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ABSTRACT

. Although attention should be drawn to the fact that
girls in ckildren's and adolescent fiction are stereotyped, it secems
more serious that boys in such literature aie far too often
stereotyped as attaining manhood by a violent act against an
animal--vhether a pet or wvild-~or against other aspects of the
natural world. Of greater impact are those buoks in which both evil,
symbolized hy animals, and nature, represented as alien to man, are
forces against which a youny man must pit himself. In contrast, few
books portray the acceptance by a young boy that to become a man, he
must face the trouble within himself rather than externalizing it.
Teachers should emphasize this point, affirming that violence and
destruction are not necessary steps to manhood. (JN)
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The Cult of the Kill in Adolescent Fiction

Critical attention has recently been directed toward the
stereotyping of girls in children's and adolescent fiction., As
Diane Gersoni-Stavn roints out in "Femini;t Critiocism An Overview,"
"studies show that many more stories have besn written about bdoys
than girls, The boys do many mire 1ntere§ting and ceriainly more

]

physical and fun thing and do them in a broader range of geographical

settings than do the girls...."1

But, despite the¢ concentrated re-
search which has been done on this problem, little or no attention
is being glven to the parallel stereotyping of boys within those
"fun things," nor to how boys are conditioned via books to the cult
of violence and killing as a part of their initiation into the adult
world. Such stereotyping is, to my mind, far more dangerous than
the relegation of the female to passive activity (though indeed the
two may be philosophica2lly linked and undoubtedly are), I am, how-
ever, most concerned about the stereotype initiation of.the male
charactef who persistently becomes a ‘man when he performs an act

of violeance agzinst an animal and/or the natural world, Such a

pattern is hardlv conristent with the ecolosical revolu<isn -7 o

age, If we are ever to live in harmony with nature, rather than




: ittempt to conquer it as we have done in the past, we must reshape
our attitudes toward nature. And an excelleni place to begin méy
be by examining just how boys in fiction are encouraged to regard
nature as hostile and alien, something to bs overcome and denled.

I am not suggesting censorship., I am suggesting rather an awareness
80 that we,.as teachers, can help students to judge attitudes for
what they are, We need to stop mouthing the platifudes of the past
in regard‘to btooks that have either outlived their usefulness or,
if used aﬁ all, in formal classroom situations, should be taught as
an example of a clvilization that had temporarily lost ita way, 7o
that end, I would like to examine with you some typical fiction
which is read by adolescents, in most cases.'fiction that has been
highly praised ¢nd which appears on reading lists for young people
all over the country.

I rememdber reading ltarjorle Kinnan Rawlings' The Yearling

firs+ és & teenager and I remember distinatly thét I despised it.
Many years later, I discovered why I had reacted to the book as I
did and why I believe that we can use The_ Yearling as a base from
which to discuss literature which incorporates the cult of the kill,
Near fhe end of the book, Jody, the young toy, is ordered to shoot

his pet deer wi> ia destroying the crops by which the family lives,

e



+Unable to do 1t, Jody's mother tries and only wounds the deer,

Desperatsly. the boy pursues the wounded deer and killsit, At the
book;s end, he accepts his parentsd' decision and, theraby. we are
told becomesia man, Let us examine th?'premiseﬂcontained therein.>

A boy become% a man when he reconciles himself to the killing of

the thing whi%h he loves most., "He found himself listening for
something., It was the sound §f the yearling for whieh he listened....
He did not believe he should ever again love'anything. man or woman

or his own child, as he had loved the yearling, He would be lonely

all his 1ife, But 2 man took it for his share and went on. /Under-

lining min_e_7"2 lHere then 1s more than an active denlal of reverence
for life, Here is a violation of love and feeling and sentiment.
A man is not supposed to love.

1 am not contending that such a situation is unrealistic,
nor am I saying even that the deer need riot have been killed, I
am simply saying that any author who uses such & situation as a
base for her character's growing up into manhood is not deserving
of the name which we have given to Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings. To
say that we grow by killing something - and that is just what The
Yearling and other boo%s like it say - is absurd, %e probably
grow by knowinsz pain ourselves - in that part she is right. But
we do not grow by inflicting pain on any living thing - in doing
80 we become a little less human, Such acts may be inevitable and

inescapable. Jody, being forced by life to accept the killing of
..3..



