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ABSTRACT 
 

The purpose of this essay is to show the impact that unjust geographies have on 
socioeconomics and education through a closer examination of the landscape, domestic 
space, and social structure in each novel. This essay will apply Julia Kristeva’s abjection 
theory from Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection to the novels Child of God by 
Cormac McCarthy and My Antonia by Willa Cather. The historical oppression of women 
in the Appalachian region will also be examined along with the lack of education and 
economic opportunities for women in this region in application to Cormac McCarthy’s 
Child of God. The historical violence towards women in the domestic space will also be 
analyzed through Lester Ballard’s character in Child of God. Topophrenia theory and 
spatial justice theory will also be utilized to show the impact the landscape has on an 
individual’s socioeconomic status and education in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
by Mark Twain and My Antonia by Will Cather. W.E.B. Du Bois’s double consciousness 
theory will also be analyzed to show the impact that education and geography had on both 
Jim and Huck in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Mark Twain’s brand management 
and public persona will also be examined through the ways that Twain’s brand 
management is reflected through his character Dauphin’s social mobility and greed. Robert 
T. Tally Jr.’s book Topophrenia: Space, Place, and Narrative will also be used to explore 
the role that the rural landscape has over Antonia’s education and socioeconomic status My 
Antonia. Tally’s topophrenia theory will also be used to explore the impact that the river 
and landscape have on Huck and Jim’s education in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 
Edward W. Soja’s spatial justice theory from Seeking Spatial Justice will also be used to 
analyze the unjust geographies present in both rural Nebraska in My Antonia, and in the 
American south in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

 
KEY WORDS: Appalachia, Spatial Justice, Topophrenia, Abjection, Double 
Consciousness, Socioeconomics, Education, Landscape, Appalachian women  
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Introduction 

The topics of socioeconomics and education have always stood out to me because 

of the correlation between socioeconomic status and education. The education an 

individual receives often plays a critical role in their socioeconomic status, and the 

educational resources available in one’s community often are major factors in an 

individual’s future economic success. There has also historically been a relationship 

between geography, education, and socioeconomic status, and the space an individual 

inhabits often plays a critical role in their socioeconomic status. In American literature, 

regionalism has often played a major role in the portrayal of the socioeconomics, 

education, and culture that are prevalent in a specific region. Oftentimes geographical 

features like the landscape, mountains, and rivers can have a direct impact on the 

education and socioeconomics of a specific region. The purpose of my thesis is to show 

the ways that unjust geographies create socioeconomic and educational challenges for the 

lower class in each novel, which is shown through a closer examination of the landscape, 

domestic space, and social structure in each novel and the impact it has on an individual’s 

access to education and socioeconomic status. 

My previous experience as a high school English teacher in a low-income urban 

high school was my motivation for choosing to analyze the role of socioeconomics and 

education in American literature. I was able to witness firsthand the impact that 

geography had on education as my students were direct products of their environments 

and education. For many this meant being the first in their family to speak English, and 

the first to be a naturalized American citizen. Education for many was a chance to 

overcome the lower socioeconomic status they had been born into, and an opportunity to 
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forge their own future in a new geography. In my classroom I taught both The Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain and My Antonia by Willa Cather, and I found that 

my students could related to the conflicts with geography and socioeconomics that Huck 

and Antonia experience. Each text shows the barriers a community can place on a child’s 

future through their access to education.  

My personal interest in this topic also stems from my upbringing in rural Kansas, 

and the economic challenges I have seen firsthand for those in rural areas. The landscape 

plays a dominant role in daily life by dictating the daily routine and economic status for 

its inhabitants on a farm. The landscape also forms a dominant role over time, travel, and 

social life, by forcing its inhabitants to structure their lives around the planting and 

harvest seasons. This dominance over daily life is present in My Antonia through 

agriculture and society. The isolation of the rural landscape is present in all three novels 

and reveals the challenges that come with trying to advance one’s education in a rural 

area or leave in the hope of starting a new life. There is a sense of obligation to the 

landscape, as one must make the decision to leave their family behind if they choose to 

pursue higher education or trade school. Rural America also has a strong emphasis on the 

domestic space and the landscape as both become critical parts of an individual’s life 

rather than social spaces with peers.  

 The historical poverty and limited education in the Appalachian region were the 

original inspirations for my thesis, and I had previously done research on the educational 

system in Appalachia in my education class in undergraduate school. The limited 

opportunities that women historically have had in this region stood out to me, and it made 

me realize the ways that society and geography both made it difficult for the women in 
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these Appalachian communities to obtain a higher education and improve their 

socioeconomic status. The oppression built into the geography of the American southeast 

is brought to light through the poverty and abuse that women are subjected to in the 

domestic space in Appalachian regions. My research on this region prompted me to think 

about the roles that education, socioeconomics, and geography also play in other regions 

in the United States. My focus on Appalachian poverty was closely tied to Cormac 

McCarthy’s portrayal of Appalachian women in Child of God, and the dark undercurrent 

of Appalachian society that it portrays. I found in my research that there are similar 

themes of low socioeconomics, limited education, and domestic abuse in other regionalist 

works of American literature. In my focus on the impact of geography on socioeconomics 

and education, I also found that Edward W. Soja’s spatial justice theory and Robert T. 

Tally Jr’s topophrenia theory also play a role in the challenges characters in these texts 

face regarding space and place in My Antonia and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

Julia Kristeva’s abjection theory is also reflected through the oppression of the geography 

in My Antonia and Child of God through the abjection that is shown through Mr. 

Shimerda in My Antonia and Lester Ballard in Child of God.  

 I chose the text Child of God by Cormac McCarthy because it portrays the set 

binaries in which Appalachian women are placed in society, and it exposes the violence 

and oppression that plagues women in this region. I also chose this text because it reflects 

the limited educational and economic opportunities that women in this region have and 

the ways their lives are dictated by men. Lester Ballard’s character is just one example of 

the male violence and oppression that characterizes the domestic space in the 

Appalachian region. Ballard is a small example of the larger societal problem of men 
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communicating with women through oppressive violence. Male dominance is prevalent 

in family life and income in the novel. The regionalism reflected in the text also sheds 

light on how the Appalachian region is very educationally limited for women, and that 

often women’s only chance at economic advancement is through marriage.  

 I chose My Antonia by Willa Cather because of its vivid portrayal of the 

Nebraska landscape, and the socioeconomic and educational challenges the landscape 

poses for Antonia and her family. The text also shows the limited educational 

opportunities available to Antonia’s family, and the choices Antonia must make in order 

to survive on the prairie. As Bohemian immigrants, society also plays a large role through 

the way the Shimerda’s struggle to assimilate into rural Nebraskan society. Education 

plays a pivotal role in the way the Shimerda’s lack agricultural knowledge to survive on 

the prairie, and do not have any way of obtaining the agricultural and financial 

knowledge needed to be successful farmers. I wanted to use this text because the 

geography of the landscape plays a key role in the topophrenia and spatial injustice the 

Shimerda’s experience on the Nebraska prairie, and regardless of how hard they work 

they are still in struggle with the landscape. 

I chose to use The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain because of the 

way that education and socioeconomics are portrayed in contrast to the changing 

geography. Twain’s knowledge of social and class lines is revealed in his writing through 

the way that Huck is able transcend numerous social lines. I also wanted to use it because 

it shows the ways that education can be limited for members of the lower class like Huck, 

and that geography had a crucial impact on socioeconomic status. I also wanted to use the 

novel because it shows the ways that Twain’s knowledge of social class lines and his own 
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brand management are reflected through the character Dauphin’s social mobility and 

pursuit of greed. The changing geography of the river is also one example of topophrenia 

for Huck as he and Jim experience anxiety over space and place, and form relationships 

with their geographies. The novel also shows the ways that Huck’s education and 

knowledge grows through the relationships he forms with space and place. This text does 

a powerful job of showing how the injustices of the landscape directly impact 

socioeconomics, and that the limited education available to the lower class makes it 

increasingly difficult for them to climb the economic ladder. Huck’s relationship with 

Jim also reflects the ways that his beliefs evolve with his changing landscape, for he finds 

himself willing to take risks to protect Jim and help him attain freedom. 

Thesis Theoretical Methods 

The theoretical methods for my thesis were centered on wanting to show the ways 

that geographies create socioeconomic and educational challenges for the lower classes 

that inhibit them by limiting their access to education and opportunities for economic 

improvement. First, I will use Soja’s spatial justice theory from his book Seeking Spatial 

Justice to show the ways that unjust geographies create socioeconomic challenges for 

their inhabitants. I will apply this theory to My Antonia to show the way that the 

Nebraska prairie creates oppressive challenges for the Shimerda’s, and their lack of 

education makes it extremely difficult to grapple with these challenges. I will also apply 

Soja’s spatial justice theory to The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to show that Huck’s 

early beginnings in his community are also met with socioeconomic challenges that he 

cannot control like being forced to live with his abusive father who pulls him out of 

school and away from society. 



6 

Second, I will use Tally Jr.’s topophrenia theory form his book Topophrenia: 

Space, Narrative, and Spatial Imagination to show that an individual can have anxiety 

surrounding a place due to their relationships and associations with it. I will use 

topophrenia theory in regard to My Antonia, through the character Antonia’s relationship 

with the landscape, and the anxiety and social hardship she experiences due to its power 

over her life. I also will use topophrenia theory in my essay to show the ways that Huck’s 

anxiety over space and place in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn impacts his 

education and socioeconomic status as he is forced to develop and change his traditional 

ways of thinking in relation to his changing environment. I will also utilize Kristeva’s 

abjection theory from Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection to show the ways that 

Lester Ballard’s violent behavior toward women in Child of God is his way of coping 

with his abjection and exerting control over his geography and social structure. Applying 

abjection theory to Child of God also reveals the ways that male abjection fuels the male 

oppression of women, and the way that this abjection creates socioeconomic challenges 

for women. I will also use Julia Kristeva’s abjection theory in application to Mr. 

Shimerda’s character in My Antonia, in order to show how his state of abjection creates 

generational poverty for his family, and socioeconomic challenges that are both social 

and financially difficult.  

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain 

Now that I have given a general overview of my theoretical methods, I will move 

into more specific examples of how I am using theory in my thesis beginning with The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain. Sharon D. McCoy argues in her article 

“No Evading the Jokes: Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain, and Male 
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Friendship Across Racial and Class Lines,” that Twain consciously was familiar with the 

socio-economic class lines and how an individual’s social life was restricted to that class. 

McCoy asserts that Twain demonstrates a broader understanding of the societal 

framework to help us see how it influenced his own brand management. Judith Yaross 

Lee in “Brand Management: Samuel Clemens, Trademarks, and the Mark Twain 

Enterprise” argues that Clemens had to cultivate and project a distinct and consistent 

comic identity, a unique brand of humor, in order to move into the figurative and literal 

spotlight that meant profit in the marketplace. Celebrity status further perpetuated the 

self-perpetuating cycle that made Mark Twain a topic of publications as well as a 

contributor and publisher. 

 I argue that although McCoy views Mark Twain as extending friendship across 

societal lines in his writing, an application of Lee’s argument regarding the public 

persona of the Mark Twain brand to The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn reveals that the 

character of the Dauphin is himself an extension of Mark Twain’s brand in terms of 

mobility and greed. Twain’s experience in bridging the social barrier played a part in his 

choice to protect the Mark Twain brand persona. According to McCoy, Twain is clearly 

aware of the ambiguity of cross-racial and cross-class friendships and their inherent 

conflicts of interest or perspective as a result of his experiences. Twain’s knowledge of 

these lines is reflected in his character the Dauphin. My argument will articulate the 

importance of the character the Dauphin in the novel The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn as an extension of Mark Twain’s public brand “Mark Twain.” Building on McCoy 

and Lee’s arguments, my paper will define how Samuel Clemens’ own public persona 

emerges through the Dauphin’s social mobility as driven by the pursuit of greed. 
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Similar to Twain’s ability to navigate class lines through his public brand, the 

Dauphin’s ability to climb through social classes is further evidence of his economic 

mobility. The Dauphin’s ability to manipulate others through his lies and deception is 

further proof of Twain’s knowledge of the faults of the American public and how an 

uneducated character such as the Dauphin could easily trick and dupe those around him. 

The Dauphin makes it a point to rub elbows with both the rich and poor in the novel in 

order to propel himself to wealth, further demonstrating his knowledge of cross-class 

friendships as an extension of Twain’s brand. The Dauphin’s first major scheme comes 

about when he tells a congregation of people that he was a pirate that had been robbed 

but had now become a changed man. The Dauphin proceeds to go “all through the crowd 

with his hat, swabbing his eyes, and blessing the people and praising them and thanking 

them for being so good to the poor pirates away off there” (Twain 121). The Dauphin’s 

ability to manipulate both the upper and lower classes of the congregation mirrors that of 

Twain’s brand, for he created a public image that the congregation wanted to financially 

support. In continuity with Lee’s argument that Twain had to create a comic identity for 

the public to support, the Dauphin felt that he had to create a public image of a reformed 

pirate for the public to support him financially. In the end, the Dauphin managed to 

collect “eighty-seven dollars and seventy-five cents” from the congregation (Twain 121). 

Twain’s brand is shown through the Dauphin’s ability to read the American public and 

form cross-class friendships in his pursuit of greed. The Dauphin’s ability to manipulate 

the American public is just one example of how he took advantage of his peers’ lack of 

education to cultivate wealth. 
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Having established the ways that Twain’s brand was reflected through the 

Dauphin’s socioeconomics and education in the novel, I will now move into my analysis 

on the role of geography in the novel on socioeconomics and education through the 

characters Huck and Jim. To frame this analysis, I will first draw on Soja’s spatial justice 

theory from his book Seeking Spatial Justice. Soja views spatial justice as the notion that 

the “spatiality of (in)justice (combining justice and injustice in one word) affects society 

and social life just as much as social processes shape the spatiality or specific geography 

of (in)justice” (5). In application to The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the injustice of 

geography is what spurs Huck and Jim’s travel. Both Huck and Jim find themselves in 

domestic spaces that are not safe and must rely on geography to escape. I will also use 

Tally Jr.’s topophrenia theory in my essay to examine the ways Huck’s changing 

geographies in the novel each impact his character development. Topophrenia plays a 

role through the novel’s focus on geography and social class. In application to the novel, 

Huck experiences topophrenia on a local level through the anxiety he feels over his 

education and Pa, as Pa tells him, “you drop that school, you hear? I’ll learn people to 

bring up a boy to put on airs over his own father and let on to be better’n what he is. You 

lemme catch you fooling around that school again, you hear? Your mother couldn’t read, 

and she couldn’t write, nuther, before she died. None of the family couldn’t before they 

died” (Twain 21). This is just one small example of how Huck finds himself in an 

environment that is working against his education and socioeconomic status.  

My essay will also use W.E.B. Du Bois’ theory of double consciousness to show 

how the character Jim is forced to view society in a two-fold way, in one way that will 

please whites, and in another way that will advance his own economic progress as a black 
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man. Jim’s double consciousness in the novel is also an example of his developing 

education in relation to this geography. W.E.B. Du Bois’s theory ties into the portrayal of 

education as Jim’s knowledge gives him a perspective of double consciousness. Du Bois 

in his piece “On Double Consciousness” from The Souls of Black Folk defines double 

consciousness as a “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in an amused contempt and 

pity” (568). The first way that Jim acknowledges this aspect of double consciousness is 

through his conversation with Huck on Jackson’s Island. Jim is looking at himself with 

double consciousness, as he describes himself based on the way Miss Watson saw him 

and the way he sees himself. This is shown when Jim says, “en I’s rich now, come to 

look at it. I owns mysef, en I’s wuth eight hund’d dollars. I wisht I had the money, I 

wouldn’ want no mo”( Twain 46). Jim is aware that his life is worth far more than eight-

hundred dollars, but he subconsciously still thinks of himself with an eight-hundred-

dollar price tag because that is how Miss Watson labeled him. Jim’s statement, “I owns 

mysef” can also be interpreted as Jim seeing the value in his self-worth and freedom and 

his awareness that in order to have a better life a free man, he is going to need more 

money in the future. Jim saying this to Huck further illustrates his double consciousness, 

for Jim must be aware of how he is coming across to the white man he is traveling with 

so that he does not offend him, but at the same time Jim must continue to think about 

what is going to be best for his own future. In certain behaviors, Huck also exhibits 

aspects of double consciousness as he makes an effort to think about the ways their plans 

will impact both him and Jim. Huck often considers the challenges that Jim faces, and he 

tries to try to help him navigate these challenges, like avoiding slave hunters on the 
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Mississippi River for instance. Huck develops his double consciousness by thinking 

about events through Jim’s point of view rather than through the lens that society has 

taught him to have.  

