daily myths (2).

The brief mention of his ‘luck’ also opens up the debate, once again, about the reason for
these troubles to begin with. Above, we briefly analyzed how this colloquial usage of ‘luck’ is
actually a great indication of what some critics take issue with but also what Carver is so good
at showing with his characters. The lack of onus and societal or political responsibility is again
omitted from this equation. The forces of poverty, the forces of unemployment are simple the
forces that be: “The thing is, he might have the best intentions of paying me back, but things
happen sometimes. Things get in the way of best intentions” (Ibid. 74); “My heart went out to
him, and I wished trouble hadn’t knocked on his door” (Ibid. 76). All of these sayings, these
general ideas of stochastic events work as politically apathetic apologia. When these people
suffering from societal issues do not recognize these issues as political, the political elite ben-
efits — there is acceptance of these circumstances. Carver is not complacent in this system, he
is simply showing its workings, the social DNA which permits this politically disenchanted
population.

Returning to the narrative in “Elephant”, it is obvious that these money trouble afflicting

different family members challenge their relationship(s): “I spent hours writing letters, trying
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to make sure everybody knew what could be expected and what was required. I even phoned
out there to my mother several times, trying to explain it to her. But she was suspicious over
the whole deal. I went through it with her on the phone step by step, but she was still suspicious”
(Ibid. 74-5). The narrator also remarks how their mother is “poor and greedy” (Ibid.74). This
fight over money creates conflict and suspicion and thus greatly tests if not erodes the family
relation as a whole. And it is exactly the family institution that these people rely on and seem-
ingly has to rely on. Who would help, if not the narrator? This desperate sentiment is expressed
by the brother’s plea in which the familial relation is outright mentioned: “Brother, I hate to
ask. But you’re my last resort” (Ibid. 74). Thus, the text emphasizes the way these people ap-
peal to the narrator. In the worst reading of this, they use and manipulate their status as family
members and connect the idea of family to that of a safety net which society could have pro-
vided — reducing family to nothing but a bank or emergency fund.

The family is turned into a corporation and their sentimental relations becomes commod-
ified. This is somewhat realized by the narrator, mentioning how they are on his payroll: “I was
sorry for my brother’s troubles. But I had troubles of my own. In addition to my mother, I had
several other people on my payroll. [...] I had a former wife I was sending money to every
month. [...] (Ibid. 77); “My mother and my daughter and my former wife. That’s three people
on the payroll right there, not counting my brother. But my son needed money, too” (Ibid. 79).

The story shows the foundational issue of poverty and how it affects so much of people’s
lives, in this case especially the social. But the emotional well-being—more precisely the psy-
chological stress—is also drawn into this cesspool of problems: “‘I don’t want to worry,” she
said. ‘But I worry anyway. I worry about my boys, and after that I worry about myself. I never
thought I’d see one of my boys in this shape. I'm just glad your dad isn’t alive to see it”” (Ibid.
75). This stress expressed by the mother is also testament to how it affects your dearest to see

you in these dire straits, even if you are not struggling as such. Even their dead father is called
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upon emphasizing the emotional turmoil connected to this trouble and perhaps even the dis-
grace. Like the mother expresses, one can worry greatly for one’s kids and even grandkids. The
narrator expresses the same responsibility and thus stress by proxy in his reasoning for sending
his daughter money too: “And I had a daughter with two kids in Bellingham, and I had to send
her something every month. Her kids had to eat, didn’t they?”” (Ibid. 77). Through this logic—
perhaps unhealthily so—they expression of love becomes monetary in nature — centered around
money.

The narrator not only experiences the stress of poverty by proxy but also the material
circumstance. So much so, that he has to dial back his own spending: “So I started cutting back.
I had to quit eating out, for instance. [...] And I had to watch myself when it came to thinking
about movies. I couldn’t buy clothes or get my teeth fixed. The car was falling apart. I needed
new shoes, but forget it” (Ibid. 80). And these affected spendings are not merely for recreational
or pleasure purposes but also include his health (that being his teeth) and his car, which may
very well be crucial for his work not to mention hazardous if left to dilapidate.

But all these aspects come to an apex it seems, when he regularly threatens to cut ties
with the family: “Once in a while I’d get fed up with it and write letters to all of them, threat-
ening to change my name and telling them I was going to quit my job” (Ibid. 80). The stress
and strain it puts on him and his relatives may very well result in the disintegration of the
family. The poverty eventually infects the entire family.

