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PREFACE

Shirley Jackson is best known as the author of such

horror pieces as The Haunting of Hill House and her most

famous story, "The Lottery.," Although the frightening aspect

of her work is unique and effective, readers and critics

often reSpohd to this alone. It seems that a more significant
effect of her work lies in her portrayal of characters who

must react to a wide variety of strange situations. Jackson

combines her characters with unusual settings and incidents

in a carefully balanced presentation that helps her portray
~ human nature deeply. This paper will focus on a study of
Jackson's development of definite patterns followed by her >>

. female characters: patterns which convey Jackson's view of

humanity in which these characters function.
TN

Jackson's real forte seems to be in characterization of

a special type. She deals almost entirely with female char-

acters, who all face their respective ordeals in contemporary

e e

settings, These female characters are presented as reacting
———"—M " -

/ to the disturbing world around them, either through personal

<\\;isychologica1 problems or in serious conflicts with other

women. When dealing with an individual woman's reactions,’

Jackson may represent a. character as being mildly disillusioned
with 1ife or at other times as being extremely disturbed

psychologically. The conflicts between such female characters
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~as mothers and daughters, sisters, and friends or assoclates

are also focused upon by Jackson to reveal certain unpleasant

aspects about feminine nature. She explores formerly stereo-

T

tyﬁganéﬁifggters such as the "hysterical female," "scheming

o T— -

woman," or "yglggyablewgimliﬁ making them not only believable

individuals but also useful instruments through which to

comment on all of human nature,

The major part of this paper will deal with a critical
‘interpretation of primary sources, including eight novels,
two autobiographical books, and selected short stories., Since
Jackson is a contemporary writer whose earliest story copy-
right is there were more problems in locating both
primary and secondary sources than one would expect. Many of
the critical articles on Jackson appear in teachers' manuals
for fiction textbookss books rather difficult to locate in

most libraries.

The following people or firms proved:most helpful in ob-
taining essential materials. The William A. Graf book company
in Towa City, Iowa,‘was’able to locate personal copies of most
of Jackson's books; Keiser's Book Store in Omaha, Nebraska,
also special-ordered some materials. Ms, Maureen Pastine,
bibliographical librarian, and Ms. Elizabeth Laird, inter-
1ibrary loan director, at the University of Nebraska at Omaha
libréry, offered valuable assistance in the initial research

for this paper.



CHAPTER T ' 1

WOMAN.IN CONFLICT: THE NEUROTIC FEMALE

Shirley Jackson's main character fype is a female who
displays extreme neurotic tendencies and often becomes com-
pletely psychotic by the end of a story. This character
usually pursues one of two courses of action; she will either
become involved in a frantic search for self (an identity
loss or crisis) or attempt to escape from her world as best
she can. Both of these courses of action result from the
character's inability to cope with her present situation. Un-
fortunately, most of these attempts to change are futile,
with few characters actually arriving at a satisfactory solu-

tion for their problems by the end of the story.

Although all age groups are representedvas having such
problems, Jackson -seems to favor working with young characters.
Many identity problems and disillusions with 1life in general
occur during late adolescence and Jackson has the majority of
her characters fall into this age bracket. Four of her novels
alone have a young central character, these include: seventeen-
year-old Natalie Waite in Hangéaman, twenty-four-year-old

Elizabeth Richmond in The_Bird's Nest, the young sisters Mary

Katherine and Constance Blackwood in We Have Always Lived in

- the Castle, and of course,'thevgroup of young teen-age girls

in her juvenile novel, The Witchcraft of Salem Village.



In addition, the character of Eleanor in The Haunting of

Hill House is thirty-two years old but much younger in attitude

and experience. Jackson occasionally varies the pattern
effectively bj reversing her approach and having elderly women
act in a manner more fitting to adolescents. She doesvthis
with her two major characters, Mrs;'Orianna Halloran and Aunt

Fanny in The Sundial and also with an unnaméd character in her.

story, "The Bus."

‘The plight of these various characﬁers reveals a type
of distortion of reality as seen only in the eyes of the ser-
iously disturbed. Jackson has an excellent abiiity to describe
a person’'s inner feelings and thoughts. Most of her”major
characters assume the role of first pérson narrator, and through
their comments, a reader can follow along with them in their
attempts to cope with life and finally to share in their indi-
vidual views. All of these characters. are keenly sensitive to
the world around them. By evoking a reader's sympathy with a
character's helplessness Jackson often cohveys her comments

about humanity.

Jackson's first published story entitled "Janice," was
published in 1938 in Syracuse University's creative writing
publication, Threshold. ‘Only one page long and consisting
mostly of dialogue, it is actually more of a character sketch
than a true story. In it, a young college girl, Janice, tells
friends of her attempt earlier in the day to commit suicide,

There is no background given to justify any reasons for this;



the emphasis lies in her off-handed way of referring to the
incident., When asked how it felt to be dying, she responds,

1 In this story, Jackson

1aughing, "Gee, funny. All black."
- seems already to have discovered the ma jor character explored
in the rest of her work: a woman with neurotic tendencies
who has come to a point where she is dissatisfied with 1life
as she sees it and makes a futile attempt to change. Here,
Janice seems to be enjoying the attention resulting from her

daring; but, later characters will be more serious both in

their attempts and subsequent responses.

The story, "My Life with R. H. Macy," printed in The New
Republic on December of 1941 was Shirley Jackson's first com-
mercially published piece. In it, as in "Janice," Jackson deals
with a youhg, central character who cannot adjust to her life
in society. The girl of the story is in training to be a sales-
clerk for Macy's department store and is overwhelmed by its
meaningless bureaucracy. To her, all the superviSors become
identical "Miss Coopers'" and she finds herself lost in a mass
of identification codes and department numbers. After two
days' attempt at trying to act normal in what seems madness
to her, she gives up, disregards a sale purposefully and walks
out--ignoring the employee's designated exit. Still in despera-
tion, the girl writes a farewell letter to the store and signs
it, not with her name, but with a number Selected by adding
all her identification codes together and dividing them at

random,



Many of Jackson's short stories deal with-characters who
are only mildly disillusioned with life as they see it. The
characters in these stories could not be considered hysterical
or insane, yet they,certaihly display aspects of their person-
alities that dovnot suggest normal adjustment, Three excellent
examples of this type of character can be Cound in the short

stories "The Intoxicated," "The Villager," and "Elizabeth,"
7

In the story, "The Intbxicated,"‘Eileen, a precocious
girl of seventeen, speaks to a drunken adult guest at her home
about a homework assigﬁment topic, "the end of the world." She
is as sober in viewpoint as he is_intoxicafed. Neither one of
them holds any regard for the other's opinions, and they end
up offending eacﬁ other. This scene is very similar to one
early in the novel, Hangsaman; there the daughter, Natalie,
also views her parents' friends as absurd, but she is too
frightened.of them and unsure of herself to reélly confront
anyone. The refusal of such girls to accept their parents®
values as representativé of the entire world, often leads to

an eventual suspension of belief in all reality.

In fThe Villager," a would-be professional dancer, Miss
Clarence, finds herself still inlher "temporary" secretarial
job after twelve years, Her only distinction in life is that
she is a villager from "artistic” Grenwich Village while all
her old friends are still living in Ohio. An incident in the
story where she is at a young couple's apartment to buy some

furniture reveals her true feelings. This couple is abandoning



all security to pursue an_artistic life in Paris. Along, she
answers their phone and rather than telling the caller who she
really is, assumes the identity of the wife and nonchalantly
explains their plans; thus revealing her own dissatisfactions

and secret yearnings.

Likewise, the character of Elizabeth Style from the story
"Elizabeth;" has had to compromise her»careér'ideals. She finds
" herself in the job of aésiétant literary agent in a small firm,
reading and rejecting others' manuscripts rather than writing
her .own., She is dissatisfied with her bqss-lover of nearly
eleven years and with her own image; she is full of good in-

tentions of taking better care of her appearance and finding
a more "stylish" position, yet she lacks the initiative or

imagination to change things.

A few of the secondary characters in Jackson's novels
act in ways similar to Eileen, Miss Clarence, and Elizabeth
Stylé from the above mentioned stories. The harried, young
wife of a professor in Hangsamag.acts much like Elizabeth.
She is disillusioned with the not-so-glamorous role of being
a faculty wife and turns to drinking where Eliiabeth Style
relies upon good intentions; but they both are refusing to
admit how bleak thinzs really seem. The recently widowed wife
of the family heir in The Sundial also displays an unhappiness
with her lot in 1ife. Rather than returning to. her former job

as a librarian, she remains a hanger-on at her in-law's home

and lives in a land of movie-star hero worship. These women,



by chodsing to ignore the stark reality of their situations

in life, actually are being deluded as much as Jackson's other
characters whose minds become totally inVélved in. fantasies.,
To Jackson, refusal to face-facts'is not that different a

situation from the inability to distinguish fact from fiction,

In "The Summer Peoﬁle," rather than'frUSfration over the
lack of change (such as felt by the characters in "The Villager™
and "Elizabethﬁ), Jackson treats the theme of sensitiVe_human_
“vulnerability to any type of dhange. In this story, an elderly
couple, the Allisons, decide to stay on at their summer cottage
beyond their norﬁal departure date. Things seem fine at first,
but then the Allisons begin to realize that the townspeople are
trying to force them away by cutting off ai1 supplies, even the
\bare essentials necessary for survival. The couple is alone,
helpless, and quite shaken by the thought of this malice being
directed toward them and fheir resultant loss of control over

their own destiny.

The overwhelming frustrations often experienced by Jack-
son's characters is pefféctly expressed by an angry and upset
Mrs. Arnbld in "Colloquy." She seeks coﬁnselling with a
psychiatrist, asking him if she is going insane. She tells}him
that she is fully aware of the insanity of the entire world
around hér, yet is disturbed because no one else seems to ree-
ognize it. She can no longer cope with society and all of its

absurdities. Ironically, the doctor supports her very argument



by diagnosing her case in sheér double-talk terminology. She
finally cries out, "Is everyone really crazy but me?" aﬁd
storms out of the office.? This "Catch-22" concept of reality
is shared by many Jackson characters, and presumably by Jack-
son, herself. The resulting exasperation from such hopeless
predicaments causes many characters to search for meanihg in

society or life in totally irrational ways.

When the present becomes totally unbearable, Jackson has
many of her characters desperately'seek solace in flights of
fantasy. Some characters fall into occasional daydreams, but
many iose all concépt of reality and‘ﬁecome'completely absorbed
in their illusions., Stories containing a--fully detailed account
of a character's‘private fanfasy world include:t "A Day in the
Jungle," "Beautiful Stranger," "The Bus," "The Tooth," "Pillar
of Salt," "The Daemon Lover,".and "A Visit." Every single
novel traces at least one ma jor character's fantasy escapes.
Usually, as these characters grow more desperate and their
searches Béggﬁeﬂfrantic, they suffer greatly from varied de-

lusions. Their fantasies almost always arise from a gradual

3

then quickening crumbling of reality.

