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- In his first five paragraphs, how does King assure his audience that he is not
meddlesome intruder but 2 man of good will?

a

- In paragraph 3 King refers to Hebrew prophets and to the Apostle Paul, and

later (paragraph 10) to Socrates. What is the point of these references?
. In paragraph 11 what does King mean when he says that “our beloved Soul
land” has long tried to “live in monologue rather than dialogue”?

-

- King begins paragraph 23 with “I must make two honest confessions to you, my

Christian and Jewish brothers.” What would have been gained or lost if he ha
used this paragraph as his opening?
- King’s last three paragraphs do not advance his argument. What do they do?
. Why does King advocate breaking unjust 1

d

aws “openly, lovingly” (paragraph

200? What does he mean by these words? What other motives or attitudes do

these words rule out?

. Construct two definitions of “civil disobedience,” and
what extent it is easier (or harder) to justify civil dis
how you have defined the expression.

. If you feel that you wish to respond to King’s letter on so
nominally addressed to King. You may, if you wish, ad
of the eight clergvmen whom King initially addressed.

I explain whether and o
obedience, depending on

me point, write a letter
opt the persona of one

). King writes (paragraph 46) that “nonviolence demands that the means we use

must be as pure as the ends we seek.” How do you think King would evalu
ate the following acts of civil disobedience: (a) occupying a college adminis
tration building in order to protest the

administration’s unsatisfactory re-

sponse to a racial incident on campus, or in order to protest the failure of the

administration to hire minority persons as staff and faculty; (b) sailing on :
collision course with a whaling ship to protest
ing on an abortion clinic to protest abortion? Set down
essay of 500 words.

STORIES

ELIZABETH BIsHOP

Elizabeth Bishop (1911-79) is known chiefly as a poet. Here, bowever, we give a
prose piece. In a letter (3 February 1937) Bishop mentions the act that served as the
immediate trigger for the piece, but of course far more experience of life is in the
work than the trivial act she specifies: “I once bung [my cat's] artificial mouse on a
String to a chairback, without thinking what I bad done—ir looked very sad.”

The Hanging of the Mouse

Early, early in the morning, even before five o’clock, the mouse was brought out,
but already there were large crowds. Some of the animals had not gone to bed the
night before, but had stayed up later and later; at first because of a vague feeling of

1

against whaling; (¢) trespass-
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celebration, and then, after deciding several times that they might as well wander
about the town for an hour more, to conclude the night by arriving at the square
in time for the hanging became only sensible. These animals hiccupped a little and
had an air of cynical lassitude. Those who had got up out of hed to come also
appeared weary and silent, but not so bored.

. The mouse was led in by two enormous brown beetles in the traditional pic-
furesque armor of an earlier day. They came on to the square through the small
black door and marched between the lines of soldiers standing at attention: straight
ahead, to the right, around two sides of the hollow square, to the left, and out into
the middle where the gallows stood. Before each tun the beetle on the right
glanced quickly at the beetle on the left; their traditional long, long antennae
swerved sharply in the direction they were to turn and they did it to perfection.
The mouse, of course, who had had no military training and who, at the moment,
was crying so hard he could scarcely see where he was going, rather spoiled the

precision and snap of the beetles. At each corner he fell slightly forward, and when

he was jerked in the right direction his feet became tangled together. The beetles,
however, without even looking at him, each time lifted him quickly into the air for
a second until his feet were untangled.

At that hour in the morning the mouse’s gray clothes were almost indistin-
guishable from the light. Bur his whimpering could be heard
nose was rose-red from crying so much. The crowd
their heads and sniffed with pleasure,

A raccoon, wearing the traditional black mask, was the executioner. He was very
fastidious and did everything just so. One of his young sons, also wearing a black
mask, waited on him with a small basin and a pitcher of water. First he washed his

hands and rinsed them carefully; then he washed the rope and rinsed it. At the last
minute he again washed his hands and drew on a pair of elegant black kid gloves.

A large praying mantis was in charge of the religious end of the ceremonies. He
hurried up on the stage after the mouse and his escorts, but once there a fit of nerves
seemed o seize him. He glided to the left a few steps, to the right a few steps, lifted
his arms gracefully, but could not seem to begin; and it was quite apparent that he
would have liked nothing better than to have jumped quickly down and left the
whole affair. When his arms were stretched to Heaven his large eyes flashed toward
the crowd, and when he looked up, his body was twitching and he moved about in
a really pathetic way. He seemed to feel ill at ease with the low characters around him:
the beetles, the hangmen, and the criminal mouse. At last he made a grear effort to
pull himself together and, approaching the mouse, said a few words in a high, incom-
prehensible voice. The mouse jumped from nervousness, and cried harder than ever.

At this point the spectators would all undoubtedly have burst out laughing, but
just then the King's messenger appeared on the balcony above the small black door
the mouse and his guards had lately come through. He was a very large, over-
weight bullfrog, also dressed in the traditional costume and carrying the traditional
long scroll that dragged for several feet on the ground and had the real speech, on
a lie slip of paper, pasted inside it. The scroll and the white plume on his hat
made him look comically like something in a nursery tale, but his voice was im-
pressive enough to awe the crowd into polite attention. It was a deep bass: “Glug!
Glug! Berrr-up!” No one could understand a word of the mouse’s death sentence.

With the help of some pushes and pinches from the beetles, the executioner
got the mouse into position. The rope was tied exquisitely behind one of his little
round ears. The mouse raised a hand and wiped his nose with it, and most of the
crowd interpreted this gesture as a farewell wave and spoke of it for weeks after-
wards. The hangman’s young son, at a signal from his father, sprang the trap.

, and the end of his
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“Squee-eek! Squee-eek!” went the mouse.

His whiskers rowed hopelessly round and round in the air a few times and his
feet flew up and curled into little balls like young fern-plants.

The praying mantis, with an hysterical fling of his long limbs, had disappeared
in the crowd. It was all so touching that a cat, who had brought her child in her
mouth, shed several large tears. They rolled down on to the child’s back and he
began to squirm and shriek, so that the mother thought that the sight of the hanging
had perhaps been too much for him, but an excellent moral lesson, nevertheless.

(19371
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1. We have several times quoted Robert Frost's observation that a poem (he could
have said any work of literature) is “a performance in words.” Reread Bishop's
first paragraph, and discuss it in terms of “performance.” Why, for instance, do
you think she repeats the word “early” in the first sentence? In this paragraph
notice that Bishop says the animals decided “several times that they might as
well wander about the town for an hour more.” What do you make of deciding
“several times™ And then Bishop says that the idea of concluding the night by
“arriving at the square in time for the hanging became only sensible.” What do
you make of “sensible,” especially in the context that immediately follows it:
“These animals hiccupped a litle and had an air of cynical lassitude.” What does
“cynical lassitude” mean? How has Bishop juggled her words to convey what
you assume is her attitude toward the animals?

. Would you agree that there are humorous touches in the piece? If so, point them
out. If you don't think there is anything humorous in it, point to something that
someone might conceivably find amusing, and explain why vou do not find it so.

. Describe your response to the sentence, “The rope was tied exquisitely behind
one of his little round ears.”

4. In the final paragraph Bishop tells us that the cat believed “the sight of the

hanging [provided] . . . an excellent moral lesson. . . .” Do you assume that
Bishop agrees? By the way, executions used to be public, partly because it was
felt that they served ro educate the general public. As the proverb puts it
“Who hangs one corrects a thousand.” Do you think Bishop would agree or
disagree? Why?

Ursura K. LE GUIN
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