My Antonia by Willa Cather 

Spatial injustice plays a large role in My Antonia through the conflict the 

Shimerda’s face with their geography and socioeconomics. Soja defines the socio-spatial 

dialectic as “whatever subject you are looking at is viewed as shaping social relations and 

societal development just as much as social processes configure and give meaning to the 

human geographies or spatialities in which we live” (4). Applying this concept to My 

Antonia, the socio-spatial dialectic is centered on the Shimerda’s impact on the farming 

community they live in, primarily on the Burden family, and the way their relationship 

with the farmland gave it its own unique meaning. The tilling, plowing, and laboring the 

Shimerda’s did on their land created a dependent relationship with the landscape. Soja 

adopts the view “that the spatiality of (in)justice (combining justice and injustice in one 

word) affects society and social life just as much as social processes shape the spatiality or 

specific geography of (in)justice” (5). Soja’s objective is to “stimulate new ways of 

thinking about and acting to change the unjust geographies in which we live” (5). Applying 

this notion to My Antonia, the Nebraska geography the Shimerda’s inhabit creates a 

spatiality of injustice for them through the social and economic challenges it poses. The 

challenges of trying to raise a family on a Nebraska farm are extremely difficult for Mr. 

Shimerda, as his higher level of education and work experience as a basket weaver did not 

train him for the manual labor and planning needed for farming.  
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Topophrenia theory is present through numerous characters, but primarily through 

Mr. Shimerda, Antonia, and Jim Burden. Each individual’s relationship with the landscape 

and rural community impacts their daily lives, and their opportunities for the future. In 

Tally Jr.’s book Topophrenia: Space, Narrative, and Spatial Imagination, Tally explores 

the impact that topophrenia has on space and place. Tally defines topophrenia as “a 

provisional label for that condition of narrative, one that is necessary for any reading or 

writing of a text, in which persistence of place and of the subject’s relation to it must be 

constantly taken into account” (22-23). Topophrenia is present in the novel through the 

Shimerda’s struggle with geography and fear of the outer landscape. The first way that this 

comes across for the Shimerda’s is through their decision to leave Czechoslovakia and 

emigrate to the United States in the hope of a better life. The Shimerda’s are bound to their 

place in rural Nebraska for a variety of reasons, but primarily because they are afraid to go 

anywhere else. 

There are numerous instances of abjection theory present in the novel, as each of 

the Shimerda’s has experienced abjection through their position in society. Julia Kristeva 

explains abjection through her point that “[I]f it be true that the abject simultaneously 

beseeches and pulverizes the subject, one can understand that it is experienced at the peak 

of its strength when that subject, weary of fruitless attempts to identify with something on 

the outside, finds the impossible within; when it finds that the impossible constitutes its 

very being, that is none other than abject” (5). This definition of abjection sheds light on 

the way that an abject individual can exude force on the subject in order to experience its 

peak strength. Applying this notion to the novel, Mr. Shimerda only feels true strength 

when he can leave his own body. Committing suicide was the only point in his life that he 



13 

escaped poverty and suffering in America. Mr. Shimerda’s physical body in this case was 

the subject, and his action was the abject as he “put the end of the barrel in his mouth” 

(Cather 62). Mr. Shimerda’s hatred toward his life in America led him to taking the only 

action he felt he had left, which was to commit suicide. Mr. Shimerda’s abjection is an 

example of the despair he felt over not being able to provide for his family and seeing them 

live in poverty in rural Nebraska.  

 In “The Depiction of Women’s Field Work in Rural Fiction” by Janet M. Labrie, 

the argument is made that in “novels of rural life written by women in which the central 

character is a woman, the authors indicate that satisfying work is essential to women’s 

economic and emotional well-being” (119). For Antonia, working in the fields has been an 

essential part of her economic and social well-being as she feels it is her way of contributing 

to her family. One instance of this is shown through Antonia’s brother Ambrosch’s actions. 

For instance, throughout the wheat season, “Ambrosch hired his sister out like a man, and 

she went from farm to farm, binding sheaves or working with the threshers. The farmers 

liked her and were kind to her; said they rather have her for a hand than Ambrosch. When 

fall came she was to husk corn for the neighbours until Christmas, as she had done the year 

before” (Cather 91). Antonia is being exploited by her brother Ambrosch through manual 

labor, and that fact that he is “hiring her out” at his own discretion. Antonia is powerless 

in this situation as Ambrosch is the family patriarch, and she does not want to disappoint 

him or her family. The landscape in the novel is oppressive to Antonia, as she finds herself 

in an unjust environment that limits her education and socioeconomic growth.  

Child of God by Cormac McCarthy  
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My essay will examine the ways Appalachian women have been oppressed 

through societal treatment, and the ways poverty and violence inflicted on women in 

Child of God reveals the darker side of American society. I will also be utilizing the text 

Appalachian Women: A Learning/Teaching Guide by Sharon N. Lord and Carolyn Patton 

Crowder to examine Appalachian women’s role in the domestic space and family life 

along with “Backtalking the Wilderness,” by Kathleen Claire Stewart. Lord and Crowder 

reveal that women are overlooked in that those who worked in the “domestic sphere, 

caring for children, maintaining homes and gardens, developing domestic technology, 

and managing family life, made significant contributions to Appalachian society, yet their 

contributions are seldom recorded in history books” (87). Appalachian women are 

expected to keep the household and domestic space in order while also raising their 

children to become successful adults. In regard to education, Appalachian females “share 

with other rural American females many unmet educational and counseling needs which 

result from their unique experiences related to being female and non-urban . . . most 

educational experiences in the public schools do not reflect or value the characteristics, 

language idiosyncrasies, value orientations, or experiences of Appalachian culture” (Lord 

and Crowder 129). Appalachian women are presented with challenges in both the public 

and private spheres, for economically they are limited due to their lack of education, and 

they are isolated within the domestic sphere due to their family responsibilities. The 

combination of these factors leads to Appalachian women becoming targets for violence 

and oppression at the hands of their male counterparts and society. 

I will also be analyzing the relationship between the landscape and violence to 

show how the landscape creates an oppressive environment for women. Furthermore, I 
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will be using Gary Ciuba’s, “McCarthy’s Enfant Terrible: Mimetic Desire and Sacred 

Violence in Child of God,” in which he argues that in McCarthy’s “fictional world, all 

the distinctions that structure nature and society have collapsed. The landscape of Child 

of God reflects such violence in its mass undifferentiation” (97). Ballard’s ability to 

manipulate his surroundings stems from his childhood experiences, but it also reflects 

how easy it is for him to oppress and abuse Appalachian women due to society’s attitude 

toward women. Ballard is a contrast to his open Appalachian landscape, for as Stephen 

Frye states in Understanding Cormac McCarthy, “surrounding him is the richly rendered 

natural landscape of rural Tennessee, and the nature described is simultaneously 

picturesque and sublime, beautiful and unremittingly harsh or indifferent” (40). The 

Appalachian landscape functions to show the evil presence that Ballard embodies in 

contrast to his natural surroundings. The focus on Ballard’s placement as a dispossessed 

man further illuminates his power over women. 

 I will also build on “The Dispossessed White as Naked Ape and Stereotyped 

Hillbilly in the Southern Novels of Cormac McCarthy” by Duane Carr, in order to 

explore the cultural portrayal of Appalachian women in McCarthy’s Child of God. 

Cormac McCarthy’s portrayal of violence in Child of God reflects the historic violence 

inflicted upon women in the Appalachian region through the protagonist Lester Ballard, 

who is characterized as “the child of an ancient tradition of sacred violence” (Ciuba 93). 

Ballard embodies the violent nature that men have toward women in Appalachian 

society. His violence is tied to his ostracization from society, and Ciuba maintains that 

McCarthy’s “title character is divine in his violence, and McCarthy’s novel invites 

readers to recognize themselves in the monstrous double that will finally be expelled in a 
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civilized version of surrogate victimage” (Ciuba 93). Ballard signifies the darker side of 

human nature, as he demonstrates how easy it is for him to victimize and abuse women. 

Furthermore, as Ballard’s murders “make him lord of the living, his sexual violations 

make him master of the dead” (Ciuba 96).  Ciuba argues that the darkness of Ballard’s 

character “embodies the violence of the sacred so completely that he is hardly recognized 

as human” (Ciuba 97). Ballard’s violence towards Appalachian women then emerges as a 

force beyond human evil. His development into an evil, larger than life figure is forged 

through his violent acts and disdain towards Appalachian women. 

Ballard’s character also embodies the stereotypical southern redneck male 

through his lack of respect for women, and his disregard for any type of moral code. 

Duane Carr offers the perspective that McCarthy has created a “tooth and claw” view of 

nature in his writing (10). Carr argues that McCarthy’s “characterizations are neither 

sympathetic nor dispassionate, as has been claimed, but rather some of the most blatant 

stereotypes of Southern ‘rednecks’ in contemporary American fiction” (9). Ballard’s 

character is meant to embody aspects of the Appalachian male, which is shown through 

his masculinity and dominant nature over women. Ballard’s displacement in the novel 

hinders his ability to form meaningful relationships with his peers, and his isolation from 

society perpetuates his violent behavior. Ballard’s flaws and weaknesses are brought to 

light and mirror aspects of southern American life. Through his “southern redneck” 

characters such as Lester Ballard and the dumpkeeper, McCarthy is depicting the lack of 

education and culture that embodies his Appalachian characters. 

In addition, I will also apply Julia Kristeva’s abjection theory to Lester Ballard’s 

character and the dumpkeeper’s daughters in my analysis of abjection in the novel. Dino 
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Felluga in “Modules on Kristeva: an Abject” states that in Julia Kristeva’s “Powers of 

Horror,” the “abject refers to the human reaction (horror, vomit) to a threatened 

breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of the distinction between subject and object or 

between self and other (2). Abjection presents itself in the novel through the 

dumpkeeper’s daughters, as the dumpkeeper had named his nine daughters “out of an old 

medical dictionary gleaned from the rubbish he picked . . . Urethra, Cerebella, Hernia 

Sue” (McCarthy 26). The dumpkeeper’s daughters’ names reflect the loss of distinction 

between father and daughter. Even as his daughters fall pregnant, the dumpkeeper 

continues to beat them, and he still fails to maintain his control as a parent (McCarthy 

27). The dissolution of the dumpkeeper’s relationship with his daughters further shows 

the abjection in the novel, as the dumpkeeper fails to distinguish his role as a parent in 

relation to his daughters. The violence that he inflicts on his daughters also shows the 

violence that Appalachian women were subjected to in the novel. Lester Ballard and the 

dumpkeeper in Child of God reflect the hatred and violence that men inflicted on women 

in the Appalachian region through their actions. The dumpkeeper’s violent and 

incestuous actions towards his daughters reflect his hatred of women.  

Geography plays an important role in education and socioeconomics in each of 

the three novels. Geography in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn plays a critical role 

in exposing the injustices that are present on a local and national level regarding 

education, race, and socioeconomics. This is shown through the injustices that Huck and 

Jim face with their landscape, and the topophrenia they experience through their 

changing landscapes. The landscape in My Antonia plays a pivotal role through its impact 

on the Shimerda’s economic status, access to education, and social status in their 
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community. The injustice of the landscape and topophrenia that Antonia experiences 

reveals the way her relationship with the landscape impacted her education and future 

economic status through the power it held over her life. The Appalachian landscape in 

Child of God plays a critical role through the socioeconomic and educational limitations 

it places on women, which is shown through Ballard’s relationships with women. The 

Appalachian region also perpetuates violence in the domestic space, which is shown 

through Lester and the Dumpkeeper’s actions toward women, and the fact that women 

have very limited options to advance themselves economically in this region, which is 

often only through marriage. By utilizing extensive theory in my thesis, my goal is to 

show the ways that unjust geographies create socioeconomic and educational challenges 

for the lower class in each novel, which is shown through a closer examination of the 

landscape, domestic space, and social structure in each novel and the impact it has on an 

individual’s access to education and socioeconomic status.  
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Chapter One: An Analysis of Socioeconomics, Education, and Mark Twain’s Brand 

Management in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain 

In Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, spatial justice theory 

and topophrenia are present through Jim and Huck’s relationship with geography, and the 

way the narrative reflects the socioeconomic and educational challenges that Huck and 

Jim faced during the 1840’s time period. W.E.B. Du Bois’s theory of double 

consciousness also applies to Jim’s educational and societal experiences. Mark Twain’s 

brand is also reflected through the socioeconomic and educational challenges that the 

character of the Dauphin faces in the novel in his pursuit of greed. Sharon D. McCoy 

argues in her article “No Evading the Jokes: Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark 

Twain, and Male Friendship Across Racial and Class Lines,” that Mark Twain 

consciously was familiar with the socio-economic class lines and how an individual’s 

social life was restricted to that class. McCoy asserts that Twain demonstrates a broader 

understanding of the societal framework to help us see how it influenced his own brand 

management. Judith Yaross Lee in “Brand Management: Samuel Clemens, Trademarks, 

and the Mark Twain Enterprise” argues that Samuel Clemens had to cultivate and project 

a distinct and consistent comic identity, a unique brand of humor, in order to move into 

the figurative and literal spotlight that meant profit in the marketplace. Celebrity status 

further perpetuated the self-perpetuating cycle that made Mark Twain a topic of 

publications as well as a contributor and publisher. I argue that although McCoy views 

Mark Twain as extending friendship across societal lines in his writing, an application of 

Lee’s argument regarding the public persona of the Mark Twain brand to The Adventures 
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of Huckleberry Finn reveals that the character of the Dauphin is himself an extension of 

Mark Twain’s brand in terms of mobility and greed.  

First, I will elaborate on Lee’s argument that Mark Twain manipulated his public 

image to impact his sales and publications. Lee declares that by designating the embodied 

Mark Twain as a brand, and as widely engaged both seriously and humorously in the 

press, that Clemens-Twain had in effect trademarked or patented himself. Second, I am 

going to incorporate McCoy’s argument that Mark Twain used his knowledge of social 

class lines to impact his writing trademark and societal experiences. Twain’s experience 

in bridging the social barrier played a part in his choice to protect the Mark Twain brand 

persona. According to McCoy, Twain is clearly aware of the ambiguity of cross-racial 

and cross-class friendships and their inherent conflicts of interest or perspective as a 

result of his experiences. Twain’s knowledge of these lines is reflected in his character 

Dauphin. My argument will articulate the importance of the character of the Dauphin in 

the novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn as an extension of Mark Twain’s public 

brand “Mark Twain.” Building on McCoy and Lee’s arguments, my paper will define 

how Samuel Clemens own public persona emerges through the Dauphin’s social mobility 

as driven by the pursuit of greed.  

Mark Twain’s Public Brand 

  Judith Yaross Lee argues that Mark Twain’s brand management incorporated two 

main tacks: in one, “known today as brand extension, he projected his professional 

identity as a humorous writer and speaker into other commercial ventures, riding the 

wave of branded goods fueled by America’s post-Civil War commercial and media 

expansions and assisted by new trademark laws beginning in 1870” (27). The other 
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approach that Twain would orchestrate “entailed distancing activities from his role as 

Mark Twain, mainly by spinning them off. . . with the anonymously serialized Personal 

Recollections of Joan of Arc (1896) and the imprint of Charles L. Webster and Company” 

(Lee 28). Lee argues that “across both strategies and their mixed outcomes, however, the 

quests to expand his income and protect it from pirates and other profiteers proved the 

value of the Mark Twain Brand (Lee 28). Clemens utilized these two strategies for his 

brand management in order to convey a positive image of himself and to protect his 

brand. Clemens’ ability to manipulate the public’s persona of him is what allowed him to 

gain acceptance as the strong American male in the public eye. The establishments of the 

Mark Twain Brand paved the way for Clemens to market and copyright his writing and 

publications and allowed him to utilize trademark laws to copyright his novels such as 

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  

 Twain did not stop with just establishing his brand, for he made it a point to see 

that the branding process would fuse these functions semiotically and create the 

“financial asset known as brand equity by converting intangible meanings into tangible 

value” (Lee 28). Clemens’ passion for the Mark Twain brand led him to vigorously 

police “his brand from the 1870’s on, challenging what he saw as trademark violations 

through lawsuits and public complaints” (Lee 28). It was Clemens’ pursuit to protect his 

brand that led him to establishing himself as a writer and a frontrunner for copyright 

laws. Clemens made it a habit that “[P]erformances- on page, stage, and in public- thus 

constituted Mark Twain as a self, a product, and a brand” (Lee 30). Furthermore, “the 

Mark Twain brand hinged on more than a memorable pen name and distinctive comic 

persona; it involved creating, commercializing, and steering the Mark Twain identity as a 



22 

business asset” (Lee 30). Clemens’ desire to protect his fortune led him to link “the 

commercial tradition of the trademark, long used to authenticate silver and other 

handiwork with the textual tradition of copyright. For him, both protected property” (Lee 

30). Clemens fought to protect the Mark Twain brand any way that he could, and he also 

ensured his own personal profit and financial security for years to come. 