A story where a character becomes greatly frightened'by
her own fantasies is "A Day in the Jungle." Jackson relates
this story of a young wife who feels trapped by her marriage
and seeks excitemgnt and freedom by'leaving her husband. Fully

anticipating a life of luxury, she packs her‘bags and checks



into a local hotel. She is amazed at her own cohfidencg and
ease, but is soon overcome by neurotic, paranoid feelings.
Walking along a city sidewalk to meet her husband for a "date"
she imagines such things happening as the sidewalk shifting,
falling glass, explosions, hit and run'aCCidents and more.
Thoroughly shaken, she welcomes the security her husband pre-
sents and abandons her one day's liberation to return home
“willingly,

Natalie Waite in Hangsaman also approaches the brink of
a frightening fantasy world before bringing herself back into
touch with reality. Natalie is an extremely sensitive and in-
tellectual seventeen-year-old. Her father, én egotistical
author, has taught her to be cynical and aloof. He chooses a
~progressive, permissive college for her to attend. Instead of
preparing her to competently face an adult world, this insti-
tution robs her of the small amount of emotional stability

that she had,

Natalie cannot adjust to the life style of the other
college girls, partly because their interests all seem trivial
to her, Friendless and lonely, she spends more and more time
alone in the privacy of her own room. IThis room becomes her
place of retreat and is stripped of as many things suggestive
of the college or outside world as possible. She hétes the -,
"proper college style" clothes chosen for her by her mother
and packs these all away, wearing the same Ouffit constantly.

Natalie hears voices in her head (usually a detective accusing



her of some murder; her own--her parents?) and writes a secret

journal to herself.

Desperate for a friend and someone to help her find some
meaﬁing in life, Natalie becomes atfached to another college
girl, named Tony. Some reviewers disagree as to Tony's actual
mortal existence; but she is physically described by Jackson
and plays an important part in the}story‘s éctibn, SO presum-
ably is meant to be empirically real.u‘ Tony and Natalie live
in a never-never land of skipping classes and childish excur-
sions into town. Both girls display definite Lesbian tendencies
(sharing Tony's single room, bathing together, embracing) and
Tony, as her masculine name would imply, forcefully leads
Natalie not to the discovery of meaning in life but into an

‘even more bewildering fantasy existence.

Natalie finally turns herself away from this unreal 1life
when frightened and shoéked to her senses. The girls go to a
deserted amusement park in late November. To Tony, this is
the perfect retreat; but the darkness and dreariness of the
place disturbs Natalie. Refusing to follow Tony deep into some
woods, she becomes frightened and lost, Cruelly abandoned by
her so-called friend, Natalie seeks the way back to town alone
and is comforted for the first time by the real, concrete sight

of the college campus.

This novel has been called one of initiation, and it is
true that Natalie does emerge from a troubled adolescence into

a promisingly stable adulthood.5 The abruptness of Natalie's
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reversal of attitude has been questioned by certain critics,
-however.6 It does seem to occur quickly, yet Jackson, as in
"A Day in thé‘Jungle," does not suggest that the life,being
returned to is perfeét; she only permits the character to re-
gain her narrow grasp on sanity. After ha?ing‘partly exper-
ienced the dark, frightening woods, Jackecon's symbol for the
darkened chaos of the disturbed mind, Natalie willingly re-

enters the real world,

Another novel of Jackson's presents its characters as
remaining lost in a fantasy world by choice. The plot of We

Have Always Lived in the CaStle, is concerned with two sisters,

Cénstance and Mafy Katherine Blackwood. When she was twelve,
Mary Katherine had poisoned all of her family, excluding her
sister; but she has escaped detection'and'prosecution. Her
physical age is eighteen but her mental age remains that of a
twelve~year-old. Spoiled by her sister's protective care, she

is allowed to live in a child's fantasy'world.

Like Natalie in Hangsaman, Mary Katherine spends much
time alone in a place of retréat. She has discovered a fully
enclosed bower in a field where she has a bed of leaves, warm
fuzzy blankets, and a cat to "tell her stories," This place
can easily be interpreted as a womb symbol, especially with
Jackson's descriptions of the securify and-protecﬁion it seems
to represent to Mary Katherine's child-1like mind., This type

of symbol is used frequently by Jackson; there are two "secret

places"” in The Road Through the Wall that are described almost
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identically to Mary Katherine's, Each "secret place" or re-
treat represents perfecf’peace and escape for the characters
who cherish them. All of these charactefs are young, so would
be especially inclined to seek the lost comfort.of the womb.,
Jackson ne&er shows these characters going to their retreat
merely for relaxation, but always in desperation, fleeing

there to hide from something they feel is threatening to them.

At the end of We Have Always Lived in the Castle, Jackson

has Mary Katherine convince her sister to join her in her
fantasy world. Constance, after being %ried aﬁd acquitted of
the poisoning episode in place of her'sister,ghas lived the
1ife of a recluse to avoid notoriety., She is gradually be-
ginning to emerge into society when a male cousin unexpectedly
visits and presents a threat of the outside world to Mary Kath-
erine. Mary Katherine starts the house on fire in an attempt
to scare him away, but this only brings all of the townspeople
out to watch the fire. Afferwards, they vandalizevthe home
and torment the girls in a mob scene .very similar to that in
“The Lottery." 1In a state of shook; Constance is persuaded by
Mary Katherine to remain in the boarded up shell of the house
and to totally reject any further interchange with the outside

world.

The majority of Jackson's stories involving frightening
fantasies. end with the character completely out of touch. with
reality and seemingly forever lost in a nightmare. The story,

"Beautiful Stranger," begins'in a similar manner to "A Day in
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the Jungle," but does not end with even a compromised apcept—
ance of reality. Here, again a young wife, unhappy with her
‘married life and feeling trapped,at home with her. children,
resents her husband's frequent business trips. Waiting at

the train station for his return from one such trip, she meets
a gstranger who has assumed her husband's shapc, ucces his name,
but acts in a.cémpletely.different manner. She is thrilled
with her romantic life with thistnew man and only hopes that
hép “real"_husbéndvcan find no possible way of returning;
Coming home from a shopping trip with some new, daring clothes,
she loses her sense of:direction. She can no longer discern
which is her own house or recognize any people on the street.
Her willing indulgence in a pleasant fantasy results in her
becoming hopelessly lost, with little promise of any regaining
of her senses. To Jackson,. such disintegration of one's senses
is a special danger in modern day urban life and one of the

first steps towards a complete breakdown, |

Another virtual nightmafe éppears in the story "The Bus,"
Jackson not only has her main character doubting reality in
this case, but also plays a trick on her readers' senses as
well., This story relates the incident of an elderly lady's
interrupted journey on a bus. In the beginning, she is shaken
by the bus driver and told to get off at her stop, only to find
herself at a deserted crossroads in the middle\of a stormy night.

Reluctantly accepting a ride from a passerby, she is dropped
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off at a near-by roadhouse. Her acceptance there is ill-
mannereé and‘mocking, and she sbon finds herself plabed in a
room very similar to hers as a child. 1In the middle of the
nighf she imagines her dolls in the closét attacking her and
she runs out into the hallway screaming for her mother. Now,
Jackson twists things a bit, énd again tells of the woman
being awakened by the bus driver. She disembarks only to find

herself at the same crossroads., "The Bus" has an eerie setting,

similar to The Haunting of Hill House, but again, it is the
emphasis on the panic going through the woman's mind that gives

the story its full impact,

Oftentimes Jackson's stories involving fantasy can be
nearly as disturbing to a reader's senses as.to a character's.
Both "Beautiful Stranger," and "The Bus," deal with situations
that seem impbssible yet are described as actually happening;
Jackson presents that fine line between the real and unreal
as invisibly as possible. The style Jackson often displayed
in such stories involves "establishing with meticulous detail
a concretely realistiC‘setting, and then ailowing the story to
crumble ., . , ."8 ‘She can treat commonplace situations in a
special presentation that makes everything seem strange and
terrible. As Anne Whitmore has observed, “[ﬁackson] can twist
a seemingly normal situation into sometﬁing.that leaves you.
squirming."9 For example, a setting such as going to a dentist

sounds as mundane as one could get, yet Jackson uses exactly

that in one of her most powerful examples of a fantasy world-
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turned nightmare for a female character. 1In "The Tooth," a
rather plain housewife, Clara Spencer, finds herself in such

a situation, riding on a bus to New York City to have a tooth
pulléd. She is very groggy from codeine pain pills and has
haphazardly prepared for this trip. Feeling very disoriented,'
she meets a stranger who comec to her aid, buys her coffee at
the stops and generally watches out for her. He speaks to her
almost lyricélly of a beautiful land and she listens in trance-

like fascination.

A living nightmare, similar to that in "A Day in the Jungle,"
follows as Clara tries to find her way from one dentist's office:
to another in the city. She becomés'iost and panicky and is
.totally disoriented by the time she is put under the gas fqr the
extraction. While under, she enQiSiqns the land that was de-
scribed by the strangér and is very angry when the dentist

awakens her,

She makes her way into a public restroom and there under-
goes a strange identity crisis. Looking into a mirror, she
refuses to:recognize'the haggard reflection of a face as her
own., She lets her hair hang loose froﬁ its barrette, discards
a torn stocking, smears lipstick badly over her swollen lips,
and finally throws away a. costume jéwelry initial pin (wonder-~
ing what the "C" stood for)., Thus ridding herself of her old
identity she leaves the building planning to find the stranger
and follow him to his beautiful land. This character had +to

have been dissatiSfied{With her'identity a1ready, to part with
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it so completely. Loss of a positive self-concept seems to
be another majorkstep towards suffering a total breakdown in

many of Jackson's characters.

Jackson's story "Pillar of Salt" is one dflher best ex-
amples of a character who loses all ability to éopé with both
herself and society as she sees.it; This story is especially
effective since the major character appears to be mature and
completely in control of‘herseif in the beginning; therefore,
her subsequent breakdown carries all the more impact. This
strategy, used to create a shock effect, is similar tq-that
applied in "The Lottery," where Tessie Hutchinson appears calm

and carefree at first before facing her horrible'fate.

In "Pillar of Salt," both husband and wife (qugaret and
Brad) ére embarking on a trip to New York City; but (not as in
"The Tooth") this trip is to be solely for pleasure, Margaret
is excited about the prospects of a few days away from their
normal routine and finds herself humming a tune that was popular
when she was. young. All goes well initially, but the pleasant
facade of the vacafion soon wears thin, At a party, she finds
herself unable to get anyone's attention about a fire danger
and ends up running outside unnecessarily; from then on, things
in the city'appear frightening to her. Jackson's description
of the panic going through her character's mind in this story
evokes the reader's empathy and responses so that the frighten-

ing events Margaret experiences seem almost too real.
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~ An eerie event on the beach develops into a sort of deja
vu experience for this female character. Margaret is disappointed
that the beach does not seem as exciting as it used to. Then
she realizes that, likewise, the tune that had been haunting
her was one she associéted with her past romantﬁc memories of
the city. Suddenly, a human leg is discovered washed up on
shore andkthis grotesque sight makes her arrive at the conclusion
that the city makes people "coﬁé'apart" literally as well as

10 As 1n the obvious biblical allusion in the

figurativeiya
title, she is not able to endure the danger of the city (with ~
New York.representing Sodom-and Gomorrah) and she feeis com-
pelled to turn her back on it and flee immediately béfore she

is completely destroyed by it.

The early part of The Haunting of Hill House is quite

similar to the beginning of "Pillar of Salt."” The main char-
acter Eleanor, on her way to take part in a great adventure,
finds herself humming a long-forgotten tune, also. Eleanor's
case is a pathetic one; at thirty-two years of age she finds
herself leading a very empfy, unsatisfying life. She has cared
for her invalid mother for years and since her mother's recent
death,'has been sleeping in a cot at a married sister's home.-
Having no purpose in life and feeling very much unwelgome at
her sister's, Eleanor jumps at the chance to take part in a
pseudo-scientific experiment. She has been invited to’sbénd a
~summer at a so-called haunted house and she sneaks away, hoping

to find excitement and maybe even romance,
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Shirley Jackson leaves it up to her readers to decide if
what Eleanor experiences is caused by her own’fantasies or
outside, supernatural influences. For the firét time in her
life, Eleanor begins to feel special and wanted; initially
because she was specifically chosen to take partéin the exper-
iment and later, beéause the house seems to be trying to com-
municate with her, alone. She is frightened only for a time
and then seems to seek a union’%ith the forbes she feels present
in the house. The other members df the experimental party
realize the unhealthy attitude that Eleanor is developing and
try to send her away for hef own good, It is too laté} Eleanor
chooses to remain by committing suicide rather than being

forced to return to her previous, drab existence.

