‘ 9 Writing About Point of View

Chapter Preview e
; will hélE yo'd to understand how

Learning about point of view in fiction ‘ .»| about the even
~ ow you feel abou ts
s shaped what you know and how yo
the author ha P Y e.or unuSUaL YOU may want

in a story. When.the point of view is distinctiv e ficance of

to focus your written analysis on the narrator or on & 25, ,

the writer’s choice of narrative focus. By the end of thlf ;hapter, you will

be able to | AR

« Define narrator and point of view. ' (Ao 9auiuer DISHES =

* Describe these primary points of view: omniscient, limited omniscient, first-
person, unreliable, and objective.

» Explain how point of view affects other elements of fiction, especially
‘theme.

* Name several ways to improve a paper’s conclusion.

What Is Point of View?
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A , ; ) o tell o R
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fused with the author. In the followj
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But in the opening of “The Lottery,” we are not conscious of a narrator
u

at all:

The morning of ]
full-summer day;
richly green.

y, with the fresh warmth of a

une 27th was clear and sunn
fusely and the grass was

the flowers were blossoming pro

Describing Point of View
ms for labeling the point of view in a work of

e stance and the identity of the person who
the person whose eyes and mind become

There are several syste
licerature. They classify th
reports the action—that 1s,
ours as we read the story. .

In actuality, a great many points of view are pqsmble, and you may find
some overlapping among the categories we provxgle here, but tl?e follow-
ing should allow you to describe all of the works included in this text.

« Ommiscient: An all-knowing narrator, who is not a character in the
story or involved in the action, freely relates many or all of the char-
acter’s thoughts, feelings, and actions. In this example from Sherwood
Anderson’s “Hands,” the omniscient narrator gives us considerable infor-
mation about the main character’ life and personality in a single sentence:

- Wing Biddlebaﬁm, forever frightenéd and beset by a ghostly band of
doubts, did not think of himself as in any way a part of the life of the
- town where he had lived for twenty years. b

s Limited omniscience: The narration is limited to the thoughts and observa-
tions of a single character. In detective fiction, for instance, we often see
the plot unfold strictly from the main character’s (the detective’s) point of
view. Sometimes our perceptions are limited to those of a minor charac-
gm In the S.herlocl.c Holmes stories, for instance, the events are reported

4 _ thg point of view of Dr. Watson, the great detective’s sidekick, whose

mduwhaﬂ_dmlrat‘lx;x and awe for Holmes’s skills become ours. Raymond Carver’s
T t; ¢ Talk Abogt Wl]en' We.lek About Love” is another example of

T 'MFW-P omniscience in which a' minor character narrates the entire story.

Baiy i;’:gl: (;I'he narrator recounts events in which he or she has

B T ved as kz major participant. The narrator, identified as “I”

T, Iy, speaks directly to us. First-person narrators often present

On] . .
- Only their side of the story. Sammy, the first-person narrator in John

~PCike’s “A & P gives an obviously subiecti

T A : y subjective account of wh '

) ll‘::gge narrator of Tillie Olsen’s “I Stand Here I:gni?lg:’vay }:;r?sutl;
- 1er story qmte.hpnesdy- and with little self-deception: 4
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like the murderous

acts
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An expodlons ¥ dllSt’l’"f:hC(in!Ztaﬁcc is not interested in
: 2illado,” for ANCe, 5
{\;'ﬂl:?‘ mmivés and actions. Poe mtcnsnﬁcl: thc‘
ot letting us see into the inner workings

o Unreliable: lfl d;cl 5
i al1able.
sidered unreliable. A%
narrator of «The Cask of
giving 2 ruthful account I
<hock and horror of the story D)
of a sinister mind.
Writers often use
of experience or to reve
character. Sylvia, the n

rrator to emphasize the SUh]CCtl\’lF}r
hess or self-absorption of the main
\rrator in Toni Cade Bambara’s “The Lesson,”

' ; and words, but she
is reliable in candidly reporting her strong thoughts an ;

is not reliable in revealing those things she ,Cagnm.yetoli]ntdte}:ti?:’",a.
divided perspective that involves the reader in figuring story’s

lessons along with the resistant Sylvia. e
Objective: Here the narrator disappears and the story seems to tell itself

through action and dialogue. An objective narrative does not get into
the minds of the characters; it gives us only what could be recorded by a

camera and a microphone. :
In reading this kind of story, we have to make judgments and draw

conclusions on our own. The objective narrator may edit the tape and
direct the camera, but we have to figure out why the characters behave
as they do. Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” illustrates an objective point
of view: the narrator presents the events without comment; we have to
determine why the actions occur and what they mean.