 Once Samuel Clemens had established his Mark Twain brand and public persona, 

he was then able to utilize his public brand to transcend societal lines through his writing. 

It was Samuel Clemens knowledge of societal lines that eventually paved the way for his 

impact on his brand and society. McCoy argues that Twain realized the “class lines were 

quite clearly drawn, and the familiar social life of each class was restricted to that class” 

(47). Twain’s ability to navigate the American social construct as an outlet for his brand 

is what ultimately set him apart. McCoy also claims that Mark Twain’s knowledge of 

social lines stems from his personal experiences, for “Twain’s own uncertainty regarding 

his change in class and social status, impelled both by his marriage to Olivia Langdon 

and his growing success as an author and national icon, marks his own friendships with 

African American men during the time he was writing The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn” (48). Twain’s desire for upward mobility “was matched only by his discomfort 

with aspects of it, tainted by his never-abating fear that he didn’t really belong, or that 

others would perceive it that way. He was conscious that others saw him as ‘not refined 

at all’” (McCoy 48). Mark Twain’s understanding of social lines and class barriers was 

what ultimately led to him being able to market his brand to a larger audience and appeal 

to different social classes.  
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 Twain’s knowledge regarding class lines partly led to how “he carried this 

transgressive attitude with him into his adult life, sometimes to the discomfiture of his 

wife and their social circle” (McCoy 51). Furthermore, Twain is “also clearly aware of 

the often ambivalent ambiguity in these relationships across ‘the subtle line’- and their 

inherent conflicts of interest or perspective” (McCoy 51). Twain crossed the barrier of 

racial and social lines in order to appeal to a larger audience but more importantly to 

show the importance of different social classes. It is apparent that it was “Twain’s adult 

understanding of important aspects of manhood and identity-such as family, loyalty, 

privacy, strength, the impulse to protect, and the importance of self-definition” that 

creates a rich subtext in the novel (McCoy 54). Twain’s knowledge of family dynamics 

and society is also what further embodied his public persona and brand. 

The Socioeconomic Mobility of the Dauphin’s Greed 

 Having established Lee’s argument that Twain incorporated his trademark to 

protect his brand, and McCoy’s argument that Twain utilized his knowledge of social 

classes to have his brand transcend class lines, I will extend my argument to how Twain 

reflected his brand in his writing. In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain’s 

public brand can be seen through the character of the Dauphin’s knowledge of social 

class lines. The Dauphin first enters the novel as he encounters the narrator Huck. Huck’s 

constant “reminders of his lowly birth and ‘inconsistent’ social position haunt his 

personal interactions,” and this is shown through Huck’s encounters with the Dauphin 

(McCoy 48). Through the Dauphin, we see Twain’s application of understanding social 

class lines. Twain first makes this apparent through the Dauphin’s ability to play on the 

ignorance and gullibility of the American public in the novel. It is through the Dauphin’s 
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tricks and schemes that the manipulation comes full circle, for the Dauphin makes it 

apparent that he has no intention of changing his ways. The Dauphin’s poorly planned 

schemes show the commonality behind his manipulation, and how Twain was making a 

social commentary on the problems of the time. The Dauphin is first characterized 

through Huck’s description that he “was about seventy, or upwards, and had a bald head 

and very gray whiskers. He had an old battered-up slouch hat on, and a greasy blue 

woolen shirt” (Twain 111). The Dauphin has all the markings of a poor drifter but claims 

that he has “done considerable in the doctoring way in my time. Layin’ on o’hands is my 

nest holt- for cancer, and paralysis, and sich things; and I k’n tell a fortune pretty good, 

when I’ve got somebody along to find out the facts for me (Twain 112). The Dauphin 

maintains that “[P]reachin’s my line, too; and workin’ camp-meetin’s; and missionaryin’ 

around” (Twain 112). The Dauphin’s clear exaggeration about his background goes even 

further, as he tells Huck, “it is too true- your eyes is lookin’ at this very moment on the 

pore disappeared Dauphin, Looy the Seventeen, son of Looy the Sixteen and Marry 

Antonette” (Twain 114). The culmination of his tall tale goes further, as he maintains that 

“[Y]es, gentlemen, you see before you, in blue jeans and misery, the wanderin’, exiled, 

trampled-on and sufferin’ rightful King of France” (Twain 114). The Dauphin falsifies 

his background in order to create his own mobility, and his pursuit of greed is a further 

extension of the Mark Twain Brand. 

 Similar to Twain’s ability to navigate class lines through his public brand, the 

Dauphin’s ability to climb through social classes is further evidence of his mobility. 

Dauphin’s ability to manipulate others through his lies and deception is further proof of 

Twain’s knowledge of the faults of the American public and how an uneducated 
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character such as the Dauphin could easily trick and dupe those around him. He makes it 

a point to rub elbows with both the rich and poor in order to propel himself to wealth, 

further demonstrating his knowledge of cross-class friendships as an extension of Mark 

Twain’s brand. The Dauphin’s first major scheme comes about when he tells a 

congregation that he was a pirate that had been robbed but he became a changed man. He 

proceeds to go “all through the crowd with his hat, swabbing his eyes, and blessing the 

people and praising them and thanking them for being so good to the poor pirates away 

off there” (Twain 121). His ability to manipulate both the upper and lower classes of the 

congregation mirrors that of Twain’s brand, for he created a public image that the 

congregation wanted to financially support. In continuity with Lee’s argument that Twain 

had to create a comic identity for the public to support, the Dauphin felt that he had to 

create a public image of a reformed pirate for the public to support him financially. In the 

end, the Dauphin managed to collect “eighty-seven dollars and seventy-five cents” from 

the congregation (Twain 121). Twain’s brand is shown through the Dauphin’s ability to 

read the American public and form cross-class friendships in his pursuit of greed. The 

Dauphin’s ability to cheat, steal, and lie is further evidence of the sinful undercurrent of 

society as well. 

 The extension of Mark Twain’s brand is shown further through the Dauphin’s 

orchestration of theatrical performances for profit, much like Twain’s own lectures and 

literary performances that Lee argues he would perform for profit. Through the 

Dauphin’s scheme to rip off the audience through his performances, he demonstrates his 

ability to manipulate the public. For instance, he “went to getting his Romeo and Juliet by 

heart,” and made it a point to practice Hamlet’s soliloquy for his performance with the 



26 

duke (Twain 124). The Dauphin’s first performance takes place in Arkansas, and “there 

warn’t only about twelve people there; just enough to pay expenses. And they laughed all 

the time, and that made the duke mad and everybody left. . . So the duke said these 

Arkansaw lunkheads couldn’t come up to Shakespeare; what they wanted was low 

comedy” (Twain 137). Over the course of three days, the Dauphin takes in “four hundred 

and sixty-five dollars” (Twain 137). His pursuit of greed, however, does not end there, 

for the performance acts as a catapult for his future exploits. His charges for his 

performances are similar to Twain’s own public performances, for they both act as an 

extension of the Mark Twain brand. 

Having established the Dauphin’s ability to navigate social lines by manipulating 

the public, I will build on McCoy’s argument that Mark Twain applied his knowledge of 

family dynamics to market his brand. Through his public brand, Mark Twain embodied 

“loyalty, privacy, strength, and the impulse to protect,” which McCoy maintains that 

American society valued during this period (54). By extension, these same qualities were 

used through the Mark Twain brand in the Dauphin’s manipulation of the Wilkes family 

to obtain wealth. His decision to betray Huck’s trust by dragging him into his scheme is 

also evidence of his greed. Furthermore, his decision to disguise himself as a member of 

the Wilkes family illustrates his quest for greed and demonstrates his ability to climb the 

social ladder in the process. The Dauphin manipulates the Wilkes family as he “says how 

him and his nieces would be glad if a few of the main principal friends of the family 

would take supper here with them this evening, and help set up with the ashes of the 

diseased; and says if his poor brother laying yonder could speak, he knows who he would 

name” (Twain 151). The Dauphin beguiles everyone in the room as “he blatted along, 



27 

and managed to inquire about pretty much everybody and dog in town, by his name, and 

mentioned all sorts of little things that happened one time or another in the town, or to 

George’s family, or to Peter; and he always let on that Peter wrote him of the things, but 

that was a lie” (Twain 151). His exploits go further as he tells the crowd at the Wilkes 

home, that “to-morrow we want all to come--everybody; for he respected everybody, he 

liked everybody, and so it’s fitten that his funeral orgies sh’d by public” (Twain 154). 

Dauphin’s decision to manipulate Peter Wilkes’ funeral as part of his scheme to become 

rich further shows the lengths he was willing to go for his greed and is a further extension 

of the Mark Twain brand. 

The Mark Twain brand is shown further in the Dauphin’s exploitation of the 

Wilkes’s grief in order to gain wealth. He reflects the Mark Twain brand through his 

knowledge of socio-economic class lines and family dynamics. Regarding Mr. Wilkes’ 

estate, the Dauphin realizes that there is an opportunity for monetary gain as he exclaims 

to Huck, “[W]hat! And not sell out the rest o’ the property? March off like a passel 

o’fools and leave eight or nine thous’n dollars’ worth o’property layin’ around jest 

sufferin’ to be scooped in? - and all good salable stuff, too” (Twain 161). The Dauphin 

does not see an issue with deceiving the Wilkes family, for he believes it is necessary to 

acquire wealth. He justifies his greed to the duke stating, “[W]e shan’t rob ‘em of nothing 

at all but jest this money. The people that buys the property is the suff’rers; because as 

soon’s it’s found out ‘at we didn’t own it-which won’t be long after we’ve slid-the sale 

won’t be valid, and it’ll all go back to the estate (Twain 162). Regarding the Wilkes’, the 

Dauphin abides by his own moral code, and claims that “[T]hese-year orphans ‘ll get 

their house back agin, and that’s enough for them” (Twain 162). He sees to it that the 
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public funeral and estate auction are carried out on his terms. The danger of being found 

out only motivates his pursuit of greed further. He creates an easy exit for himself, telling 

everyone that “his congregation over in England would be in a sweat about him, so he 

must hurry and settle up the estate right away, and leave for home” (Twain 166). The 

Dauphin makes sure that the estate sale goes through, and as Huck describes it, “by-and-

by the thing dragged through, and everything was sold. Everything but a little old trifling 

lot in the graveyard. So they’d got to work that off” (Twain 176). The Dauphin’s 

bottomless greed is shown further as Huck recalls, “I never see such a girafft as the king 

was for wanting to swallow everything” (Twain 176). His need to swallow every material 

good around him further shows his unquenchable greed, which does not just pertain to 

material goods, for he also made the decision to sell Jim down the river. The duke 

explains to Huck that the “old fool sold him, and never divided with me, and the money’s 

gone” (Twain 197). The Dauphin’s corruption transcends moral lines and shows that he is 

willing to do anything if he believes it will create a profit, including sacrificing another 

human being’s freedom. His measures to attain profit like Twain himself also serve as an 

extension of the Mark Twain brand. 

By examining Judith Yaross Lee’s argument that Mark Twain had to cultivate and 

market a consistent comic identity, and Sharon D. McCoy’s argument that Mark Twain 

was consciously familiar with navigating the socio-economic class lines, it is evident that 

Mark Twain created his own public brand in order to solidify himself as a writer and 

publisher. Twain’s pursuits to trademark and copyright the Mark Twain brand solidified 

his public image through his writing. Through Twain’s character of the Dauphin, it is 

evident that Mark Twain used his brand management to transcend social lines. It is the 
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Dauphin’s mobility and greed that ultimately reflects Twain’s brand management and 

shows the social mobility in the novel The Adventures Huckleberry Finn. The Dauphin is 

a clear example of the corrupt behavior tied into greed and how easy it was to manipulate 

the American public for financial gain. Twain’s public brand and persona are also shown 

through the Dauphin’s knowledge of family dynamics and his ability to appeal to the 

American public’s values. Twain is making a clear example of the mobility of greed in 

the novel through the Dauphin and the lengths he is willing to go to obtain it. 

Spatial Justice Theory  

Having established the ways that Mark Twain’s brand was reflected through the 

Dauphin’s socioeconomics and education in the novel, I will not move into my analysis 

on the role of geography in the novel on socioeconomics and education through the 

characters Huck and Jim. To frame this, I will first draw on Soja’s spatial justice theory 

from his book Seeking Spatial Justice.  He views spatial justice as the notion that the 

“spatiality of (in)justice (combining justice and injustice in one word) affects society and 

social life just as much as social processes shape the spatiality or specific geography of 

(in)justice” (Soja 5). In application to The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the injustice 

of geography is what spurs Huck and Jim’s travels in the novel. Both find themselves in 

domestic spaces that are not safe and must rely on geography as a means to escape. They 

are forced to cope with injustice related to space in different ways. The injustice of the 

American South in the 1840’s is shown through Huck and Jim’s experiences and the 

injustice that is exposed through the role of society in various geographies. With the 

premise centering on Huck’s experience in running away from his abusive father with the 
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slave Jim in the hope of helping him travel north for freedom, there are numerous 

injustices that they encounter based on geography.  

The challenge that Huck and Jim face is that they have been born into unjust 

geographies, but they each experience injustice in different ways. Returning to spatial 

justice theory, Soja argues that “the (social) inculcation of injustice into our geographies 

(and histories) arises in a most basic way from the inequalities that are produced from the 

uneven geographical effects of every individual action and all social processes” (71). The 

first way this type of spatial injustice is shown is through Huck’s experiences with this 

father and the court system. Huck had been living with the Widow Thatcher at the 

beginning of the novel because his father left him after the judge at the time, Judge 

Thatcher, appointed the Widow Thatcher to be his guardian. Huck’s father “Pa” chooses 

to return one night and demand custody of him because he believes Huck as come across 

a sum of money. The injustice for Huck in this geographic situation emerges when his 

custody case goes to court. Huck recalls that the “judge and the widow went to law to get 

the court to take me away from him and let one of them be my guardian; but it was a new 

judge that had just come, and he didn’t know the old man: so he said courts mustn’t 

interfere and separate families if they could help it; said he’d druther not take a child 

away from its father” (Twain 23). As a result of this verdict, Judge Thatcher and the 

widow were left powerless. Huck recalls that Pa “went for Judge Thatcher in the courts to 

make him give up that money, and he went for me, too, for not stopping school” (Twain 

24). Huck in this situation is placed in an unjust geography as his abusive alcoholic father 

does not care about his safety and does not allow him to go to school because he believes 

it is a waste of time. Huck is then forced into an abusive home life and generational 
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poverty as his father keeps him from being able to advance himself in society through an 

education. Huck’s geography in this case has failed him by putting him in a dangerous 

situation in which he has no control. He needed to have a social worker checking in on 

his father to document his abuse, but in his case he was left to fend for himself. Huck’s 

socioeconomic status and lack of education leaves him in a powerless position that can 

only change if he is no longer around his father. 