Jackson reveals some of her_&iews on reality §ersus the
world of fantasy through Dr. Montague's advice to Eleanor: "I
think we are all incredibly sillyvto‘stay. I think that an
atmospheré'like this one can find out the flaws and faults and
weaknesses in all of us, and break us apart in a matter of days.
We have only one défehse « « o when we feel ourselves endangered
we can leave . ., : ."11 Why any of the experimental party
chose to come to Hill House in the first place is never fully
~explained._ The motivations Jackson preferred to stﬁdy in her
characters were never those of pure reason but of_deep_psycho-

12 Eleanor was the most unstable of the.gfoup‘

logical drives,
and so succumbed to the pressures‘first; but Jackson seems to
imply that any of then, or for that matter, any human could

ultimately suffer a similar breakdown under such circumstances.

=,
"
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Three more instances where Jackson's characters succumb
to delusions occur in "The Daemon Lover," "The Visit," and The

Witchcraft of Salem Village. All of these involve sinister

characters or forces that could be considered either super-
natural or figments of a character's imagination), as were the

forces in The Haunling of Hill Houge. Readers who consider

these works as mere examples of Jackson sclence-~fiction miss

the allegorical implications in much of her Work.,g‘3

In both "The Daemon Lover," and “The Visit," Jackson
describes‘a character becoming involved in a rdmance. pf sorts,
with a mysterious character. In "The Daemon Lover," & thirty-
four-year-old woman is nervously anticipating her elgpmenf.
After a very short acquaintance with her prospectivéjgrOCm and
a relatively long life alone, she seems both‘amuseéfat her own
nervousness and shocked at her daring. Her fiance does not
show up on the day‘of the wedding; when she can no longer be-
lieve her bwn desperate rationalizations, she goes out to search
for him, Her embarrassed humiliation turns into desperation
as she asks total strangers if they have seen anyone fitting her
lover's description. Finally, she 1s sure that she has traced
him to a certain apartment where she hears voices within but
no one will anSWer the door. Pathetically she returns to this
place, daily, searching not only for this lost lover but for
the lost hopes of a new 1life that he represented. The_wéﬁan's
constant reassuring'of herself that his intentions were good,

almost makes a reader wonder if she has also convinced herself
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of his proposal in the first place. If so, the pathos of her
suffering‘is deepened since it reveals that the woman's desper-

ation has led her willingly to deceive herself.

511 of lhe characters in the story “The Visit," seem
"i1lusive and not quite of this world. A young girl, Margaret,
is visiting for the summer at a school friend's magnificent
homes a mansion unbeiievably elaborate as is the genteel life
style of its ihhabitants. As ;‘matter of fact, everything
seems to be existing under some fairy tale spell of timeless-
ness. The girl discovers a mosaic resembling herself with the
inscription, "Here was Margaret who died for love,"'ah aunt
(also named Margaret) who lives the life of a recluse in the
mansion's tower, and a handsome, soldier brother who;&Oes all
the proper, charmingithings.iu When he announces ﬁis departure
for the summer, the entire family acts as if life were going to
halt for them until his return, and Margaret realizes that she
is now helplessly'under'the influence of the same nameless .

‘power as the rest of them.

Jackson never fully defines the nature of forces influenc-
ing her characters, because she seems to want to allow room for
ambiguity and varying interpretations. The closest she comes
to offering a direct comment on fhe nature of the influences

working on her characters is in The Witchcraft of Salem Village;

perhaps she does so here because this book was written asﬁ
historical fiction for children rather than adult fiction. In

this book, Jackson describes the bleak life forced upon Puritan
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children of the era and then relates the story of the group
?of'teen-age girls who started the panic in Salem. Here, Jack-
son strongly suggests that these characters were never poSsessed
by any supernatural beings but were only acting in a way to
arouse some attention and excitement. Whether ahy of the gifls
actually believed that they or their friendsfwere‘bewitched

is never stated, but Jackson includes notes on many of their
later recorded confessions,thatfdo admit to strong feelings.of.

zguilt over their behavior.

An example of a Jackson personality who does fully be-
lieve in supernatural powers and their influence on herself can

be found in The Sundial, In this case, an eccentricfold lady,

Fanny Halloran, believes that she has seen visions gf her dead
father. She tells the rest of her family that he ﬁés predicted
the coming end of the world. The other family members are ali
a bit mad themselves, and readily believe her.15_ Through later
visions Fanny discovers that her father's spirit will save all
those who remain in the family mansion during the ensuing holo-
caust. Jackson again leaves her readers guessing as to the
reality of the whole affair, although the old lady is never in
doubt. The book ends with the family waiting out a terrible
storm which may or may not be the end that they anticipate, and

a reader wondering how literally the book should be taken.

The self-acclaimed medium, Mrs. Angela Motorman, in Come .

Along With Me is something of a comical version of Fanny from

The Sundial. Shirley Jackson had written only twenty—seﬁen pages
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of this novel at the time of her death, but pracfically all

of it consists of character description. Bothered by visions
and strange voices all of her life, Mrs, Motorman has decided
to deal with them practically. After her husbaﬁd's,death, she
moves, changes her name at the spur of the momeﬁt, and sets
herself up in business. She blithely énnounces to her land-
1ady; "I dabble in the supermatural. Traffic with spirits.
Seances, messages, psychiatficﬁadvice, that kind of thing."16
Jackson describes a sednce held by Mrs. Motorman rather ambig-
uously; but the eager, whole-hearted aCceptance'displayed by
those in attendance can easlly be taken as a subtle @éckson
commentary on the wish of the human mind to be deluded. Many
reviewers predicted that this might have been one of’JacksOnfs'
best books, since the change in tone from'frightenihg to comic
probably would have diverted reader attention more to the
characters. .For example, Granville Hicks says that the book
projécted, ", . . great possibilities for comedy (of a blackish
hue, of course), for excitement, and fdf a steady look at the

evil of which mankind is capable."17

Many times Jackson's works have been criticized as read-
'ihg more like psychiatric case‘histories rather than fully

developed fiction. The novels Hangsaman, The Bird's Nest, and

We Have Always Lived in the Castle do deal with characters who

are psychologically disturbed in various ways, but Jackséh‘s
style is not scientific, dealing only with cause, procedure and

result, "Well-informed about the views of the Freudians and
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of other schools of psychology, Miss Jackson was never inter-
ested in psychological theories for their own sake, but only

18 Her choice

for the literary use she could make of them."
of characters who are neurotic or even_schizophrenic is done
to provide herself with workable 1iterary metaph%rs through
which to comment on the troubled times her characters--and all

people--find themselves in,

Undoubtedly, Jackson's most thoroughly psychologically-

oriented-hovel is The Bird's Nest: but it is at the same time

one of her most complete character studies. The Birdfs Nest
is about a young female character who undergoes an idéntity
crisis, simiiar to but much worse than that fbund in;Hangsaman
or "The Tooth.” In this novel, the main figcure, El;iabeth
Richmond, is suffering from a type of complex schiébphrenia
where not two hut four distinct personalities co-exist in the

19

same person,

Chapters dealing with the emergence of each dominant per-
sonality interchange with those written as journal entries of
the old doctor treating Elizabeth. Even the doctor's journal
entries are more literary than scientific, 2g he insists that
he is "not one of your namby-pamby modern doctors, with all
kinds of cures for ailments that don't exist, and none of them
able to look a patient in the eye for shame,"?%  He bebomgé
personaliy involved in the case and insists on treating egch
personality as if it were representative of a total individual

person, He renames his "girls" Elizabeth, Beth, Betsy'aﬁd Bess;

taking the idea from a nursery rhyme spouted at him ffbm the
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third personality while under a hypnotic trance. "Elizabeth,
LiZz,IBetsy_aﬁd Bess, all went together to seek a bird's nest;
they found a nest with five eggs in it; they each took one and

left four in it."<L

This rhyme not only explicates the title,
but also alludes to a general summary of the bo&k‘s ma jor |
issue, that heing a person's struccle to attdin a whole and
satisfactory identity.

Jackson devotes much time to identifying major factors

about each personality in The Bird's Nest and then develops

a confliCt among the four. Each aspéct has a different temper-
ment, concept of life, family regard, and self-image,g Each

one is too éxtreme to be that of a normal, adjusted_human being;
and a power struggle for dominance ensues. Thankfuyiy for

her readers, Jackson clearly defines the heart of %ﬁe problem

as a traumatic experiencé'that Elizabeth went through'at_the

time of her mother's death. "Betsy" represents the childish
reaction of refusing to accept the truth; "Bess" the bitter,
resentful feelings that have been bottled up for four years;
"Beth" the adjusted emotions of sweetness and potential pleasant-
ness that cannot be adequately expressed; and "Elizabeth" the |
troubled, shy confused pérson who has put up with everyday 1life
complicated by losses of memory when the other three peréonal-

ities gain control.

After many hypnotism sessions, several set-backs, and
finally a battle royal where "Ress" tries to murder “Betsy"
the doctor is able to diagnose the case and begin therapéutic

treatments, It is true that Jackson has used a Specific type
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of psychological disorder in the portrayal of Elizabeth; yet,
the story can be read on a more universal level as an example
of how complex a human being's mind and manner can potentially
become, Even as Elizabeth improves, she must struggle to know
herself aﬁd undefstand her concept of life. Jac&son seems to
consider this as a major problem facing all of her ficlional

characters and humanity in general.

In his article, "Dark Psyéhological Weather," Guy Daven-
port offers an excellent descriﬁtion of the type of female
character most_often deVeloped by Shirley Jackson. Davenport
states that Jackson "liked characters whose minds segﬁed to be
untidy and a touch hysterical, but whose frahtic graép of
reality is in some‘inexplicable way deeper than we gén under-

22 Jackson's purpose seems to be to present such char-

stand., "
acters hoping that through contemplation of their problems,
readers may gain a deeper insight into their own concept of

reality in today's troubled world.

Probably the most important aspect of Jackson's style is
‘that her characters remain believable and‘COnvincing while.at
~the same time suffering from extreme mental delusions or ser-
ious personal confliots. In fact, the very power of her style
'may come from the shock that she creates throﬁgh the juxtaposing
of such unusual characters and situatibns. A reviewer in the

New York Times described Jackson as ", . . expert, deft in

suggesting emotional atmosphere and adroit in conveying nuances
of feeling . . . . Her characters may be bizarre and involved

in terrifying circumstances, but they are convincing . . . .