A similar examination is seen in the poem “What I can Do” with a narrator having to take
care of his family, although a bit more chaotic and compressed:

The phone is unplugged / so my loved ones can’t reach out and put the arm / on me.
I’ve told them the well has run dry. / They won’t hear of it. They keep trying / to get
through anyway. Just now I can’t bear to know / about the car that blew another

gasket. / Or the trailer I thought I’d paid for long ago, / now foreclosed on. Or the
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son in Italy / who threatens to end his life there / unless I keep paying the bills.
(Ultramarine 63)

Here, the ultimate consequence, ending once’s life, is threatened by the son, taking the eco-
nomic dependency to an unreasonably stressful length. Carver is again, in a somewhat absurd
manner, showing how money and poverty threatens the family, pinning the relatives against
each other. The most absurd and dreadful dialogue in this poem is the one with the narrator’s
mother: My mother wants / to talk to me too. Want to remind me again how it was / back then.
All the milk I drank, cradled in her arms. / That ought to be worth something now.” (Ibid.). A
mother wanting reparations of her nursing her child, the product she produced through her
biological labor, is obviously an absurd concept said in the head of the moment, but the image
is strong and a potent analogy for the transactional relationship this family has established with
narrator. The same sort of transactional relationship infiltrating the family appears in the poem
“The Mail”: “Nevertheless / he’s [the son] going under, needs money fast.”, “They’re existing
on oatmeal, /she [the daughter] and her children. For God’s sake, / she could use some help.”,
“Can’t | pay / for her [the mother] to have a home of her own?” (Ibid. 13).

The same formerly engaged idea of this amorphous blame connected to this colloquial
‘luck’ is mentioned here as well as another testament to this concept being something Carver
dwells on: “Everybody’s luck has gone south.” (Ibid.).

This general motif of poverty challenging the family institution takes other shapes as
well. In “Louise” the responsibility of paying the bills is used to scold the titular child: “In the
trailer next to this one / a woman picks at a child name Louise. / Didn’t I tell you, Dummy, to
keep this door closed? / Jesus, it’s winter! / You want to pay the electric bill?” (Fires 123). This
trained relation of mother and daughter is further contemplated when Louise help her mother
with laundry, offering her free labor: “But Louise has pins in her mouth, / wet clothes in her

arms. She pulls / the line down, holds the line / with her neck [...] She ducks / and jumps
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back—jumps back / from this near human shape” (Ibid.) Louise struggles to help with the chore
of laundry, like she struggles to bear the stress and responsibility of bills laid on her by her
mother. The way she is frightened of the “near human” shape reminds us that she is only a
child. This reaction to the laundry hanging and looking human shows us how Louise now con-
nects the emotional abuse of her mother to the tasks with which she helps by offering her help.
The burden of money, the burden of verbal abuse, and the burden of labor have all merged
together into this one entity she childishly perceives in the “near human” shape.

Through so many different narratives, be it stories or poems, Carver shows how the
obligation to help your family members monetarily becomes a strain on the relationship, po-
tentially eroding the family institution altogether. However, this is because of the adherence to
this obligation. In “Elephant” the reader is told of how the narrator sometimes threaten to cut
the ties—and thus the money stream—to his family members, so this route is not completely
unheard of. In the poem “Money” Carver shows a narrator who muses about this possibility of
letting go of this very normal feeling of obligation to help out a family member in need:

To give some money / to his mother. And to his / children and their mother. [...] Not

save it. He wants / to use it up before it’s gone. / Buy clothes with it. / Pay the rent

and utilities. / Buy food, and then some. / Go out for dinner when he feels like it. /

And it’s okay / to order anything off the menu! [...] Buy a car. If it breaks / down,

repair it. Or else / buy another. See that / boat? He might buy one / just like it. And

sail it / around the Horn (Ibid. 39).
In this poem the narrator dreams of prioritizing himself in the most individualist, perhaps ego-
centric, way possible. Carver shows a narrator giving into the self-centered capacity that all
humans possess. Yet, when considering the different ways he has tackled this battle of these
two forces, it is obvious that acting on this urge is but fantasy.

