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Among the men there would be grumbling, of course, and maybe worse, because their
days would seem longer and their loads heavier, but Lieutenant Jimmy Cross reminded
himself that his obligation was not to be loved but to lead. He would dispense with love; it
was not now a factor. And if anyone quarreled or complained, he would simply tighten his
lips and arrange his shoulders in the correct command posture. He might give a curt little
nod. Or he might not. He might just shrug and say, Carry on, then they would saddle up
and form into a column and move out toward the villages west of Than Khe.

QUESTIONS

1. What do we learn about Lieutenant Jimmy Cross? How do we learn about him? Why
does he blame himself for Lavender’s death? How does Kiowa misinterpret his emo-
tions? How do his concerns unify the story? What other unifying elements does the
story contain?

2. What is the effect of the repetitions in the story (the constant descriptions of how much
things weigh, the regular need to carry things, the way in which Lavender died)?

3. Why is Mitchell Sanders unable to put into words the moral of the dead man’s thumb?
How would you describe the moral?

4. Analyze paragraph 39. Discuss the various burdens the men of the platoon must carry.
What bearing does this paragraph have upon other parts of the story?

LUIGI PIRANDELLO (1867-1936)

Luigi Pirandello was born in southern Sicily into a wealthy family. At
first he was homeschooled, but eventually went to high school in
Palermo, the capital of Sicily. Laler he attended the University of Palermo
and the University of Rome, but then he went to Bonn, Germany (the
birth city of Beethoven), where he gained a doctorate in humanilies in
1891. His resources failed because of a disastrous flood in the family's
Sicilian sulfur mine, and he was left mainly to his own resources as a
teacher and writer. His marriage, which produced three children,
proved disastrous as his wife eventually was declared insane and had
to be institutionalized. Pirandello’s early years were taken up mainly
with the writing of stories and dramas. One of his three sons fought in World War I, and survived,

unlike the son in the story “War.” Eventually Pirandello developed a masterly career as a drama-
tist, his best known and highly original play being Six Characters in Search of an Author in

1921. With the support of Benito Mussolini, the prime minister and dictator of ltaly —support
that many claimed was highly controversial because of Mussolini’s later alliance with Adolf
Hitler— Pivandello became well known internationally. In 1934, he was awarded the Nobel Prize
in Literature.

War (1919)

The passengers who had left Rome by the night express had had to stop until dawn at the
small station of Fabriano in order to continue their journey by the small old-fashioned local
joining the main line with Sulmona.

At dawn, in a stuffy and smoky second-class carriage in which five people had already
spent the night, a bulky woman in deep mourning was hoisted in—almost like a shapeless
bundle. Behind her, puffing and moaning, followed her husband—a tiny man, thin and
weakly, his face death-white, his eyes small and bright and looking shy and uneasy.
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Having at last taken a seat he politely thanked the passengers who had helped his wife
and who had made room for her; then he turned round to the woman trying to pull down
the collar of her coat, and politely inquired:

“Are you all right, dear?”

The wife, instead of answering, pulled up her collar again to her eyes, so as to hide her face.

“Nasty world,” muttered the husband with a sad smile.

And he felt it his duty to explain to his traveling companions that the poor woman was
to be pitied, for the war was taking away from her her only son, a boy of twenty to whom
both had devoted their entire life, even breaking up their home at Sulmona to follow him to
Rome, where he had to go as a student, then allowing him to volunteer for war with an
assurance, however, that at least for six months he would not be sent to the front and now,
all of a sudden, receiving a wire saying that he was due to leave in three days’ time and ask-
ing them to go and see him off.

The woman under the big coat was twisting and wriggling, at times growling like a wild
animal, feeling certain that all those explanations would not have aroused even a shadow
of sympathy from those people who—most likely—were in the same plight as herself. One
of them, who had been listening with particular attention, said:

“You should thank God that your son is only leaving now for the front. Mine has been
sent there the first day of the war. He has already come back twice wounded and been sent
back again to the front.”

“What about me? I have two sons and three nephews at the front,” said another passenger.

“Maybe, but in our case it is our only son,” ventured the husband.

