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wood Anderson’s “Shadowy Figure”

| Masculinity in the Modernizing Midwest

pY OLER

untryside—
nor by developing rural queer
t normative defi-

erwood Anderson’s 1920 novel Poor White queers the co
t not by attending to LGBT sexualities,
dentities." In this novel, rural people and spaces resis
nition. They disrupt nostalgic views of the country and participate in

\n ambiguous, contradictory modernity. Protagonist Hugh McVey, for

instance, does not fit the common stereotypes of rural masculinity, and

his social eccentricities give him “the reputation of being queer.” In Poor
White, Hugh wanders through the Midwest, lands in the small Ohio town
_ of Bidwell, rises as an inventor, marries Clara Butterworth, and eventually
loses his job. Hugh's early life is split between his poor white father and
Sarah Shepard, the railroad station agent’s puritanical wife, two influences
that evoke historical conflicts between Upland Southerners and migrant
Yankees.? Despite Hugh's reputation for queerness, then, Anderson con-
structs him as a prototypical Midwesterner in a manner that reflects the
region’s cultural and economic history. Grappling with this mixture of
dreaminess and drive, which complicates his ability to form meaning-
ful social relationships, Hugh seeks recourse through mobility, work,
and (usually halting) interactions with women. Using terms both indi-
vidual (iterations of self-made and corporate masculinity) and communal
(migration, urbanization, mechanization), Poor White demonstrates its
attention to Midwestern cultural geography. Anderson clarifies this inter-
est when the novel shifts emphasis, combining Hugh’s story with rising
tensions in Bidwell between the town's rural agrarian and urban industrial
economies. In this combination, the novel suggests how regional, mascu-
line, and modern identities have developed alongside, and been disrupted
by, each other and the period’s socioeconomic changes.

69
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dern rurality. Ultimately, however, he cannot balance the town's so-
economic ambiguities and conflicting cultural expectations, and he
hdraws from the promising space he helped create.

Focusing on Hugh, other characters, and the town itself, this essay
claims that Poor White queers the structures of normative rural mascu-
linity. In this novel’s version of the modernizing Midwest, nostalgic vi-
sions of rural masculinity—the self-made farmer or merchant artisan in
a community-building and offspring-producing marriage relationship—
prove insufficient. This becomes clear early in the novel when Hugh
leaves his hometown of Mudcat Landing: “Well, 'm going away, 'm
going away to be a man among men; [Hugh] said to himself over and
over. The saying became a kind of refrain and he said it unconsciously,
As he repeated the words his heart beat high in anticipation of the fu-
ture he thought lay before him” (22). In this passage, Hugh plans to join
an ill-defined abstraction: an unnamed and un-located, but presumably
successful, group of men. Hugh assumes both his own future success
and that it will occur in relation to other men, Along with the group’s
abstraction and non-location, Hugh'’s excitement and unconscious rep-
etition suggest that Anderson universalizes and idealizes a definition of
masculinity that relies on homosocial competition, mobility, and future
productivity.* Conversely, Hugh's universalized expectations of man-
hood also challenge their normalization. Building on Eve Sedgwick’s
claim that challenges to normativity must happen within “an entire cul-
tural network of normative definitions”® I argue that the novel’s sexual
and socioeconomic normativities also reveal their instabilities, which
create alternate possibilities for characters and the town alike.

Above all, Hugh’s alternate possibility consists of the shadowy figure
of a group of men—successful, future, and elsewhere. Throughout the
novel Anderson both invests in that ideal and creates a space in which it
does not have to exist. By merging masculinized economic expectations
with an abstracted space of production and then returning the novel’s

ncorporated Rural Modernity

ugh's search for a queer rural space begins alr.n(‘)st i.mmediately after
is departure from Mudcat Landing. Upon arriving in an I.()Wfl ]t;WI:
ugh walks out of town to a hill overlooking the MlSSlS.Slppl -u},f .
here, thoughts about his boyhood demonstrate the tensions within

vor White’s modern rurality.

The long summer Sunday afternoons had been delightful tix‘nes for Hugh,
 so delightful that he finally gave them up, fearing they r.mght lead him
to take up again his old sleepy way of life. Now as he sat in the darkness
above the same river he had gazed on through the long Sunday after-
noons, a spasm of something like loneliness swept over hi.m. F.0r the first
time he thought about leaving the river country and going into a new

land with a keen feeling of regret. (27)

Scenes such as Hugh's retreat from town and sub's.equent nostalgia }flor
the “delightful times” of his youth lead many cr1t1c.s t70 cor.nplaln t a;
Anderson’s writing is overly sentimental and nostalgic.” While the ru;?