‘the fﬁwn didrwhat he had to do, but Hé did not grow thereby. And,
by stating that he does, The Yearling fails, But then the world of
The Yearling has 1ittle respect for 1ife and nature, despite its
fine trappings of natursl setting and the distinction which we are
tol& exists between the Paxters and the Forresters, the latter whom
we are told kill for the sake of killing thle the Baxters kill orly
for need. The distinction never really comes off, Eor not even thé
Baxters consider themselves a part of‘nature;}but alien to it, "The
Baxters went into The scrub for flesh of deer and hide of wild-cat,
And the predatory aniials and the hungry varmints came into the
clearing when they could, The clearing was ringed around witﬁ
hunger, It was & fortress in the scrub, Eaxter'’s Island was an
island of plenty in a hungry sea."3 For a boy to declars himself

a man in such a world, the btoy must enjoy killing aﬁd in the end he
must kill the thing he loves most and declare it an act of manhood.

Nor doeg The Yearling stand aloné in the values which it

states, 0ld Yeller by Fred Gipson, another extremely popular book

on reading lists, advances the same curious twisted values, 0ld

Yeller, the toy's beloved dog, has saved two of the family from the
attack of a wolf, Then, because the family ie afraid that the wolf
was rabid and passed it on to the dog, 0ld Yeller must be shot, The

boy pleads with the family to tie the dog or shut him up until they

-lfo



‘can know for sure, "We just can't take the chance," his mother tells

him,

Quickly...,I left Mama and went to stand in the light of
the burning bear grass, I reloaded my gun and called 0ld
Yeller back from the house, I stuck theumuzzle of the gun
agalnst his head and pulled the trigger,

Later he father tells himi "'Now the thing to do is to try to forget

it and go_on being a man, /underlining mine/*"

"How?" I asked, "How can you forget a thing like that?"
He studied me for 2 moment, then shook his head, " I
guess I don't quite mean that," he said, "It's not a
thing you can forget. I don't guess it's a thing that
you ought to forget, What I mean is, things like that
happen, They may seem mighty cruel and_.unfair, but
that's how 1ife is a part of the time,"

And ths hoy agrees with him. He has become a wsn now, His solutiqn
is to take Arliss (his brother) and the new pup "out for a squirrel
hunt.“6 And so again that's just the way the world is and a bby
grows up when he faces the fact - thaf he must kill his loyzal dog
who has saved mothérwind brother, because the dog might have rabies
and they "just can't take the chancé."

| A variatioh on this thems occurs in James Street's‘gggg;gxg.
My Lady., Here the boy is not asked tb kill his pet dbut raﬁher;to

surrender her for $100 00 rsward monay to the rightful owner.

1 ¢  To the boy. Lady is a companion, a frieqd. To the owner (whom :

*¥ Qfshe will not allow to tounh her) she is breeding stock: he wantse’f1 ’” -




in the man's truck, at the end of the book when asked about’coffee
for him, Uncle Jesse oan says "'Drinks his black, too, Claude does,
Black and stout.'"7 The boy has become a man,

An even more vicious example of the theme is the 1972 Robert
Newtoh Peck's A Day No Pigs Would Die. The pattern is familiar, fhe’
boy becomes & man the day he helps his father kill Finky, the boy's
pet ﬁig, because she is barren, As the boy kisses his father's
bloody hands, his fathex tells hims .“'That's what being a man is
all about, boy, It's just doing what's got to be done."‘8 From
the opening of the book (which is annoyingly bvad Englishy "I shouid '

of been in school that April day."g) to its conclusion, the book is

filled with a cute folksy humor which makes wry asides at the pitiful

plcture of a young pig being bred for the first time and eXpeote the
reader to see humor in the boy helping a calf to be born: *I never
, hit anybody, boy or beast, as I hit that cow....I kicked her. And~
stoned her, I kicked her again one last time, so hardfin the udder

that I thought I heard her grunt."lo We presume the reader is also

supposed to be amused (the characters are) at the weazeling of the S

vd'edog. until the weazel 1s dead and the poor dog so brutallykinjured




‘what blindness prompted the New York Times to observe that this is
2 "superdly rich and moving novel about boyhood, becoming a man, and

11

love,.sy" " and what further insensitivity prompts teachers to re-

commend this book to their students as a lesson in growing up.
Perhaps even more popular than the'killing of a pet as initiation;
is the killing of a wild animal as a sign of growing from boyhood to |
manhood, Books of this type are so familiar that only a few random
examples need be chosen to prove the point., Andy in Paul Annixter’s
Windigo comes of age when he kills the bear, 01d Boniface Black,
"Standing above his quarry, Andy felt no triumph, only wonder and
gratitude that thls enemy of all th» region, hunted so long and so
disastrously, was finally'dead."l2 |
The‘bOy in Ester Wier's The loner ;s a boy wﬂo has devoted
himself, by necessity, to taking care of no one bﬁt himself, Very
.littie is made of the ihcidenﬁ Where he takes care of the sheépdog,“',~~f
-~ Jup, by admiting that he. and not the dog. is to blame for stampeding
; thq sheep. Rather. he is accepted as grownup when he kills the bear.  f;;