3
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There is a logic. to her people's thoughts and actions that has
nothing to do with reasonable motivations of the workaday

wdrld."23

It is through representatioh‘of her various characters3,
logic and concepts of reality, that Jackson is éhle to express
‘her own unique views on the real world as she perceived it.
Jackson presents pictures of rgglity as'seen'fhrough the eyes
of insane or disturbed charactérs, to give readers a differenf
perspective of what the world around them is really like. By
arousing reader sympathy with her unusual characters she per-
mits them to compare the respective value systems of #normal"
and "abnormal" people. Quite often by the end of a Qork,
Jackson has convinced her readers that her "abnormal; char-
acters' actions and outlooks are actually more appgopriate
than those a '"normal" person would take. In many of her works
Jackson presents a type of "abéolute" reality of her own where
the world'appears more mad than anything that could possibly

" L
“be dreamed up by a madman.zP

Most critics praise Jackson for her finesse in the treat-
ment of psychoiogically—oriented subjects in a strictly liter-
ary way, avoiding the "trap" of séunding merely like case-
history reporting.25 Her use of Supernatura; elements was

strictly for literary purposes also. Throush having her char-

acters suffer from so-called "supernatural" incidents, Jackson

was able to point out some of the problems she saw existing

in the "natural" world. Jackson's repeated use of supefhatura

1
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elements may be misleading unless a reader also concentrates
upon her unique characterization; fhe depth of her approach
lies "béyond the mere mechanism of terror by exploring pSyCho-
logical dilemmas that work upon her protagonists from Within."26
In short, Jackson's portrait'of the neurotic femgle allows f&r

individuals' varied reactions to their world and the variety

of problems they face constantly.
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CHAPTER IT

WOMEN IN CONFLICT: MOTHER AND DAUGHTER

Another way that Shirley Jackson uses specific char-
acters to commeﬁt upon humanity and its complexfty is in the
development of crucial relationships between central female
characters in her works. These usually constitute the major
conflict in her short stories ;hd help build the tension in
her novels. Quite often such conflicts provide the impetus
which finélly results in a character taking desperate.actions
to find meaniﬁg in 1ife. Almost all of the cohflictgﬁinvolve
some type of power struggle for dominance, with one character
scheming against and manipulating the other. Very séldom is
the main character the stronger, dominant one in a‘relation-
ship. Jackson makes the weaker character:seem quite vulner-
able not only to the other éharacter, but to forces in life

beyond her control or even comprehension.

Three majbr tyﬁes of relationships seem to appear and
reappear: conflicts between mothers and daughters, sisters,
and friends or associates. All three of these relationship |
patterns are evident from her earliest short stories to her
last completed novel, The development of conflicts between
mother-daughter pairs is one of the most eftective character

patterns used by Jackson to reveal unique personality traits,

More often than not, Jackson's characters inherit or

learn many of their neurotic tendencies and unusual outlooks

29
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on life from theif own mothers. Several Jackson short stories
deal Speéifically with types of power strugg1es or major con-
frontations that frequenﬁly occur in such relationships. Usu-
_allyAJackson portrays mothers as being extremely domineering
and manipulative of their children's (mostly déu%hter’s) lives,
Very seldém is the child's welfare first in mind, and even less
often do either the mother or child live a happy life as a

result of this interference,

Two novels specifically deal with a strong mother-daughter

conflict; they are The Bird's Nest and The Haunting of Hill °

ﬁgggg. A1l of the other novels have at least one such minor
development and many.of'the covered short stories aré specifi=
cally coﬁcerned with such charaéter confrontations, /fn most of
the mother-daughter problems either the daughter h;s sacrificed
a 1ife of her own to cater to her mother's demands or she has
“striven to please and somehow still has never been“abie to

live in harmony with her parent, In both such cases, the char-
acter continues to be influenced by her mother even beyond the
time of her achieved independence, with the influence resulting

from cuilt over either the mother's death or the character's

unpleasant memory of family ties.

An effective variation of the mother-daughter conflict
pattern is that of the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, per-
sonality clash. Shirley Jackson goes beyond any standardzuse
of cliches in her treatment of such relationships. Quite often
she places the mother-in-law in the role of matriarch offa

strons, important family; when this is the case, the difficulties
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cloéing in on the weak dauzhter-in-law make endurance even
more impossible. In some of the short stories a character may
represent a type of surrogate mother; usually these relation-
ships are only one-sided with either the older woman assuming
her sesuldance is needed or the younger female beéoming overly

dependent on another to replace her need for a mother.

Two of Jackson's first stories (printed in The New Yorker

in 1943) are early examples of.the dominant mother characteriza-
tion which she would repeat so .often throughout her later
writing. In "After You, My Dear Alphonse," lMiss Jackson'por—
trays a‘racially bigoted mother who attempts to boost her own
ego by acting "charitable" towards her young son's Biack

friend. The children here are more perceptive thanﬁéhe is and
her self-image suffers quite a blow by the end»of‘%he story.

Her son excuses her patronizing comments to his friend by say-
ing, "She's ‘screwy sometimes, " and his friend responds, "So's
.mine."l A srandmother character is used in the story "After-
noon in Linen.“ but the conflict develoved between her and her
granddaushter is merely a variation of Jackson's mother-daughter
pattern., In this story, Jackson shows the élder woman.forcing
her granddauchter to attend a formal tea; The girl's resent-
ment toward the whole affair is,reveaied as her grandmother
tries to persuade her to perform in varibué ways for thelr
hostess, The girl finally rebels and makes her grandmofﬁer
appear like a fool. In both these stories, the dominant female
character is represented unfavorably so that reader sympathy

will be directed toward the child.
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Jackson's first novel, The Road Through the Wall, con-

tains almost every type of mother-daughter conflict that appears
in her later works., Actually, this book is more of a complex
study of characters than a fﬁlly developed novelf It relates
scattered incidents from the lives of individual% who are all
neighbors in a small California town, The mother‘figures

here interfere, manipulate, Compete with, and sometimes even
neglect their children, with oﬁiy one really experiencing some-
thing approximating a balanced relationship with her child,

One character, a widow named Mrs. Mack, whé is involved in a
situation in which she treats her dog literally likeuﬁéf own

child is perhaps the most pathetic of all.

A strange representation of a mothér~daughter péir in
this same-novel is that of Mrs.‘Marguerité Desmondrand her
three—year—old.daughter,°Caroline. This little girl is pampered,
dressed, and treated more like a doll than a human. Mrs, Des-
mond moves her child's small bed into her room and‘moves her
husband out; and then proceeds to decorate the place all in'
ruffles and pastels. IMother and daughter dress alike, are in-
separable, and live in their own completely private, feminine
world, Little Cafoliné seems to represent the "perfect" child
to all_the other neighborhood women, which implies that to

them, the ideal child is one who is completely obedient and

displays no independence whatsoever,

The two families considered "undesirables" by the rest of

the people in The Road Through the Wall both involve cases
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where mothers are guilty of negleétihg_%heir children. One
mother, a Mrs, Martin, is diVQréed, works nights as a waltress,
and permits her daughter complete freedom. The other character,
a Mrs., Terrel, is never fully described but-only:alluded to.
She has two dauwshters, one who is retarded and t%e other who
assumes all responsibility for the house and care of her sister.
When guizzed by neighbors, the qompetent'girl tells them her
mother "just sleeps all day";‘iét both girls are extremely de-
fensive and genuinely affectionate toward their mother. A
scene at a neighborhood party in this novel reveals something
very important about the mother-daughter relatiohshipgéf Mrs.
Sylvié and Virginia Donald. Mrs. Donald is fairly yéung to
have a teen-age dauchter, and as the two simultaneogély flirt
wiﬁh the neighborhood men, she calls out that Virgfhia is really
her sister. This statement is probably more indioafive of her

inner feelings and wishes than the woman realizes.

Probably one of the best examples of Jackson's interfering,
dominant mother type is the character, Mrs. Josephine Merriam.
Mrs. Merriam watches over her daughter, Harriet, like a hawk
and has the giri completely subjected to her. Harriet is an
unpopular and unattfacti?ebadolescent'who writes poetry and
secret journals and lones for a friend (very similar to Natalie
of Hangsaman). Her mother at one time burns her notebooks in
front of the.girl and then proceeds to give her proper wrifing
'assignments,fso she wiil not waste her time on the "foolish"

things she had been doing. When it is discovered that Harriet
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has formed a close friendship with another =irl, Marilyn
Perlman, from the only Jewish family in the neieghborhood,
Mrs. Herriam cruelly fprces,hér to break,off‘all ties with
the girl., The scene in the book where she is eip1éinihg the_
"standards” that their famiiy must maintain preS%nts this

woman in a most hypocritical light,

"We must expect'td set a standard., fciually, how-
ever much we may want to find new friends whom we
may value, people who are exciting to us because
of new ideas, cor because they are DIFFERENT, we

~have to do what is expected of us."

"hat is expected of me?" Harriet said suddenly,

without intention, .
“To do what you're %old," her mother said sharply.
“"But what am I supposed to do?"

"You may," her mother said, "in fact, I INSIST,"-
she added with relish, "that you must see her
once more, in order to tell her EXACTLY why you
are not to bQ friends any longer. After all,"
lMrs., Merriam went on dreamily, "she ought to know

why she can't hope to be your'friend,any longer.“2

Mrs, Merriam, who is obviously insecure herself, also alienates
her daughter from her own father, Harriet ends up losing her
love of writing, her one and only friendship, her father's

affection, and is left only with her mother's company and



35

directives., It is Obvious‘that Harriet will never be allowed
to assert the slightest bit of independence and lead a life

of her own.

Jackson seens often to repeat the pattern of the inter-
fering mother as represented by Mrs,. Merriam. ?fobably Jack-
son's fullest development of a daughter's resentment over such
interference is in her short sﬁpry, "I Know Who T Love." 1In
“this story, toth parents expect their daughter, Catherine Vin-
cent, to lead a life that would be impossible for a saint to
endure. In fact, her father (Qho is a minister) at one time
actually demands of her, "Do you think you are satisféctory, in
God's sight or mine?"> Her parents' exireme expectations and
reprimahds totally destroy the girl's self—concept:ngfter en-~
during humiliations. throuchout all of her life (such as a
birfhday party with invited children who all hate her and the
squelching of a2 one and only romance, because she "could do
better"),lCatherine is submitted to the torture of hearing her
dying mother's accusations that she was always an "ungrateful
child.," 1In an encounter just prior to her mother's death,
Catherine forces her mother to-admit in a round-about way that
she had never loved her husband. Relieved by her mother's
death, Catherine throws her belongings away and, thus symbol-
ically, rids herself of as much of her mother's influence as
bossible. She knows she will continue a2 lonely life as akeisfit,
yet is spmehow recohciled by the fhought that she has at least

known a love once in her 1ife,_which makes her better folthan
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her mother ever was,

The two most extreme examples of a mother's harmful,

long-lasting influence over a daughter are developed in Jack-

son's major novels, The Haunting of Hill House and The Bird's

Nest. In The Haunting of Hill House, middle—agéd Eleanor has

Pe Snattenthd

cared for her demanding, invalid mother all of her life and has
subsequently los?t the chance to care for herself or live a life
of her own. She feels reSponsible for her mother's death,
jsince she had neglected answering her mother's call on the
night of her death. Eleanor tries to rationalize her unfounded
guilt, yet she continues to feel anxiety over the fact that

she might haJe been able to save her, Thislanxiety %fows into
irrational fears that_ieadrher into hysteria at thejéhd of the
novel. For Eleanor, almost all of the strange pheéomena occur-
ine at Hill House tie in some way to her mother; she sees
'writing on the wall telling her to '"come home," sehses her
mother's'presence in the house's library, and even hears her
voice calling to her in the middle of the night. Eleanor's
attempt‘at independence fails because she seems tq need some
type of security; the acceptance she seeks by the spirits of
the house could be interpreted as her'ultimate attempt to be

reunited with the soul of her mother.

‘The need to scek out and renew a mother's love drives

the character Elizabeth in The Bird's Nest into her strugﬁle
with insanity. The psychiatrist treating the girl discovers

that her problems stem from the trauma she experienced‘a% the



37

time of her mother's death., Jackson reveals ﬁhe facts of the
incidént egradually; but it is finally revealed that the giril,
upset and disappointed by her mother, had violently attacked
'hér and shook her until she collapsed. It is implied that the
mother was already near death since she had beenéliving'a wild,
drunken life; but the girl feels she was the sole causevof the

tragedy.