space enables Hugh’s nostalgia, however, that same space and .Hughs
existence in it are simultaneously modern. This passage ernphas'lzes the
inconsistency and complication of Hugh's feelings, v.vhlch .affect his exp}:—
rience and use of space. For example, alongside his exc1te@enF for t. e
travel, he also regrets leaving his home country. And despite his desire

action to the localized setting of a small town, Anderson suggests the
existence and potential viability of queer rural spaces for those charac-
ters and communities who—independent of sexual orientation—seek
usable alternatives to the teleologies of a modernizing rurality.® But
while Anderson sees promise in Bidwell’s version of a flexible, accom-
modating rural modernity, he also indicates the challenges of modern
rural masculinity. For example, evoking the abstraction of the imagined
group of men, Hugh melds ruralized and urbanized abstractions to in-
vent a mechanized cabbage transplanter, a concrete representation of

for the company of successful men, he removes himself fr'om town injto
the darkness and loneliness of the countryside, Thus, w@le Poor White
acknowledges nostalgic modes, it juxtaposes the.m Wltl:l more mod}-1
ern ways of experiencing the countryside. In that 1'ncon31stency, Hug 1
and the novel both define and disrupt the normalized aspects of rura
i d masculinity.
molfilirgl;;?;zz Bidwell’s rutr};l modernity resist the dominant narrative of
urban-industrial modernity, which economically devalues and culturc—1
ally subordinates rural people and places.® Alan Trachtenberg has calle
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amily of farmworkers. Engaging narratives of rural masculinity and
ustrial modernity, Anderson suggests that rural spaces, people, and
roducts participate equally in a broad-based, shifting network of eco-
omic influences and social formations.**

Through a character who bridges the nostalgic self-made man and
he incorporated company man, Poor White resists 'teleologles rang-
ng from incorporation to common conceptions of hte?a.ry tempc.)r.al-
ty. Raymond Williams, for one, argues that a long tr:adltlon of Br1t1'sh
nd Classical literature represents the country nostalgically a.nd the city
s a space of futurity. The present, then, can only be experienced as a
ension” between them.'® Williams relegates rural spaces to a nost.al.gm
ramework of representation, which pairs easily with widespread critical
acceptance of Anderson’s affection for ruralized spaces, people, and val-
ues. The combination suggests that Anderson might have been expected
to accept Van Wyck Brooks’s 1918 charge that American authors should

conomic changes and the accompanying cultural narra-
co‘fporation,” which he defines as “the emergence of a changed,
ore tightly structured society with new hierarchies of control, and
also changed conceptions of that society, of America itself” Focusing
_on urbanization, industrialization, and the rise of corporate capital-
ism, Trachtenberg explains the centralization of control and power in
American society. Although he notes that “the process [of incorpora- |
tion] proceeded by contradiction and conflict,”™® he tracks the ways

; that individuals, communities, and the state were expected to become
‘ more efficient and consolidated. In Poor White, Anderson explores this
tighter structure of economic and cultural hierarchies. He starts with
communal changes to Bidwell and the Midwest, naturalizing turn-of-
the-century socioeconomic changes by describing them as derived from
“a vast energy [that] seemed to come out of the breast of earth and infect
the people” (128). Furthermore, the novel’s engagement with incorpora-

tion filters down to the individual level in the way that Hugh and other

characters negotiate communal change and social expectations.
Hugh's negotiation of these broad changes can be seen in the way he
responds to the region’s “vast energy” (128) with a “queer determined

light [shining] in his small gray eyes” (17) but also counters that energy

with a tendency to “weariness and loneliness” (37). Hugh’s response in-
dicates how Poor White represents the relationship between individual
and communal in rural Midwestern communities, and it suggests how
Anderson invests in the shift away from definitions of masculinity
predicated on economic self-determination. While masculinity studies
scholars have emphasized this shift’s relationship to growing urban cen-
ters, Trachtenberg’s focus on the process of incorporation indicates how
industrial manufacturing entered farming communities, confronting
rural people with newly hierarchized forms of management and eco-
nomic competition."* Hugh McVey, Anderson's version of a composite
Midwesterner, demonstrates how the incorporation narrative affects and
may be challenged by an individual male operating within the frame-
work of modern rurality. For example, Hugh's cabbage transplanter is
inspired by rural needs and produced in a rural setting, However, capi-
talist speculators finance the machine, and Anderson undermines the
pastoral setting by representing the moment of invention in a quavering
modernist style in which the twilight makes Hugh appear terrifying to

recover a “usable past” as a way to cope with modernity.** As seen i.n
Poor White, however, Anderson’s representation of the co.untrymde is
not entirely nostalgic, but is entwined with Hugh's iflVéHthCIlf:S? an.d,
more generally, its potential as an active socioeconomic force. Benjamin