Spatial justice theory is present in the novel beyond Huck’s home life, for it is 

also reflected in numerous geographies that he encounters. Soja states that “justice and 

injustice are infused into the multiscalar geographies in which we live, from the 

intimacies of the household to the uneven development of the global economy” (20). This 

theory is present through the injustice that Huck faces in his domestic space and at a 

national level, as the court system fails to take him away from his abusive father. The 

injustice that Huck faces also ties into the geography as the dangers he faces vary 

depending on his geographical location. For instance, after the court’s verdict, Huck finds 

himself forced to live with Pa, as he recalls that “he watched out for me one day in the 

spring, and catched me, and took me up to the river about three mile, in a skiff, and 

crossed over to the Illinois shore where it was woody and there warn’t no houses but an 

old log hut in a place where the timber was so thick you couldn’t find it if you didn’t 

know where it was” (Twain 25). Huck is pulled out of school by his father and is forced 

to live in an old log hut isolated from society so that no authorities can find him. Huck’s 

household is an example of the injustice Soja speaks of, for he has no way to better 

himself in this environment as he cannot work or further his education. Huck describes 

the abuse and neglect he receives from Pa, stating that “pap go too hand with his hick’ry, 
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and I couldn’t stand it. I was all over welts, He got to going away so much, too, and 

locking me in. Once he locked me in and was gone three days” (Twain 25). Huck is a 

prisoner in an unjust geography as his father abuses and neglects him and makes it 

impossible to further his education and escape his generational poverty. The legal 

structure in Huck’s community has failed him by forcing him to live in an oppressive 

domestic space as a child. 

Space and location play a pivotal role for Huck as each geography he inhabits 

directly impacts his safety and socioeconomics. Huck’s experiences correlate with Soja’s 

spatial justice theory, for as Soja states, “[A]t a more local scale, unjust geographies arise 

endogenously or internally from the distributional inequalities created through 

discriminatory decision making by individuals, firms, and institutions” (9). An unjust 

geography has been created for Huck from the local justice system that has decided that 

his wishes to live with the widow are irrelevant, that that Pa’s wish to resume custody is 

more important. Huck’s unjust geography is shown further as he recalls that Pa “chased 

me round and round the place, with a clasp-knife, calling me the Angel of Death and 

saying he would kill me and then I couldn’t come for him no more. I begged, and told 

him it was only Huck, but he laughed such a screechy laugh, and roared and cussed, and 

kept on chasing me up” (Twain 29). Huck is in a desolate cabin in the woods with his 

abusive father and has nowhere to turn for help. Geography allows for Pa to abuse Huck 

without consequence and forces him to remain powerless in an abusive domestic space. 

This quotation is important because it shows that Huck cannot escape his father’s abuse, 

and that he is the only person looking out for his safety. The geography that Huck is 

forced to live in prohibits him from getting an education and forces him to remain 
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impoverished in the lower class. Huck comes to grips with this unjust geography by 

faking his own death, which he orchestrates by covering an ax with pig’s blood and 

putting his pulled-out hair on it in order to stage a crime scene (Twain 33). Huck’s 

decision to escape into a canoe down the river with no money or plan shows how 

desperate he was to escape his unjust geography, and that the hazards of the Mississippi 

River still seemed less dangerous than staying with his father. 

The presence of Soja’s spatial justice theory extends beyond Huck, for Jim is also 

in conflict with his geography. Huck and Jim cross paths on Jackson’s Island as two 

runaways both hoping for a safer environment. Jim’s geographical conflict correlates 

with Soja’s spatial justice theory regarding racial discrimination, for as Soja states, 

“location in space will always have attached to it some degree of relative advantage or 

disadvantage” (73). Different geographies create different forms of oppression which 

Soja explains as “some of this geographical differentiation will be of little consequence, 

but in other cases it can have deeply oppressive and exploitative effects, especially when 

maintained over long time periods and rooted in persistent divisions of society such as 

those based on race, class, and gender” (73). For Jim, geography has a deeply oppressive 

effect as he was forced to flee for his own safety. Jim explains that he overheard Mrs. 

Watson’s conversation, stating that “one night I creeps to de do’, pooty late, en de do’ 

warn’t quite shet, and I hear ole missus tel de wider she gwyne to sell me down to 

Orleans, but she didn’ want to, but she could git eight hund’d dollars for me, en it ‘uz 

sich a big stack o’ money she couldn’ resis’(Twain 42).  Mrs. Watson’s decision to sell 

Jim down the river for eight-hundred dollars to New Orleans shows that he as a slave is 

regarded as property rather than as a human being. Jim was born into an unjust geography 
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as a slave: that meant his only chance at attaining freedom was to run away to the North. 

For Jim, geographical danger does not end with Mrs. Watson, for the Mississippi River is 

also dangerous because of its heavy slave trafficking.  

 The relationship that develops between Huck and Jim reflects Soja’s notion of the 

socio-spatial dialectic, for Huck’s view of society and geography is influenced by his 

relationship with Jim. Soja’s theory defines the socio-spatial dialectic as “the spatiality of 

whatever subject you are looking at is viewed as shaping social relations and societal 

development just as much as social processes configure and give meaning to the human 

geographies or spatialities in which we live” (4). For Huck, his relationship with Jim is 

formed through various geographies along the Mississippi River and as a result Huck 

views Jim’s character in a different light. One instance of Huck’s changing socio-spatial 

dialectic is shown through his conversation with Jim about dreams. Huck gives Jim a 

hard time about interpreting dreams and asks him to make meaning of the leaves, rubbish, 

and smashed oar on the raft in order to give Jim a hard time (Twain 80). Huck’s character 

develops as he travels down the river with Jim on the raft, and he recalls that after this 

insult, Jim “walked to the wigwam, and went in there, without saying anything but that. 

But that was enough. It made me feel so mean I could almost kissed his foot to get him to 

take it back” (Twain 80). Huck’s admission of guilt shows that his social interaction with 

Jim on the river has given him a new meaning to morality and social relations. Huck 

admits that fifteen minutes later he went and humbled himself to Jim and reflects that “I 

warn’t ever sorry for it afterwards, neither. I didn’t do him no more mean tricks, and I 

wouldn’t done that one if I’d a knowed it would make him feel that way” (Twain 81). 

Huck’s statement foreshadows his relationship with Jim for the rest of the novel and 
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reveals that he respects Jim as a human being and friend. This challenges societal notions 

during this time because Jim was a slave. Huck’s experiences with Jim have allowed him 

to let go of his own prejudices and gave new meaning to the spatialities on the river that 

he inhabits. 

 One benefit of the river in the novel is that it allows Huck to be exposed to 

individuals from all walks of life, but it also poses a constant threat to Jim’s safety as a 

runaway slave, and Huck’s pursuit to help him attain freedom. The racism of the 

American South during the 1840’s reflects Soja’s notion that the “socialized geographies 

of (in)justice significantly affect our lives, creating lasting structures of unevenly 

distributed advantage and disadvantage” (20). Even though Huck has no money or family 

to help him, he still has a huge social advantage over Jim. Due to the segregated 

geographies that Huck and Jim pass on the Mississippi, Huck is made aware of the fact 

that no matter how difficult his life may seem, he still has numerous advantages over Jim 

through his white privilege. Huck has one of these revelations as he and Jim believe they 

have made it to Cairo, their passageway to the North, for Huck recalls Jim was “saying 

how the first thing he would do when he got to a free State he would go to saving up 

money and never spend a single cent, and when he got enough he would buy his wife, 

which was owned on a farm close to where Miss Watson lived; and then they would both 

work to buy the two children” (Twain 82). Jim goes further, mentioning that “if their 

master wouldn’t sell them, they’d get an Ab’litionist to go and steal them” (Twain 82). 

Jim’s socioeconomic disadvantage compared to Huck is clear, for Jim’s only chance of 

seeing his family again is to buy their freedom in the hope that their slave owner would 

comply. Twain’s knowledge of racial lines is shown in this conversation, for Jim is 
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forced to live in constant fear of being captured and thrown into jail while trying to travel 

north to freedom. 

 Huck’s social privilege does not just pertain to his freedom but to his relationships 

as well. Soja’s notion of the unjust geography is shown not only through Jim’s lower 

socioeconomic class, but also through the social barriers that are placed on his life. One 

of these is the lack of friendships and social interactions that Jim can have as a slave. This 

social oppression is shown through Jim’s conversation with Huck as Jim states that “soon 

I’ll be a-shout’n for joy, en I’ll say, it’s all on accounts o’Huck; I’s a free man, en I 

couldn’t ever ben free ef it hadn’ ben for Huck; Huck done it. Jim won’t ever forgit you, 

Huck; you’s de bes’ fren’ Jim’s ever had; en you’s de only fren’ ole Jim’s got now” 

(Twain 83). Jim is also dependent on Huck in this geography, for Huck carries the power 

to either help or mislead Jim on his journey to freedom. This conversation mirrors 

McCoy’s argument that Twain was familiar with the socio-economic class lines and how 

an individual’s social life was restricted to one’s class. This knowledge is shown further 

as Jim states, “[D]ah you goes, de ole true Huck; de on’y white gentleman dat ever kep’ 

his promise to old Jim” (Twain 83). Huck has transcended racial lines during this time by 

forging an honest friendship with Jim and by trying to help him attain freedom. Huck is 

also using his knowledge and prior education to help him navigate the river and social 

challenges that arise on this quest to help attain freedom.  

Double Consciousness theory 

W.E.B. Du Bois’ theory of double consciousness ties into the portrayal of 

education as Jim’s knowledge gives him a perspective of double consciousness. Du Bois 

in his piece “On Double Consciousness” from The Souls of Black Folk defines double 
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consciousness as a “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in an amused contempt and 

pity” (568). Du Bois explains this theory further, stating that “one never feels his two-

ness, -- an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two 

warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn 

asunder” (568). The first way that Jim acknowledges this aspect of double consciousness 

is through his conversation with Huck on Jackson’s Island. Jim is looking at himself in 

double consciousness, for he describes himself based on the way Miss Watson saw him 

and the way he sees himself. This is shown when Jim says, “en I’s rich now, come to 

look at it. I owns mysef, en I’s wuth eight hund’d dollars. I wisht I had the money, I 

wouldn’ want no mo’” (Twain 46). Jim is aware that his life is worth far more than eight-

hundred dollars, but he subconsciously still thinks of himself with an eight-hundred-

dollar price tag because that is how Miss Watson labeled him. Jim’s statement, “I owns 

mysef” can also be interpreted as Jim seeing his self-worth and freedom, and his 

awareness that in order to have a better life as a free man, he is going to need more 

money. Jim saying this to Huck further illustrates his double consciousness, for Jim must 

be aware of how he is coming across to the white man he is traveling with so that he does 

not offend him, but at the same time Jim must continue to think about what is going to be 

best for his own future. 

W.E.B. Du Bois’theory of double consciousness goes a step further as he states 

that the notion is that the “history of the American Negro is the history of this strife, -- 

this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and 

truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost” (568). Du Bois 
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explains that “he simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an 

American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of 

Opportunity closed roughly in his face” (568). Jim’s experiences traveling along the 

Mississippi River force him to take active steps each day to attain his freedom in order to 

survive. Jim’s new freedom on the Mississippi River allows him to begin to merge into 

his truer self as he is no longer Miss Watson’s slave. Jim’s ability to overcome fear and 

keep working toward his goal of freedom is shown in Huck’s observation: “Jim never 

asked no questions, he never said a word; but the way he worked for the next half an hour 

showed about how he was scared. By that time everything we had in the world was on 

our raft and she was ready to be shoved out form the willow cove where she was hid. We 

put out the camp fire at the cavern first thing” (Twain 59). Jim is willing to put in the 

work necessary in order to keep traveling to freedom, and he also remains submissive to 

Huck by conducting the majority of the labor necessary to get the raft ready to travel 

down the river. Jim’s education is reflected through his double consciousness, for he 

shows that he understands what is necessary to survive in a world that is dominated by 

whites, and that he also is able to utilize the power he does have to forge a better life and 

future for himself. 

In certain behaviors, Huck also exhibits aspects of double consciousness as he 

makes an effort to think about the ways their plans will impact both himself and Jim. 

Huck often considers the challenges that Jim faces, and he makes an effort to try to help 

him navigate these challenges like avoiding slave hunters on the Mississippi River for 

instance. Huck develops his double consciousness by thinking about events through Jim’s 

point of view rather than through the lens that society has taught him to have. For 



39 

instance, Huck had contemplated telling the authorities about Jim’s location after Jim 

shared that he would steal his children back (Twain 82-83). However, when Huck is 

questioned by two white men with guns looking for slaves, he lies and says, “it’s pap in 

there [ . . .] He’s sick,” in order to throw them off Jim’s path (Twain 84). Huck’s decision 

to risk his own safety for Jim shows the sacrifices he is willing to make for Jim’s 

freedom. Furthermore, Huck’s education is reflected through his double consciousness as 

he thinks to himself, “s’pose you’d a done right and give Jim up; would you felt better 

than what you do now? No says I, I’d feel bad—I’d feel just the same way I do now. 

Well then, says I, what’s the use you learning to do right, when it’s troublesome to do 

right and ain’t no trouble to do wrong, and the wages is just the same? I was stuck. I 

couldn’t answer that” (Twain 85). Huck’s conflicted emotions about what he has been 

taught in school and by society regarding blacks shows the way his perspective has 

developed during his time on the river. Huck has moved beyond the racist norms of the 

society he grew up in and has begun to think about life through Jim’s point of view. 

Huck’s emotional maturity reveals his double consciousness, for he is now trying to 

protect Jim and help get him to freedom safely. 

Topophrenia Theory 

Space and place play a critical role in education and socioeconomics, and Huck’s 

changing geographies impact his character development. Hs anxiety over place also 

impacts the relationships he forms with the landscape, for Huck is forced to adapt to new 

and changing circumstances very quickly. Topophrenia plays a role through the novel’s 

focus on geography and social class. In Topophrenia: Space, Narrative, and Spatial 

Imagination by Robert T. Tally Jr., topophrenia is defined by Tally as “a constant and 
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uneasy ‘placemindedness’ that characterizes a subject’s interactions with his or her 

environment, which is itself so broadly conceived as to include the lived space of any 

given personal experience” (1). Tally explains that topophrenia is not just on a local level, 

for it is also in an “abstract space whose true representation is beyond any one 

individual’s ken” (1). In application to the novel, Huck experiences topophrenia on a 

local level through the anxiety he feels over his education and Pa, as Pa tells him, “you 

drop that school, you hear? I’ll learn people to bring up a boy to put on airs over his own 

father and let on to be better’n what he is. You lemme catch you fooling around that 

school again, you hear? Your mother couldn’t read, and she couldn’t write, nuther, before 

she died. None of the family couldn’t before they died” (Twain 21). Pa goes even further 

to detail Huck’s family history of illiteracy, as he states that “I can’t; and here you’re a 

swelling yourself up like this. I ain’t the man to stand it---you hear?” (Twain 21). Huck 

has been born into set binaries by his family that he has no control over, and as a result he 

is pressured to quit school by his father. The river in contrast to Huck’s previous home 

life still offers more opportunities for him as he can make his own choices about 

education and is not forced to follow in the steps of his family’s long history of illiteracy. 

The river also represents topophrenia on a worldwide level for Huck as it is a space that 

reaches beyond his sight and contains unprecedented challenges that he cannot anticipate 

or control.  

Huck’s cultural norms and attitudes change as he spends time on the river and 

explores different geographies. In a sense, Huck is an embodiment of his human 

experiences. This ties into Tally’s theory of topophrenia further, for he states, 

“[T]opophrenia characterizes nearly all human activity, as a sense of place—not to 



41 

mention matters of displacement and replacement, of movement between places and over 

spaces, and of the multifarious relations among place, space, individuals, collectivities, 

events, and so on—is an essential element of thought, experience, and being” (2). One 

instance of Huck’s displacement occurs during a storm, as Huck recalls, “I shot out into 

the solid white fog, and hadn’t no more idea which way I was going than a dead man” 

(Twain 76). Huck’s disorientation with the space around him leads to him and Jim 

missing the turn to Cairo and traveling too far south on the Mississippi River. The 

disorder with space that Huck and Jim feel is quite severe, for Jim is in greater danger the 

further south they travel. Both Huck and Jim experience topophrenia through their 

struggle to maintain a level of placemindedness over the river and the disorder they feel 

when they get lost in the fog. Traveling too far south sets numerous events in notion, and 

one is that it introduces Huck and Jim to the Duke and the Dauphin and their con artist 

ways.  

