EHAPTER L

JOHN UPDI'KE. AND THE AMEPICAN MIDDLE CLASS



Sinee 1940 fictiom in America has undergone a great
change.Espacially after the Second World Uar,tha process
off this literary changes seems to have accelerated. All the
phases of American history have been reflected in the literatu=s
of that respective period.The Gold rush,the immigratidn,the
wars,the Jeuish movemant,the Negro movement have found their
voices reflectad and actioed in moderm Americar litasrature.
After the wars the American uriter turned to the day-~to~day
issues against the background of the scientific and technological
advancament . great deal of the literature written after the
War deals with familiar issues such as the relations betusen
pargnts and childrembetuwsen husband and ui fe,loneliness and
disillusionment,the search for identity and so on. Also uriters
belonging to particular group have succeadsd in maintaining
their individualities.For example the major Jeuish uriters
have all been acutely attuned to political history and its
characteristic modern theme, war,brutality,depression and
unampleyment.The horror of Fhe recent past stands bshind all
the postwar Jeuwish uriters.ﬁ;arican wyriters Norman Mailer,Saul
Bgllow have voiced Jeuwish sentiments in their works.The Negro
writers like Richard U;ight,ﬁalph £llison have rebellad against
the existinn social injustire.The postuar fictional scene thus

presents a complex picture of multinle themes and trends,



YUhgn we come to the. short story, we find major uwriters like
Eudora Welty, Salinger, 0'Connor and McCarthy. Eudora UWelty's
stories are chargctgrised-by poetic, mythical and symbolic
gqualities. The setting in most of her short stories happeés to be
Southarn Niss%ssipi, uhere, she was born. Since the publishing of
her figét novel she has surprised fhe readers and critics uwith
astonishing range of mood égce, tone and yaristy of material.
Mary McCarthy's work is concerned with the individual as a social
and political being. Her work is distinguishad by its intellsctual
and analytical qualities. J.F.Pousr's stories.deal with the
problems and fruatrations of the Catholic clergy. J.D.Salinger,
tha best knoun _among these reflects adolescsnt experlsncn in
several of these storles.\Thera 1s also ﬁyst1c1sm,1n some of his
stories. F lannery 0'Connor mixes v1qlencq’2the grptasque and
other Souéhern elements im her tuwo volumss cf éhért stories.
Bernard'Malamqudeals yitﬁ:the problem of Jguish‘suffe;ing.

-If man is destined to suffer, he must endure with hppa, and

if man falls into sin, there is yet the pnssibility'nf redemption
through repantance, is the central.theme o% his writings.

Fantasy appears 1n many Pf his stories. Nalamud is regaréed

as a major character creator, with great inventive gifts,

rich comic sense, desp insight into human nature and experienca.



111
This was the litsrary scenz in brief when John Updike begam
witing. Updike does not belong to any.iitarary circle. He does
not belong to any particular sect of writers either.He has been

a prolific writer. He has been writing since 1254. Sipce then

he has written 10 novels, 9 co}lebtiong df ;hprﬁustbrieé,;a

collgctions of poems and literary essays.His steady probubtivenessé
: ' - | 1

has brought him a good international audience.

Updike's fiction has- aluays been realistic, He is nof
- I
interested in fantasy or anythlng beyond the rsach of the common

kY

mane. From his very first short stmry titled 'Frlends from
r- :

Philadslphia '(1954). to Prpbléms and Dther Storles, his storiss
. : . —

t

depict the contemporary suburban man.

L

~

The setting of his stories is aluéyslpsnngylvapia: The toun

0linger is fictionalized from his native town Shillington. His
, s T . : 3 natiy 1 8 1

stories have always attracted attention for his‘skiliful writing

1

about children, adolescants and hUSband-ulfe relathDShAp Through

these familial thames Updike has baen glUlng his, lmpresﬁlons of

the middle class 'society .in the suburban Amarlca. »)
H



His First_nOVa%‘Tﬁe Poorhouse Faig‘uas a novel of

great imaginative accuracy. In it the inmates of the
poorhouse are t?@ical specimens of Updike. To some

critgcs they have repressented symﬁo}s or products of

American histéry. Rabbit, Run was his second novel.This .
6ouel was pubiished in 1960. Rabbit or Harry Rngstrom is
symbolic of all Americans. He is runningnfrom‘tha usual ‘,€U3q5
pressures, the usual traps of contemporary society.