Spencer notes that “as late as 1939 [Anderson)] could declare that he (.iid
not know what a ‘usable past’ is, and that his concern was rather tf) live
intensely in the present”'® Anderson’s refusal to acknowledge the histor-
ical basis of Brooks’s usable past suggests a similar resistance to the nos-
talgia that Williams indicates is usually used to repres.er.lt the country.
Rather, this novel entwines rurality with what Williams would c.all
the future-oriented industrial economy, articulating the temporal mid-
dle ground within Williams’s theory. In Poor White, that middle ground
diminishes Brooks’s historical depth and emphasizes a network of mul-
tiple discourses interacting with each other in the preSf:nt. Tjhese ran%e
from the gender and economic expectations of Hugh's desire to be “a
man among men” to the affective experiences suggested by represent-
ing the countryside as a dark and lonely place. Anderson, then, suggests
that Midwestern rural modernity necessarily develops a usable pre,se.nt,
combining the novel’s present-oriented temporality with Brooks’s in-
terest in usability. But Anderson does not eliminate the past frorr.l this
novel, which includes examples of self-made men as well as nostalgically
represented rural community and land use. Poor White’s usable present
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suggests that Anderson entrusts communal well-being to Bidwell’s
le industrialists. At this point in the novel, the life of the town is
sented as primarily economic in nature and tied to incorporation’s
erent organizational growth; here, Hunter attempts to create the con-
ons necessary for that growth,

n this instance, men stereotypically access the town’s socioeconomic
erarchy via quantifiable notions of economic success. But Anderson
so indicates the limits of economic achievement as a descriptor of us-
Jle masculine identities. Specifically, in Poor White, masculinity seems
rest on the ability to participate broadly across social groups, balanc-
g many groups’ demands alongside enduring expectations of quan-
iable professional success. Steve Hunter’s command to replace dying
bbage plants indicates an attempt to satisfy both “skeptical farmers”
;ind “town enthusiasts” (126) about the machine’s performance. The

_ capitalist desires for growth and increased wealth. In particular, it i
: challlenge to define Hugh’s character exclusively—as rural or urbal’l .
talgic or modern, independent or corporate—and this suggests the’1tn tohS
nove.l retains a nostalgic vision of independent rural masculinity whyj]
also investigating the possibilities of a modernized corporate ve?s’i:)Vn l

Conditional Usability

glo:r Wh;te' suggests that modern rurality and rural masculinity resjst
nostalgia of Brooks’s “usable past” as well as the teleologies of urban

» and products into America i
: . _ n and Midwes
modernity, which fequires them to negotiate a b "

en i ic di

an;uzlo ::i zzci::ic;zcrcl);c;?‘sl;cﬂ?;s;(;is;:. hIn }‘illn's forITlulatiqn, individuals machine’s failure is imrpat’erial to Hunter, h.owever, as he is more con-

o s necct [y must e ighly a‘nd immediately reactive, erned a.bf)ut the machine’s receptl?n thar.l its s.uccessful performance.

attempt to achieve a usab] 4 ga VarleFY of forces. Characters rhis decision may be read as Hunter’ creating his own usable present by
e present by balancing a vari ety of social ngaging the various forces and demands at work on him to fashion the

cconomic, and gender expectations, That they must do so in g regio onditions for his and his business’s positive growth. Notably, Hunter’s
actions designate a shift away from figures such as Wainsworth the har-
the resulting challenges to Bid 1 - nessmaker, a “vastly independent” “tradesman of the old school” (51),
tdwell, Hugh, and Poor White’s other male who is more concerned about quality craftsmanship than widespread
acceptance.
Hunter promotes modernization and economic growth as a means
to improve his socioeconomic position in Bidwell, an action largely in
keeping with arguments made by masculinity studies theorists that the
construction of modern masculinity is based on homosocial competi-
tion. Historian George Chauncey suggests that men in the early twen-
tieth century did not define themselves solely by attempting to obtain
power over women, but rather expressed masculine anxiety by concern-
ing themselves with their “relative virility compared to other mens”"’
Poor White includes a literal application of Chauncey’s argument, in
terms of competition for women seen via various attempts to court Clara
Butterworth, but it is secondary to the novel’s metaphorical treatment
of the concept of competition for socioeconomic place in a changing
economy. Women’s entrance into the factory system is absent from this
competition, eliding the workplace experiences of Midwestern women

In Bidwell, the local econom

Bidy Y provides the ke i
Organization. Men’s stren il otk ol

gthina largely homosocial workplace, then
osition in the community at Jarge 16 ’
° ! . Yy at large."® The noy-
s refrfasentatlve example of this new rura] €conomy is the capitalist
Speculation of Steve Hunter and his (male) investors:

t
Steve took no chances, He engaged Ed Hall to go at night and replace the

};?nts that did not live, “Its fajr enough,” he explained to Ed, “A hundred
t 1ng? can cause the plants to die, but if they die it'll be blamed on th
machine. What will become of the ,

were going to manufacture here?” (126-27)