Sometimes a story with an objective point of view is easily identified
because it consists largely of conversation, like Hemingway’s “Hills Like
White Elephants.” In this story no author comments appear, only a few
actions and brief scenic details. Our understanding of the characters is
based entirely on the conclusions we are able to infer from reading their
conversation. Because of its similarity to the script of a play, this type of
story can also be called a dramatic point of view. .

an unreliable na
al the shallow

Looking at Point of View

As you read Alice Walker’s “Everyday Use,” think about the implica-

tions of our getting only Mama’ )
ama’s ;
her daughter Dee’s visit.y perception of the events surrounding

Alice Wa_lker 1944

Alice Walker :
pers. When play‘}:;s :?t';‘ l:" E;tonton, Georgia, the daughter of poor sharecrop-
eye by a BB gun pellet A&er rOthet.'s at age eight, she was blinded in her right
3!“ became 3 cjyi] ri h'ts er attending Spellman and Sarah Lawrence colleges
civil righes e ti activist. In 1965, she married Mel Leventhal, a Jewi
: » they became the fipge legally married interracial ’couple '

ssissippi. Sh
- dhe later cojped
er nov ned the term “y S ? =%y
el The Womanist,” meaning a feminist of colo

olor Puyp],
Popular il Ple won the 1983 Pulitzer Prize and was made into



breezes that never come inside the house, = :
- Maggie will be nervous until after her si O
cpmgrs‘g'homelyandashamedofd?:;mmdm;heﬂ" hopelessly
sister with a mixture of envy and awe. She thinks her it 1. and legs, eying her
the palm of one hand, that “no” is a word the worlde;evs‘s:li:mmwu! :; .
You've no doubt seen those TV et Al R e
confronted, as a surprise, by her ow: illl(l);sh:-h ;lrg g‘j\::m e Wh.q h‘s “mn” is
backstage. (A pleasant surprise, of course: What would t’hmttmg in weakly from
came on the show only to curse out and insult each oth ey; O
child embrace and smile into each other’ faces. Sometim:: zhon TV mother and
weep, the child wraps them in her arms and leans across the ;tr)rllodlgrmd -
would not hav it wi i
}Slld t;::a elmsde it w1thdout their help. I have seen these pro ftcgee hOWshe
ometimes I dream a dream in which Dee :
together on a T'V program of this sort. Out of a da:;(\gnlci ::)%-Z:gg:;l lg,mbm"lght
am ushered into a bright room filled with many people. There I meet ‘:"sm“smilineI
gray, sporty man like Johnny Carson who shakes my hand and tells r;e ha -
lfline girl Ishl:ve. Then we ?ire on the stage and Dee is embracing me with t:arsti:
er eyes. She pins on my dress a large orchid, eve ‘
that she thinks orchids g;'e tacky flo%vers. " e g e e
In real life I am a large, big-boned woman with rough, man-working hands. 5
In the winter I wear flannel nightgowns to bed and overalls during the dayI
can kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as a man. My fat keeps me %mt in zero
weather. I can work outside all day, breaking ice to get water for washing; I can
eat pork liver cooked ove: the open fire minutes after it comes steaming from
the hog. One winter 1 knocked a bull calf straight in the brain between the eyes
with a sledge hammer and had the meat hung up to chill before nightfall. But
of course all this does not show on television. I am the way my daughter wo d

ul
want me to be: a hundred pounds lighter, my skin like an uncooked barley ‘})‘an-
lc(ake. My hair glistens in the hot bright lights. Johnny Carson has much to doto
eep up with my quick and witty tongue. o

l%)utlzhat is a r}rlﬁ(l‘take. I knowtg’ven g:fore [ wake up..Who ever kneW“‘J°h“s°n
with a quick tongue? Who can even imagine me looking a smng::l;:ldtﬁ mfﬁnt:
the eye? It seems to me I have talked to them always with one foot_’_ . i
with my head turned in whichever way is farthest from them. _ 2B g
would always look anyone in the eye. Hesitation Was 9 PRIVORESEE

e
e
« CVIT

“How do I look, Mama?” Maggie says,
enveloped in pink skirt and red blouse for m
by the door.