"You hit his brain, Davxdl" she cried.' “One shot and you
hit him right in a vital spot!“ * o ; ,

| '1 bad ‘co do 1+, I had to kill him--for you. and Tcx and
- Angle, I had to do it myself," . 3..bh ‘rocked: him ‘An her
arm"and heifel h;’ erying, - ;




A hajor initiation for the boy in Armstrong Sperry's Call |
It Courage is the killing of the wild boar. "Mafatu was struck
| dumb, He had killed a wild pig! For a second he could not grasp
the wonderful truth of it, Then he leaped wildly into the air,
shoutings ',..,Do you hear me, Tavana Nui? I, your son, have
killed a boaf!'"lu

Similarly, the killing of whales - mothers and bables alike -

constitutes Paul Joplin's education in Christopher Webb's Quest of

the Otter, He leaves his home a boy ind comes home from the whéling
expedition a man, At ihe end of the book he shouts "out to fhe
ocean, ‘'Aye aye, sir! Coming with all nands. All hands and lively.
For the ocean cannot conguer mhaling men, nor ever will, And that
was what Tom had meant when he had first shouted thoSe words and I

had stood beside him, a wondering_boy afraid of reality.ghnderlining

‘mine7”15And part of the great reality is the wanton slaughter of "
'LwhaJes. which Paul never quesfions. indeed. thoroughly onjoys.

s Less direcf yet perhaps more powerful 3! v$*>~;ﬁpaot. aréf

 v those books which set up an animal as a qymbol of evil or of nature—:~?f7?




stronger I shouted, and more did I hammer and clinch my
oath, because of the dread in my soul, A wild, mystical,
sympathetical feeling was in me; Ahabdb's quenchless feud
seemed mine, ith greedy ears I learned the history of
that murderous monster /the White Whale/ against whom

I and all the others had taken our oaths of violence and
revenge, "’ '

"Thé fact that the orew of the FPequod goes down with the White Whale
at the end and "the great shroud of the s;a rolled on as it rolled .
five thousandkyggrs ago“17 may uphold the irony anu perhaps suggest
that nature cahnot be conquered after all, but it merely reinforces
the inage of nature, and natuﬁe's creatures, és outside of, and
2lien to, man, Man, like Ahadb, can only pit “himself.”all mutilated,’

against 14,#18

In the same‘vein is Hemingway's The 0ld Man and The Sea. Here
the boy 1s initiated by the old man into the symbolic doing of the
impossible - that is, killing the enofmouskfish. All the boy's
s&mpathy goes to fhe 01d Man and he identéfihs himself with the
killing. The man, having caught the fish, may now dream about lions.
in peace and the boy, uhderstahding.;may now be a man, Both'have ;6§kedi;
,into:the hsart of life itself: ‘mén ﬁust pit himseif against thelforcééff%
of nature, Even ih thpkiosing at th9'°nd§ ho‘will nonevtho 1q3§ h@ygigf;i

~ tried to do the impossible. He will havs killed the fish. As the boy

eayes "It e st & nan mst do,n 19



_Bufton.’"is théksymbol of the rendezvous with ev11 thch is thé iegﬁc&’kv
of’every.adolescent who faces life squarely...,“zo Here again, then
is the tiresome and dangerous repetition of a crs2ature of nature being
set up as the foll to man, a ggigg to be conquered in ordgr to be a man{';
Nor can adolescent literature apparently escape the ritual

slaying, presented vividly in the much acclaimed Shadow of 2 Bull

by Fala Wojciechowska. All the details of the bull fight are theres,
including the sympathy of the author, who apparently agrees with one
of the characters who saysi: "Bullfighting is Qying. And it needs
someone tc make it come alive again.“21 True, the boy, Manolo, who
has been chosen toistep into his father's shoes and become a great
bﬁllfighter, chocses at the end of the book to become a doctor instead, ;
But his choice is conditioned by his desire to be a doctor.~no£ by his7 €
condemnation of bullfighting. He leaves bullfighting to‘his friend,”
Juan ,and at the end of the book he "watched Juan Garcia._foﬁrteen, and. f
the bull 'Caétalon the Second.; make bullfightine hlstory; As he k
watched them, there was a sadness in Mano]o. but no jealousy.