H > .
unters fraudulent promotion of the cabbage-setting machine results

P . )
rom his stated desire to make the town “believe in” the cabbage-setter
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and potentially losing a great deal of attendant social complexity. But j
Chauncey’s theory of competitive virility
neatly matches Hunter’s behavior throughout the novel. Hunter’s argu

ment regarding the complex possibilities for the cabbage plants’ death
suggests a concern for advancing his position relative to other men
which he attempts to do by eliminating organic instability and taking
control over every element of the machine’s production and reception,
His attempt reveals two key concerns for this essay: first, that Anderson
does not present a unified theory of the land’s place in rural modernity,
and second, that this novel tracks a transitional moment of gender defi-
par-
ticularly in terms of masculinity, which transitioned from a “self-made’
made manhood valued control—especially

terms of masculine experience,

nition. In this period, gendered conceptions of labor were unstable,

ideal into other forms. Self-
self-control—and developed within the conte

ism, however, that control became less attainable for most men,
Hunter attempts to eliminate the land’s

suggests a more fragmentary approach to modernity in rural settings.
Prior to the cabbage plants’ replacement, Hugh brought concerns to
Hunter that the machine was “too heavy to be handled by one team . . .
would not work when the soil was either too wet or too dry, ... [and]
worked perfectly in both wet and dry sand but would do not
clay” (121). While rural people and products are essential to Poor Whites
conception of modern rurality, this is not the modernized version of a
pastoral idyll. Instead, rural production relies upon industrial produc-
tion, but the land is occasionally at odds with the factory.

Anderson queers the countryside by merging the socioeconomic
structures and normative gender identities of a smaller, ruralized com-
munity with the new ones developed in the process of industrial ur-
banization. Bidwell residents therefore experience modern social and
identity fragmentation, which can be seen in the farmworkers’ terror
and in Clara’s disappointment in returning to the country. As a result,
Anderson depicts a still-rural community that also corresponds to char-

hing in

24

xt of relative autonomy in
the workplace. Along with the growth of centralized industrial capital-

effects on the cabbage plants,
an ethically suspect attempt to control his community of investors by

controlling environmental factors. In this situation, even the soil be-
comes embroiled in the corporate economy: rather than a relationship
in which the land and its tenders are mutually constitutive, Anderson

77
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istic descriptions of modernity. The difference between Bidwell and
L i from its compara-
initi dernity, of course, stems :
a1dard definitions of mo
fllda ural location and economic structure. The very r.epresentatlon
eh)'r rcommunity may then be seen as an act of modernist fragmen.ta—
' s [ .
: lupending urban-oriented definitions of modernity eind re;mtovmlg1
. ive i i he result is that suc
favor of plurality. T
ingle assumed narrative in ' e
lngzed Midwestern representations become central to htzrarzlr .moc "
. i idi hors and audien
i i 1l providing autho
ism, with locations such as Bidwe '
nﬁmcounterpoint and a growth point. Anderson represents lidwell,
L is ki dernity, as the peo-
i f this kind of rural modernity,
articular, as an exemplar o X ; cpeo
ep“rush[ing] pell-mell into a new age” (128) are the ruralized residen
the Midwest.
farms and small towns across ‘ : . .
I argue that one of Poor White’s key projects is to explorethoxtfutr e
{ i ' ic struc
| ? ion’s changing socioeconomic :
vell-mell” chaos of the regio cconomic struc e
" abilities to construct workable
affects male characters’ a tru ible modern icen’
i i d geographic lines. In his resp
ies across gender, racial, an ' s responses fo the
’ the Bidwell community, an '
novel’s other characters, der so-
cioeconomic changes at hand, Hugh McVey becomes Ancll)elrsonrsa {)mas
{ t a usable ru -
individual male’s attempt to construc !
example of an individua b porsonality
ini liorate perceived faults i p
culinity. He attempts to ame . oo In bis petsone
i i instance, by turning to “the y :
nd gender identity, for ins . of _
. atiial problems . . . to relieve his loneliness and to cure his 1nc(111naf
m o : . :
tion to dreams” (s5). Furthermore, Hugh's measuied, sohtar.ytstu I)lfew
| mechanics indicates how he negotiates Bidwel shrulsh . h 11r11 g; e
challe
> ing. Anderson suggests that the key
age” of manufacturing. e
idwesterners was to attemp
) vses i i f them into a usable,
i i i rate elements of each of the
ing discourses and incorpo ' e e s ke,
-oriented identity that was reactive and sy a b
D e for T i i tion, rather than providing
h is that his rational reaction, . :
D need veabil he incorporated identity
ili i a path to the incorp
balanced usability, places him on ' oratec identty
iti i f modernity. Indeed, from Hug
definitions common to narratives o , P
i th, Anderson’s strategy for rep
his father to Hunter and Wainsworth, : sents
i n the stories o
i iffi is historical moment can be seen i :
ing the difficulty of this : fin the stodes o
jte’ : whi individual white male can ta
Poor White’s men: while an in: : . on to e
i ic success in this environment p
rove his class standing, economic su ! . enes
5 danger of conflating personal and communal benefits, which m
him more likely to fail at attaining a usable identity.
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was a thing men must do in order that life go on. As for women,