Elizabeth repreSSes total:memory of her part in her
mother's death. After four &earé she.has not fully adjusted,
and the four emergent aspects of her personality all express
different views on her mother and the event. _The firét person-
aiity (Elizabeth) remembers her mother as a vague stfanger from
the»pasfg the second personality (Beth) refers to hé% dear
mother:as being one of the most perfect people she ever knew;
Retsy (the third personality) is childish and actually believes
her mother is still alive in New York City and runs away to
" find her; and the fourth personality (Bess) is resentful and
représents the state of mind the character was in when she
attacked her mother, Onlyiafter being forced to accept the
truth about both her mothef's'personality and death, is Eliza-
beth able to free herself of her mother's deep influence and

gain control over her own life,

One of the more disturbing aspects of the story, " The
Lottery," is the seeming indifference on both mather and daughter's
‘part in recard to the other's fate, which is in contrast to the

deep—set influence Elizabeth's mother's fate had on her, When.
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the lottery announcement is made that all of tﬁe Hutchinson
family members must draw individual lots, Tessie frantically
demands that their married daughter, Eve, also participate.
Likewise, when the younger daughter, Nancy, disCQvers that che
has been spared, she'spontaneously‘shows relieffénd happiness.
Neither mother nor daughtér consider.the'tragedy that might
befall the other, Here Jackson shows the survival instinct as
reigning supreme over familialfiove. .This tfuth revealed in
the story seems more horrible than the details of the later
killing, because it is more'personal and as Jackson seems to

suggest, altogether too universal,

The daughter Mary Katherine in We Have Always Lived in the

Castle is moved by an opposite type of compuléion tpén either
Eleanor or Elizabeth felt. This character, 1ike Néﬁcy in "The
Lottery," expres?es_no outward regret over her mother's fate,
even though in this instance Mary Katherine was the one respon-
sible for her mother's death, Mary Katherine, instead, has an
ideal of what the perfect mothef should be and she finds that’
embodied in her sister Constance, Being an actual ten years
older than her sister, and even more mature emotionally, Con-
stance does represent a loving, protective figure that is act-
ually more "motherly" than Jackson displays in many legitimate

parents,.

There is another instance of a type of surrozate mother
character in "Louisa, Please Come Home." In this story, Louisa

resents her real mother's attention to her sister and interference
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in her choice of friends. She runs away and becomes attached
to her landlady, a Mrs., Peacock. Louisa enjoys, in a morbid

. sort of way, listening to her mother's voice pleading ovef the
radio for her return and telling Mrs. Peacock lies ahout her
family's dependihg on her wérk to suppért them, A twist at
the end of this story has her real mother not recognizing her
and Louisa realizing that the only mother or family she will

ever have from then on‘will.be Mrs, Peacock,

In "Flower Garden," Jackson shows how é mother—in~law's
fofcefﬁlvihfluence destfoys all of her daughter-in-law's hopes
for a 1life of her own. The older,woman;s interference is re-
f‘sented at first, but ultimately the daughter—in~law'not only
accepts‘ﬁer inévitéblelfate but loses all of her own, separate
identity., The beginning lines of the story foreshadow its
eVehtual outcome: "After living in an old Vermont manor house
toaether.for almoét eleven years, the two Mrs. Winnings, mother
and daughter-in-law, had groWn to iook a gdod deal alike, as
women will who live intimately together, and work in the same
kitchen and get things done around the house in- the Same manner,
Althouzh young Mrs. Winning had been a Talbot, and had dark hair
which she wore cut short, she was now officially a Winning, a
member of tThe -oldest family in town and her hair was beginning
to grey where her mother-in-law's hair had greyed first, at

L
the temples . . . ."L

The young Mrs. Winning lives with her in-laws although she
has alWays dreamt of living in a certain cottage in town,

A youne widow moves into this coveted house and through
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their association, Mrs., Winning watches the home beihg decor-
ated just as she would do herself and helps with the type of
flower garden that she has_always wanted, but never beeh-able
to have., The young,Mré. Winning's vicarious enjoyment of an
independent 1ife in the cottage,_through'hef frf@ﬁdship, is
cut short when the neighbor ignores town tradition and inno-
cently befriends a bléck man., Her mother-in-law is appalled
by the woman's daring and vici&ﬁsly attacks her image in her
daughter-in-law's eyes, Mrs. Winning has already lost too much
of her own independence to act in defense of her friend; she
breaks their *ies and assumes more and more of her moﬁher—ih—

law's character traits.

Jackson deals with another conflict between motﬁer and

- | 3 .ﬁl - . 3 r"- .
daughter-in-law in The 3Sundial, The mother-in-law is again

represented as the strong character here, but there is abso-
‘lutely no resemblance or fusing of personalities between Mrs.
Orianna Halloran and her daughter—in-law, Maryjane. The
younger Mrs, Halloran is relafively sure that her mother-in-law
killed her own son to assure herself of all control over the
family estate, The novel opens with the‘family members return-
ing from Tionel's (the husband-son's) funeral. Maryjane's
suspiclions ‘are shown to be highly probable since the elder Mrs.,
Halloran displays absolutely no genuine grief., 1In fact, when
reprimanded by her sister-in-law for immediately startiﬁgfa
same of backgammon, she outwardly declares: "I am sure that

Lionel would have foregone dying, Aunt Fanny, if he thought
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" his funeral would interfere with my backgammbn."5 The senior
Mrs. Halloran has been described as a Medea figure,'and her
other powér-hunqry actions along with the murder of her own

son justify this comparison.

Maryjane Halloran, like the young Mrs. Winﬂang, also
iives with hér in-laws; not because of family tradition so
much as for sheer convenience. She makes no attempt to hide
her hatred for her mother—in~léw and outwardly works to turn
her daughter's affections against her grandmother. At one.
time, the elder Mrs, Halloran announced her plans to properly
evict her daughter-in-law, by setting her up in an apértment
in another town but keeping her granddaughter with hér, This
plan'is‘interruptéd by the family hysteria over thefﬁrediction

of Doomsday; and the mother and dausghter~in-law are forced to

Continue'their spiteful Qo—habitation.

Another type of harmful influence sometimes exerted by
mothers in Jackson's‘stbries occurs when the mother imposes
her biased opinions upon her daughter. An example of tﬁis type
of conflict appears in the story, "Dorothy and‘My Grandmother .
and the Sailors." Here, in a humorous vein, Jackson indicates
how receptive a young mind can be to an elder's unfounded
suggestions., Both the narrator's mother and grandmother, for
the ‘girl's own good (of course), have drilled ideas into her
head about sailors and "the fleet coming in." When she aﬁd

a friend, Dorothy, happen to go to San Francisco to sightsee

and later, by chance, sit by some sailors in a movie, they
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become hysterical, Rather than‘helping fhg girls view the
incident in perspective, fhe older women condone thelr behavior
and thus perpetuate their own narrow-mindedness., These girls
will no more be able to form their awn 1ifé.styles than was

young Mrs, Winning in "Flower Garden.,"

A more serious example of the harm done from assuming a

mother's biases is evident in The Witchcraft of Salem Village.
When forced to accuse specific women as witches, the young
girls' first thoughts fall to the women they had heard their

own mothers criticizing and condemning. "It is certain that

the girls knew a qqod deal abéut these women from local gossip--
a vice heartily condemned by»their:church. Their mothers had
-surely talked among themselves of the shiftlessness of Sarah
Good, and the siovenliness of Sarah Osborn, and had perhaps

even told one another that,sﬁch behavior was the devil's handi-
work."7 What had been innocent gossip on the mothers' parts
turned into a much more serious matter when it fell into the
'girls' inexperienced hands. Out of this whole misguided affair,
Jackson especially concentrates on one'mother—daughter pair.,

To avoid suspicion herself, Ann Putnam, Sr., joins her daughter
and the other girls in their claims of being beWitched. Mrs,
Putnam leads a vicious attack against a woman she was known

to be extremely jealous of and her daughter imitates her behavior

completely,

Robert L, Kelly's article, “Jackson's 'The Witch': A

Satanic Gem," presents a rather extreme interpretation of
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Jackson's portrayal of a mother figure in that story. 1In "The
Witch," Jackson portrays a young mofher and her two children
encountering a strange, sinister man on a traih. He fills the
little boy's head with ideas of murder (espenia11y that of
younger éisters) and the boy later comments that he "prob'ly
was a witch."9 Professor Kelly suggests that the mother may
have actually been closer to being a witch than the old man,
since she continues to ignore the boy and direct all of her
attention to the baby girl., If the boy did not already have
jealous and hostile feel}ngs towards his sister before hearing
"the old man's remarks, Kelly says he Surely will afterwards,
especilally since he has.received no reassurance from his mother.
To Kelly, the real evil here lies in the commonplace failure
of the mother to fulfill her role as protector of her child's

mind; if so, many mothers are witches to their children.lo

One of the few stories where a méther's attempt to inter-
fere is admirable and the children are presented unfavorably
ig "The Renegade." In this story, the family's dog, Ladyy has
been caught killing a neighbor's chickens., Everybody in town,
inbluding her own children, is swept up in the excitement of
a possible extermination of the animal, Only the mother feels
any compassion for the dog; but her attempts to sway her neigh--
bor's or even her own children's.attitude about the métter is
hopeless, The mother here is trying to steer her children away.
from evil rather than passively'aliowing them to come in contact

with it as in Kelly's interpretation of "The Witch,'"
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Another mother who is frustfated in her attempts to com-
municate with her child is Mrs, Arnold Waite from the novel,
Hangsaman, She is thoroughly disillusioned with the life she
- has had with her husband and tries to warn her daughter, Natalic,
of the destruction her father's‘ihfluence can wo%k on her per-
sonality, Jackson describes a rather pathetic scene involving
Mrs,-Waite, compassiohately‘urging her daughter not to marry a
man like her father and to'seekfhappiness before anything else
in her 1life. "Her mother is an ineffectual woman who has some-
how lost her way and is despairingly anxious to spare Natalie's
missing hers but, Jackson here represents the father ?é being
the dominant parent, making the mother in this instance unable

to act effectively for her daughter's behalf, L1

If any truly balanéed_relatiohship between mother and
dauzhter exists-in Jackson's works, it appears in the represent-
ation of Mrs, Perlman and her daughter, Marilyn, in The Road

Throush the Wall, Perhaps living with the burdeh of anti-

Semitism has given this mother increased insight into human
nature. Her daughter longs for a friend as did Hérriet Merriam,
and when the friendship between the two girls is abruptly ended,
Mrs, Perlman sympathizes with her daughter and shows compassion
without outwardly interfering. ThiS'admirable characterization
is seldom seen in Jackson's works, but in this novél»itzis be-

lievable and satisfying.