If we dwell, for a moment, on the title of the poem, it may at first seem like a simple

indicative title and subject matter. The first part of the poem, which describes money given to
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relatives quickly evolves into using the money for reasonable living expenses, these being
clothes, rent, utilities, and food. But then it evolves again into more discretionary spending,
this beginning already at the “and then some”, but more obvious in going out for dinner and
“when he feels like it”, offering off the menu, buy a car, buy another car, and lastly a boat.

This chain of purchases becomes more and more discretionary and recreational the fur-
ther he gets away from his responsibility to his family, thus creating a moral dichotomy in
which the reasonable spending is at earlier lines of the poem concerning the family, while the
unreasonable spending is at the bottom with a dream of buying a boat and sailing it to a distant
harbor to see a woman (Ibid. 39-40). But let us notice how all of these actions are still bound
up in commodities, in objects. The simplistic title of “Money” shows not only how money is
central to responsibility, in this case familial responsibility, but also pleasure, dream, and fan-
tasy. Even our dreams are inevitably tied to money. The tether the narrator thinks he breaks
when spending on himself'is not broken, alas, but merely changed — tethered to different objects
by means of money. The true cage that limits his movement is not his family by the adherence
to and desperate need for money.

Revisiting “The Bridle” with a focus on poverty, the opening scene in which the family’s
possessions are visible in their car is a great point of beginning: “There are clothes hanging
inside; suitcases, boxes, and such piled in back. From what Harley and I put together later,
that’s all they had left after the bank in Minnesota took their house, their pickup, their tractor,
the farm implements, and a few cows” (Cathedral 174). Poverty has taken from them every-
thing that could not fit in the car, a car in which they seem to be living since losing their home.
The concept of home ownership is also represented here, with their lives reduced to objects: “I
watch them unload their boxes, suitcases, and clothes” (Ibid. 178). Due to poverty their lives

have become—much like these objects—moveable, salable, and breakable.
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In order to avoid reiterating the points made in the former section analyzing this story, I
will focus on the symbolic value of the titular object — the bridle left behind by Holits. It is a
polysemic symbol, which also could have been engaged in the discussion of unemployment,
but I find it more efficacious to tie it into this discussion of poverty and enslavement to money,
although unemployment is the first link on the chain of events in most cases of poverty in
Carver’s narratives, as well as in the real world.

The bridle first appears in the text when the narrator spots Holits, the husband and father
of the family from Minnesota, carrying it in like all their other possessions: “Holits carries in
something that has straps hanging from it. It takes a minute, but then I figure out it’s a bridle. I
don’t know what to do next. I don’t feel like doing anything” (Ibid. 178). Aside from the im-
portance of this object the reader can deduce from the paratext (the title), the way the narrator
is at a loss of words after seeing the bridle emphasizes its importance. It is as if she subcon-
sciously registers the symbolism in this otherwise trivial and practical object. This potent sym-
bol has three meanings which all work at the same time in this narrative.

The Holits family feels bound to their roots, their home, their farm in Minnesota, but just
like the bridle is an object, they too are an object to be moved. They are not as attached to their
home and traditions as they believe they are. They now have to find somewhere else to live and
the father has to find something else for his income. Perhaps they will move into a city apart-
ment, a stark contrast to the farm life; and perhaps Holits will have to work at a factory, leaving
all his experience and knowledge of farmwork and horses useless. The family will all together
become different people because our identities are shaped by our material circumstances.

A second reading of this symbol could be that they are bound like a workhorse to their
work for its income. This workhorse symbolism also manifests in the early statement: “These
people look whipped” (Ibid. 174). They are bound to the economic fluctuations that will always

be in a society, fluctuations which determine what industry gets to survive and which does not.
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The working man is a workhouse, bound to go where they are led by their ‘luck’, their need
for income in order to survive. This interpretation is also mirrored in the narrator’s observation
about the dollar bills with which Holits pays: “The bills have come from Minnesota. Who
knows where they’ll be this time next week?” (Ibid. 178). The dollar bills are like the Holits
family. People are forced to move around like money in circulation because of economic fluc-
tuation and instability. Life is unstable and guided by money. They have been moved, like the
bills, from Minnesota to Arizona. Across several states.

This especially bleak view of America is central to Carver’s writing, as is evident in the
analysis thus far. This element of instability and chaos is also noticed by critics, such as afore-
mentioned Nocera, who remarks how Carver’s writing “is pregnant with the impression that
modernity’s certainties are about to collapse [...] and that there exists a multiple flipside to the
American coin that in fact conceals a void: there’s an empty reverse of well-being and empty
counterparts of optimism, family, and love” (4-5).