The role of space and place is pivotal to Huck’s emotional maturity and his 

educational development. The narrative form of the novel and setting also plays a role in 

topophrenia. Tally states, the “setting of a novel is already a spatiotemporal concept” 

(96). He uses the beginning of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn as a specific example 

of the spatiotemporal concept, stating that because “the story is set in Missouri in the 

1840s, we identify both a location in space and a moment in time. Setting is often a 

crucial aspect of the novel, since the history and geography directly affect the way 

characters, events, and plots are understood” (Tally 96). Twain uses regionalism to depict 

the dialect and cultural norms of the American South in the 1840’s, even though he wrote 

the novel in the 1880’s (Tally 96). Topophrenia emerges through the setting of the novel 
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in the sense that “much of the humor and the pathos of the novel derives from the 

regional color of what would still have been thought of as ‘the old Southwest,’ the 

distinctive landscapes along the Mississippi River, and the historical moment, most 

notably the reality of slavery before the Civil War” (Tally 96). The spatiotemporal aspect 

of the setting is critical to Twain’s depiction of class and socioeconomics because status 

is tied to one’s relationship with space and place.  

The culmination of the geography’s spatiotemporal impact on Huck is reflected in 

his relationship with Jim. Huck contemplates writing a note to Miss Watson about Jim’s 

whereabouts, but then Huck “laid the paper down and set there thinking—thinking how 

good it was this happened so, and how near I come to being lost and going to hell . . . 

And got to thinking over our trip down the river; and I see Jim before me, all the time, in 

the day, and in the night-time, sometimes moonlight, sometimes storms” (Twain 194). 

Huck recognizes his friendship with Jim, as Jim” would always call me honey, and pet 

me, and do everything he could think of for me, and how good he always was . . . and he 

was so grateful, and said I was the best old friend Jim ever had in the world, and the only 

one he’s got now; and then I happened to look around, and see that paper” (Twain 194). 

This reflection is important because it shows the ways that Huck’s friendship with Jim 

developed with his changing geography, and that Huck realizes that he has the power to 

either help Jim or take away his freedom in this moment. Jim has also emerged as a 

positive father figure to Huck through his guidance and protection. Huck’s letter to Miss 

Watson symbolizes Jim’s socioeconomic status and what will become of him if Huck 

chooses to send it. The culmination of Huck’s emotional maturity emerges as he declares, 

“[A]ll right, then, I’ll go to hell—' and tore it up” (Twain 195). Huck’s decision to help 
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Jim rather than turn him in to Miss Watson shows that he has let his life experiences 

educate him, and he has made a calculated decision based on the content of Jim’s 

character rather than his race. Even though Huck’s schooling has stopped during this time 

on the river, his cultural awareness and worldview have broadened, which in turn gave 

him valuable knowledge. At the end of the book, Huck learns that Jim is a free man 

because Miss Watson set him free in her will (Twain 261). Even though Huck was not 

the sole reason Jim eventually obtained freedom, the sacrifices that Huck made for Jim 

on the river played a vital role in aiding his safety and biding him time until Miss Watson 

passed away. Huck’s actions show the challenges that he faced with geography and 

injustice, and the ways that he did not let his lack of education or lower socioeconomic 

status keep him from pursuing a better life. Huck’s geographical experiences reflect the 

injustices and racism that was prevalent in the 1840’s American South. 

A closer look at The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn reveals Mark Twain’s 

knowledge of racial and class lines, and his writing sheds light on the role that 

socioeconomics and education play in social class. Mark Twain’s brand and social 

mobility are reflected through his character the Dauphin, and the lengths that the Dauphin 

is willing to go to obtain wealth. Huck’s relationship with Jim is a further reflection of 

Twain’s knowledge of socioeconomic class and the ways an individual’s social life and 

relationships were meant to be restricted to that person’s class. Edward W. Soja’s spatial 

justice theory reveals the ways that the geography in the book is oppressive to both Huck 

and Jim’s socioeconomics and education, and the ways that Huck’s white race gives him 

advantages over Jim. W.E.B. Du Bois’ double consciousness theory reveals the ways Jim 

is forced to look at his geography in order to survive, and that he is thinking about how to 
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deal with racist whites on his journey to freedom. Robert T. Tally Jr.’s topophrenia 

theory is present through the anxiety that Huck and Jim face with their changing 

geographies, and the relationships they form with the geography in its threats to Jim’s 

freedom. The spatiotemporal aspects of the novel’s setting are also important in showing 

the book’s regionalism, and the overt racism that still existed in the 1840’s American 

South during this time. Huck’s education and socioeconomics in the novel reveal that the 

lower class had limited options for social mobility, and Twain is using his knowledge of 

socioeconomics to expose this oppression in American society.  
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Thesis Chapter Two: Communication through Violence: The Portrayal of Appalachian 

Women in Cormac McCarthy’s Child of God 

 The underlying violence towards Appalachian women in society is shown in 

Cormac McCarthy’s novel Child of God. In this essay, I will be analyzing the portrayal of 

Appalachian women in literature through factors such as, socioeconomics, domestic life, 

poverty, and violence towards women. My paper will also explore the historical poverty 

that is prevalent in the Appalachian region and will analyze how this plays a role in the 

violence and oppression of women in this region. I argue that the portrayal of 

Appalachian women in Child of God shows the prevalence of gender inequality and the 

oppression of Appalachian women, which is shown through Lester Ballard and the 

dumpkeeper’s violence against women, socioeconomic factors, and the domestic role of 

women. My essay will examine the ways Appalachian women have been oppressed 

through social treatment, and the ways poverty and violence inflicted on women in Child 

of God reveals the darker side of American society. 

 In this essay, I will be utilizing Appalachian Women: A Learning/Teaching Guide 

by Sharon N. Lord and Carolyn Patton Crowder to examine Appalachian women’s roles 

in the domestic space and family life, along with “Backtalking the Wilderness,” by 

Kathleen Claire Stewart. I will also build on “McCarthy’s Enfant Terrible: Mimetic 

Desire and Sacred Violence in Child of God” by Gary M. Ciuba and “The Dispossessed 

White as Naked Ape and Stereotyped Hillbilly in the Southern Novels of Cormac 

McCarthy” by Duane Carr, in order to explore the portrayal of Appalachian women in 

Cormac McCarthy’s Child of God. In addition, I will apply Julia Kristeva’s abjection 
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theory to Lester Ballard’s character and the dumpkeeper’s daughters in my analysis of 

abjection. 

 In Appalachian Women: A Learning/ Teaching Guide, Sharon B. Lord and 

Carolyn Patton Crowder assert that “although written analyses of the female experience 

in Appalachia are few, the works of fiction writers from the region are a rich source of 

information on mountain women’s lives and character. Generally, Appalachian women 

are depicted as strong, family centered, nurturing, survival oriented, self-sacrificing and 

enduring” (27). Furthermore, women are overlooked in that those who worked in the 

“domestic sphere, caring for children, maintaining homes and gardens, developing 

domestic technology, and managing family life, made significant contributions to 

Appalachian society, yet their contributions are seldom recorded in history books” (Lord 

and Crowder 87). Appalachian women are expected to keep the household and domestic 

space in order while also raising their children to become successful adults. With regard 

to education, Appalachian females “share with other rural American females many unmet 

educational and counseling needs which result from their unique experiences related to 

being female and non-urban . . . most educational experiences in the public schools do 

not reflect or value the characteristics, language idiosyncrasies, value orientations, or 

experiences of Appalachian culture” (Lord and Crowder 129). Appalachian women are 

presented with challenges in both the public and private sphere, for economically they are 

limited due to their lack of education, and they are isolated within the domestic sphere 

due to their family responsibilities. The combination of these factors leads to 

Appalachian women becoming targets for violence and oppression at the hands of their 

male counterparts and society. 
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Lester Ballard 

Although women face numerous challenges in Appalachian society, the character 

Lester Ballard also faces poverty and loss in the same world. The novel’s focus on the 

dispossessed man illuminates his relative power over women. Ballard’s pattern of violent 

behavior can be traced back to his early childhood trauma and experiences with loss. The 

early loss of his father threatened his masculinity and the fact that he found his father’s 

corpse shows the deep roots his trauma has taken in his self-esteem and morals, as the 

narrator states that “he never was right after his daddy killed hisself” (McCarthy 21). 

Ballard carries this loss with him and struggles to come to grips with the pain that 

subdues him. Furthermore, Gary Ciuba in “McCarthy’s Enfant Terrible: Mimetic Desire 

and Sacred Violence in Child of God,” argues that in McCarthy’s “fictional world, all the 

distinctions that structure nature and society have collapsed. The landscape of Child of 

God reflects such violence in its mass undifferentiation” (97). Ballard’s ability to 

manipulate his surroundings stems from his childhood experiences, but it also reflects 

how easy it is for him to oppress and abuse Appalachian women due to society’s attitude 

toward women. Ballard is a contrast to his open Appalachian landscape, for as Stephen 

Frye states in Understanding Cormac McCarthy, “surrounding him is the richly rendered 

natural landscape of rural Tennessee, and the nature described is simultaneously 

picturesque and sublime, beautiful and unremittingly harsh or indifferent” (40). The 

Appalachian landscape functions as a means to show the evil presence that Ballard 

embodies in contrast to his natural surroundings. The focus on Ballard’s placement as a 

dispossessed man further illuminates his power over women. 
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Ballard’s placement as a dispossessed man in the novel sheds light on the women 

around him, and he is placed adjacently to their subjection to violence. Ballard’s 

challenge to identify with his peers further perpetuates his isolation from society, and a 

closer look at Ballard’s placement shows his own challenges in relation to women. He is 

rejected by his peers and society, and a result he struggles to relate to women and build 

meaningful relationships. Ballard’s pain encompasses his internal conflicts, as he 

struggles to come to grips with the world around him. His characterization begins on his 

property, “an aged clapboard house that stood in blue shade under the wall of the 

mountain. Beyond it stood a barn” (McCarthy 3). His property is being auctioned off to 

the public, as Ballard has failed to pay his bills. He is positioned in the novel away from 

his peers, and as moving on his own in isolation. Ballard is described by the narrator next 

to the barn, as the “man stands straddlelegged, has made in the dark humus a darker pool 

wherein swirls a pale foam with bits of straw. Buttoning his jeans he moves along the 

barn wall, himself fiddlebacked with light, a petty annoyance flickering across the wall-

ward eye” (McCarthy 4). Ballard urinating in close proximity to the crowd defies 

numerous cultural norms, as he has no regard for those around him in the scene. His 

displacement from his peers also illustrates his disconnect from society and his inability 

to interact coercively with his peers. 

Ballard’s challenges with poverty as a dispossessed man continue as he confronts 

the auctioneer over his property. He is characterized further through this confrontation, as 

the auctioneer: 

 waved his hand at him and bent to the man standing in front of him. Small man, 

ill-shaven, now holding a rifle. What do you want, Lester? I done told ye. I want 
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you to get your goddamn ass off my property. And take these fools with ye. 

Watch your mouth, Lester. They’s ladies present. I don’t give a fuck who’s 

present. It ain’t your property. The hell it ain’t. You done been locked up once 

over this. I guess you want to go again. The high sheriff is standin right over 

yonder. I don’t give a good goddamn where the high sheriff is at. I want you sons 

of bitches off my goddamned property. You hear? (McCarthy 6-7).  

Ballard faces similar challenges as Appalachian women through his poverty, but he 

chooses to use violence as a way to gain power over others. His embarrassment before his 

peers is extended further, as the “man on the truck spat and squinted at him. What you 

aim to do, Lester, shoot me? I didn’t take your place off of ye. County done that. I was 

just hired as auctioneer” (McCarthy 7). His humiliation before his peers over the county 

taking his property only perpetuates his rage, as he demands that the auctioneer “get off 

the truck” (McCarthy 7). The narrator explains that part of Ballard’s violence against 

women results from his stemming anger from the incident, for: 

Lester Ballard never could hold his head right after that. It must of thowed his 

neck out someway or another. I didn’t see Buster hit him but I seen him layin on 

the ground. I was with the sheriff. He was layin flat on the ground lookin up at 

everbody with his eyes crossed and this awful pumpknot on his head. He just laid 

there and he was bleedin at the ears. Buster was still standin there holdin the axe. 

They took him on in the county car and C B went on with the auction like nothin 

never had happent but he did say that it caused some folks not to bid that 

otherwise would of, which may of been what Lester set out at, I don’t know 

(McCarthy 9).  
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Ballard’s characterization through his clash with the auctioneer shows the violence that 

her has experienced on his own, and the loss he feels over his property being taken away 

by the county. His failure to back down paves the way for him being hit with the axe, and 

it also shows that he does not take orders from anyone, including the sheriff. His 

disregard for rules and order demonstrates that he is not only at odds with the law, but 

any type of societal order or norms as well. Ballard’s violence toward women can then be 

seen as a reciprocation of this, for he is inflicting his need for power and control over the 

women he oppresses. He has a clear disregard for order and family life, and he refuses to 

quit cursing or to put the gun down in front of the women and children present at the 

auction. 

Ballard’s living arrangements also reflect his separation from society, as he lives 

alone and does not pay rent, once more on the fringe of society. Ballard faces similar 

challenges to Appalachian women such as a lack of education and poverty, but he 

chooses to move from place to place rather than seek full-time employment. On having 

his property seized and auctioned off, Ballard finds himself a new home. This house “had 

two rooms. Each room two windows. Looking out the back there was a solid wall of 

weeds high as the house eaves. In the front was a porch and more weeds. From the road a 

quarter mile off travelers could see the gray shake roof and the chimney, nothing more” 

(McCarthy 14). Ballard is willing to live in an abandoned house in which  he used a piece 

of cardboard to sweep “out the dried dung of foxes and possums” and “bits of 

brickcolored mud fallen from the board ceiling with their black husks of pupae” 

(McCarthy 14). Ballard carries few possessions with him, such as his cigarettes and his 
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knife, which shows that he that does not allow himself many possessions, which makes it 

easier for him to move as a nomad.  

Ballard’s own poverty and issues with society are presented in contrast to women, 

for even though he is impoverished and isolated from society, he still has the freedom to 

act as he chooses. Ballard’s entitlement over women is shown as he ventures down the 

road one day and discovers a couple making love in a car and mistakenly gets too close. 

As the car door opened, “Ballard, a misplaced and loveless simian shape scuttling across 

the turnaroud as he had come, over the clay and thin gravel and the flattened beercans 

and papers and rotting condoms,” and a voice cried out, “You better run, you son of a 

bitch” (McCarthy 20). Ballard’s fear in this scene reveals one of the weaker aspects of his 

character, which is that he is afraid of his male peers. He does not have the courage to 

confront the man in the car over what he has seen and chooses to run away from the 

conflict. Ballard’s fear of his fellow men can also be seen as a contributing factor to the 

suffering he inflicts on women, for he is asserting his power and masculinity over weaker 

victims who cannot overpower him. 

 I will continue my analysis on Appalachian women and family life by 

incorporating the book Uncertain Terms, specifically Chapter Three, “Backtalking the 

Wilderness,” by Kathleen Claire Stewart, to show the role that industry plays in the 

poverty and violence that Appalachian women have historically faced. Stewart points out 

that in Appalachia: 

 coalfields are an industrial wasteland: a place that has been brought, used up, and 

abandoned after a century of internal colonization that began with the 

deforestation of the hills and the loss of the old family farms It continued in the 
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company camps, the violent labor wars, the waves of unemployment that sent 

whole generations of unassimilated migrants back and forth between these here 

hills and the cities of Hell” (Stewart 44). 

 The shift in both the coalfields and agrarian economy played a role in the poverty and 

economic challenges that now characterize the Appalachian region. These economic 

challenges also impact family and domestic life through the financial burdens they place 

on families. With regard to marriage, in Appalachian culture “marriage is taken to be a 

potentially dangerous displacement; it takes two people out of their families and sets 

them adrift in a potentially crazy love that may turn violent” (Stewart 45). There are also 

gendered social places in Appalachian culture, as the “borders between male and female 

places are charged. The houses belong to the women and the men have their trucks, the 

mines, and the bars” (Stewart 46). Each gender is expected to stay in their designated 

space, which for Appalachian women creates isolation in the domestic space. Regarding 

male dominance, Stewart states that “wives say marriage makes women ‘spread and get 

fat’ and they launch radical diets, abandon them, and relaunch them in a battle with 

nature and with ‘jealous’ husbands who, they claim, would just as soon keep them fat so 

they can’t ‘do anything’ (with another man)” (49). The pressure placed on Appalachian 

women in marriage and the domestic sphere creates a submissive dynamic where women 

become victims of abuse and violence at the hands of their husbands.  