ency, Mobility, Balance
. must be white and pure—and wait. (316)

hroug ] i llyl
] hout P007 H‘}lee, the €conomic and affeCtiVe transitions €Xe

plified by a character such as Mcv, i i
ey are tied to his travels throughoy ¢ the novel’s marginalization of women, Hugh’s and Clara’s gen-

.xperiences posit a fundamental similarity between masculine and
nine experiences of modernity. However, while similarities in their
urrent “waiting,” and their “trial[s] and uncertaint[ies],” may be
eans, variously, his migration f :as an interest in improving equality between the sexes, it does not
fom to enhance relationships between individuals of different genders.
is passage, the reason that misunderstandings remain between
ople having otherwise equal experiences appears to be that Hugh is
ts individuals, For the novel, erating with outmoded gender role expectations. He assumes that
» Hugh ara is a figure of purity rather than the educated woman and partici-
nt in modernity that she is presented to be.
That Hugh walks to assist his thinking while Clara sits at home un-
erlines certain conflicts between them: namely, while they have similar
nodern relational anxieties and temporal experiences, their differences
, which suggests that the ” gender role experiences and expectations affect their relationships
empt o hierarchies of capital and power. Hugh’s attempts to comprehend the
ifficulties of his relationship therefore focus on balancing the vari-
us influences on his conception of his personal identity and his pre-
cribed social role. Anderson signals the act of balancing by showing
Hugh walking, which indicates Hugh's attempt to change his position
‘and his relationship to those discourses—in other words, using mobility
to revise the spatial component of his experience. However, Anderson
undercuts Hugh's potential success first when he indicates Hugh's blind-
ness in the endeavor. Each step seems ill-fated as Hugh attempts to cre-
ate a usable present for himself. Though Anderson spatializes Hugh's
experience to provide him the ability to balance multiple discourses,
Hugh remains blind to the ways in which those discourses interact, sug-
gesting that the attempt will end in failure. Anderson also undercuts
Hugh's potential success through his hatred of the experience of waiting
for the courage to approach Clara. That hatred constitutes an affective
exclusion of normatively and nostalgically defined gender roles such as
courageous masculinity and submissive femininity and signifies Hugh's
inability to balance the gender and socioeconomic discourses in which

gh’s personal challenges are frequent]
rt—related to work, relationships, or hiy
challenges s to wander, changing in's o-S
a&nd countryside in an attempt to beier
situation. The following Passage, in which
gh the difficulties in his marriage to Clara

eri i
en'ce of rural modernity affects and js
experiences;

sition by walking the roads
comprehend and react to hjg
Hugh attempts to think throu
suggests how the spatia] exp
informed by modern gender

he participates.
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n Hugh’s inventive talents, but at this point has asked him to shift
rk into reverse engineering in an attempt to get around an Iowa
or’s patent on a hay-loader. However, because Anderson has po-
d Hugh as a successful inventor by constructing Hugh'’s creativity
5ynthesis of the many discourses at work on him, Hugh’s talents are
ed to Hunter’s profit motive. Hugh believes that “he had lived but
. in the life of the imagination, had been afraid to live that life, had

warned and re-warned against living it” (352), suggesting that he is
imited in regard to abstraction that he is unable to be productive in
ew economic position.* If Hugh's imaginative productivity is predi-
ed on his ability to balance influences, however, then Anderson might
en in this passage as actually criticizing Hugh for passively accept-
g the task. As Anderson’s prototype of modern Midwestern masculin-
’f be solved in wood and stee]” . Hugh must reincorporate rural influences and inspirations into his
tio Alger myth of 3 young man rk; accepting a profit-oriented reverse engineering task means that he

act to remove him from the slux’ns by a successful man’s altruistic es part of the synthesis that originally enabled his success.
Drawn into the world of mo dexin ind Hugh’s apparent passivity and modified economic position demon-
1 1 ; . . . 3 . .
Ddustry by Stationmaster Shepard trate the tensions within Anderson’s representation of normalized mas-

uline economic roles. As Hugh wanders, while “he should have been
g Way—to a more [ucrati making new parts for the hay-loading apparatus,” his thoughts turn to-