A third reading could be Holits’ attachment to the specific work and craft he knows — a
farmer, an expert of horses. His existence is thus reduced to his skills in this field. If the craft
and work he is capable of is not in demand, neither is he. The man is the work, the man is his
hands, the man is his labor.

Whichever interpretation one favors, there is an undeniable relationship of controlled and
controller. This dynamic is evidently something Carver has wished the reader to acknowledge,
shown in the narrator’s contemplation of the object and how it works: “The rider pulls the reins
this way and that, and the horse turns. It’ simple. The bit’s heavy and cold. If you had to wear
this thing between your teeth, I guess you’d catch on in a hurry” (Ibid. 195).

But the bridle gets left behind by the Holits family: “One of the bureau drawers is open
and I go to close it. Back in a corner of the drawer I see the bridle he was carrying in when he

first came. It must have been passed over in their hurry. But maybe it wasn’t. Maybe the man
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left it on purpose” (Ibid. 194). This opens up for further interpretation. The bridle could be a
symbol of Holits’ failed dream of the racehorse, Fast Betty, which Betty (the wife) tells the
narrator about during her manicure: “The fact is, wherever it ran, it lost. Every race. Betty
Longshot — that’s what it should have been called” (Ibid. 186). Holits chose to leave behind the
bridle as well as the dream attached to it. This same motif can be said for their lives in general.
This could be yet another pessimistic and nihilistic defeat in one of Carver’s stories. A giving
up of dreams in general. Taking this dynamic even further it may be a declaration of the death
of the American Dream, the idealistic potential and opportunity that the nation is supposed to
offer the ones who work hard and diligently.

Carver also examines poverty in contrast to love. Putting these two forces up against each
other in a zero sum game emphasizes the emotional force a relationship needs when tested by
material circumstance. One instance of this is the poem “The Sensitive Girl”: “There was a
time / I would have died for love. / No more. That center wouldn’t hold. / It collapsed. It gives
off / no light. Its orbit / an orbit of weariness.” (Ultramarine 38). Carver explicitly states pov-
erty as a reason for this loss of hope: “Who wants to remember / when poverty and disgrace
pushed / through the door” (Ultramarine 38). This also seems to be due to the disgrace, mean-
ing the public stigma or at least imagined perception of oneself when experiencing poverty.

Poverty also gets linked to disgrace in “Distress Sale” in which a family is forced to
sell all their belongings, observed by the narrator who seems to be a friend helping them out
with the practicalities: “What a situation here! What disgrace! / Everyone who sees this collec-
tion of junk / on the sidewalk is bound to be mortified.” (Fires 56). The publicity of the event
is naturally a strong contributor to this disgrace: “What’s going on here? Can no one help them?
/ Must everyone witness their downfall?” (Ibid.). Their poverty becomes visible and openly

known locally. And with the assumptions that may follow the perception of poverty, such as it
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being due to some lack of competence or discipline, perhaps even moral decay, this event is at
worst a public execution of their social standing.

This reduction of a life, of a family, to mere objects was also seen in the above analysis
of “The Bridle”, confirming a general logical strand in Carver’s thinking of poverty and how
to write about it effectively. In this poem the selling of these objects seems to erase their past,
their life: “to take everything off their hands right now, / every trace of this life before / this
humiliation goes on any longer.” (Ibid. 57).

As seen before in this analysis, much like the concept of ‘being down on one’s luck’ and
different iterations of this, there is a colloquial way of sympathizing with the family. As if
simply cursing the powers that be and including everyone in their suffering: “This business is
hard on us all.” and “This reduces us all.” (Ibid. 56). This may be referring to the disgrace and
shame felt by the mere association with these people but could also be a general lamentation
of the economic forces of which we are all victims. This perspective is backed up by the fin-
ishing line of the poems holding the depressing realization: “I reach for my wallet and that is
how I understand it: / I can’t help anyone.” (Ibid. 57).

“My friend is finished, done for, and he knows it.”” (Ibid. 56). This harsh but colloquial
language concerning destitution is reminiscent of the narrator’s brother in “Elephant” whose
poverty seems to be a completely unsalvageable ending to his existence, a hole you cannot
climb out of: “he was a goner. He was absolutely done” (Elephant 76). Carver shows not only
through the actions taking place but in the language itself how desperate the impoverished
status is.