Violence against Appalachian women in society is shown through Ballard’s 

actions in Child of God, and his behavior shows that male dominance plays a role in 

female oppression. Appalachian women have historically been subjected to poverty and a 

limited education, which further perpetuates the cycle of male dominance and violence 
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they are subjected to. The oppression of women is shown extensively in Cormac 

McCarthy's writing, and he reveals the socioeconomic factors that play a role in keeping 

Appalachian women impoverished. Building on “McCarthy’s Enfant Terrible: Mimetic 

Desire and Sacred Violence in Child of God” by Gary M. Ciuba and “The Dispossessed 

White as Naked Ape and Stereotyped Hillbilly in the Southern Novels of Cormac 

McCarthy” by Duane Carr, I will continue to examine the portrayal of Appalachian 

women in Cormac McCarthy’s novel Child of God. His depiction of violence in Child of 

God reflects the historic violence inflicted on women in the Appalachian region through 

Ballard, who is characterized as “the child of an ancient tradition of sacred violence” 

(Ciuba 93). Ballard embodies the violent nature that men have toward women in 

Appalachian society. 

Ballard’s violence is tied to his ostracization from society, and Ciuba maintains 

that McCarthy’s “title character is divine in his violence, and McCarthy’s novel invites 

readers to recognize themselves in the monstrous double that will finally be expelled in a 

civilized version of surrogate victimage” (93). He signifies the darker side of human 

nature, for he demonstrates how easy it is for him to victimize and abuse women. 

Furthermore, as Ballard’s murders “make him lord of the living, his sexual violations 

make him master of the dead” (Ciuba 96).  Ciuba argues that the darkness of Ballard’s 

character “embodies the violence of the sacred so completely that he is hardly recognized 

as human” (97). Ballard’s violence against Appalachian women then emerges as a force 

beyond human evil. His development into an evil, larger- than- life figure is forged 

through his violent acts and disdain for Appalachian women. Steven Frye in 

Understanding Cormac McCarthy also maintains that through Ballard’s character, 
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“McCarthy invites an immediate albeit tentative identification with his character: a 

reduced, grotesque, and monstrous aberration of humanity, who in the course of the novel 

violates the most sacrosanct of moral boundaries, and who with a slow and inevitable 

movement will descend into a horrifying psychological oblivion” (40). It is Ballard’s 

inability to view a moral line that further perpetuates the violence he inflicts on 

Appalachian women.  

Ballard’s also embodies the stereotypical southern redneck male through his lack 

of respect for women, and his disregard for any type of moral code. Duane Carr offers the 

perspective that Cormac McCarthy has created a “tooth and claw” view of nature in his 

writing (10). He argues that McCarthy set out to illustrate the thesis devised by the 

ethnologist Konrad Lorenz and others “by creating characters like the mass-murderer 

Lester Ballard who represents not merely a dispossessed farmer, but a ‘child of God 

much like yourself’” (11). Ballard’s character is meant to embody aspects of the 

Appalachian male, which is shown through his masculinity and dominant nature over 

women. Ballard’s displacement hinders his ability to form meaningful relationships with 

his peers, and his isolation from society perpetuates his violent behavior. Through his 

writing, McCarthy also creates an “outsider in the necrophiliac mass-murderer Lester 

Ballard” (Carr 12). Through Ballard’s alienistic tendencies, McCarthy portrays him “as 

an archetypal scapegoat, a perverse Christ-figure” (Carr 13).  Carr argues that 

McCarthy’s “characterizations are neither sympathetic nor dispassionate, as has been 

claimed, but rather some of the most blatant stereotypes of Southern ‘rednecks’ in 

contemporary American fiction” (9). Ballard’s flaws and weaknesses are brought to light 

and mirror aspects of southern American life. Through his “southern redneck” characters 
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such as Ballard and the dumpkeeper, McCarthy is depicting the lack of education and 

culture embodied in his Appalachian characters. 

The dumpkeeper demonstrates the violence that Appalachian women faced in the 

domestic space, for he inflicts violence on his daughters as a way to control them. Family 

life has a large impact on the formation of Appalachian women’s character development, 

for as Carr states, there is a “good bit of stereotyping in Child of God, principally in the 

‘dumpkeeper’ and the nine daughters he has ‘spawned,’ who appear to have emerged 

from God’s Little Acre only to be tainted by further grotesqueness” (18).  While Child of 

God does reveal that McCarthy was using stereotypical southern characters in the 

dumpkeeper and his daughters, it is clear that the dumpkeeper’s aggression in the novel is 

used to expose the underlying violence against women that was afflicting southern 

society. McCarthy uses this character as a way to expose the male oppression of women 

in this Appalachian society. This is shown through the dumpkeeper’s treatment of his 

daughters, as his daughters “moved like cats and like cats in heat attracted surrounding 

swains to their midden until the old man used to go out at night and fire a shotgun at 

random just to clear the air” (McCarthy 26). The dumpkeeper’s use of a gun to control 

his daughters rather than a conversation demonstrates his preference for violence as a 

form of communication. The culmination of his violent behavior comes in his reaction to 

catching his daughter sprawled in the leaves with a boy, for as the narrator recalls, the 

“next thing he knew his overalls were about his knees and he was mounting her” 

(McCarthy 28). The dumpkeeper’s decision to rape his own daughter epitomizes him as a 

violent oppressor to his daughters, and McCarthy is also referencing the underlying 

violence that existed in that society towards women. 
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Abjection Theory 

Abjection plays a role in novel, as it uses violence as a means to degrade and 

weaken Appalachian women. Dino Felluga in “Modules on Kristeva: an abject” states 

that in Julia Kristeva’s “Powers of Horror,” the “abject refers to the human reaction 

(horror, vomit) to a threatened breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of the 

distinction between subject and object or between self and other (2).  For instance, the 

“primary example for what causes such a reaction is the corpse (which traumatically 

reminds us of our own materiality); however, other items can elicit the same reaction: the 

open wound, shit, sewage, even the skin that forms on the surface of warm milk” (Felluga 

2). In addition, Julia Kristeva in her book Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection 

describes abjection as “an immoral, sinister, scheming, and shady: a terror that 

dissembles, a hatred that smiles, a passion that uses the body for barter instead of 

inflaming it, a debtor who sells you up, a friend who stabs you. . .” (4). Abjection 

presents itself in the novel through the dumpkeeper’s daughters, as he had named his nine 

daughters “out of an old medical dictionary gleaned from the rubbish he picked . . . 

Urethra, Cerebella, Hernia Sue” (McCarthy 26). The dumpkeeper’s daughters’ names 

reflect the loss of distinction between father and daughter. Even as his daughters fall 

pregnant, he continues to beat them, and he still fails to maintain his control as a parent 

(McCarthy 27). The dissolution of the dumpkeeper’s relationship with his daughters 

further shows the abjection in the novel, as he fails to distinguish his role as a parent in 

relation to his daughters. The violence that the dumpkeeper inflicts on his daughters also 

shows the violence that Appalachian women were subjected to in the novel. 
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In addition to the dumpkeeper, Ballard also sexually abuses women in the novel. 

He embodies the essence of abjection. His motivation to sexually molest dead women is a 

reflection of his disconnect with society, as “Ballard’s intercourse only reinforces his 

discontinuity because it brings him into contact with nonbeing” (Ciuba 96). His action of 

killing the girl in the car and proceeding to rape her as a “crazed gymnast laboring over a 

cold corpse. He poured into that waxen ear everything he’d ever thought of saying to a 

woman” (McCarthy 88). Ballard’s connection to the corpse shows that he has no respect 

for human life, and that he is using the corpse as a final way to inflict violence on the 

young girl’s body. The significance of Ballard’s infatuation with the dead girl’s corpse in 

the novel reflects his desires, for as Ciuba states: 

Necrophilia eroticizes violence, for death is the ultimate assault to the flesh. It 

causes carefully delineated physiological structures to lose their systematic 

wholeness until they achieve the final distinction of dust. Child of God never 

overlooks the sheer onslaught made upon the body by death; rather, it strips the 

mortal beloved of the ravishing melancholy cherished by romanticism and records 

the corpse’s wooden rigor, downward drag, and final putrefaction (Ciuba 96). 

Ballard’s abjection is shown further through his decision to carry the dead girl over his 

shoulder back to his house where he then “took off all her clothes and looked at her, 

inspecting the body carefully, as if he would see how she were made,” before proceeding 

to rape her corpse again (McCarthy 92). He does not see a problem with his actions, for 

he does not feel remorse, and he continues to make the same mistake over and over again. 

With regard to Ballard’s morality, he has committed the same sins multiple times, and as 

a result: 
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Ballard flouts the system of the differences that culture constructs against divine 

rage by making mortality the very realm for carnality. His ghoulish intercourse 

with the dead is thus the conjunction of violence with violence. [ . . .] Ballard 

violates the body of the victim, which itself is undergoing the internalized 

violence of decay. Necrophilia is the only form of lovemaking left by sacred 

violence (Ciuba 97).   

Ballard exercises violence and necrophilia on multiple occasions, and each time he is 

objectifying and violating women in order to satisfy his sexual desires. Sacred violence 

for Ballard then is his sexual relationship with dead women, as he cannot form 

meaningful romantic relationships with living women. Ballard’s decision to hide the 

female corpse and violate her repeatedly further exemplifies his insatiable sexual desire 

and need for violence. 

 His sexual desires are also shown in his attraction to the much younger daughter 

of the dumpkeeper. She has a distorted view of men and relationships due to the violence 

and oppression she has faced at the hands of her father, and Ballard views this as an 

opportunity to exploit her weakness. His attraction to the dumpkeeper’s daughter is 

shown in the description that “[H]e had eyes for a long blonde flatshanked daughter that 

used to sit with her legs propped so that you could see her drawers. She laughed all the 

time. He’d never seen her in a pair of shoes but she had a different colored pair of 

drawers for every day of the week and black ones on Saturday” (McCarthy 28). Ballard’s 

infatuation with a younger girl is inappropriate, and it shows once more that he violates 

many moral codes through his actions. A closer analysis of Ballard’s encounter with the 

young girl reveals the oppression he has over her, for as the narrator describes: 
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The girl pursed her lips at him and winked and then threw back her head and 

laughed wildly. Ballard grinned, tapping the riflebarrel against the side of his leg. 

What say, jellybean, she said. What you laughin at? What you lookin at? Why, 

he’s lookin at them there nice titties for one thing, said that man on the drum. You 

want to see em. Sure, said Ballard. Gimmie a quarter. I ain’t got one. She laughed. 

He stood there grinning. How much you got? I got a dime. Well go borry two and 

a half cents and you can see one of em (McCarthy 29). 

The dumpkeeper’s daughter’s willingness to let Ballard objectify her for a price shows 

the emotional damage she has already experienced through men in her life. Her 

willingness to flirt with a much older man in order to keep his attention also shows that 

she is acting out due to her weak relationship with her own father. The culmination of the 

scene comes as she tells Ballard, “[Y]ou don’t need to see nothin, she said, being and 

picking up a wet piece of cloth from the dishpan and shaking it out, Ballard trying to see 

down the neck of her dress. She raised up. Just make your peter hard, she said, turning 

her back and laughing again that sudden half crazy laugh” (McCarthy 29). The 

dumpkeeper’s daughter’s overt sexual comments to Ballard illustrate how her childhood 

was oversexualized, and that she now has a distorted view of what is appropriate and 

what is not, for she finds it normal to joke about his penis with him casually. Her 

behavior illustrates that she came of age far too soon sexually, and that her 

hypersexualized youth has now led to her believing that flirting with a degenerate man 

like Ballard is the best way for her to build up her self-esteem. His actions in this scene 

also show that he gains self-confidence from messing with younger girls, and that he does 

not view his actions morally wrong. Ballard’s objectification of the dumpkeeper’s 
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daughter is just a further example of the oppression he exercises over women, and in this 

case through his inappropriate sexual desires. 

 Ballard’s acts of violence against women are brought to light in his fight at the 

county jail. He is brought down to the courthouse, where the following dialogue with 

Ballard, the deputy, and a woman takes place: 

 Did you want to make a charge against this man or not? 

 Hell yes I do. 

What did you want to charge him with? 

Rape, by god. 

Ballard laughed woodenly. 

Salt and battery too, you son of a bitch. 

She ain’t nothin but a goddamned old whore (McCarthy 52). 

Ballard’s mockery and laughter toward the woman shows that he views himself as being 

above her, and that he does not believe that he could actually be charged with rape. Her 

use of the phrase “salt and battery too” also serves as an example of her lack of 

education, for she is mispronouncing the word “assault” and does not notice the 

difference. The argument in the scene escalates to violence as: 

The old whore slapped Ballard’s mouth. Ballard came up from the swivelchair 

and began to choke her. She brought her knee up to his groin. They grappled. 

They fell backward upsetting a tin wastebasket. A halltree toppled with its load of 

coats. The sheriff’s deputy seized Ballard by the collar. Ballard wheeled. The 

woman was screaming. The three of them crashed to the floor. 

The deputy jerked Ballard’s arm up behind him. He was livid. 
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You goddamned bitch, Ballard said (McCarthy 52). 

This fight illustrates Ballard’s violent tendencies against women, and it also shows that 

he is willing to hit a woman in front of a law enforcement officer even as he is facing a 

possible rape charge. He has no regard for laws or common decency, as he is willing to 

put his hands on a woman and call her a “goddamned bitch” in front of the deputy. The 

fact that the deputy does not reprimand Ballard for calling her this also raises the question 

of whether the deputy views it as morally acceptable to speak to a woman in this manner. 

Even though the woman gets the last word in the argument, she is still presented as being 

oppressed at Ballard’s hands, for the deputy is the only one able to keep him away from 

her. Ballard spends “nine days and nights in the Sevier County jail,” which also shows 

that rape is not punished severely in that county or viewed as a serious crime by society. 

The oppression of women is shown further in the justice system through Ballard’s 

conversation with his cellmate “Nigger John” as: 

Ballard waited to be asked his own crime but he wasn’t asked. After a while he 

said: I was supposed to of raped this old girl. She wasn’t nothin but a whore to 

start with. 

White pussy is nothin but trouble. 

Ballard agreed that it was. He guessed he’d thought so but he’d never heard it put 

that way [ . . .] 

All the trouble I ever was in, said Ballard, was caused by whiskey or women or 

both. He’d often heard men say as much (McCarthy 53). 

Ballard’s comment that “he’d often heard men say as much” illustrates that it is not 

uncommon for Appalachian men to blame their problems on women. This passage shows 
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that women are treated as scapegoats for men’s anger and hardships, and as a result they 

are continuously regarded as inferior to men and looked down on. Ballard’s need to tell 

his cellmate about why he is in jail also shows his need for validation from his peers, for 

he wants to have a human connection even if it is only with his cellmate. He is desperate 

for approval from others, and this scene shows that he is willing to insult and degrade 

women as a means to get it. 

Ballard’s violence against women is shown further through him sexually 

objectifying a female corpse that he comes across. He comes across a dead couple inside 

a car, and the narrator describes that Ballard “could see one of the girl’s breasts. Her 

blouse was open and her brassiere was pushed up around her neck. Ballard stared for a 

long time. Finally, he reached across the dead man’s back and touched the breast. It was 

soft and cool. He stroked the full brown nipple with the ball of his thumb” (McCarthy 

87). His reaching out to touch the woman’s breast postmortem shows that he has no 

respect for the dead, and the continuous length of his violation further illustrates this, as 

Ballard “reached and stroked her other breast. He did this for a while and then he pushed 

her eyes shut with his thumb. She was young and very pretty” (McCarthy 88). The irony 

of this scene is that when Ballard turns the naked man over, he is disgusted to see the 

man’s erect penis, as the “dead man’s penis, sheathed in a wet yellow condom, was 

pointing at him rigidly” (McCarthy 88). He is disgusted at the man’s appearance, but he 

has no problem being attracted to the girl in the car who is also naked and exposed. 