e to know she’s there, al
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150 CHAS over by some careless

: d,” L say: dog run PET t enou
“Come out ‘"‘°s§2§ };alrame animi(ljll’ Pe;hta(f s;(?meogne wghho l;al;g%%rear? like th%sh
Have you ever a car, sidle u : alkS- She )
person rich enoy g? ’;?h::v l: the:way Y Maggl?e:”;ince the fire that burned the
to be kind to him: n ground, feet in shuffle, ev )
hin on chest, eyes © / ’ re. She’s a woman |
f)ther house to the gm}\l,?ad.gie with nicer hairand 2 ﬁ:il";: [:hg:t the other house .
Dee is lighter ttzi‘:nles %fo;‘gct- How long ago,]‘?"hear the flames and feel
now, :jh:o%%l:) S(::r]elve years? Sometimes king and her dress falling off her
burned: ; her hair sSmoKIng hed open, blazed open by

i icking to me, :
Maggie’s arms sticking . S etretc s
in l%t%lle black papery flakes. Her eyes seen i bk e the il

tration on her face as she

. : ;ee her sta

the flames reflected in them. And Dee. 1 ‘fefhc A

gum tree she used to dig gun}n ou(tl Otfi ahlol(:ot?se fall in toward the red-hot brick
- ’ v 4 > e

watched the last dingy gray board ol t . ashes? I’d wanted to ask her.

chimney. Why don’t you do a dance around the ashes? I'd want

- he house that much. 3 - .

Sh? I:Jigdhi:)e(i}:ink she hated Maggie, too. But that was bcf‘ore vu.d raxsefi dthe
money, the church and me, to send her to Augusta to school. Shc used to read to
us without pity; forcing words, lies, other folks’ habits, whole lives upon us two,
sitting trapped and ignorant underneath her voice. She washed us in a river of
make-believe, burned us with a lot of knowledge we didn’t necessarily need to
know. Pressed us to her with the serious way she read, to shove us away at just
the moment, like dimwits, we seemed about to understand

: P, ".'rt.:lf.:..'
A quilt in the traditio - -~
nal i >

Patchwork, cotton, 9 ¢ SHF pattern, (Szar of LéMoyne

n X 97 in. (29.266). The Nevat Musf:f,':, (l\?so_w?s), M
' ar




ten
had ¢ e

Bt | vt § .
‘».H- : "i O 105 1D

2 "-'“' a&"m' 1C 1 .H-.r- . 1C

& al doinn A vl s daide wollel I

s o ‘n' "‘.‘ 3 " .
44444 SF‘ b 3 TR TR AT lDO'NlIH ‘n‘ oml"ﬂh-"lm,&“_ ‘uhu et ;?.A,_--' &4

I never had an education myself. After :
down. Dor .-'a,ak‘ime why: in 1927 wloﬁ’mmm the
now. Sometimes Maggie reads to me. She stumbles along good-naturedly but