But in stark opposition to these representations of poverty, Carver also has occasions
where he could be accused of romanticizing poverty, such as in “The Car” — a repetitive, ana-
phoric poem seemingly incapsulating the events of a life in a car: “The car with a cracked

windshield. / The car that threw a rod. / The car without brakes.” (Ultramarine 19). These first
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descriptions of the car are normal car repairs, yet they express the recurring expenses car own-
ership inevitably will produce. Later on the very payment and ownership of the car comes into
question: “The car with payments that couldn’t be met. / The repossessed car.”; “The car bought
with a bad check.” (Ibid. 20). The narrative now becomes indicative of a more general lack of
money, resulting in repossession of the car.

The two final lines of the read: “Car of my dreams. / My car.” (Ibid. 20). The narrator
takes a certain ownership of the car and its many faults and difficulties. The car becomes some-
thing more than a simple object of practicality; it becomes like a person. It has had a life with
ups and down. There is a personal attachment to his car, as if it were an old friend with which
once has gone through hardship: “Car of my sleepless nights.” (Ibid. 20). This aspect of the car
becomes especially poignant when personal and family events are recounted: “The car the child
threw up in. / The Car I threw up in.”; “The car my daughter wrecked” (Ibid. 19, 20).

The narrator accepts this car with its many faults like he has accepted the unstable con-
dition of life itself. Our lives are lived with, through, and surrounded by objects, making us
have emotional attachment to what is ultimately a lifeless commodity. In “The Car” the titular
car becomes a metaphor for life. Now what is the motivation for a poem such a this if not to
highlight our highly commodified existence as consumers and our dependency on tools such
as modes of transport? I find this potential romanticization unproblematic in relation to the
grander project about poverty and working class people, which Carver writes so extensively
about, since there is a truth in this relationship pictured here. It is not an excuse or ignorant
romanticization or even complacency but rather a confirmation of how closely related our ex-
istence is to an object such as a car and therethrough the given state of the economy — yet
another attachment to the political and economic ‘powers that be’.

A similar accusation of romanticizing these experiences of poverty could be made of the

poems “Bankruptcy”. The title is the only outright reference to financial problems but a lot can
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be inferred with this paratextual information: “We are new arrivals / to these small pleasures. /
Forgive me (I pray the Court) / that we have been improvident.” (Fires. 61). Somewhat mock-
ingly, the narrator begs for forgiveness for having been irresponsible financially, excusing it
with being new to the pleasures that this offers. This jokingly regret is expunged for a focus on
the emotional state of the narrator: “Today, my heart, like the front door, / stands open for the
first time in months.” (Ibid.). This highly aloof optimism completely overshadows the other-
wise serious problem indicated in the title, the problem of going bankrupt. This optimism is
further inflated by the narrator’s wife’s presence: “I lie here on my side / on the couch (exempt)
/ and listen to the strange sound / of my wife’s pleasant voice (also exempt).” (Ibid.).

Much like “The Car” this poem could be mistaken for romanticizing or downplaying the
serious problems of financial struggle hitting young families, but it does hold also hold a stark
truth. In this poem, the narrator is satiated with ‘small pleasures’, which could be the consumer
culture perpetuated by the American middle-class; simultaneously, he is in love with his wife.
This opens up his heart to the potential of the world — the world outside the front door. Carver
is showing the mentality which can easily dominate young people in the beginning of life and
about to start a family. The happy consumer mentality gets put next to the idea of being in love,
which probably should hold a higher status in one’s life than the pleasures of consumption.
What is shown here is how people survive and avoid getting disenchanted with life and its
potential instability and chaos. Carver himself is not complacent and supporting the superstruc-
ture but simply pointing its workings out, showing it with precision, focus, and genuine passion
— because he has lived it.

The concept of home ownership and ownership in general appears in different ways in
Carver’s writing, be it manifest in people losing their homes or their property, or in a more

abstract sense of losing their identity along with it, such as the Holits family in “The Bridle”.
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Being essential to the American Dream, it becomes an interesting point of analysis whether it
be as a central plot point or simply a minor part of a backdrop.