Sadness, for there was much beauty in the sight on thei
yellow sand and he was not part of that beauty. But -
~ there was no jealousy because he was sure what it was .
he wanted to do with his life, And his father's life, et Lt s

e ~bu11fighting. would stay a part of. him, as it always e
- had been *but in a different W&J thun anyone had S




ffThO 5n1tiation of Nanolo is compléter he has becoma his o.‘“"

@:ff But thera 1s no condemnation of brutality. Apparently WOJcieohowska

éiAis sayingu~k"Do your own thing. I‘ thac be healing. fine.A If your

| §;°““ thing be killing. then fine. too. It is a11 the sama. :jfff ifi“
. Not essentially differenm is tho oonolusion of Erik in Bryce
;gniWalton s nargoon Qunner.
;ithe killing of the whales.};"The blue inally gave up and died::but

Erik. admirably. has begun to ouestion

*1Eri;ieou1dn't stop thinking about the baby whale. It hadkbeensfoun

i;still olutohed under the mother's dorsal fin. It had beenkdead from
'suffocatiqn a long time."?? Unlike other whalirv booksj ther
,lknows that the sympathy of the author is often with the

ffthe{men who kill them. and Erik is sickened by the slaughter77”u’

?;doubts that he will ever go whaling again.; But Erik_:

"td bo a man passes him by.‘ He is faced wlth,a diffioult*decision

‘*his creu out of the Enderby sea Q-8
e : “.vbefore it was too late, But
f,fg%also,kno« the seoret of the hidden sea.

L e L et ij];,u
. ;stil"meanutﬂe final extinétion of | the blue whs







’ diacover what he has been searohing all along. Like the other
oharaoters we have considered, he too deoides to kill the giant '
bear, which Just may be the pet bear of his childhood..  ;k =, j?t“"J

»MHa olosed his eyas. figh+ing with himselfﬂu
~ the t ‘His throbbing pulse asked, Hhy
And ‘again hisg pulse beat, Why? He a

“And the pulse kept beating The q
! %aid. This made troublel
wThen the quest on, as before
- having no answer,he cou,

i




’ ’f taught that suoh is the way of the man. The boys accept their

“‘?,hk:"Vietnam, hot damnl“?e ‘

18 only to continue in the way of violence for which this century

isijustifiably,fanous. The wonderfully profane Norman Mailer would

i takeiit all one step further in ihy Are We In Vletnam? He tells the o

story of boys °°nd1+i°n°d to the Glories of sport hunting. They are 5:?

i
. §5

’;kconditioning without questioning beoause that s the way things are. f-;n

At the end of the book. the boys are grown; a farewell party is
1fbeing held for them.‘ We come to know that they are going away.“

e Where. we do not know. until the very end when the one speakst

- \

The analocy is an interesting. and. I think. a valid one;°:iffﬁff

“7fe' So 1oné as we condition young men to violence and killing as the,fne_fj{F
v;nf>initiation into manhood, so long as we teach them that the enemyivfif};s?

- vgiis outside themseIVes, always there to be vanquished. so long a8 ;tjf}Vf{

;Enfwe oontinue/tell them that "that '8 the way it is to be a man -fweel‘}
¥i;hWill go on fighting senseless wars in whioh everyone loses., Fur-ff?;
‘fithermore. we will oontinue to destroy what little is left of theinge%
'ifnatural world and to anihilate the myriad oreatures with whom WQi;%3

*‘sh“reﬂt;is frapile planet.: It 1s absurd tokpreach’hOOIOgV and




~of the very foundations of scology which, if it is to have any

'::& meaning for Ourjworld.,muSt accept as its baser "Be fbleraﬁt; love,

'_ uﬂder$tahd;, The wholekuniverse 15 6uf youfself{  ? (he'rf1k5;<k>;l *‘uéﬁ*ét u?jrnﬁ
 me, you are daughing at V°“*-‘S°lf . Wnen vou break the stem of &' flover,
f7 :you break your om leg "29 . e f S T e
‘ The way girls are stereotypcd 1n fiotion? Important, y,s.%-
'lffBut probably not as detrimental to our meaningful survivalﬁas5the%
tifway boys are stereotypad to regard the Oult °fethe L

f;‘*step to manhood and tho world of adult reality.l;,&;«.VJ"
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