metmes:
ﬂ n'c see well. She knows she is not bright. Like  looks and SRR ¢
ness passed her by. She will marry »Jolﬁl Thomasgogﬁno has‘:ldomq:t
carnest face) and then I'll be free to sit here and I guess just sing church songs .
to myself. Although I never was a good singer. Never could a tune: I was
always better at a man’s job. I used to love to milk till I'was hooked in the side
in '49. Cows are soothing and slow and don’t bother you, unless you try to milk
them the wrong way. .y sha o’ L
" have deliberately turned my back on the house. It is three rooms, just like
the one that burned, except the roof is tin; they don’t make shingle roofs any
more: There are no real windows, just some holes cut in the sides, like the port-
holes in a ship, but not round and not square; with rawhide holding the shut-
ters up on the outside. This house is in a pasture; too, like the other one. No
doubt when Dee sees it she will want to tear it down. She wrote me once thatno
matter where we “choose” to live, she will manage to come see us. But she will
- pever bring her friends. Maggie and I thought about this and Maggie asked me,
“Mama, when did Dee ever have any friends?” & '
_ She had a few. Furtivé boys in pink shirts hanging about on washday after 15
school. Nervous girls who never laughed. Impressed with her they worshipped
the well-turned phrase, ithe cute shape, the scalding humor. that erupted like
bubbles in lye. She read to them. , -
When she was courting Jimmy T she didn’t have much time to.pay to us, but
* turned all her faultfinding povrer on him. He flew to marry a cheap city girl from
a family of ignorant flashy peonie. She hardly had time to-recompose herself.
et 2n 3. | . |
. When she comes I will meet—but there they are! [ l25: olbs
. Maggie attempts to make a dash for the house, inl her shuffling way, but I stay
her with my hand. “Come back here,” I'say. And she stops and tries to dig a well
in the sand with her toe. , | ' Ja
* ltis hard to see them clearly through the strong sun. But even the!first
zl.:n_pse of leg out of the car tells me it is Dee. Her feet were always neat-
% ,hng.- as if God himself had shaped them with a certain style. From the other
‘Of;fhff car comes a short, stocky man. Hair is all over his head a foof-lOﬁg
han“glng from his chin like a kinky mule tail. I hear Magg???“‘?kj‘mhe;
et U}mnnh,” is what it sounds like. Like when you see the-:WﬂgghPE' i
*a snake just in front of your foot on the road. 1 ¥ nbladeqrWRalK
Y€€ next. A dress down to the ground, in this hot weather. A dress so
my eyes. There are yellows and oranges enough to: ow back the
.;-;r;.*“' feel my whole face warming from the heat pralgi
89 gold, too, and hanging down to her shoulders. Bracelets G285
 NoIses Whhnshgmovgg_,hm' arm up to slwkeﬂ L

vo

- vV e
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i About Point of NG
Writing e walks closer, T like it. T he,

t dQSSh o htu lik <t
is loose and Flows, AP T rands straight up like gy
. armpits. The dfe? I is her sisters hair. re two long Pigtailg
hMe:;;’? l;" gon 1 ::; bf;g:lkn;slfﬁl;ht and aﬁomlfelt?iﬁdeﬂgfse:rs. '
wool on @ S¥°H., o smal lizards disappearing BEUCL 10 oy b

s n , . :
tha:““f;e::-zo-’l‘eamo! she S:“e)ﬁ:)xcx?:r?thgthe hair to hlS‘ naVF’! l;{ Z mg:vl:::?g ﬁnd '
her nlllove. T:;C ;ihtﬁrﬁzsalamalakim, my T(t)htl;et;‘azl{:‘(l)fs:it;,:rc.hair. I feel her tre:l]). |
he follows u ight up agains o g : ff her chin.

: falls back, rig tion falling o
lei?g"g't:\:rl:aT; when I look up I see the persfli:atacl)ccs something of Epust 18

: tou ; .
» ee. Since [ am s b turns, sh
B o Iv)c 2 second or two before I make it. She » Showing
can see me trying to mo

: he peeks ne
back to the car. Out s . Xt
i r sandals, and goes : icture after pictur
ke m';ousghh l:ssoops down quickly and lines up PIEre @ < B She
with a Polaroid. She f the house with Maggie cowering S e
me sitting there in front o ise is included. When a coy

. : re the hot :

: t without making su ] AR and Maggie 4
e ta'l;)el:li:rl\ Sl;:')ound the edge of the yard she snaps 1t afni:l;r fmld cgﬁ:eq{l uzd
fl??lfz:;e Thgn she puts the Polaroid in the back seat of t ar, S up