The Cantaur (1963) portrayed 0linger CLtlzens to Dlymplan

citizens and told the story of peter-anmatheu§ and his
father George Caldugll-cen?aur's three days in town,
snowed in and unable tq‘return.to-the mother and the

home farm. Updikg achieved the adgptatioq of the slements
of the traditional pg§toral’elegy.,ﬂf the Farm (1965) was
set Ln Pennéylyagia countryside and dealt with man's,
exercise of freeéop @ore %n're}ation to cthgg human beings'

and the earth. Some .critics thirk that Of the Farm is a -

sequel to The Ceqtaur.The characterization of Josy and
his musingg over tha past, the éharaqteg?zation of Joey’S
mother flirs.Richardson and Joey's wife Peggy in this novel
reminded the readers and the critics of the exercise of
freedom MmOre in‘gelatlan‘to other human beings and the

garth portrayed in the earliar novels



Couples (1968) depicted the couples of Tarbox, a
‘pastoral mill town, trying to establish"a counter ‘

;%hical erotic utopia¥ Rabbit Redux (1971) uas a

seguel to Rabbit, Run . In this seqUQljRabbith progress
and his wife's running away was woven with a little
wealthy backérognd and the Vietnam War alonguith the

Landind on Moon. A_Month of Sundays (1975) was uritten

in the form of confession. A New England 'minister, his

« ty

1deas ’ hls married llfe apd his extrarmarltal arfalrs

were depicted in thls nodel: C;ltics called it Updlke 8
'Scarlaet Letters "y agaln with symbols for ?thlcs,snnsuallty
and splr;tuallty‘ Marrx Ma u%s publlshed “in 1976 in uhich
Updike depicted one mar and his two loues. The hero of. tha

novel Jerry is 1oyed.by hls.yi?e anq his mlstress. Upd}ka

told his dilemna in Wafry’ﬁea Fha Coup (1978) resembﬁed

some actual happenings and 1t portrayed a black Musllm
communlst tyrant, in Uhlch he trled to shou the superlurlty
of Uestern thought .and culture; The Coup is his only nouel

that did nqt portray his typical themes and that dld not

have his Pennsylvania location and mlddle class characters.

\
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‘The_ world of Up@ike is fully illuminated in his
‘collections of short storiss.Most of his short stories
were published in The New Yorker. A good many of the
contemporery stories were published in The New Yorkgr.
The New Yorker's place in qéqelop{ng the short story in
America is extfamely imppptgnt.:The Ne? Yorker 's annual
collections of short stories published in 1940,1950
and 1960 contain stories by America's major short story

" uwriters like Salinger, Eudota Welty,McCarthy,Saul Bellow

and Updiks. hese uriters wrots reqularly in The New Yorker.

The first Updike collection of shorft stories, titled

The Same Door cams out in 1959. Updike's first ever story

'friends from Philadglphia' figures inlthis collectiom.

- I
Thisg story concentrates on a boy s gradual auakenlng to

|
manhood. 'here are ng sensatlonal or cllmatic scenes or
| e

any violence or deatHs in' thede storles. The stories are
set in the midst of/ éally 1ifd.' The second. story "Ace in
the Hole' resembles’the basic plot of RabbltzRun. The

B

final story in this collection 'The Happiest I Haye Bgen'

igs in the form of reminiscence. It evokes ths mood of

one's transitional stages of maturity. It can be
interpreted as a syﬁbolic door betuean.hUSband and wife,
betwsen old friends or bstusen ghance encounters. The

. :
image-of the doof, a familiar ‘object of ordinary life



ig. fitting and gffac@iue for Updike's purpose to shou
that‘the formative events of oﬁe's being occur within the
Framawork of the commop~and that the ggmmon_momants can
be. redeemad or. lost through the quality of one's responss

to otherse.