In “Sixty Acres” the family lives close to a piece of land they own and protect. The land
is a central element to the family’s identity as well as Waite’s individual identity: “Growing up,
he had heard his father say he intended this land for the three boys. But both brothers had been
killed. Lee Waite was the one it came down to, all of it” (Will You Please Be Quiet, Please 50).
The land is not only a major inheritance but perhaps the strongest link for Waite to his deceased
family, since his mother his still alive but seems passive and aloof, possibly sick: “He glanced
over the stove at his mother. But there was no sign from her, only the black eyes staring at him”
(Ibid. 55). Here Waite seems to check in with his mother, his remaining parent, to see if she
approves or disapproves of his choice to let the trespassing boys go. Although the mother
briefly asks “’Kill who?”” (Ibid.), she still seems ambivalent and a mere observer as opposed
to a participant in the conversation.

Waite’s idea of ownership of the piece of land is very strong and somber, something that
has clearly been inculcated in him throughout his life. This is apparent in his protective instinct
towards it: “’My land,” he added. ‘I could’ve killed them’” (Ibid. 55). The attachment he felt,
and still should feel, to his family has partially migrated to the piece of land, which he now,
too, feels slightly estranged from.

The strong yet conflicted attachment that Waite feels towards the piece of land has several
dimensions to it. The idea of ownership in general, be it a house or in this case a large piece of
woodland, is very much an American characteristic. The idea of inalienable rights to ownership
is central to the individualistic and anti-governmental elements of the American identity. Own-
ership is also a core pillar in the idea of stability connected to the American Dream. If you are

able to purchase a house or property with the sweat of your brow, you do not simply own but
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have earned this ownership through your individual struggle and hard work; thus you deserve
the stability and static safety of owning your own home.

Another dimension to this ownership sentiment which—unlike the former American
Dream-affirming discussion—lends a criticism to the American Dream, is Waite’s Native
American heritage. This is especially manifested in Waite’s friend, Joeseph Eagle who “was an
Old Indian who lived on his government allotment in a little place oft the Cowiche Road” (Ibid.
47).

Carver highlights the paradoxical nature of the American Identity and Dream in relation
to ownership through a Native American character, bringing to light the idea of these liberalistic
and inalienable rights in contrast to the stolen land upon which the nation is founded. But this
dichotomy also exists within Lee Waite himself, being somewhat conflicted about his owner-
ship of the land: “Lee Waite wished the old Indian would let him be about that land, that Joeseph
Eagle would do something else about, if he wanted, besides call” (Ibid. 47). Waite’s passion
for the inherited land—of which he is the sole inheritor and owner, since both his brothers
died—seems wavering at times.

Whilst waiting for the young boys trespassing and hunting on his land to return, Waite
reminisces and lets the reader know that he has not been to this particular area “to do anything
in four or five years” (Ibid. 50). However, this also becomes the off-ramp for fond memories:
“He used to come down here often then and trap this part of the creek for muskrat and set night-
lines for German brown. [...] All that was a long time ago” (Ibid. 50). Waite once had a very
tangible relationship to the land which he now sees more as a passive element of his identity
and a bit of an annoyance it seems. This duality especially comes to light when he discusses
leasing it out, thus making money from it: “‘I was thinking maybe I’ll lease out that land down
there to the hunting clubs. No good to us down there like that. Is it? Our house was down there

or it was our land right out here in front would be something different, right?’” (Ibid. 55). There
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is a certain shame to be detected in Waite concerning leasing it out. Almost as if he is giving it
away, abandoning it, thus throwing away the gift passed down from his father.

Waite is conflicted about the land. He is protective of it, certain that it has great value and
potential, has fond memories of it, and perceives it as a crucial tie to his father and brothers.
And yet, there are negative connotations to it as well. What should have been a boon and a
solemn artifact of his family has become a nuisance. This is because he is the protector and
owner of the land. It is he who has to drive down there and make sure nobody is trespassing
and hunting on his land. The illegal hunting conducted by the boys feels as direct theft of his
inheritance: “He had on a heavy hunting coat, and in the game pockets Waite could dimly make
out the enormous padding of ducks. (Ibid. 51). Waite feels, or at least attempts to feel, a great
offense to this: ““What do you think I’'m going to do?” Waite said. His voice sounded strange
to him, light, insubstantial. [...] “What do you think I’'m going to do with you?’ he said. ‘What
would you do if you caught boys trespassing on your land?”” (Ibid. 52). Waite feigns the ag-
gressive protective instinct he feels he should have for the land. This is probably something he
has learned or heard about from his father.