crative and powerful economic ward “the shadowy figure of the unknown inventor in the state of Iowa,
who had been brother to himself, who had worked on the same prob-
lems and had come to the same conclusions” (352-53). Describing the
Iowa inventor as “shadowy” recalls Hugh's birth culture and the “waver-
_ing uncertain light” of the cabbage field (81), and it also emphasizes the
tension within the Jowa man’s position as both brother and competitor
to Hugh. As his rurality-inspired brother, the Iowa man evokes Hugh’s
greatest personal and professional successes—seeing some problem in
the life or work of people around him and addressing that issue, thereby
tapping into the communal life in which he desires to take part. As a
competitor, however, the Iowa man’s invention of the hay-loading ma-
chine suggests that he has beaten Hugh and, according to Chauncey’s
argument about masculine competition, positioned himself as more
masculine and capable. But, along with Hugh’s changed position, their
parallel problems of comprehension—Hugh'’s inability to clearly envi-
sion the Jowa man just as, earlier, the farmworkers in the cabbage field
could not comprehend Hugh’s appearance—suggest that perhaps we

e Rise of Silgs Lapham (1885), Booth Tarkington’s The

rsons (1918), and Theodore Dreiser’s Tr; 1

o o reiser’s Trilogy of Desire
ike the characters in thege novels, Hugh does not

t “ 1 .




SHERWOOD ANDERSON’S “SHADOWY FIGURE” | 8

ry. He knew about himself” (353). Hugh nominally resists nor-
e definitions of masculinity, but he cannot engage in the balanced
poration of multiple discourses that Anderson suggests is a condi-
f usable, modern rural masculinity, His literal and figurative mo-
 instead devolve into a meandering, anti-teleological quandary and
It in his retreat to a simple solution predicated on personal history.

el ¢
; Itthez.-ican men try t(? control themselves; they Project their fearg ont
I(g nj;s],e;anf% vlzl};e.n feeling to.o pressured, they attempt an escape.”?! ;«‘] .
o e o i e, U 4t e
x : : . - ol or of economic self-jy rove
atgilge}:jt igl:ls;criza?m; of th.e mer.l of his past does not deml()ms‘rr::tlee :
Rather o k:ii ive zdeﬁned Imitative or competitive masculjin;
men, He thpngs lrllg of the Towa man, Hugh began to think of othe
cbot e Ll 8 ‘his father ?nd of himself” (352). Hugh’s though
culinity skip among himself, hig father, the statiop master, 2(egtnd

the Iowa inventor. Kimme i
. mel’s idea of escape i ; :
mental paralle] to Hugh’s Physical wanderﬁfgﬁnadequate]y “plains thig

owy Figures, Rural Ambiguities

the end of Poor White, Hugh returns home to Clara, and they stand

side amidst the sounds of farm and factory. This passage has received

od deal of critical attention, much of it addressing the novel’s moral

narratological ambiguities. Irving Howe, for example, finds the

ovel’s ending “most unsatisfactory” because of Anderson’s “curious

ersion to dramatic conflict.’?* Robert Morss Lovett also criticizes the

ding but places fewer moral and structural demands on the novel:

oor White does not end—it merely stops [but] ... no ending is better
han a false one, and perhaps any emphasis would be misplaced in Mr.

Anderson’s cosmos—or chaos”?* This essay intervenes in the shadowy
middle ground between Howe's criticisms and Lovett’s sense of the nov-
‘- 10 characterize the gif. el's universality (benevolent or malignant, depending on “cosmos—or
chaos”). T read the novel’s ending as shadowy, indeterminate in how it
resists reduction to a single defining element of masculine, economic, or
spatial experience. Moreover, I contend that the ending’s ambiguity, and
the reason Howe points out a lack of conflict between the characters, is
due to the intensified importance of Bidwell as a modern rural space
that juxtaposes the urban futurity of a factory whistle with the gently
nostalgic “sounds of farm animals stirring” (363).

That indeterminacy demands the reincorporation of a wider range
of concerns, which suggests the methods and challenges of Anderson’s
and Hugh's attempts to create a usable present in and with the novel. Leo
Marx notes the challenges of balancing multiple influences—in other
words, of creating a usable present—by reframing critical discussion of
literary shortcomings in political terms: “the inability of our writers to
create a surrogate for the ideal of the middle landscape can hardly be ac-
counted artistic failure”** In the phrase “middle landscape,” Marx refers
to a Jeffersonian ideal of mechanically improved agrarianism, “a happy

In Poor te’ i
White’s rura] setting, shadows are variously associated with the

, the factory economy, and individyg] thought pro-
the shadows of the trees lengthened” (196)
: adows lurked and di :
thoughts began to come nto his head” (97), or when Hugh ci)srtl(’zrted

em-
: wn inventor” (352-3), Poor
ignal queer sexualities, Instead, they suggest
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and nature” He suggests that nineteenth- and twentieth ivity is spatially oriented but not ultimately fixed to an outcome

: the area’s past.

na::t:i:i}rrlty permeftes Poor White, at least partly because of' the
étant adaptations of Bidwell’s manufacturing economy. For a time,