, - e awa -

Pigeon ?sathéré follohed in 1962. Tha _glou of joy

/
L

and pain, of 1ntensely falt experlencelthrough megpory 13
the‘conrgnt of rh%s ca%lectron.Uhethsrﬂlp 'Walter Briggs',
"The Persistence of Desire', 'Wifes Wooing','Packed Dirt’,
or in 'Pigson Faathers', memories rf Héppy'ﬁast, happy
relationship, ags of iﬁnocencs play a” good role. 'The
Blessed Man of Boston, My Grandmother's Thimble and
Fannying Island" is a collecbion of, inlr1n51c blessings

Y, [

and images that would evokp Joy. -

h | . * |
The Music School came out in 1966. Som? critics

. £

]

regard it as Updiks's best collection;of shért stories.

+ [

Most of these stories portray marltal tan51%n.l'le1ng
Blood'’ -'Avec La Baby Sltber descrlbe thls %en31on to
tha minutest detall The - story of doctninalldebates is
in 'The Christian Roommates . Urson Zelgler, uho has
mappgq out,hisffuturs as a tgun_phy51§n§n zzmeets ﬁub
Palamountgin,ag his roommate. He is grroganb,vagetgriap

and a yogi too. Each moment of their conflict is rendared

v



finely. The story_goiqts out the differences in cultures.
‘At a Bar %Q Charlotte Amalie is a tale that describes
events witnessed at a bar. .'The Bqlgarian Poaﬁess' is.
aboqt an American author uha mests a fsllow writer and
gives him moments of grace. Updike persued this uriter
with many more storiss, to be published in his'nextl

collection of ghort stories linked together.

Bach:A Book uas published in 1970. It presented~
nDVellSt s problems. The hera, Bach ls a blocked urlter.

He has written one very sugcessful,book ahd he is feeding

on that. This book of Updike is interprsted in mary ways.
Ore interpretation is thet 1t is Updike's attempt to

stata the Amarican writer's case in the bfdadést'possible

$

terms. Updike petsued thls character with more linked

' 14
stories in Bech is Bavk.fbese stories uergﬁpubllshed mores
1

recently in 1983. = - o

Museums and Women (1972). was Updike's attempt to

-

catch original goodness, original sln.and wome n.Ths stcries~
play off the ironic contrast betuqen'history and the_prasant

moment. There is a note of malancﬂoly in many stories but
. i )
thers is a kind of assurance at their heart. They render

modes of reconcilation and acceptance, values in themsslves.

Variptigs of stories are handled }n Musegums and Yomen.
| v



Updike's concepts about marriage and effeirs appearad

- AY
in linged stories in Too Far to_Go published in 1379, The
stories in this colleetion reveal the marital state of
Richard and Joan Maple. Their extra-marital affairs, the

-

tension betueen them, their FrUStfations alonguith their

moments of joy are captured in these storles._many of
these storles werae publlshed 1n‘ether collectlons too.

The Maples became _very popular uwhen Updlke turned these
storles into a Tv.serlal These storles shou Updike s dsap

study of ths Amerlpan‘suburban couple.

_Problems ang?Uther Stories was published in the sams.
year. This collection shouws deep understanding of the
human nature in stotiee tikel'Frﬂm the 30urnal_ot a Leéer{é
'Minutes of the‘Last ﬂeeting“,-'ﬁransadtion“'ahd many otherd.
ﬁarriage and its failure, uohan}e mind are prominent in

-

other stories.

’ Updike thus displays a fine caﬁacity aod a lot of.ekill
in depicting human nature in the context of middle class
ethos. As obsetved gsarlisr his setting has aluways been
0linger,the fictional Pennsylvan;a toun.And the people

he portrays belong.tn the mﬁddle class. They are not rich.

l Thay are not penniless either.Most of them enjoy middle

class luxuriese.



he has no othar means while living with his mistress.

10

Like Ace of "Ace in the Hole" or Richard of the
Maples stories,the characters-in Updike's fiction are
sometimes jobless,but they soon find some kind of job.

Rabbit in éabbit,Ruh garns his living as a gactdener, uwhen

Updike's characters do not mind any kihd of job.In fact

they care less about it,

Their ambitions too are typically middle-~class.