Ballard’s disgust reflects his threatened masculinity, and his revulsion at thinking about 

the young girl having a sexual partner who is not him. His violation of women continues 

further in the scene, as:  
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Ballard kicked his feet out of the way and picked the girl’s panties up from the 

floor and sniffed at them and put them in his pocket. He looked out the rear 

window and he listened. Kneeling there between the girl’s legs he undid his 

buckle and lowered his trousers. A crazed gymnast laboring over a cold corpse. 

He poured into that waxen ear everything he’d ever thought of saying to a 

woman. Who could say she did not hear him? When he’d finished he raised up 

and looked out again. The windows were fogged. He took the hem of the girl’s 

skirt with which to wipe himself” (McCarthy 88-89). 

Ballard’s rape of the young girl’s corpse shows that he is willing to go any length to 

indulge his sexual desires, and that he still feels the need to oppress women even after 

they are dead. His actions as a “crazed gymnast” also show the rage and violence in his 

actions, for he carries out the rape with aggressive force and pleasure.  

 Location plays an important role in the portrayal of violence as Ballard brings the 

young girl’s corpse back to his house and continues to inflict violence on her within the 

domestic space. Ballard carries the girl’s corpse into his house, and then “he turned to the 

girl. He took off all her clothes and looked at her, inspecting her body carefully, as if he 

would see how she were made. He went outside and looked in through the window at her 

lying naked before the fire. When he came back in the unbuckled his trousers and stepped 

out of them and laid next to her. He pulled the blanket over them” (McCarthy 92). 

Ballard admiring the girl’s corpse through the window shows his infatuation with the 

dead, and that he views the corpse as a trophy for his crime. Ballard repeatedly raping the 

girl’s corpse also shows that he does not feel remorse for his actions, and that he gains 

pleasure from the violence he inflicts upon women. He has a victim that cannot fight 
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back, and he repeatedly uses rape as a means to assert his power. He even goes to great 

lengths to preserve the corpse, as the “dead girl lay in the other room away from the heat 

for keeping” (McCarthy 94). Ballard placing the corpse in another room shows he plans 

to keep having a relationship with the corpse, and that he is too infatuated to part with it. 

 Ballard’s need to control and violate Appalachian women is shown further as he 

proceeds to buy clothes for the young girl’s corpse in order to dress her up. His need to 

decorate the young girl’s corpse shows one more way that he feels the need to control 

women. Ballard begins to buy a dress for the corpse and moves to telling the store clerk 

that “[S]he needs some drawers, Ballard blurted out. The girl coughed into her fist and 

turned and went back up the aisle, Ballard behind, his face afire” (McCarthy 98). 

Ballard’s face becoming “afire” can be seen as a sign of his embarrassment over buying 

clothes for the girl’s corpse and as a possible acknowledgement for his guilt. He proceeds 

to buy a red dress, drawers, and a slip for the girl’s corpse. The lengths that Ballard is 

willing to go to dress up the corpse show that he is methodical in his abuse, for he dresses 

the corpse up to indulge his sexual fantasies. Even as Ballard has multiple moments 

where he is reminded of the error of his ways, he does not waver in his decision to keep 

the girl’s corpse and dress it up in clothes. Ballard indulges his fantasy as the narrator 

describes how: 

Ballard began to dress her in her new clothes. He sat and brushed her hair with the 

dimestore brush he’d bought. He undid the top of the lipstick and screwed it out 

and began to paint her lips. He would arrange her in different positions and go out 

and peer in the window at her. After a while he just sat holding her, his hands 

feeling her body under the new clothes. He undressed her very slowly, talking to 
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her. Then he pulled off his trousers and lay next to her. He spread her loose 

thighs. You been wantin it, he told her (McCarthy 103). 

Ballard’s statement that the corpse had “been wantin it” shows that he does not see an 

issue with his actions, and that he is blaming the corpse for his necrophilia. The scene 

becomes more grotesque as the decomposition of the corpse progresses. After violating 

the corpse, “he hauled her back to the other room. She was loose and not easy to handle. 

Her bones lay loosely in her flesh. He covered her with the rags and returned to the fire 

and built it high as it would go and lay in the bed watching it” (McCarthy 103). The fact 

that he is going to great lengths to try to preserve the corpse and keep it from 

decomposing further shows that he wants to continue to have relations with the corpse. 

Ballard’s infatuation with the girl’s corpse is a direct reflection of repeated violence 

towards women. 

Ballard’s isolation from society has the implication of creating a cycle of violence 

towards Appalachian women. His rejection from society fuels his anger, yet he primarily 

takes his anger out on innocent women. For like the “scapegoat, Ballard is expelled from 

the community, but the exile protects him as much as it saves the townspeople from his 

reign of violence” (Ciuba 101). Furthermore, violence is “not ultimate but is changed and 

constrained by culture” (Ciuba 101). In application to Ballard, his lifelong pursuit of 

violence against Appalachian women reflects Appalachian cultural values where women 

were viewed as less than or “other.” Ballard’s treatment by the legal system in the novel 

also reflects numerous Appalachian values, for his “expulsion to a cell in a hospital 

crudely seeks to promote such communal well-being through therapeutic violence” 

(Ciuba 101). Although Ballard had raped and murdered numerous Appalachian women, 
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“he was never indicted for any crime. He was sent to the state hospital at Knoxville and 

there placed in a cage next door but one to a demented gentleman who used to open 

folks’ skulls and eat the brains inside with a spoon” (McCarthy 193). Ballard being 

locked in a cage like an animal reflects the deterioration of his mental and physical 

health. Ballard’s time in the cage emerges as his most powerless moment and reflects the 

justice he may face for his violence against women. 

Ballard’s portrayal in the text is positioned in contrast to the oppressed women in 

the American southeast, for he emerges as a powerful figure that dominates those around 

him through violence and intimidation. Ballard’s action of murdering Ralph’s daughter 

shows that he is willing to take a human life in order to feed his own desires. This is 

shown as he first objectifies Ralph’s daughter, asking her: 

How come you wear them britches? 

What’s it to you? 

Ballard’s mouth was dry. You cain’t see nothin, he said.  

She looked at him blankly, then she reddened. I ain’t got nothin for you to see, 

she said. 

Ballard took a few wooden steps toward the sofa and then stopped in the middle 

of the floor. Why don’t you show me them nice titties, he said hoarsely. 

She stood up and pointed at the door. You get out of here, she said. Right now 

(McCarthy 116). 

Ballard has the audacity to speak to the young girl in a lewd way, and as she rejects his 

advances he becomes enraged. Ballard cannot handle his sexual advances being rejected, 

and as a result he chooses to communicate through violence instead by going to get his 
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rifle. Upon going outside, Ballard “watched her for a while and then he raised the rifle 

and cocked it and laid the sights on her head. He had just done this when suddenly she 

rose from the sofa and turned facing the window. Ballard fired. The crack of the rifle was 

outrageously loud in the cold silence” (McCarthy 118-119). He does not just stop at one 

shot, for: 

through the spidered glass he saw her slouch and stand again. He levered another 

shell into the chamber and raised the rifle and then she fell. . . . She was lying in 

the floor but she was not dead. She was moving. She seemed to be trying to get 

up. A thin stream of blood ran across the yellow linoleum rug and seeped away 

darkly in the wood of the floor. Ballard gripped the rifle and watched her. Die, 

goddamn you, he said. She did” (McCarthy 119).  

Ballard’s need to repeatedly shoot Ralph’s daughter shows his palpable rage, for he 

refuses to leave until he knows that she is dead, and then proceeds to take her body with 

him. This scene illustrates Ballard’s motivation for violence as he uses the power of the 

gun to get payback against the girl for rejecting his advances. 

 Ballard shows his need for violence and control further as he comes across a 

young couple in a truck. Ballard first shoots the boy, and then proceeds to turn the girl by 

the shoulder, and “laid the muzzle of the rifle at the base of her skull and fired” 

(McCarthy 151). Upon killing the girl, Ballard “dragged her through the weeds, walking 

backwards, watching over his shoulder. Her head was lolling and blood ran down her 

neck and Ballard had dragged her out of her shoes. He was breathing harshly and his 

eyeballs were wild and white” (McCarthy 151). Ballard has taken the girl’s corpse as a 

trophy, and his “wild and white” eyeballs reflect the manic behavior Ballard has 
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exhibited, as he has become excited over his kill. His violence does not end there, for he 

proceeds to throw himself on her, “kissing her still warm mouth and feeling under her 

clothes. Suddenly he stopped and raised up. He lifted her skirt and looked down at her. 

She had wet herself. He cursed and pulled down the panties and dabbed at the pale thighs 

with the hem of the girl’s skirt. He had his trousers about his knees when he heard the 

truck start” (McCarthy 151). Ballard was disgusted that the girl had wet herself, but he 

still proceeded to rape her corpse. The only reason he stopped was because he heard the 

truck’s engine and was afraid of getting caught. Ballard is described as a “crazed 

mountain troll clutching up a pair of bloodstained breeches by one hand and calling out in 

a high mad gibbering, bursting from the woods and hurtling down the gravel road behind 

a lightless truck receding half obscured in rising dust” (McCarthy 152). Even as he runs 

down the mountain, he makes it a point to go back for his rifle and the girl’s corpse, 

which “was lying as he had left her and she was cold and wooden with death” (McCarthy 

152). Ballard’s insistence on killing the young girl, raping her, and going back to get her 

corpse shows his lack of remorse, and his obsession with inflicting violence upon 

women. 

Over the course of time, Appalachian women have a deep history of being 

marginalized and impoverished by society. As a result of this cycle, Appalachian women 

have become targets for violence and oppression over the course of time. Lester Ballard 

and the dumpkeeper in Child of God reflect the hatred and violence that men inflicted 

against women in the Appalachian region through their actions. The dumpkeeper’s 

violent and incestuous actions towards his daughters reflect his hatred toward women. In 

addition, Ballard’s use of rape and necrophilia as a means to convey power over women 
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illustrates his immorality and inability to control his sexual desires. The landscape of 

Appalachia makes it difficult for women to further their education and become 

financially independent, which often leaves them dependent on men. The domestic space 

becomes a central part of the Appalachian woman’s life, and it also becomes a backdrop 

for the violence that characterizes this region. Women play an integral role in the 

domestic and family life, yet they remain powerless to their male counterparts. This novel 

exposes the ways that women are placed in powerless situations, and that it can be 

difficult for them to overcome generational poverty. The dumpkeeper’s violence towards 

his own daughters is an example of the multigenerational violence that is present in this 

region, and the ways that women are subjected to violence at an early age in their 

families. Through Cormac McCarthy’s writing, it is evident that Appalachian women are 

oppressed socioeconomically, and that violence is used as a way to keep them submissive 

and powerless. 
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Chapter Three: The Impact of Spatial Conflict on Education and Socioeconomics in My 

Antonia by Willa Cather 

 The novel My Antonia by Willa Cather explores the role that the midwestern 

region plays through its impact on Antonia Shimerda’s socioeconomics, education, and 

domestic roles. Applying Edward W. Soja’s spatial justice theory from his book Seeking 

Spatial Justice, I argue that the novel reveals the implications that the landscape and 

region have on Antonia through the oppression it brings to her and her family. Second, I 

will use Julia’s Kristeva’s abjection theory from her book Powers of Horror: An Essay on 

Abjection to show the impact that Mr. Shimerda’s abjection has on his family’s education 

and socioeconomic status in the novel. I will also incorporate Topophrenia: Place, 

Narrative, and the Spatial Imagination by Robert T. Tally Jr. in my analysis of 

topophrenia in the novel, and the impact that the Shimerda’s relationship with space plays 

in their socioeconomic status and education. I argue that an analysis of the spatial justice 

in the novel reveals the ways that social and economic factors during this time period 

oppressed Bohemian immigrants like the Shimerda’s through the rural landscape, 

education, and society. 

 The novel is centered around the Shimerda family moving into rural Nebraska 

from Czechoslovakia and buying farmland next to the Burden family. The Burden family 

consists of the narrator Jim and his grandparents, and Jim has recently came to live with 

his grandparents after losing his parents. The novel is told through Jim’s perspective as 

he forges a friendship with Antonia as he is coming of age. The novel also takes place in 

a landscape that forges relationships and social dynamics through its spaces. This first 
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begins with the spatial injustice that impacts the Shimerda family’s socioeconomics and 

more specifically Antonia’s socioeconomic mobility.  

Spatial Justice Theory 

Soja defines the socio-spatial dialectic as “whatever subject you are looking at is 

viewed as shaping social relations and societal development just as much as social 

processes configure and give meaning to the human geographies or spatialities in which 

we live” (4).  Applying this concept to My Antonia, the socio-spatial dialectic is centered 

on the Shimerda’s impact on the farming community they live in, primarily on the 

Burden family, and the way their relationship with the farmland creates its own meaning. 

The tilling, plowing, and laboring the Shimerda’s did on their land created a dependent 

relationship on the land as it became the center of their daily life and economic status. 

Mr. Shimerda is characterized as a man that was “old and frail and knew nothing about 

farming. He was a weaver by trade; had been a skilled workman on tapestries and 

upholstery materials. He had brought his fiddle with him, which wouldn’t be of much use 

here, though he used to pick up money by it at home” (Cather 19). The Shimerda’s have 

purchased a homestead for more than it was worth from Peter Krajiek, for the Shimerda’s 

were the “first Bohemian family to come to this part of the county. Krajiek was their only 

interpreter and could tell them anything they chose. They could not speak enough English 

to ask for advice, or even make their most pressing wants known . . . the father was old 

and frail and knew nothing about farming” (Cather 18-19). The Shimerda’s first 

encounter with the landscape is one of struggle, for they are living in a house that is 

barely tenable, and they are ill equipped for the challenge of farming the Nebraska 

prairie.  
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As outsiders coming into a foreign land, the Shimerda family lacked the 

knowledge and resources that local citizens in their community had already acquired. 

This creates challenges for their economic growth as the Shimerda’s turn to farming to 

earn their income. The labor and agricultural knowledge needed to run a successful 

farming operation poses a problem for the Shimerda’s as they are forced to learn 

everything on the fly and are not building on prior knowledge. Antonia is the central glue 

in her family because she can speak English and translate for her family. Antonia’s first 

characterization in the novel is bonded with the landscape as she is characterized as 

“more than any other person we remembered, this girl seemed to mean to use the country, 

the conditions, the whole adventure of our childhood. To speak her name was to call up 

pictures of people and places, to set a quiet drama going in one’s brain” (Cather 5). 

Antonia’s character is immediately bonded with the landscape in the novel, and her 

formative years are influenced by the experiences she has with the landscape. 

 The conflict between the rural landscape and the Shimerda’s is shown further as 

Jim Burden points out the stark contrast between Mr. Shimerda and the traditional 

Midwest farmer. Jim recalls that Mr. Shimerda: 

 wore no hat, and his thick, iron-grey hair was brushed straight back from his 

forehead...He was tall and slender, and his thin shoulders stooped. . . I noticed 

how white and well-shaped his own hands were. They looked calm, somehow, 

and skilled. His eyes were melancholy, and were set back deep under his brow. 

His face was ruggedly formed, but it looked like ashes--like something from 

which all the warmth and light had died out. Everything about the old man was in 

keeping with his dignified manner. He was neatly dressed. Under his coat he wore 
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a knitted grey vest, and, instead of a collar, a silk scarf of a dark bronze-green, 

carefully crossed and held together by a red coral pin (Cather 21).  

Mr. Shimerda’s appearance is out of place for his occupation, as his smooth white hands 

show that he is not accustomed to labor or spending grueling hours in the sun. His slight 

build also implies that the strenuous labor of working a plow would be difficult for him. 

His melancholic temperament also reveals his conflict with the landscape, for he is 

struggling to cope with the difficulties that come from trying to derive a living off the 

land. His knitted vest and silk scarf are also out of place on the prairie, for these are not 

practical clothes to be wearing while farming. Mr. Shimerda’s inability to adapt to the 

prairie reveals the spatial struggle he finds himself in as he is unable to cope with his 

changing circumstances. Mr. Shimerda is continuing to hold on to his past, which is 

leaving his family destitute, and is also creating a bigger gap between his family, the 

landscape, and his peers. The language barrier for the Shimerda’s also isolates them from 

society, and they are dependent on Krajiek for translating, which is problematic given 

that Krajiek has previously exploited their ignorance for his advantage. The Shimerda’s 

being shut out by society because they are the only Bohemians in this region is an 

example of the socio-spatial dialectic, for the other farmers in the community are not 

willing to educate the Shimerda’s about farming or help them survive life on the prairie, 

with the exception of the Burden family.  