Jackson probably describes so few cases of well adjusted

relationships between mothers and daugzhters because herjabjective
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is usually to study conflict between characters, and she sees
the mother-daughter conflict as often present and terrifyingly
reai. Through the use of troubled characters (whether dis-
turbed individuals or those involved in conflicts with another),
Shirley Jackson is able to comment on the probléms faced by
many womern, She does show happy mother-daughter relationships
in some stories and especially so in her comical family anec-

dotes in Life Among the Savages and Raising Demons; but when

‘her purpose is %to comment creatively on the frailties of +the
female character, her approach almost always is through develop-
ment of women in conflicts such as those presented between

mothers and daughters in this chapter,
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CHAPTER TTT b7

WOMEN. IN CONFLICTs SISTER AND SISTER

If Jackson's representation of relationships between
mothers and daughters seems strained, some of tﬁe conflicts
she sees existing between sisters may seem even more spiteful
and uncaring. Jackson develops relationships between sisters
in two main ways; one to show %ﬁe existence of traditional
sibling rivalry and the other tb reveal a unique type of inter-
dependence between two characters. This second type of rela-
tionship is totally different from the power strugglgé and
manipulatidn found in most of the mother-daughter prbblems and
the other,‘more_general style of sisterly conflictsf’ This
‘character patltern does not appear in Jackson's ear{iest stories,
but the same type of jealousy and rivalry as shown between
sisters does appear in some of her earliest stories about
friends who undergo drastic changes in attitude, Only’two‘of
her best stories, "The Rock," and "Louisa, Please Come Home,"
deal spéqifically with crucial relationships between sisters,

but these two are paralleled almost exactly in more fully

developed instances in The Road Through the Wall, The Rird's

Nest, The Sundial, and We Have Always Lived in the Castle.

——

The most obvious case of sisterly rivalry appears.in the
story, "Louisa, Please Come Home," Here, 2 teen-aged gifl,
Louisa Tether, runs away from home on the day before her sister's

wedding, Iarly in the story she says, "I admit I planned it
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for the day before Carol's Weddihg‘qn purpose, and for a long
time afterward I used to try and imagine Carol's face when she
realized that my running away was going to leave her one
bridé's maid short."1 Louisa reads an acronnt of her disappear-
ance in the newspaper that includes a‘comment'bf her sister
justifying their continuation of the ceremony that clearly de-
fines their strained relationship. "Carol told one newspaper
reporter that hér sister'Louiséﬁwould have wanted it‘that ways;
'She would never have meant to spoil my wedding,' Carol said,
knowing perfectly well that that_would.be exactly what_I'd
meant, I'm pretty sure that the first thing Carol diﬂ when she
knew T was missing was go and count the wedding presénts to see
what T'd taken with me."2 Jackson's style has been xreferred to
as "etchihg in vinegar," and this'phrase seems 1o déscribe per-
fectly her method uéed to reveal the often extreme hatred that

3

can exist between sisters.

- In "Louisa, Please Come Home,'" the main character goes on
fo assume a new ideﬁtity and new 1ife style in anothér;town;‘she
deludes herself into believing she is happy with her new life.
In the end of the story, Louisa ironically discovers a cohncern
for her on the part of her sister and parents which she never
realized or appreciated before. The conflict‘has thus been
resolved but ironically it is too late té resume a normal family

life.

Such sisterly jealousy and rivalry is also seen in Jack-

son's novel, The Haunting of Hill House. In this instanée,




Eleanor's older sister, Carrie, has found independence in a
life of her own, being married ahd living away from their invalid
mother; but she wants to deny her younger sister any of the
same richts, The two share joint ownership of a car, and when.
'Eleanor.asks to use it for the summer at Hill H&use, Carrie
becomes unjustifiably angry and possessive. It is obvious that
‘ she and her husbénd "use" Eleanor and generdlly take her for
granted. They are not worried at all about her safety but
merely about their own possible inconvenience if she would
leave, It is ynplied that part of Eleanor's excitement about
going to Hill House stems from hér feeling of adventgﬁe at
daring to defy her sister. She runs off with the'caf and plans
never to return; and like Louisa, she enjbys imagining how

’

shocked her sister will be,

"The Rock" traces the disintegration of a fairly compat-
ible relationship between two sisters-in-law to the point
where mild resentment turns into outward hosfility. In this
situation fhe two women accompany their brother-husband to an
igland resort where'he can recuperate from a serious illness.
Both women have shared the responsibility for his care during
~the course of his illness, but as the brother recovers his
strength, his sister’'s immediate usefulness and welcome dimin-
ishes. The two women in "The Rock," are opposites ndt_bnly in
their relationship to the same man, but in total personaiities.
Virginia, the wife,'is donventionélly feminine and helpless
(at least in the eyes of her sister—inalaw); while Paulay the

sister, 1s the more magculine of the two (even her-naﬂe suggests

a



this) and independent, Paula is drawn to the rugged terrain

of the island while Virginia prefers to. stay in the lodge and
spend as much time alore with her husband as possible. Paula's
loneliness and resentment is heightened by the uncanny observa-
tions‘and comments of another resort ocuest, untiﬁ she reaches

a point where she even doubts her brother's true affection for
her. The reader ‘is left to assume that Paulé commits suicide

on one of the island's rocky cliffs.

Jackson represents this same type of sisterly conflict,

similar even in the display of a Jealous, possessiveness for

the other's hushand, in The Road Through the Wall_and”The Bird's

Nest., In her first novel, The Road Throush the Wall, a semi-

invalid sister, Miss Lillian Tyler, lives with har'sister ang
brothér-in~law; Dinah and Brad Rénsom4Jones. Hererthe single
sister delighﬁs in telling her sister what Brad would think
about various topics, thus implying that she knows him better
than his own wife, She even slips at times and refers to her
sister as "that woman" who Brad married! Toth sisters speak
as if they are extremely close and affectionate; but their
actions sugerest otherwise, One inStance'shows-Mrs. Ransom-
Jones hirins a nelshbor boy to "babysit" with Miss Tyler for
an eveninz that she is oing to spend socialiy. She says she
will call often and return early, but does neither; she seems
glad to be away from the burden her sister represents. iihese
two women do flaré up against each other in one encounter,

but soon resume their false pleasantness, In the party -scene
g P y

at the end of the book, Jackson subtly and ironically’comments
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on the whole family relationship by describing FMr., Ransom-Jones

as being "far too small for two wives.'""

In The Bird's Nest, Morzen Jones admits to a psychologist

that she has coveted beth‘her sister's husband apd her_child.
Morgen's sister was Elizabeth Richmond, Sr., theimother of

“her niece Elizabeth, Horgen, who had fo take care of her sister
for mosf of her 1life, greatly resented thet burden., Her regard
for her sister's dependence and her own strensgth is very similar
to that of Paula in "The Rock," Morgen, like Lillian Tyler in

The Road Through the Wall, also feels that her brother~in—law

had grown to love and appreciate her more than his_wi%e. She
often talks about;these feelings in front of her nieee: "he
saw me first . . . but of course then~your mother, dﬁce he met
my sister Eljzabeth, then it was ﬁer of course, and of course
there was nothing I could do. PRut I flatter myself, Elizabeth
junier, I flatter myself,'that my intelligence and strength
showed him finally What a mistake HEbmade, choosing vacuity
and prettiness. Vacuity,' Aunt Morgen said, enjoying the word,
e o« +» 'Toward the end, I'noticed he came more and more asking
MY advice . . . ot0

Morgen prides herself on the fact that her brother-in-law
left her in charge of his daughter's trust fund instead of his
wife, knowing he could rely on her to be‘responsible.'iItkis
this overly rishteous attitude of Morgen's plus her constent
condemning of her sister as "pure mud” that makes her nieee

despise her. lMorgen loves the younger Elizabeth in her own

unusual way; but feels as if she has "earned" her affection

AN
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in return for her care. Only at the end of the novel can
these two come to any reconciliation; and that occurs after
they both have been forced to face the truth about their

mutual relative,

A cage of a sister's resentment of her brother's inter-

tering wif'e provides one of the major conflicts in The Sundial.

Fanny Halloran is forty-eight, unmarried, and considered as

a8 type of "parasite” by her sister-in-law, The two women both
obvicusly feel that they should be in charge of the family
estate énd business since Richard Halloran;(their husband-
brother) has become sickly‘and senile., Mrs, Orianna Halloran.
forcefully assures herself of command (even to tbe point of
eliminating the ﬁhreat.of her own son's inheritance claims) and
prepares to restrict Fanny to liviﬁg in one isolated wing of

the family mansion.

Fanny resents her sister-in-law's exploitation of her,

~but is not strong enough to challenge her OutWardly; inétead,

she regorts to a.fahtasy life 1ike many other Jackson characters.
In the attic of the mansion, éhe has duplicated the small
apartment that she and her brother lived in as children. She
escapes to this retreat whenever especially threatened and re-
li?es the happy years of her life before Orianna robbed her of
‘both her home and brother. Commenting on Fanny's reports of
visions, one reviewer conjectured that they may have been only
nself-induced attempts to elude her sister-in-law's domination

6

and re-establish the protected world of her girlhood."



'Both Fanny's and Paula's (from "The Rock") jealousy of
their sisters-in-law seem to stem from somewhaf incestuous
feelings for their respective‘brotheré; but Jackson's brother-
sister relationships are not always presented in fhis light.
Two especially strong cases of a sister's indiff%rence or even

outrisht resentment of her own brother vccur in Hangsaman (with

Natalie and Buddy Waite) and The Road Through the Wall (with

Virginia and Tod Donald),

Although Jackson usually tends to represent jJjealous,
spiteful situations among sisters and other family members,
some of her most powerful character portrayals are ofbcaring,

protective sisters. Such character types appear in ﬂg Have

Always Lived in the Castle, The Road Throush the WaXl, The

-

Sundial, and even in The Witcheraft of Salem Villace.

A major explanation for the powerful effect of Jackson's

novel, We Have Always Lived in the Castle, lies in her charact-

erization of the twofsisters, Constance and Mary Katherine
Blackwood., To Mary Katherine, Constance not only takes the
place of surrogate mother, but also represents the most wonder-
ful person in the world. "Her older sister embodies all that
Mary Katherine loves, and providesvher with the assurance that
she will always have what‘she has now and that nothing will

7

ever change."

.

Constance's extreme self-sacrifice of a life of her ovwm

to protect her youngef sister is a type of unselfish attribute
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displayed by very few Jackson characters. Stuart C. Woodruff,
commenting upon thelsiqnificance‘Of a character such as Con-
stance says, "Cbnstance—-her name, of course, 1s emblematic---
epitomizes the regenefative powers of love and sglfless devo-
tion + . .4Through the figure_of Cbnstanée we‘%re shown
qualities of human concern andusacrificial love rare enough to
be either missed or misunderstood by the common run of mankind,
‘rare enouzh to require withdra&él from the quotidian world for

8

their preservation."  If the novel is read with this idea in
mind, then Constance's ultimate divorcing herself from the

world seems the only proper and sensible thing for her to do,

Mary Katherine is an extremely possessive charaﬁter as
are mahy'of the other sister types; but she_wants tdfhave her
sister's complete attention while the other Charac%ers seem to
covet somethinz owned by their respective sisters. To Mary
Katherine's childish mind, Constance represents a type of
fairy princess whom she must protect and keep hidden only for
herself; thus, when their cousin Charles arrives she perceives
him as an enemy prince who must be eliminated to‘brotect the

. . . ' - C
security of fthelr "castle" home and prlvacy.)