“What difference can it make? You may spoil your only son with excessive attentions,
but you cannot love him more than you would all your other children if you had any. Pater-
nal love is not like bread that can be broken into pieces and split amongst the children in
equal shares. A father gives all his love to each one of his children without discrimination,
whether it be one or ten, and if I am suffering now for my two sons, I am not suffering half
for each of them but double.

“True . . . true . . . “ sighed the embarrassed husband, “but suppose (of course we all
hope it will never be your case) a father has two sons at the front and he loses one of them,
there is still one left to console him . . . while. .. ”

“Yes,” answered the other, getting cross, “a son left to console him but also a son left for
whom he must survive, while in the case of the father of an only son if the son dies the
father can die too and put an end to his distress. Which of the two positions is the worse?
Don’t you see how my case would be worse than yours?”

“Nonsense,” interrupted another traveler, a fat, red-faced man with bloodshot eyes of
the palest gray.

He was panting. From his bulging eyes seemed to spurt inner violence of an uncon-
trolled vitality which his weakened bedy could hardly contain.

“Nonsense,” he repeated, trying to cover his mouth with his hand so as to hide the two
missing front teeth. “Nonsense. Do we give life to our children for our own benefit?”

The other travelers stared at him in distress. The one who had had his son at the front
since the first day of the war sighed: “You are right. Our children do not belong to us, they
belong to the Country . . .7

“Bosh,” retorted the fat traveler. “Do we think of the Country when we give life to our chil-
dren? Our sons are born because . . . well, because they must be born and when they come to
life they take our own life with them. This is the truth. We belong to them but they never
belong to us. And when they reach twenty they are exactly what we were at their age. We too
had a father and mother, but there were so many other things as well . . . girls, cigarettes, illu-
sions, new ties . . . and the Country, of course, whose call we would have answered—when we
were twenty—even if father and mother had said no. Now at our age, the love of our Country
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is still great, of course, but stronger than it is the love for our children. Is there any one of us
here who wouldn't gladly take his son’s place at the front if he could?”

There was.a silence all round, everybody nodding as to approve.

“Why then,” continued the fat man, “shouldn’t we consider the feelings of our children
when they are twenty? Isn’t it natural that at their age they should consider the love for their
Country (I am speaking of decent boys, of course) even greater than the love for us? Isn't it
natural that it should be so, as after all they must look upon us as upon old boys who cannot
move any more and must stay at home? If Country exists, if Country is a natural necessity,
like bread, of which each of us must eat in order not to die of hunger, somebody must go to
defend it. And our sons go, when they are twenty, and they don’t want tears, because if they
die, they die inflamed and happy (I am speaking, of course, of decent boys). Now, if one dies
young and happy, without having the ugly sides of life, the boredom of it, the pettiness, the
bitterness of disillusion . . . what more can we ask for him? Everyone should stop crying;
everyone should laugh, as I do . . . or at least thank God—as I do—because my son, before
dying, sent me a message saying that he was dying satisfied at having ended his life in the
best way he could have wished. That is why, as you see, I do not even wear mourning.. .. .”

He shook his light fawn coat as to show it; his livid lip over his missing teeth was trem-
bling, his eyes were watery and motionless, and soon after he ended with a shrill laugh
which might well have been a sob.

“Quiteso. . . quite so. . .” agreed the others.

The woman who, bundled in a corner under her coat, had been sitting and listening
had—for the last three months—tried to find in the words of her husband and her friends
something to console her in her deep sorrow, something that might show her how a mother
should resign herself to send her son not even to death but to a probably dangerous life. Yet
not a word had she found amongst the many which had been said . . . and her grief had
been greater in seeing that nobody—as she thought—could share her feelings.

But now the words of the traveler amazed and almost stunned her. She suddenly real-
ized that it wasn’t the others who were wrong and could not understand her, but herself
who could not rise up to the same height of those fathers and mothers willing to resign
themselves, without crying, not only to the departure of their sons but even to their death.

She lifted her head, she bent over from her corner trying to listen with great attention to
the details which the fat man was giving to his companions about the way his son had fallen
as a hero, for his King and his Country, happy and without regrets. It seemed to her that she
had stumbled into 2 world she had never dreamt of, a world so far unknown to her and she
was so pleased to hear everyone joining in congratulating that brave father who could so
stoically speak of his child’s death.

Then suddenly, just as if she had heard nothing of what had been said and almost as if
waking up from a dream, she turned to the old man, asking him:

“Then . . . is your son really dead?”