i on the forehead. 4 . faboies sk
e g n}le Asalamalakim is going through motions w ith Maggie’s hand.
Meanwhile Asalama fish. and probably as cold, despite the sweat, and
v g . v . : ’
o e 3b5 ak]‘lt‘looksqike Asalamalakim wants to shake hands
she keeps trying to pull it back. be he don’t-know how people shake hands.
but wants to do it fancy. ()rﬁmy ¢ he do
Anyhow, he soon gives up on Maggie.
“WC”," I say. “Dee.” : - R,
“No, Mama,” she says. “Not ‘Dee,” Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo! 5
“What happened to ‘Dee’?” I wanted to knm}'. .
“She’s dead,” Wangero said. “I couldn’t bear it any longer, being named after
the people who oppress me.”
“You know as well as me you was named after your aunt Dicie,” I said. Dicie
is my sister. She named Dee. We called her “Big Dee” after Dee was born.
“But who was she named after>” asked Wangero.
“I guess after Grandma Dee,” I said. 30
“Aﬁud who was she named after>” asked Wangero, 1
“ » -4 T, . . y - -
backliirln:)thfrn I§:1,fi,lanfidsa¥h\’\van}%e'ro ;,"'33 getung tired. “That’s about as far
& an trace 1t,” 1 said. Though, in fact. | robablv ¢ LA
& ) y could have carried it
back beyond the Civil War through the branches.P ; ave sl
“Well,” said Asalamalakim, “there yoy Arat
“ . 4 :
“’Il{l}]mnnlh,” I heard Maggie say.
ere 1 was not,” [ said, “before ‘Djcie’
: icie - i :
shiyl dTry to trace it T cropped up in our family, so why 3
M f('ile Just stood there grinning, .
o }?Il A car. Every once in 4 while he and Wy, il Somebody inspecting a
“Yo(:nwddo’y(}),u Pronounce this name»» | aske%]em Senteye signals over my head.
“ On't have to call me by it if vou denrs .

y shouldn’t [37 | asked. “If ¢hap don’t wan, to,” said Wangero

S w
Us to ca] you, we’ll call

looking down on m

you.”

“I know it might 5o
a1 und aw 2
I'll get used t0it,” I said. ‘FI\QV:;I?] 1:: i

€ll, s00n we gor the
| _ Name o
as long and three umes as hapd A}]ttel(')‘;

tl"‘Ppeg'oAs ?m:‘}aldm had a name twice
O or three times he told
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me to just call him Hakim-a-barber. I wanted to ask him h
didn’t really think he was, so I didn’t ask. was he a barber, but |

“You must belong to those beef-cattle peoples down the road,” [ saj
said “Asalamalakim” when they met you, too, but they didn't shakl h
Always too busy: feeding the cattle, fixing the fences, putting up s ﬂlt-l? kands.
ters, throwing down hay. When the white folks poisoned some of the }f ;hel-
men stayed up all night with rifles in their hands. I walked a mile and 2 herlf s
to see the sight. Ak just

Hakim-a-barber said, “I accept some of their doctrines, but farmin
raising cattle is not my style.” (They didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask wﬁe :;nd
Wangero (Dee) had really gone and married him.) 1 e

We sat down to eat and right away he said he didn’t eat collards and pork
was unclean. Wangero, though, went on through the chitlins and corn hlPe;rd
the greens and everything else. She talked a blue streak over the sweet potatoes,
Everything delighted her. Even the fact that we still used the benches her dqdd;
made for the table when we couldn’t afford to buy chairs. =

“Oh. Mama!” she cried. Then turncd to Hakim-a-barber. “I never knew how
lovely these benches are. You can feel the rump prints,” she said, running her
hands underneath her and along the bench. Then she gave a sigh and her hand
closed over Grandma Dee’s butter dish. “T'hat’s it!” she said. “I knew there was
something I wanted to ask you if I could have.” She jumped up from the table
and went over in the corner where the churn stood, the milk in it clabber by
now. She looked at the churn and looked at it. y

“This churn top is what I'need,” she said. “Didn’t Uncle Buddy whittle it out
of a tree you all used to have?” '

“Yes,” I said.

«Uh huh,” she said happily. “And I want the dasher, t00.”

“Uncle Buddy whittle that, too?” asked the barber.

Dee (Wangero) looked up at me.

“Aunt Dee’s first husband whittled the dash,” said Maggie so low you almost
couldn’t hear her. “His name was Henry, but they called him Stash.”

“Maggie’s brain is like an elephant’,” Wangero said, laughing. “I can use the
churn top as a centerpiece for the alcove eable.” she said, sliding a plate over the
churn, “and I’ll think of something artistic to do with the dasher.” _

When she finished wrapping the dasher the handle stuck out. I took it for
a moment in my hands. You didn’t even have to look close to see where hnnds
pushing the dasher up and down to make butter had left a kind of sink in the
wood. In fact, there were a lot of small sinks; you could see where tl_mml)s and
fingers had sunk into the wood. It was beautiful light yellow wood, from a tree
that grew in the yard where Big Dee and Stash had lived.