"The Christian Roommates™ (The Music School) illustrates

this point. Orson Zeigler in this story maps out his future
as a toun physician and a well-to~do citizen of his home
toun. He represents the common suburban man. Harry or
Rabbit in Rabbit Redux is richer than he was in the

4

sarlier Rabbit,Pun,but he maintains his middle-class ‘o,

mentality.He has no ambitions. '

Most of the characters in Updike's fiction respect
religion. Not that they do not have doubts but they perform
their customary duties as required. As the narrvator in

"Backed Dirt,Churchgoing,a Dying Cat,a Traded Car'says:

I tried not to go,but it was not in me not to
go.l never atten?ad the same church two Sundays
in succession for fear I would become knouwn and
be expected. To be knoun by face and name and
financial weight robs us of our unitary soul,

I
enrolls us against those Bthears. -



He avoids going to the same church but he does go.
He canmot avoid going altogether. He fears that by going
to tke game‘chugch again and again he upglq be associated
gifh the Others. The Others means the congregation. Hg
lwgéwdmubts about it. But instead of openly gajgct?nglit
he just changss the church and continues his customary

duties.This religious tendsncy belongs to the middle class.

Another typical midd}e class tendsncy is that‘most
of Updike's chargcters'have respect for traditional values.

Tﬁey value the moral codes aquas a fesU;t thgir adultsrous
" affairs are rooted in ; middle class sense of erotic
adventures. Thgy Feaq‘confroﬁtation and when their mistake
becomes knoun to their‘paytﬁérs, they feel ashamed or
they haves guilty conscious. Ih}s_happené cély pecause the
middle class valueg grg‘deeply.rnotad.in|Updike's charactars.
In his short stories Ppaékelhas tried to shou this
middle class su@urbéq @ani'thhas captured his moods,musings
and childhood memor%es. He has depicted the suburban marital’
life of this Olinger man. His joys,his erstasiss are finaly
portrayed in the form of short story. Cng learns of “gg’s
pride and failure in " Ace in the Hole",doubts of a divinity
student in "Dentistry‘andﬂﬁoubt", EP the moments of grace
shared Ey a tesnager in “The Happigst I Have Bean". The

. - n
religious querriss become knouwn 1in "pigaon Feathers  and

11



the sadness and the gullty-conscicusness of this middle
class beacame known in stories like "Guilt Géms",“Giuing
Blood","Snowing in Greenuich Village". Yearning for shelter
in"A Senss of Shelter" and his friendship can bes found in

"The Christian Roommates™.

Updike's fiction in gensral thus reveals the suburban
life. Updike's characters are different in one sense.His
characters ars lost in memories that evoke joy. There is
sadnass,guilt but a queer kind of happinass. Either in
childhood or in adulthood certain things make thzir life-
worth living. In small outwardly things they are ~ewarded.
These unexpected rewards in the sveryday life with its ups
and downs and a bit understanding (It way be mistaken as
in "Tomorrou and Tomorrow and so Forth".) witha kind of

innocence make their life wnrth living.
VL

While reviewing Mussums and Women Tonny Tanner wrote:

We knos by now that Updike can convey to us of
familiar experiences in Suburban America,and in
many of these stories onre again he doss it
incomparably well,the abrasivensss nf childran
anuarreling,the insscurities and anxisties involvaed
in moving house o~ changing dist-icts.~the t-ivial
tameness of cocktail pa-ty, the irresolvable
migery of participation in an affair that larks
the stability of the ma~viage and in a marriage
that carnot recapture the passion of an affair

v
the modest pleasures of thekitchen,the garden.....