Everybody stared at her. The old man, too, turned to look at her, fixing his great,
bulging, horribly watery light gray eyes, deep in her face. For some little time he tried to
answer, but words failed him. He looked and looked at her, almost as if only then—at that
silly, incongruous question—he had suddenly realized at last that his son was really dead—
gone forever—forever. His face contracted, became horribly distorted, then he snatched in
haste a handkerchief from his pocket and, to the amazement of everyone, broke into har-
rowing, heart-rending, uncontrollable sobs. oo R ‘

QUESTIONS . . . e
1. Explain the means by which Pirandello develops the narrative structure of the story.
Why does he include so much conversation? What might the story be like if it had been
., carried out exclusively through description? .
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2. Describe the thoughts about death expressed by the “fat, red-faced man with blood-
shot eyes.” How does this man seem to be defending the need for battlefield deaths?
How do his true thoughts emerge in the story? How does he seem to be contradictory?

3. What do you think is the story’s major idea, as it develops in the discussion by the pas-
sengers? Why does Pirandello choose the man who seems least appealing as the one to
whom the ultimate sacrifice has happened?

4. In paragraph 28, why does the woman who is “bundled in a corner under her coat” ask
the simple question of the fat man? Why is it she who asks the question, and not one of
the other passengers?

Plot: The Motivation and Causality of Fiction

Stories are made up mostly of actions or incidents that follow one another in
chronological order. The same is also true of life, but there is a major difference.
Fiction must make sense even though life itself does not always seem to make
sense at all. Finding a sequential or narrative order is therefore only a first step in
our consideration of fiction. What we depend on for the sense or meaning of fic-
tion is plot—the elements governing the unfolding of the actions.

The English novelist E. M. Forster, in Aspects of the Novel, presents a memo-
rable illustration of plot. To illustrate a bare set of actions, he proposes the follow-
ing: “The king died, and then the queen died.” Forster points out, however, that
this sequence does not form a plot because it lacks motivation and causation; it is
too much like life itself to be fictional. Thus he introduces motivation and causa-
tion in his next example: “The king died, and then the queen died of grief.” The
phrase “of grief” shows that one thing (grief) controls or overcomes another (the
normal desire to live), and motivation and causation enter the sequence to form a
plot. In a well-plotted story or play, one thing precedes or follows another not sim-
ply because time ticks away, but more importantly because effects follow causes. In
a good work of fiction, nothing is irrelevant or accidental; everything is related
and causative.

Determining the Conflicts In a Story

The controlling impulse in a connected pattern of causes and effects is conflict,
which refers to people or circumstances that a character must face and try to
overcome. Conflicts bring out extremes of human energy, causing characters to
engage in the decisions, actions, responses, and interactions that make up fictional
literature.

In its most elemental form, a conflict is the opposition of two people. Their
conflict may take the shape of anger, hatred, envy, argument, avoidance, political
or moral opposition, gossip, lies, fighting, and many other actions and attitudes.
Conflicts may also exist between groups, although conflicts between individuals
are more identifiable and therefore more suitable for stories. Conflicts may also be
abstract—for example, when an individual opposes larger forces such as natural
objects, ideas, modes of behavior, or public opinion. A difficult or even impossible
choice—a dilemma—is a natural conflict for an individual person. A conflict may
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also be brought out in ideas and opinions that clash. In short, conflict shows itself
in many ways.

DIRECTLY RELATING CONFLICT TO DOUBT, TENSION, AND INTEREST. Contflict is the
major element of plot because opposing forces arouse curiosity, cause doubt, cre-
ate tension, and produce interest. The same responses are the lifeblood of athletic
competition. Consider which kind of athletic event is more interesting: (1) One
team gets so far ahead that the outcome is no longer in doubt, or (2) both teams
are so evenly matched that the outcome is uncertain until the final seconds. Obvi-
ously, games are uninteresting—as games—unless they develop as contests
between teams of comparable strength. The same principle applies to conflicts in
stories and dramas. There should be uncertainty about a protagonist’s success or
failure. Unless there is doubt, there is no tension, and without tension there is no
interest.