After dinner Dee (Wangero) went to the trunk at the foot
started rifling through it. Maggie hung back in the kitchen ov D
Out came Wangero with two quilts. They had been pieced by Grand]m&fmm
and then Big Dee and me had hung them on the quilt frames on the Walk
R(:rch and quilted them. One was in the Lone Star pattern. The other :*j’::?a b

glmd the Mountain. In both of them were scraps of dresses Gm?l’s Dl
sa.rt‘s”(;::dﬁfty and more years ago. Bits and pieces of ?ralgl[):l’{":]':;hb ox, that
vy one teeny faded blue piece, about the size of a p Civil War.

e on Great Grandpa Ezra’s uniform that he wore in the 1 .

: : > ilts?
ama,” Wangero said sweet as a bird. “Can I have these old qu!

d. They

of my bed and

er the dishpan:

)

W




( Big Dee from some tops na p;
‘she died.” k aapnd sl et whyteo o ; o qand oar g
W mt@mm'fh‘u!mmtmn:ﬁﬁm. n'.‘rh'dy\ AIC "" AR
hmﬂéhsibylmnehine.»”%n;mm { aboud v dy alasi ey drionedia i o DR
 “That’ll make them last better,” I said. sgizturh
* “Thats:not the point,” said Wangero. “These are all pieces of
Grandma used to wear. She did all this stitching by hand. Imagine!” She h
the quilts securely in her arms, stroking them. 0l o gl
v “Some of the pieces, like those lavender ones, come from -old.!clqth her
mother handed down to her,” I said, moving up to touch .the..ql.nlmr_
(Wangero) moved back just enough so that I couldn’t reach the quilts. They
already belonged to her. I w1l buad celrrvsnll
“Imagine!” she breathed again, clutching them closely to her bosom. . ¢ bt
“The truth is,” I said, “I promised to give them quilts to Maggie, for'when

-

she marries John Thomas.” : (svol
She gasped like a bee had stung her. .\ : abire shotld N6l
“Maggie can’t appreciate these quilts!” she said. “She’d probably be backward

enough to put them to everyday use.” | - "G
“Lreckon she would,” I said. “God knows I been saving ’em for long eno

¥ with nobody using ‘em. I hope she will!” I.didn’t want to bring up how I had

" offered Dee (Wangero) a quilt when she went away to college. Then she had

H told me they were old-fashioned, out of style. 1 sto
“But they’re priceless!” she was saying riow, furiously; for she has a temiper.

y “Maggie would put them on. the bed and in five years they’d be in rags, Less

I ] y gs

i than that!”

g | “She can always make some more,” I said. “Maggie knows how to quilt.”

I i Dee (Wangero) looked at me with hatred. “You just will not understand.The 70

1 point is these quilts, these quilts!” -
“Well,” I said, stumped. “Whatwould you do with them?” M

»« “Hang them,” she said. As if that was the only thing you could do with quilts..
Maggie by now was standing in the:door. I could almost hear the sound: her

feet made as they scraped ‘over each other, = | | por
“She can have them, Mama,” she said, like somebody used to never winni

anything; or having anything reserved for her. “I can ’);nember Graimcg
I'looked at her hard. She had filled her bottom lip wi : > -

and it gave her face a kind of dopey, hangdog look. }I)t w;}sl éh;;lf;gegi sn:lg

Big D‘;xe: ;zlho mu‘:glilt Pi:ls hozv;o 2;111-: herself. , o

hands hidden in the folds of her skirt. She looked : istbrd il e e

like fear but she wasn't mad at her. This was Mas i . <" Sister with: something

ie’s portion. Thi
she knew God towork, ggi spf'rt'.?n,gltlmas;the vay
 When I loiked ghe; hk#fzthatjmmﬁk hit:me in the ¢o befw aodds bk
ran down to:the soles ot my feet. Just li QT*Yhean’niinich" s nyhead-an
: huggec ie to me, then dragge Jg@ ' ﬁ""-




asMikg:e il

n’t Lunderstand?” I wanted to know, = g
Ftage,” she said, And then she turned to Maggie, kiss
ou ought to try to make something of yourself, too. M; ggie. It's
day for us. But from the way you and Mama still live you'd never kn, o

50, O She put.on some sunglasses that hid everything above the tip of her nose and |
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