: I's inventions energize Bidwell, its socioeconomic §h1fts a'llow t'he
 munity to develop a usable present, and Hugh a.ch1eves hl? desnie
ecome “a man among men.” Still, his mascuhne.: 1de.als ret?un‘ th}?r
dowy ambiguity, and eventually Hugh is marginalized w1th1nb is
mmunity and from the company of men. Although Hugh finds a bal-
ce between Upland Southerner and migrant Yankee, and between
ralized inspiration and urbanized manufacturing, he becomes a by-
oduct of the system for which he served as both catalyst and most
sible success. Hugh's exclusion joins other byproducts of a usable .rural
esent, including the labor shift from farm to factory, the demise of
aracters with residual identity definitions such as harness-maker ]?e
ainsworth, and the challenges posed by shifting gerfdfer. foles. While
Anderson presents an optimistic reading of the pos‘mblht%e.s for rural
spaces, Poor White also demonstrates the profound 1r.1s.tab1hty ofa us-
able rural present for individuals as well as communities. In queering
the countryside, then, this novel explores the cc?sts and opportunltlecs1
of doing so. It offers the normative and declines it, both for people ar(li
for places. As a result, Poor White proposes that we read the countryside
’ itself as a “shadowy figure,” one that includes all the chao.s of modern
industrial America alongside elements of a nostalgic agrarianism.

lure to the displacement to the literary realm of what is primarik
opolitical problem. Building on Marx’s point, I accept Anderson’
ailure in creating a usable present, but resist the attribution of utopian
ideals to Poor White. Rather, argue that the novel’s ambiguity—it
shadowy-ness—is a solution in itself, albeit imperfect, an attempt to
create a usable present that does not rely exclusively on one temporal
spatial, or generic element. Anderson’s engagement with modern rura
masculinity thus requires reincorporating nostalgic, ruralized values
alongside the future-oriented visions of economic modernization, o
rural spaces and production alongside urban factory towns.

As a result, Anderson’s greatest success in imagining a usable present
lies not with Hugh McVey, Clara Butterworth, or modernized gender
roles, but in Bidwell’s potential to accommodate queer spaces. Through-
out the novel, Anderson provides broad sociocultural descriptions of
Bidwell that would not be out of place in sociological studies of the pe-
riod, and the novel’s broad strokes undeniably contribute to a generic
confusion typifying widespread anxiety about the social experience of
modernity.*” Anderson fancied his novel to be a sociological document
anticipating the documentary turn of Depression-era social fiction,
and he claimed in a 1934 letter that Poor White was “a kind of classic’
illustrating ‘the destructive influence of present-day uncontrolled in-
dustrialism”** Attaching a high level of social importance to his novel,
Anderson theorizes the artist’s relationship to society as revelatory and
even prophetic; the Great Depression seems only to have emboldened
his self-fulfilling claims on the novel’s descriptive and predictive powers.
Coupled with Anderson’s description of Poor White in his introduction
to the 1925 Modern Library edition, in which “the town was really the
hero of the book,”** we begin to see a theory of ruralized geographic
and social spaces as intimately incorporated into modern conceptions of
socioeconomic order. In Poor White, the connection between characters
and the land is not simply a preordained harnessing and directing of the
land’s power by those characters; nor is it a Marxist abstraction of the
fall of capitalism. Rather, reading the town as the novel’s main character
suggests that it has a potentially unpredictable narrative arc much as any
other character. It also indicates that Anderson’s use of geography and

NOTES o
1 Poor White’s main representative of LGBT sexualities is Kate Chanceller, Clara

Butterworth’s college friend and love interest, whose sexuality (and social%sm) is )
relegated to urban Columbus, Ohio. She disappears from the narrative prior to Clara’s

college graduation. o ‘
2 inderson, Poor White (1993), 54. Burther references to this edition of Poor White

i i m of in-text parenthetical citations.
WII; lljDeulrr:r:;iJfgr westward exl;)ansion in the eighteenth and nineteenth centurie}s}, the
two major groups settling the Old Northwest came from northeastefn andﬂs.out };artn
states. Many scholars have addressed the sociopoliti‘cal and economic COjl' 1c1ts (; . a
developed out of this combination of “Yankee” and ° Upland‘ Southerner; 1nc };1 l1lng )
Power, Planting Corn Belt Culture; Adams, The Transformation of Rural Life; Etcheson,
The Emerging Midwest; Wilson, Yankees in Michigan; and Gray, The Yankee. West.
Scholars who have explored similar issues of intra- American cultural conflict between
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New York, 80. ly stood,
auﬂceﬂ’ fa}r’1 area outside of Bidwell where a cucumber factory formerly
ckleville,” a

tter ed aftel Sauelklautvﬂ s d OI1S NO! own o
al le a nleIlame f()r AI[ erson ]I met n f
d A”de, S0, 11135. Ihese, alongSIde O] 110

eer” include Brooks, Van Wyck Brooks, the Early Years, and Hege.
1s for America.
‘or further reading on definitions of and challenges to normative masculinity ip
péfﬁod, see Chauncey, Gay New York; Kimmel, Manhood in America; Bederman,
_ Manliness and Civilization; and Rotundo, American Manhood, For the concept of “m;
homosocial desire,” I am drawing on Sedgwick, Between Men,