FINDING THE CONFLICTS TO DETERMINE THE PLOT. To see a plot in operation, let us
build on Forster’s description. Here is a simple plot for a story of our own: “John
and Jane meet, fall in love, and get married.” This sentence contains a plot because
it shows cause and effect (they get married because they fall in love), but with no
conflict, the plot is not interesting. However, let us introduce conflicting elements
into this common “boy meets girl” story:

John and Jane meet in college and fall in love. They go together for a number of years
and plan to marry, but a problem arises. Jane first wants to establish herself in a career,
and after marriage she wants to be an equal contributor to the family. John under-
stands Jane’s wishes for equality, but he wants to get married first and let her finish her
studies and have her career after they have children. Jane believes that John's plan is
unacceptable because she thinks of it as a trap from which she might not escape. As
they discuss their options they find themselves increasingly more irritated and unhappy
with each other. Finally they bring their plans to an end, and they part in both anger
and sorrow. Their love is not dead, however, but both go on to marry someone else and
build separate lives and careers. In their new lives, neither is totally happy even
though they like and respect their spouses. The years pass, and, after children and
grandchildren, Jane and John meet again. He is now divorced and she is a widow.
Because their earlier conflict is no longer a barrier, they rekindle their love, marry, and
try to make up for the past. Even their new happiness, however, is tinged with regret
and reproach because of their earlier conflicts, their unhappy decision to part, their lost
years, and their increasing age.

Here we find a true plot because our original “boy meets girl” topic now contains
a major conflict from which a number of related complications develop. These
complications embody disagreements, choices, arguments, and ill feelings that
produce tension, uncertainty, rupture, and regret. When we learn that.John and
Jane finally join together at the end we might still find the story painful to contem-
plate because it does not give us a “happily ever after” ending. Nevertheless, the
story makes sense—as a story—because its plot brings out the plausible conse-
quences of the understandable aims and hopes of John and Jane during their long
relationship. It is the imposition of necessary causes and effects upon a series of
events in time that creates the story’s plot.
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Writing About the Plot of a Story

An essay about plot is an analysis of the story’s conflict and its developments. The
organization of your essay should not be modeled on sequential sections and
principal events, however, because these invite only a retelling of the story.
Instead, the organization is to be developed from the important elements of con-
flict. As you look for ideas about plot, try to answer the questions below.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCOVERING IDEAS

1. Who are the major and minor characters, and how do their characteristics put
them in conflict? How can you describe the conflict or conflicts?

2. How does the story’s action grow out of the major conflict?

3. If the conflict stems from contrasting ideas or values, what are these, and how
are they brought out?

4. What problems do the major characters face? How do the characters deal with
these problems?

5. How do the major characters achieve (or not achieve) their major goal(s)?
What obstacles do they overcome? What obstacles overcome them or alter
them?

6. At the end, are the characters successful or unsuccessful, happy or unhappy,
satisfied or dissatisfied, changed or unchanged, enlightened or ignorant?
How has the resolution of the major conflict produced these results?

Strategies for Organizing Ideas

To keep your essay brief, you need to be selective. Rather than detailing every-
thing a character does, for example, stress the major elements in his or her conflict.
Such an essay on Eudora Welty’s “A Worn Path”(p. 314) might emphasize Phoenix
as she encounters the various obstacles both in the woods and in town. When
there is a conflict between two major characters, the obvious approach is to focus
equally on both. For brevity, however, emphasis might be placed on just one.
Thus, an essay on the plot of “A Rose for Emily” might stress the details about
Emily’s life that make her the central participant in the story’s conflict.

In addition, the plot may be analyzed more broadly in terms of impulses, goals,
values, issues, and historical perspectives. Thus, you might emphasize the elements
of chance working against Mathilde in Maupassant’s “The Necklace” (Chapter 3) as
a contrast to her dreams about wealth. A discussion of the plot of Poe’s “The
Masque of the Red Death” (Chapter 9) might stress the haughtiness of Prospero, the
major character, because the plot could not develop without his egotism.

The conclusion may contain a brief summary of the points you have made. It
is also a fitting location for a brief consideration of the effect or impact produced
by the conflict. Additional ideas might focus on whether the author has arranged
actions and dialogue to direct your favor toward one side or the other, or whether
the plot is possible or impossible, serious or comic, fair or unfair, powerful or
indifferent, and so on.