2
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' Tonny Tanner has sxactly summed up Updike in this
paragraph, as- these are the subjects Updiks dsals with. But
to Tanner Updike is not convincing about love,but only abnut
the continual presence of fear.It is' surprising that Tanner
fails to appreci;te storiss like "T'11 Not Let Thee Co Excant
ThHou Bless Me" or "Man -and Baughter in the Cold" in which
Updiks passes‘the message of love.Jt is true that affairs
mark his stories but the core is love anc he definately ofers

a convincing pictura,

Updike is regarded as one of the best short story

writers on familial themes.Stories like "Should Wizard Hit

Mommy?"(Pigebn Feathers) provided good thought provoking

material.ln this connection Alfrad J.Grfffith urites:®

Bacauss of their brevity,Updike's sho-t sto-ies
often provide more éccessfble axamples of structural
subtlty than his nDVeis,uhere the architectonics

are motve cumbetsome and conssquantly more difficult
to comprehend as a uhole.'Should UEZa:d Hit Mommy?!
one of the finest stories from the 1962 cnllection
*Pigeon Feathe}s’ provides an oxcallent illustration
of the way structure can,uith the greatest economy

invent a superficially simple story with deep layers

of meaning.

And elaborating upen this he says;
'Should Uizard Hit Mommy?'tha title of this story .
asks.Pacause of tha interplay of ths structural

parpllels Updike has created it also asks "Should

Jack strike out at Clare?" 4

13
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A particular group of critics have always found Upndike
boring. For example Normam Pandoretz thinks that Updike has
"little to say' and that 'his:aunthetfc emotional range is
narrowl.The reasom bghind thig is that Updike always poctrays
the subur?aﬁ society and his fiction has aluays picked Amerircan
middle class society:Not that Updike neglects other thaemes.

For example The Coup depicts a militant black Muslim, uho
exploits his oun motherland and Couples tells of the “erotic
utopia' created bi'some couples by revolting against the

exigting moral. codes.Certain stories ln Problems and other

Stories like "Augustine's Concubines™ have an antirgly fiferent
range. On the whole it is true that Updike is more at sase
with the stories 'dealing with familial themes than with

\
socio~-political :eality, -

iis lirked stories Too Far _To Go Teceived. acclaim, Paul

Thourax missed sentences like 'l could kill you! H e says:

_But-gsrhaps this is tha very fzature that distinguish-
gd.thamjfrom the common run of howling wound~licking
look-uwhatryou~did-to~me FictionsEoF,the recent years.’
Thay- aré the most civilized stories imaginable and
Eacausaqof this the most té@der.“ﬁdike,uhen I read
this novel 'Marry Me',I thought,is the post of the
woe that is in the m;rriagq.lt %é ;ather to hig credit
that he conceives nf marriagé as something other than
a Jabberwork;and because he avoids the pique and self-
pity in that trap,his storiss are celgbrations rather

, . 5
than warnings.



Updike s excellence ligs in hisuﬁmarriage storigs"
and his stories about childhood. Through his marriage
storigs he has depicted the suburban man, his mentality,
his moments of joy and grisf or pain. There is a kind
of melancholy note of failed marriages’ and extra marital
gFFairs. But the charggtqu im deikets F%ction Fipd a
uayj@o haép%nesg Eh;qqgh'memq?ies,’mu§§ngs and sudden
realizations or auwarensss. And these moments giveithem
the force of life. | - i

The children in his fiction are endoued uith_g%essings.
They' seak the happiness through their understa%dinée and
their sense to be one with their ideals. Children in
deike’s_f%gtion come alive e;pec%ally1in_thrge of his

collections. They ars The Same Door, Pigson Feathsrs

and The Music School .ﬂpdike has shoun the differebce

betuween tge innocents and the grouwn ups, has Compéred

their ways of lifs, and has given some definaﬁe‘cghgquions.
Critics like Arthur Voss have agreed that Up@ike writes

very uell about children. And from both these studiés
émerges_a good picture of the American society, Updike's

vision of contemporary America.

15
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I.n the follouwing chapters an attempt is made to offer
a critical statement on the major aspects of Updike's
short stories.These major aspects are :%) Updike's world
of" aduits specifically in the context of man~uwomarr rglationship
and 2) the role of children in the world of Updike's short
stories., The dissertation thus seeks to offer a critical

Updike's stories in

analysis of these major aspacts of
relation to his portrayal of ths Amsrican ethos.This
dissertation is concerned piitmarily with Updike's thrge

collections namely The Same Door, Pigeon FeaﬁheisNFand

The Music School but uhstever necessary his novelg and other

works have also been taken into ronsidsration briefly.



