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ABSTRACT

Almost from the beginning of her writing career, Carson McCullers’
s name has been closely associated with the Southem American Gothic
school of writing. Under the influence of “New Criticism, "McCullers crit-
icisms of the first thirty years are generally informed with a commonly
shared view of “spiritual isolation” as an archetypal code that conveys
some universal truth about modern human existence. To some extent, Mc-
Cullers studies since the mid-1970s mostly represent diverse critical efforts
to retrieve the social cultural specificity lost in the “New Critical consen-
sus” and resolve her myth of “spiritual isolation” in various ideological
contexts. Accordingly, it is the aim of this study to further contexutualize
McCullers’s “spiritual isolation” by placing the motif under scrutiny in
Gothic contexts, especially the “Southemn Gothic” and “Female Gothic”
traditions. Incorporating Susan Stanford Friedman’s “new geographics of
identity” and Bakhtin’s theories of dialogism, this post-feminist approach
to McCullers is ultimately meant to reveal the ideological assumptions and
contradictions of McCullers’s works both in theme and in form: i.e., to
sort out the centrifugal forces and the centripetal forces that divide the
texts, in Bakhtinian terms.

By nature, McCullers’ s literary expressions of “spiritual isolation”
are ultimately addressed to the writer’s topmost concern with the issue of
identity. As a Gothic theme, “spiritual isolation” seems to me to demon-
strate the writer’ s sympathy or identification with the marginalized
groups—the female, the working-class, the colored, the homosexual/sex-
ually ambiguous and so on; and to the reader, it carries a voice raised to
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speak the unspoken and the unspeakable for the silenced. Accordingly,
my critical contributions lie in the following three aspects: First, while
the motif of isolation is conventionally emphasized in McCullers’ s portray-
al of grotesqueries, I would like to put forward a model of isolation/trans-
gression, which addresses the long neglected utopian idealism in McCull-
ers’s view of social identity. Second, whereas feminist critics have mostly
devoted themselves to redressing the gender bias or gender blindness in
early readings by foregrounding the gender issue in McCullers’ s works, I
would argue for the examination of gender in the matrix of constituents of
social identity, which may lead to a deeper understanding of McCullers’ s
use of (homo) sexuality or bisexuality as a metaphor for the oppressed
groups’ common aspiration for the dissolution of social boundaries and the
fluidity of identities. Third, Bakhtin’s terms of dialogism, such as cami-
val, polyphony and heteroglossia, would be adopted to facilitate discus-
sions of the isolation/transgression model with a view to reveal the shaping
influence that Power exerts on identity formation through ideological inter-
vention.

In sum, this study represents an attempt to explore the multiple pos-
sibilities of identity that current critical perspectives of pluralism may en-
dow McCullers in the hope to reveal the writer’ s “unspoken” and “un-
speakable” truths by effecting a dialogue between the past, i.e., the
American South of the 1930s and 40s, and the present, i.e., the cont-

emporary context of postmodern concems.
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Introduction

Reading Carson McCullers:
Resolving the Myth of “Spiritual Isolation”

When we are lost what image tells?
Nothing resembles nothing . Yet nothing
Is not blank . It is configured Hell :
Of noticed clocks on winter afternoons, malignant stars ,
Demanding furniture . All unrelated
And with air between .

The terror. Is it of Space, of Time?
Or the joined trickery of both conceptions?

To the lost, transfixed among the self-inflicted ruins ,
All that is non-air (if this indeed is not deception )
Is agony immobilized . While Time ,

The endless idiot , runs screaming round the world .
Carson McCullers , “ When We Are Lost”

( Voices , September-December 1952)

In the twentieth-century American literary history, Carson McCullers

(1917 - 67) ranks with Catherir;e Anne Porter, Flannery O’ Connor and

Eudora Welty as one of the most significant Southern women writers. As it

is, since the 1940s, McCullers’s name has been closely associated with

the Southern American Gothic school of writing, which made its claim on

public attention during the Southern Renaissance — a period of literary

boom in the New South under the stress of widespread deprivation and
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suffering.(D While the fifty years of her troubled life was punctuated by
three crippling strokes since thirty and her writing career finally cut short
by an early death, McCullers’s literary output was quite impressive: she
left behind four novels and a novella, as well as two plays, dozens of
short stories and essays, a few poems and a collection of children’ s
verse. Besides, her unfinished autobiography entitled [lumination and
Night Glare finally came out in 1999.

McCullers was an intuitive writer whose imagination soars above real-
ity. Tt is her firm belief that “A writer’ s main asset is intuition; too many
facts impede intuition” (“The Flowering Dream,” The Mortgaged Heart®
181). She insists, “A writer needs to know so many things, but there are
so many things he doesn’t need to know ~ he needs to know human
things even if they aren’t ‘wholesome,’ as they call it” (182) - the
latter part of the statement obviously made in response to accusations of
“morbidity” that were commonly addressed to the Southern writers at that
time. And in another context, she remarks to the same effect: “once a
creative writer is convinced of his own intentions, he must protect his
work from alien persuasion. It is often a solitary position” (“The Vision
Shared,” MH 269) . Indeed, while McCullers endured plenty of solitude
both in writing career and in personal life during her lifetime, her works
display her unique and consistent vision, which is inspired by her intui-
tive understanding of the universal human condition of everlasting loneli-
ness, as critics have generally acknowledged. In my view, to some ex-
tent, McCullers studies over the past fifty years or so mostly represent di-
verse critical efforts to resolve her mytl; of “spiritual isolation” ~ the
hallmark theme of McCullers’s works ~ in one way or another. Accord-
ingly, it is the aim of this study to offer one more interpretation of Mc-
Cullers’ s “spiritual isolation” by placing the motif under scrutiny in
Gothic contexts, especially the “Southem Gothic” and the “Female Goth-
ic” traditions . Incorporating Susan Stanford Friedman’s “new geographics
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