Jackson seems to be antlcipating the essence of HMary
Katherine and Constance's relationship in her earlier nortrayal

of the sisters, Frederica and Beverlv Terrel in The Road Through

~the Wall. 1In this first novel, Jackson briefly presentsithe
Terrel sisters and contrasts their devotibn with the selfish-

ness of the other children in the neighborhood. Frederfca, like



55

COnstance, has had to}assume‘full responsibility for the care
of‘her "slow" sister. Both of these charactefs are extremely
protective and concerned for their-charges,‘shdwing no resent-
ment (which would be justified here more than in any other in-
stance), Frederica must keep an eye out for,Beferly since she
has a tendency to take‘the household money and wandér into town,
spending it foolishly with perfect strangers., Beverly shows
absolutely no fear or distruétJOf anyone while Mary'Katherine
is extremely susvicious of everyone she meets; either way, both
rirls are extremely vulnerable and not able to care for them-
selves, The self-less devotion displayed by Frederigé_and
Constance is one of the few admirable characteristics Jackson

ortrays in any of her female characters.
P Y \

N . L . . . : ! f’
The other minor appearances of devoted, rather than

guarreling sister pairs occur in The Sundial and The Witchcraft

of Salem Village. The, two elderly women, the Misses Deborah

and Caroline Inverness, in The Sundial, live together and share

the responsibilities of a tiny ift and book shop. Each woman
here feels that she is looking out for'ﬁer sister's benefit;
but what their behavior actually amounts to is making sure
that the other does not do anything drastic to upset their

routine life-style,” One of the bravest and one of the few ad-

mirable women portraved in The Witchcraft of Salem Village is
Sarah Cloyse, the sister of accused Rebecca Nurse. This:.woman
had the courase to speak out in defense of her sister's inno-

cence at the witch trials and thus risks (and loses) her own
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freedom, It was this type of action, however, that first
brought some of the people in Salem back to a sensible. frame

of mind.

Although Jackson deals fewer times with sisterly con-
flicts than with conflicts: between mothers and éaughters‘or
- even two, non-related women, the cases she does develop in
this category are all intense,_gffective, and memorable., Many
of the motives which influence the actions of the sister char-
acters are very similar to those shared by the women in the
other two types of conflicts; especially those of compétition,
jealousy, and manipulation through unfair interference. Related
or not, womén involved in struggles or problems of éome kind,
will reveal much about fhemSelvesj and Jackson makeéﬂthorough
‘use of such conflicts to develop extremely powerfui and be-

‘lievable female characters who are altogether too representa-

tive of the jealousy rampant among human beings,
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CHAPTER IV 58

WOMEN IN CONFLICT: FRIEND AND FOE

The third area of female relationships porfrayed in
Jackson's works is not nearly as specific aS‘thJse dealing
WLLh mothers and daughters or sister sroups. In this third
area, Miss Jackson deals with the relationships between non-
related women, usnally two friéhds whose friendshiv is altered
noticeably by the end of a work, casual associates, or women
in employer-employee situations, Quite often in these rela-
.tionships; Jackson uses her characters to display the;extent
of callousness that one human being is often able to:display
to another. Many of her short stories evolve aroun@fsuch a
relationship, ‘depending on a character's personal gehavior to
justify Miss Jackson's often abrupt endings. All of the
novels include at least one relationship of this type, with

The Road Throuch the Wall, Hangsaman, and The Haunting of Hill

House all depending on such a relationship to intensify the

ma jor conflict of the entire work.

The. earliest story of Jackson's that really fits into
this pattern of strained relations between~friends is "Come
Dance With Me in Ireland," which first appeared in The New
Yorker in 1943. " In thié story, three women are visiting in
oné of their apartmenfs. They range in age and personali%y
from the oldest, a Mrs. Corn, who is full of advice; to yéung—

married Mrs. Archer, who has to put up with Mrs. Corm'sféonstant
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comments; to the'young neighbor, Miss Valentine, who gets
overly exéited abéut everything. These three women's afternoon
is interrupted byvthe‘appeafance of an old man who is both
selling shoe laces‘éndvstarving'to death at the same time,

The three women take him in but disagree on Whaﬁ'to think of‘
him and how %o act toward him., These women do not become
outwardly angry with each other, but have their eyes opened

to the petfiness in their_respébfive‘behaviors. For example,
they decide to give the man some wine to revitalize him, but
serve 1t 1in a dirtyfwater glass from the sink. The man remarks
on his second class treatment, insults Mrs. Corn who ﬁas the
most reticent about taking him in, and leaves, mockiﬂgly{
having planted disturbing questions in all'of_their;minds about

each other and their own motives. N4

Three stories that reveal pettiness of a.competitive-
nature in female characters are "Fine 0ld Firm," "Of Course,"
‘ahd "The Dummy." All three of these consist almost entirely
of dialogue; yet a woman's manner is often best revealed
throush her speech, and Jackson effectively uses this approach
heré. The story, "Fine 01d Firm," presents a scene whére two
mothers meet and talk about their sons. One mother, Mrs,
Friedman, calls uhexpectedly on Mrs, Concord; introducing her-
self and explaining that their sons ére both in the army
together and havevwritten suggesting that the mothers géﬁj
acquainted. A conversation ensues very similar to that between

the sisters Miss Tyler and Mrs, Random-Jones in The Road-
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Throuch the Wall, with both women not only acting possessive
of their own sons but trying to sound more knowledgable of the
6ther's{Son. Mrs. Concord announces her'intehtibns of acting
on behalf of the Friedman's son by providing-him a position in
their family business. His mother declines thesoffer,rstating
their own plans and boasting just enough to insult the first
woman. It is obvious that the sons' desires and welfare is
not in the minds of these womég;‘but that this encounter was
solely a chance for hoth to assure themselves of their own

superior statug in‘COntrast to the other,

More such verbal jousting occurs in "Of Course.f Here
two women form judgments of each other upon their fifst meet-
ing. A ¥Wrs, Tylor Watches while new neighbors moveﬁin;'then,

)
she goés over to introduce herself and offer assistance. It
is obvious to a reader that Urs, Tylor has come mostly out of
curiosity. yet she does sound sincere in her comments about
hoping to become acquainted and spend some time together., But

Mrs. Harris' (the new neighbor) curt replies to each comment

made by Mrs. Tylor initiates a verbal "contest,"

"Mr. Harris," Mrs., Harris said carefully, "feels
that movies are intellectually retarding., We do

not go to movies."
C"Naturally," Mrs, Tylor said . ., .

"Mr, Harris cannot bear the radio. We do not own

one, of course."
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*Of course," Mrs, Tylor said., "No radio." . . .

"What," Mrs. Tylor said, "what does your husband
Yy .

do Tor relaxation?"

"He reads plays," Mrs. Harris said, She looked
doubtfully at Mrs, Tylor. "Pre=Elizabethan, of

1
course, "

After politely listening to élifbf Mrs, Harris' insinuations
that. the Harris' life style was far superior to hers, lrs,
Tylor leaves her, not defeated, but only all the more convinced
to-continué_her own life style no matter how4"barbariﬁﬂ her
neighbors may consider it. This need to impress thegbthef of
her superior status has deprived both women of the ghance of

o

develoving a genuine friendship.

Such a compulsion to comment and criticize often results
in outward meddling by many.Jackson_characters.. Two meddling,
older women interfere in a marital argument in "The Dummy, "
and are_rightfully rébuffed by both the husband and wife. While
at a reétaurant, these two feel free to obenly criticize a
#irl entertainer and later eavesdrop on her table conversation,
The girl and her hquand, a ventriloquist, are having an argu-
ment and the man directs insults to her through use of the
‘dummy. The women are appalled and interfere by coming over to
the table, siapping the dummy's face and knocking its héaﬁ
loose., The young woman immediately adjusts the_dUmmy,‘thus

symbolically refusing their aid and defending her husband.
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The women are surprised at her reaction, but never question
their own motives which were grossly inappropriate in the

first place.

Another instance where Jackson deals with meddling dlder
women is in "The House." Unfortﬁnately, these meen are‘nof
put in their fiqhtful place and end up ruining another person's
happiness, These women visit a young girl who has recently
inherited one of their late friehd's homes, The girl is very
excited about the prospect of decorating the house and having
a home of her own, These women commence to tell her their
suspicions that the previous woman was murdered in thé house
and leave her only when they have her thoroughly‘con&inced
of this. Once alone, the girl realizes she is too gfraid to
stay in the house. She abandons it and all of hérﬁdreams for
happiness that it'represented, Jackson implies that these
women knew what they were doing and planned the whole visit,
not to extend any welcome to the girl but to assure themselves

that things would remain the way they wanted them,

Likewise, Jackson often uses feminine gossin and distinct

social incidents to further reveal her characters' personali-ties.2

The female characters in The Road Through the Wall afe good

examples of this aspect of her work, The neighbor women here

zather at each other's homes socially for sewing sessioné} vet
after years of acguaintance they still are uncomfortablylfbrmal
in their behavior. These women Seem so preoccupied with ﬁain—

taining their social positions as accepted by the othersﬁthat
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they have not allowed themselves to form real friendships.

Comments given as compliments are usually insincere and double-

.

edged and the neishbor women nhot included at these gatherings

are outwardly condemned and siandered.

As in The Witchcraft of Salem Village, these women's

risms and seem to
4 _

absorb their biases, The girls in The Road Through the Wall

daughters also imitate their mother's manne

". « . reflect the life of their parents'with its bickering
futility and its mo'ralvba,nkrup‘tcy.‘"3 One particular instance
in this light occurs when Virginia Donald leads the oﬁher

girls into a conversation with the Jewish girl, IMaril'yn Perl-
man, Virginia very "graciously" offers to exempt Mafilyn

from all holiday activities to save her from embarrﬁésment over
Christmas; later, llrs, Donald purposely eliminatesfMarilyn from
a -neighborhood drama club so she won't have to be exposed fo

the play, "Merchant of Venice." Jackson has once again pro-

vided insight into the not so pleasant side of feminine nature,

A very similar cruelty is apparent in the personalities
of the college girls in Hanesaman, The central character,
Matalie, cannot adjust to life in college for many reasons, but
one major problem is that she, being extra sensitive, is re-
puised by the others' true, vicious natures. One of theebook's
"most powerful scenes describes an initiation of the ffeshmen
girls. Awakened in the middle of the night, and rudely ﬁéhered
into a candlelit restroom by masked upperclassmen, Natalié

finds herself amazed at the nerve people have to act oufrageously
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when provided with anonymity (even as slight as that of a

small mask).

Natalie, alone, refuses fo cooperate in the older girls®
interrogations and is immediately tagged as a "bad sport"
(their worse condemnation, since nonconformity fs"scorned by
moSt_of<them). - The girls are shown to be involved in a type
of struggle for domination similar to that in "Of Course."

Each girl seems. to be judeing fhe other's potential for pop-
ularity and associations are formed on the selfish basis of
whom it would be best to be seen with; true qualities -of friend-
ship are practically ignored. Status appeafs to be the ma jor
factor esteemed by these girls; Natalie's inability'to function
in such a false world and accept these priorities ié.implied

by Jackson as being the only sane action to take i; such cir=-

cumstances,

What seems even more unfortunate to Jackson ié that few
people, like Matalie, are sensitive to the crassness of the
world around them; but rather thrive in such an environment.,
Jackson describes many characters who enjoy taking advantage
of those Qéaker than themselves, A powerful contrast of two
such character tynes appears in Hangsaman, where Nataelie be-
comes involved with two older gzirls, YVicki and Ann. Natalie
cannot underétand why these girls bother to include hérnin'
their activities since they are very popular, attractive;ﬁahd

have very few interests in common with her. After awhile she

realivzes tha®t they are merely using her to get closer to an
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aﬁtractive teacher who ig especially attentive to Natalie
(again, not because of her own attributes, but because he is
interested in her influential, author-father), Natallie resents
their treatment, yet is so desperate for friendship that she

allows herself to be exploited by them for Quite a while,

It is only when these two gifls begin to torment this
professor's wife that Natalie faces the truth about their in-
herent cruelty., One of the first people to befriend Natalie
was this womén, Elizabeth Langdon, and Natalie is sympathetic
toward her, She, like Natalie, feels like a misfit in the
colleze crowd; and to escape her own frustration, Eiizabeth
Langdon resorts to heavy drinking. Jackson implies that the
girl, Ann, is involved_romantically with the professor and
that these two girls outwardly exploit Elizabeth's drinking
to belittle her in front of her husband, When Natalie realizes
what they are doing to the life of another human being she is
shocked and angry at herself for being even a small part of

their dirty work.