If we attempt to understand Waite’s conflicted emotions, we must first point to the clues
we are given as readers about his daily existence. The Waite house seems crammed and modest.
The family—three generations—always exist as one unit, always near each other — especially
exhibited in Waite’s mother’s passive and constant presence in the background. Waite feels like
there is no escape to privacy:

It was a small house. There was no place to go. In the back, in one room, all of the
children slept, and in the room off from this, Waite and Nina and his mother slept,
though sometimes, in the summer, Waite and Nina slept outside. There was never a

place to go. His mother was still sitting beside the stove, a blanket over her legs now

and her tiny eyes open, watching him (Ibid. 54).
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Waite’s mother’s presence also represents the binds of tradition, the binds to his father,
his land, his deceased family members. While his mother reminds him of tradition and respon-
sibility, his children and his wife, Nina, reminds him of the future. Leasing out the land will be
an afront to his father and tradition but will solve his little family’s money trouble. Waite owns
this great piece of land yet still has to live in a “small house”.

When Waite returns home after having confronted the boys, he finds Nina in the
kitchen: “Nina was at the kitchen table, the little box with her sewing things beside her on
another chair. She held a piece of denim in her hand. Two or three of his shirts were on the
table, along with a pair of scissors” (Ibid. 54). Nina is fixing up his denim shirts it seems —
work clothes. The Waite family is not bankrupt nor necessarily poor, but they do live in modesty
in which they must maintain a certain individualism and self-sufficiency. Their small house is
also a reminder of the past with the grandmother always having to be at the stove to keep warm,
Nina fixing clothes, and Waite using a mechanical pump to get a cup of water (Ibid. 54). In this
way Waite’s mother and the house itself is a reminder of the past and tradition.

Waite is also reminded of the land by nature entering the home: “There was a dry pine
cone there too and a few big papery maple leaves from the summer” and “the colored rocks the
kids were always bringing home” (Ibid. 54). These natural artifacts remind Waite of his child-
hood and his past relation to nature. The salmon spear on the wall is likewise a symbol of
nature and the piece of land, of tradition and his family. However, the spear is a tool of domi-
nation of nature rather than a harmonious reminder of it foraged as the maple leaf, pinecone,
and colored rocks: “His eyes crossed the floor, raised past his mother, and again came to rest
on the salmon spear”; “He turned the spear in his hands and began to unwrap the netting”; “He
plucked at the netting, then placed the speak back on the shelf” (Ibid. 56). But rather than
mastering and dominating nature like his ancestors, Waite is trapped in an existence between

the past and present, tradition and modernity, conflicted about leasing it out to ease their
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trouble: ‘“’Maybe a thousand dollars,” he said. ‘A thousand dollars?’ she said. He nodded, felt
relief at her amazement. ‘Maybe so. Maybe more. I will have to see. I will have to ask some-
body how much.’ It was a lot of money. He tried to think about having a thousand dollars. He
closed his eyes and tried to think™ (Ibid. 56). Waite and Nina are discussing the leasing solution
and convincing each other that it is okay. This is especially visible in Nina’s question about the
difference in leasing and selling, to which Waite responds somewhat aggressively, obviously
uncertain and insecure about leasing out the land:

‘That wouldn’t be selling it, would it?’ Nina asked. ‘If you lease it to them, that

means it’s still your land?” “Yes, yes, it’s still my land!” He went over to her and

leaned across the table. ‘Don’t you know the difference, Nina? They can’t huy land

on the reservation. Don’t you know that? I will lease it to them for them to use. ‘I

see,” she said. [...] ‘“They will have to give it back? It will still belong to you?’ ‘Don’t

you understand?’ he said. He gripped the table edge. ‘It is a lease!” “What will Mama

say? Nina asked. ‘Will it be alright?’ (Ibid. 56).

The need for more economic stability forces the family to make this consideration. The reader
is not told of Waite’s job situation but, nevertheless, it seems that the family could use so more
money. The core tenant of the American Dream that is private ownership does not ease Waite
and his family of their trouble, as a matter of fact it attacks them at two fronts, their house and
the piece of land — two things that should be positive are contaminated by the pressure of tra-
dition and the pressure of poverty.