5 Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, 11,

6 Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place, explores “queer spaces” within “metrong
mativity,” the standardized narrative of individuals’ urban migration,

7 Discussion of Anderson’ sentimentality and nostalgia for rural and small-town
life is widespread among literary critics, ranging from Fiedler, Love gnd Death in the
American Novel, to more recent scholarship such as Hegeman, Patterns for America;
Clymer, “Modeling, Diagramming, and Early Twentieth-Century Histories of Inven:
tion and Entrepreneurship”; Farland, “Modernist Versions of Pastoral”; Gelfant, “A
Novel of Becoming”; and Hogue, “From Mulberries to Machines” For a counterargu-
ment, see Van Doren, Contemporary American Novelists, 1900-1920.

()Phio according to Rideout, Sherwoo

ille, indi ind of local
ille, Wheat Ridge, Wheatville, and Farmersville, indicate a kind o
Celeryville, )
g i i ffects
o pr(f)cﬁlscitrllolrilne with a broader concern in literary realism oTJer il:; ; eec o
e 2lith on individuals and the moral challenges of a changmg ocoeeo-
i W;“.‘ h has been explored in Kaplan, The Social Constructtl('m of
' i ism.
Ic Of:/f:rtvivn Harvests of Change; and Berthoff, The Ferm‘ent osft ;;aic T roadly
o ) i, Shifti ¢ derson’s writing is no .
) i i ing Gears, An
" s t\(/)VEilce}l ;fg};lefi tlfat Anderson underscores the losses anﬁ the C};?;;drlsil;fs
. i ex
Chn(:ilog)fth Bidwell’s new-built factories, he also notably details the
incide wi : es, he
Cotlime alongside benefits to a variety of md.lv.ldual.s.' |
eKimmel Manhood in America, 9; emphasis in original.
Chauncey, Gay New York, 44.

82.
owe, Sherwood Anderson, ’ o
24 II?ovett “Mr, Sherwood Anderson’s America,” 37.

95 Marx, The Machine in the Garden, 364-65.

1 >
| 7 See Berman All ’1 hat Is Solld ]Melts into A” . Ill COx lSldel lng generlc COIlqu ons.
2 S 3

i documentary and fic-
ly walk the line between

d Walker Evans famously A
I?me's Agee(?anow Praise Famous Men (1941). Furthermore, al so‘cmlcl)li e
ot Lilt tern city that shares several narrative and descriptive ¢
small Midwestern . |
IS’Tor White can be found in Lynd and Lynd, Middletown
28 Quoted in Rideout, Sherwood Anderson, 2:193.
29 Anderson, Poor White (1926), vi.

US. settings, challenging long-held assumptions of urbanity as the default location for
scholarly definitions of modernism and modernity, See Herring, Another Country; Co-
mentale, “The Possibilities of Hard-Won Land}”; and Farland, “Modernist Versions of
Pastoral” For urban-oriented definitions of modernism and modernity; see Parrington,
Main Currents in American Thought; Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity; and
Berman, All That Is Solid Mels info Air. Berman calls rural-to-urban migration the
“archetypal move . ., for young people” in modern society (18).

9 Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America, 3-4,

10 Ibid., 7.

11 For urban-oriented discussions of the diminishing importance of economic
self-determination, see Chauncey, Gay New York, and Kimmel, Manhood in America,
A notable, rural-focused €xception to the scholarship on masculinity at the turn of the
century can be found in Ownby, Subduing Satan,

12 Examples of twentieth-century historical narratives in which American rural and
urban economijes develop in relation to each other can be found in Cronon, Nature’s
Metropolis, and Hamilton, Trucking Country,

13 Williams, The Country and the City, 297,

14 See “On Creating a Usable Past” in Brooks and Sprague, Van Wyck Brooks, the
Early Years, 21926,

15 Spencer, “Sherwood Anderson,” 4,

16 Poor White problematically marginalizes its female characters, evoking com-

mon historical and Tepresentational concerns about the treatment of rural women,
See Casey, A New Heartland, Murphy, “Journeywoman Milliner”; Neth, Preserving the
Family Farm; Holt, Linoleum, Better Babies, and the Modern Farm Woman, 1890-1930;
Hampsten, Read This Only to Yourself; Fink, Agrarian Women; and Adams, The Trans-
Jormation of Rural Life.
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