The younger Ann Putnam in The Witcheraft of Salem Village

is also presented as a cruelly selfish person who willfully
uses other pedple. Ann was considered the "ring leader" of
the other Pufitan girls with none of them daring to defy her,
Even the older girls in the village would'copy Ann's actions
and always agree with her ideas., The youngef girls in town
were totally intimidated by her; in fact, Ann's threats to fhe

youngest girl (Elizabeth Parris) to remain quiet about a
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forbidden club they had formed caused her to have the nightmares

which were first intérpreted as signs of witcheraft,

Many of Jackson's characters find themselves in helpless
situations beyond their own control, suffering from another's
cruel manipulation.dver thei{ lives, Three of her stories
are specifically concerned with_relatiohships between women
in employer-employee situations where unusual role reversals
have taken place. In the stories, "The Island," "Tootie in
'Péonage," and "Men With_Their BRig Shoes," Jackson hés the
chéracfer who normally should be in charge of things completely
usurped of all power by one who ordinarily would be taking
orders. TheseAineffective women are frustrated by their own

vulnerability but are not strong enough to escape their own

predicaments,

"The Island,"‘présents a pathetic picture of a rich,
elderly 1ady,‘Mrs. Mbntague, who 1s being exploited by her hired
companion, a nondescript Miss Oakes. The companion daily orders
lavish room service dinners for herself while forcing oatmeal
gruel down the throat of her charge., Miss Oakes treats Mrs.
Montarsue as a child and as a result, Mrs. Montague becomes more
and mére childish in her‘aotiohs, constantly doing things to
spite Migs Oakes, Mrs, Montague.fantasizes an escape to an
island, where she runs freely nude on a heach and is only
occasionally disturbed by a parrot (greatly resembling Miss

Oakes) that squawks, "Eat. Eat."g The fantasy is not lasting,
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though, and Mrs, Montacue must face the unalterable fact that
she cannot rid herself of this woman and her unfair treatment,
since she is hired by her son and Miss Oakes has him favorably

impressed,

Jackson also represents a role reversal begween employer
and employee in twd.or her stories about hired, domestic help.
"Tootie in Peonage," and "Men with Their Big Shoes," In the
story, "Tootie in Peonage," Jaéksoh has a young, hired girl
totally disrupting her employer's family life. Instead of
relievine her employer, Mrs., Taylor, of her household burdens
she merely adds more to her load, This girl is not Qﬁly
lazy but demanding as well. When the inevitable occurs and,
pregnant, Tooties ﬁacks to return home, she commentgfabout how
nice the family had been to her., Thus, even when éone, she
disturbs IMrs. Taylor, who now feels guilty over her previous
resentment of the girl, If anyone was in peonage in this

story, it certainly was not Tootie!

Add about thirty years to the character Tootie plus even
more sheer nerve and the character of Mrs, Anderson from "Men
with Their Big 3Shoes," emerges, This woman not only intimidates
her young employer, a Mrs. Hart, about working conditibns but
interferes in her private life as well., Mrs., Hart is recently
‘married, pregnant and unusually timid; she is as idealistic
about life and love as Mrs, Anderson is bitter, IMrs, Andérson
relates all sorts of frightening old wives' tales concerning

childbirth and constantly criticizes her own husband outwardly
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and Mr. Hart, implicity. When Mfs. Hart is beginning to

realize the threat of Mrs. Anderson's presence and contemplating
her dismissal, Mrs. Anderson delivers one last fatal blow. She
suggests living in wi%h them, takiﬁg over the nursery and the
care of the child who 18 not even born yet., Mrs, Hart, not
having courage of her own o confront the situation openly,
resorts to a trick of Mrs., Anderson's. Blaming her husband,
Mrs., Hart says that she is in favor of the idea, but knows that
he would“AOt»allow'it. EVen this attempt at stopping the woman
does not work and the story ends with Mrs, Hart realizing "with

5

a sudden, uhalterable conviction that she was lost."

Competitiveness between business associates or petty
social climbing, although not pleasant, seems inevitable to
Jackson:_but'at the same time, the destruction of something
as worthwhile as a meaningful friendship is senseless to her,
Perhaps one-of the most pathetic types of human relationships
Jackgon deals with 1s that‘ofza lost or ruined friendship.
Often friendshiﬁs are destroyed as a result of the interference

of an outside person. For example, the closeness so fulfill-

ing to both Harrief and Marilyn in Thg Road Through the Wall
was cruelly ended by Harriét's mother, This woman surely could
nof have understood her daughter and truly cared for her and
still gone ahead with her demands, Harriet desperafely needed
a confidant and someone to accept her as an equal; her mother's
denyinz her this, was like depriving her daughter ‘the chance

to Become a whole person, Maybe subconsciously, this was

her intention.
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"he cruel severing of ties by Mrs. Winning with her own
friend, MMrs., MacLane, in "Flower Garden," is a meaningless
gelf-denial., When Helen Winning yielded to town pressure and
prejudice she also forfeited her slim‘hold on happiness and
chances of personal fulfillment, Mrs, MacLane,*%lthough in-
"sulted and hurt at first, in the long run, will not suffer
nearly as much loss from this broken relationship as Mrs,

Winning,

Probably the most unlikely friendship portrayed by Jack-

son 1s that formed bétween Eleanor and Theodora in The Haunting

of Hill House, These two women are completely different in

appearance and_personglity, but are thrown together into a re-
‘lationship, quickly established by mutual need and gépendence._
Some reviewers consider thelr playful amusements. gonversations
and.attachment'as homosexually oriented;'but their extreme
closeness seems justified more obviously by their mutual need

6

for reassurance in the frightful house,

A type of 1ove—hate'ré1ation5hip develops between Eleanor
and Theodora, aggravated by their mutual interest in the same
man.’ Roth women becin to take advantage of each other's
weaknesses (i.e,, Eleanor's insecurity and Theodora's vanity)
to bolster their own self-images. Theodora is the only ffiend'
that Eleanor has ever really known and even though sheis made
to feel infefior by her, desperately maintains her attach&ent.
When Theodora becomes tired of Eieanor's clinging to her, she
purposefully hurts her feelings in an attempt to end the“rela-

tionship, Eleanor needs the stability and security of a personal
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friendship desperately and when denied this by Theodora, is
thus driven to seek union with the spirits of the house,
Eleanor suffers horribly from the selfish and purposeful ex-

ploitation af a so-called "friend."

Tikewise, the women in “The Lottery," willihgly exploit
one of their "friends," Tessie Hutchinson, rather than having
to suffer themselves. This self—cehtered behavior is probably
the most effective aspect 6f the whole story, excluding the
shock of the ending for a first time reader. Something besides
sheer survival scems to be at stake here., If that were all
that was influencing the pédple in this story, the actual
stoning would be grim but less exciting. = The real hérror of
the stofy lies in Jackson's revelation of the enjoymgﬁt the
townspeople (especially Tessie's female neigchbors) get from
witnessine another's tragedy, knowing that they, themselves,
have been spared., Such a characteristic of fhe human race is
evil and frightening; yet, Jackson seems convinced of its
actuaiity.8 She displays this tralt in other works, espec-

ially in the mob scene in Ye Have Always Lived in the Castle

where the townspeople revel in watching the house burn and then
vandalize its remains., This scene is even nmore barbaric than

the endine of "The Lottery." In Life Among the Savages, Jack-

son describes her own fascination at watching a house fire, and
then comments on her own shock and humiliation when she realized
why she had bheen so entranced with the scehe.9 Jackson seems to

imply that all mankind possesses such an inner fascination
pLy _ P

with the horror of travedy.
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Stress caused by personal‘cdnflicts-tends to bring out
the darker qualifies of a person's nature, and Jackson's use
of such situatiohs enables‘her to deeply probe the souls of
her characters, These women are either extremely unlikeable
or piﬁiful, but unfortunately painfully trﬁe to life. Jackson
does not present the stereotyped, female gossip as 1s done
in many satirical wbrks; but ‘deals with the underlying mali-
ciousness displayed by.many women to another of their same
gender, When Jackson writes of character conflicts between
non-related women she seems best able to comment on total
humanity since she has fewer traditional behavioral expectations
to contend with, as with family groups. Through the conflicts
discussed in this chapter, éhirley Jackson clearly relates
many of her opinions on the selfishness and cruelty underlying

feminine, and indeed all, human nature.
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SUMMARY

As the preceding chavnters have shown, Shirley Jackson's
unique Style‘dften found its most successful exﬁressiOn in
her characterization of female characters in conflict either
with themselves or other women. Jackson powerfully presents
neurotic female characters and¥%heir inability to cope with
pressures in their lives. The struggle to fully know oneself
and find contentment in a so-called "normal" life style is pre-
sented as a nearly impossible task for any sensitive fémale to
achieve. Her characters may seem weak and_vulnerablé,_but
Jackson specifically develops such characters becauge they can
be presented as being extfemely sensitive to thé w@fld around
them and therefore more vulnerable to the vicissitudes and com-
plexity ofvéll of 1life., Such characters will feel threatened

by the evil in the world around. them and suffer most from the

inhumanity displayed by others they come into contact with.

Another way Jackson comments on the complexity and inherent
cruelty of humanity is in her development of crucial relation-
ships befween female charaéters. Very seldom does Miss Jackson
vresent a happy relationship between a mother and daughter
‘because she seems to want to point out that such a well adjusted
relationship is next ko impossible to maintain when peopié
adhere to distorted and selfish values, When a devoted sister
chafacter (suéh as Constance Blackwood or Frederica Terfel) is

presented, she seems almost unbelievable~-astonishingly

3
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incongruent--since most of Jackson's sisters are shown to be
devoid of any affection. PBut she does this to show, as with
mother-daughter instances, how true affection is. frequently

totally absent in many families.

Jackson is especially able to probe deéb(iﬁ%o the soul
of humanity in her presentation of the conflicts between non-
related female characters, These wémen-are not even compelled
to'maintain the thin guise of éffection found in.family assoc-
iationss and so they outwardly‘display the selfish, spiteful,
competitiveness that often motivates people. Theée characters
have lost all regard for meaninsful ffiendship or eveﬁ proper
business or social respect; they all seem to act cOmﬁelled to
assure themselves of superiority over all others th§§ cpme in

p

contact with.

Jackson's approach is always from a feminine stance, with
her choice of symbols and incidents holdin@‘speoial significance
for her female characters and likewise for her female readers.
Time and time'again Jackson relies on such traditionally fem-
inine symbols as clothing, home furnishings, or cooking to re-
late a character's dissafisfactions, concept of status, and

reaction to her world around her.

There is a relative lack of male characters in Jackson's
work and they are almost never fully developed. llost dften the
men are presented as backeround influences who only serve to

highlieht a woman's dissatisfaction with l1ife around her., A
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male reader should not be confused or hored with Jackson's
works, however, but rather gain a new perspective into human
nature; not only seeing how the other half feels, but often

how they feel about themselves or about him,

Jackson's husband, the critic Stanley Edga; Hyman, has
commented that her works should not be considered‘as personal,
neurotic fantasies but rather as a "sehsitive and faithful
anatomy'o% our times, fitting éymbols for our own distressing
world o e W AHyman predicts that the "future will find her
powerful visions of suffering and inhumanity sighificqnt and
meaningful, and that Shirley Jackson's work is aﬁongfthat
small body of literature produced in our times that éeems apt

. 1 . . e .
to survive," If Jackson's work is read with attention being

-

focused on her characterization her work may well endure and

her achievement be more fully appreciated.
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