Revisiting “Shiftless” in the context of poverty the first line of the poem reveals Carver
as someone who is class conscious and aware of how the economical system affects the social
standing of people: “The people who were better than us were comfortable” (Ultramarine 59).
There are several things to unpack in this first sentence. First and foremost is the nominative
declaration that the people simply were better, not better off, for example. In this simple state-

ment lies a lot of socioeconomic depth: 1) A realization that this is a perception many people
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have and that society in general has, meaning that whether you belief this or not, there is a
common conception of economic status being an indication or reflection of your person, your
worth, through being a result of your competence, determination, and morals. This aspect is
further backed up by the above analysis of poverty linked to disgrace.

2) There is also a consciousnesses present here acknowledging how material circum-
stance makes you better. Not simply in this aforementioned moral and social way, but in a very
concrete and material sense. Money and economic security will, all things being equal, provide
with more ample opportunity to grow as a person, get a better education, get a better job, have
a more stable social life, lessen your chance of becoming an addict or criminal, and so on.

3) The word comfortable is a colloquial expression for being economically stable, but the
core definition of the word naturally indicates that the people who are not better than the nar-
rator are uncomfortable. This indicates a perception of a class society in which the people above
the narrator’s standing are merely comfortable, not well off. And the choice word of comfort-
able is especially strong, not only for its colloquial tone but for it being something any person
should have within reasonable grasp, to simply be comfortable.

The narrator then gives us concrete examples of these material circumstances merely
indicated in the former, first sentence: “They lived in painted houses with flush toilets. / Drove
cars whose year and make were recognizable. / The ones worse off were sorry and didn’t work.
/ Their strange cars sat on blocks in dusty yards.” (Ibid. 59). The implication that the narrator
did not have a painted house or even a toilet that flushes creates a vivid image of old depression-
era housing lacking things the reader at the time of publishing assumes to be standard, an as-
sumption that is only stronger reading it now. Their cars are recognizable, meaning that the
narrator’s class had cars which were probably so old and fixed that they slowly become make-
shift copies of their old model in a long history of repairs reminiscent of the Ship of Theseus

analogy. A world perception of dichotomy is established in these lines. The narrator does not
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reveal what he himself and his people, his class, had or did not have, but rather what the others
had.

Then we are told of the people who were worse off, of a lower class than the narrator.
These people are ‘sorry’, another colloquial usage shorthand for feeling sorry for themselves.
This creates an image of a pitiful class of people living in squalor. A causal relationship is not
set up in the sentence in their relation to work. They are not sorry because they do not work.
The sentence lacking this hypotaxis makes it more neutral, less explanatory, more acceptable
as simple fact. Their cars are hardly cars. They sit on blocks in yards, rendered useless. Perhaps
sold for parts or broken down due to neglect. Along the same lines of “The Car” these different
classes of people are explained through their objects, in this instance, again, the car specifically.
People’s objects and material conditions becomes a manifestation of them, a synecdoche for
the whole that is their class identity. This is a recurring theme embedded in Carver’s writing
and its assumption is somewhat unassuming and understated, making the point come across

covertly.
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Conclusion

The subtle nature of Carver’s often neutral and objective storytelling is exactly its power. The
narrative and characters are allowed to speak for themselves and the reader is not being
handheld in its interpretation. Much akin to real life, there is no time for to formulate the larger
ideological squabbles one may encounter in the hustle and struggle of everyday life. Carver’s
writing is not overly ideological but realistically political beneath the surface. Across Carver’s
poems and stories at tendency can be found — an interest in examining these regular working
people’s lives and—on a deeper theoretical level—their material circumstance. We have ana-
lyzed texts in which people’s relation to their objects become crucial for their existence and
identity, in some cases overtly so, in others on a much more submerged level of analysis.

With only brief dives into the American Dream in relation to his writing and youth—
his country’s history and self-perception, his literary near-contemporaries and the market for
literature—his motivation, his ‘mission’ if you will, becomes so clear to us. What first seemed
to be minimalist becomes a style with grand implications ready to be discovered by the curious
reader — the iceberg’s immensity concealed beneath the water’s surface.

Beneath the seemingly catatonic surface lies riches of stark observations and truths, and
these truths and motifs are recognizable across stories and poems alike, making the joint read-
ing of these two different formats, the two different genres, an oscillatory enriching reading
experience: One poem may contribute to the unfolding of another short story and vice versa. A
certain self-reflexive intertextuality takes place and morphs Carver’s oeuvre into a singular
totality of the thing he loves to write about: people’s everyday lives. The story of Carver’s
America is one of economic instability and destitution, of forced strife and hard — the people

of Carver’s America are your tired, your poor; the shiftless and bridled.
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