 The only member of the Shimerda family that is able to adapt to their new life in 

Nebraska is Antonia, for Jim recalls that Antonia learned how to translate, and the 

“woman had a quick ear, and caught up phrases whenever she heard English spoken” 

(Cather 50). This is a remarkable feat considering that Antonia did not attend school or 
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have a formal education, and that she had learned English merely through her interactions 

with the Burden’s. Jim can attend school at the local country school with other children 

while Antonia works in the fields all day. Antonia is bound to her landscape socially, 

educationally, and economically because her livelihood depends on her family making 

money from their crops. She is isolated from peers her own age, and she is forced to 

remain in the lower working class due to her lack of education and money. Her Bohemian 

heritage also leaves her as an outsider in the greater community, for the Burden’s are the 

only family willing to help her family in any way.  

 The social interactions and relationships the Shimerda’s form in the Nebraska 

prairie also relate to Soja’s spatial justice theory. Soja adopts the view “that the spatiality 

of (in)justice (combining justice and injustice in one word) affects society and social life 

just as much as social processes shape the spatiality or specific geography of (in)justice 

(5). Soja’s objective is to “stimulate new ways of thinking about and acting to change the 

unjust geographies in which we live” (5). Applying this notion to My Antonia, the 

Nebraska geography the Shimerda’s inhabit creates a spatiality of injustice for the 

Shimerda’s through the social and economic challenges it poses. The challenges of trying 

to raise a family on a Nebraska farm are extremely difficult for Mr. Shimerda, for his 

higher level of education and work experience as a basket weaver did not train him for 

the manual labor and planning needed for farming. The spatiality of injustice in the novel 

is also shown through the injustice the Shimerda’s face as Bohemians in a new country. 

This is shown through the Shimerda’s home life, as Mrs. Burden explains that, “[I]f 

they’re nice people, I hate to think of them spending the winter in the cave of Krajiek’s, . 

. . It’s no better than a badger hole; no proper dugout at all. And I hear he’s made them 
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pay twenty dollars for his old cookstove that ain’t worth ten” (Cather 19). The spatial 

injustice the Shimerda’s experience is shown further as Otto explains that Krajiek had 

“sold ‘em his oxen and his two bony old horses for the price of good workteams. I’d have 

interfered about the horses-the old man can understand some German—if I’d ‘a’ thought 

it would do any good. But Bohemians has a natural distrust of Austrians” (Cather 19). 

The Shimerda’s cultural heritage as Bohemians and the community’s attitude towards 

this perpetuates their low socioeconomic status as they are taken advantage of by Krajiek 

and are unaware of how they are losing money.  

Spatial embodiment emerges through Antonia’s relationship with the landscape, 

and the way her life develops through the landscape’s impact. From an early age, 

Antonia’s priority is to help on the farm, which is why she does not go to school. This 

relates to spatial justice theory further, for as Soja states, “as with the relations between 

space and time, the social and the spatial are dialectically intertwined, mutually (and 

often problematically) formative and consequential” (18). Antonia’s formative years are 

spent on the prairie, and as a result he social experiences become intertwined with the 

landscape. The primary example of this is her friendship with Jim, for she meets him on 

the landscape and spends time with him on the prairie learning English words like “blue 

sky” (Cather 22). Soja describes the relationship between space and time further, stating 

that this “perspective and the new spatial consciousness that is arising from it strive to 

rebalance the spatial, the social, and the historical dimensions of reality, making the three 

dynamically interactive and equivalent in inherent explanatory power” (18). Applying 

this theory to Antonia, the rural landscape plays a critical role in her education and 

socioeconomic status as a child and adult.  
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The landscape also plays a key role in Antonia’s life as she comes to Nebraska as 

a young girl and lives on the prairie into adulthood. Her emotional maturity is greatly 

impacted by the experiences she has on the landscape, which are both positive and 

negative. This ties into Soja’s idea that “[A]ctivating this strategically foregrounded 

spatial perspective and extending its reach from theory into practice is the even bolder 

recognition that the geographies in which we live can have both positive and negative 

effects on our lives (19). For Antonia, her geography has both a positive and negative 

impact, as she is able to form a meaningful friendship with Jim, but she also finds herself 

suffering under the manual labor she must do to help her family’s farm survive. 

Furthermore, in terms of their impact, Soja argues that “[T]hey are not just dead 

background or a neutral physical stage for the human drama but are filled with material 

and imagined forces that affect events and experiences, forces that can hurt us or help in 

nearly everything we do, individually and collectively (19). Antonia is impacted by the 

spatiality of injustice that plagues her family, and as a result she finds herself having to 

labor more on the form and forego school in order to help their crop production. 

The individual and collective experiences in the landscape are a critical part in the 

novel, for Antonia can still maintain a positive outlook even in the face of so much 

adversity, whereas her father crumbles under the challenges of farm life. This ties into 

Soja’s idea that the forces that impact individual and collective experiences are “a vitally 

important part of the new spatial consciousness, making us aware that the geographies in 

which we live can intensify and sustain our exploitation as workers, support oppressive 

forms of cultural and political domination based on race, gender, and nationality, and 

aggravate all forms of discrimination and justice” (Soja 19). The impact of geography on 
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socioeconomics and education for individuals is important, for “[W]ithout this 

recognition, space is little more than a background complication (Soja 19). The Nebraska 

landscape for the Shimerda family and Antonia in particular is an example of cultural 

domination, for the Shimerda’s are ostracized by society and left oppressed on their farm. 

Except for help from the Burden family, the Shimerda’s are forced to solely rely on 

themselves.  

 The Nebraska prairie plays a key role for Antonia throughout her life, as she 

forges her identity in it. Building on Soja’s argument, that “[S]ince we construct our 

multiscalar geographies, or they are constructed for us by more powerful others, it 

follows that we can act to change or reconfigure them to increase the positive or decrease 

the negative effects . . . They are the source of conflicting purposes, competing forces, 

and contentious political actions for and against the status quo” (19). Furthermore, 

“justice and injustice are infused into the multiscalar geographies in which we live, from 

the intimacies of the household to the uneven development of the global economy” (Soja 

20). This aspect of Soja’s spatial theory applies to Antonia in that as an immigrant, her 

family unknowingly moved into an unjust geography that created oppression for her 

family both on their farmland and in their domestic space. The family tries their hand at 

farming and live in a dugout house similar to cave, and experiences the harsh challenges 

of Nebraska weather (Cather 19). Taking Soja’s theory further, the “socialized 

geographies of (in)justice significantly affect our lives, creating lasting structures of 

unevenly distributed advantage and disadvantage” (Soja 20). The economic farm 

structure on the Nebraska prairie for the Shimerda’s was one that required horses, plows, 

cattle, and tools in order to operate. Obtaining these goods would not have been easy for 
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new Bohemian immigrants like the Shimerda’s, and it created a financial setback by 

spending the limited money the Shimerda’s had saved.  

Abjection Theory 

 The guilt Mr. Shimerda feels for his family’s poverty eats away at him, and at 

times leads to him losing patience. Abjection is present in Mr. Shimerda’s position in the 

novel. Julia Kristeva in Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection describes abjection as 

“an immoral, sinister, scheming, and shady: a terror that dissembles, a hatred that smiles, 

a passion that uses the body for barter instead of inflaming it, a debtor who sells you up, a 

friend who stabs you. . .” (Kristeva 4). She goes on further to explain that the “abjection 

of self would be the culminating form of that experience of the subject to which it is 

revealed that all its objects are based merely on the inaugural loss that laid the 

foundations of its own being” (Kristeva 5). The culmination of his abjection is shown as 

Jim Burden learns that Mr. Shimerda has committed suicide. Jim learns about the suicide 

from the farm hand Otto, who explains that “[H]is coat was hung on a peg, and his boots 

was under the bed. He’d took off that silk neckcloth he always wore, and folded it smooth 

and stuck his pin through it. He turned back his shirt at the neck and rolled up his 

sleeves” (Cather 61). This description is important because it validates that Mr. Shimerda 

methodically made the choice to plan out his suicide. If things had been left in a state of 

disarray, then it would have left the possibility that it was a murder. However, Otto 

explains further that “it was simple enough; he pulled the trigger with his big toe. He 

layed over on his side and put the end of the barrel in his mouth, then he drew up one foot 

and felt for the trigger. He found it all right!” (Cather 62). The grotesque nature of the 

suicide is also recounted by Otto as he states that “I seen bunches of hair and stuff 
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sticking to the poles and straw along the roof. They was blown up there by gunshot, no 

question” (Cather 62). This passage is significant because it shows the violence that the 

Shimerda’s are forced to cope with, and that with so many young children it would have 

been difficult to overcome this trauma.  

Mr. Shimerda’s decision to leave his family and commit suicide contradicts the 

Shimerda’s Christian values and violates Christian law. The fact that Mr. Shimerda chose 

to commit suicide so close to his family shows his deep-rooted pain, for he was willing to 

risk having his family potentially witness his suicide. Mr. Shimerda’s suicide creates a 

perpetual cycle of poverty for the Shimerda’s, for it leaves them ostracized by society, 

and they are viewed as “sinners” in their conservative rural community. The far reaching 

effects of Mr. Shimerda’s suicide are even more grim since it is the middle of a blizzard, 

for as Jim’s Grandfather Mr. Burden points out, “[T]he body can’t be touched until we 

get the coroner here from Black Hawk, and that will be a matter of several days, this 

weather” (Cather 62). Jim’s grandmother Mrs. Burden is the only individual trying to 

approach the family, and she states that “I can take them some victuals, anyway, and say 

a word of comfort to them poor girls. The oldest one was his darling, and was like a right 

hand to him. He might have thought of her. He’s left her alone in a hard world” (Cather 

62). This quote is significant because it shows that the Shimerda’s are already being 

ostracized by society, and that even the Burden’s realize that the Shimerda family is 

being left behind in a hard world. A hard world that will be difficult for them to survive 

due to their loss and isolation. This also creates a perpetual cycle of poverty for the 

Shimerda’s, for they are shut out by society as foreigners, and lack the agricultural 

knowledge needed to survive as farmers. 
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 There are numerous instances of abjection present in the novel, and each of the 

Shimerda’s experiences abjection due to their position in society. Julia Kristeva explains 

abjection through her point that “[I]f it be true that the abject simultaneously beseeches 

and pulverizes the subject, one can understand that it is experienced at the peak of its 

strength when that subject, weary of fruitless attempts to identify with something on the 

outside, finds the impossible within; when it finds that the impossible constitutes its very 

being, that is none other than abject” (Kristeva 5). This definition of abjection sheds light 

on the way that an abject individual can exude force on the subject in order to experience 

its peak strength. Applying this notion to the novel, Mr. Shimerda only feels true strength 

when he can leave his own body. Committing suicide was the only point in his life that he 

escaped poverty and suffering in America. Mr. Shimerda’s physical body in this case was 

the subject, and Mr. Shimerda’s action was the abject as he “put the end of the barrel in 

his mouth” (Cather 62). Mr. Shimerda’s hatred toward his life in America led to him 

taking the only action he felt he had left, which was to commit suicide. In this act, Mr. 

Shimerda was able to exert strength over this body with his mind, and in the end he was 

able to get the escape he desired. This begs the question of if Mr. Shimerda did not feel a 

physical embodiment with his body, but rather a spiritual one as he exerted his mind over 

his physical body. The tragedy of this action was that he left behind his family that 

desperately needed him. Mr. Shimerda’s inability to adapt to his new life in rural 

Nebraska was encapsulated by his lack of education, and the fact that due to his low 

socioeconomic status, it was very difficult for him to overcome these challenges.  

 Taking this theory a step further, Kristeva explains that “abjection can constitute 

for someone who, in what is termed knowledge of castration, turning away from perverse 
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dodges, presents himself with his own body and ego as the most precious non-objects; 

they are no longer seen in their own right but forfeited, abject” (Kristeva 5). In terms of 

behavioral norms, Kristeva states that abjection is “[E]ssentially different from 

‘uncanniness,’ more violent too, abjection is elaborated through a failure to recognize its 

kin; nothing is familiar, not even the shadow of a memory” (Kristeva 5). Abjection then 

is “a kind of narcissistic crisis:  it is witness to the ephemeral aspect of the state called 

‘narcissism’ with reproachful jealousy, heaven knows why; what is more, abjection gives 

narcissism (the thing and concept) its classification as ‘seeming’” (Kristeva 14). 

Applying abjection to the novel, the primary example of abjection lies with Mr. 

Shimerda. My Shimerda’s act of suicide undermines all that the Shimerda’s value as 

Christians, and he leaves his family in debilitating poverty. Mr. Shimerda’s narcissistic 

behavior is shown the torment he brings to his son Ambrosch, who “was chiefly 

concerned about getting a priest, and about his father’s soul, which he believed was in a 

place of torment and wound remain there until his family and the priest had prayed a 

great deal for him . . . ‘it will be a matter of years to pray his soul out of Purgatory, and 

right now he’s in torment’” (Cather 65). As the leader of this family, Mr. Shimerda was 

also acting narcissistically by putting his need to escape his current situation above his 

wife and children. He was aware of the long-term poverty his family would face without 

him, and yet he still chose to put his own need to leave the earth first.  

 His suicide coincides with Kristeva’s abjection theory in that “[T]he abject is 

perverse because it neither gives up nor assumes a prohibition, a rule, or a law; but turns 

them aside, misleads, corrupts; uses them, takes advantage of them, the better to deny 

them” (Kristeva 15). Mr. Shimerda undermines Christian law by taking away his own life 
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and bringing shame to his family through the stigma that suicide created during this time 

period. One way that this is illustrated is through the fact that Mr. Shimerda’s burial rites 

were in question. Jim recalls that the “nearest Catholic cemetery was at Black Hawk, and 

it might be weeks before a wagon could get so far. Besides, Mr. Bushy and grandmother 

were sure that a man who had killed himself could not be buried in a Catholic graveyard. 

There was a burying-ground over by the Norwegian church, west of Squaw creek; 

perhaps the Norwegians could take Mr. Shimerda in” (Cather 69). Even after his life has 

ended, Mr. Shimerda still remains an outsider in his own community, which is a further 

spatial injustice. 

Upon being denied burial at the Catholic cemetery due to his death being a 

suicide, the Shimerda family is also informed that the Norwegian church officers “had 

held a meeting and decided that the Norwegian graveyard could not extend its hospitality 

to Mr. Shimerda” (Cather 70). Even after his death, Mr. Shimerda is shut out from 

society one last time. Due to his status as an immigrant, his peers have made it a point to 

exclude him one last time even in the cemetery. Mr. Shimerda’s burial is also a prime 

example of how powerless the Shimerda’s were within society, as they were not able to 

fight back against these groups, and as a result they were forced to bury Mr. Shimerda on 

their own property. The persecution the Shimerda’s experience from their peers is a 

prime example of the conflict they feel with place and space, for their lack of education 

makes it difficult for them to be financially stable, and their status as outside immigrants 

in this rural farming community further perpetuates their low socioeconomic status. Mr. 

Shimerda becomes embodied with the landscape, as Jim recalls that “[Y]ears afterward, 

when the open-grazing days were over, and the red grass had been ploughed under and 
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under until it had almost disappeared from the prairie; when all the fields were under 

fence, and the roads no longer ran about like wild things, but followed the surveyed 

section-lines, Mr. Shimerda’s grave was still there, with a sagging wire fence around it, 

and an unpainted wooden cross”(Cather 74). Jim speaking about Mr. Shimerda’s grave 

years after his death illustrates the impact that Mr. Shimerda’s death had on him, and the 

way that Mr. Shimerda seems to finally be at peace with the landscape even if it is after 

his death. The image of the red grass and fields in contrast to Mr. Shimerda’s grave also 

shows that even in the darkness surrounding Mr. Shimerda’s death, he is embodied with 

the beauty surrounding him on the landscape in Jim’s memory.  

Topophrenia Theory 

In Robert T. Tally Jr.’s book Topophrenia: Space, Narrative, and Spatial 

Imagination, Tally explores the impact that topophrenia has on space and place. Tally 

defines topophrenia as “a provisional label for that condition of narrative, one that is 

necessary for any reading or writing of a text, in which persistence of place and of the 

subject’s relation to it must be constantly taken into account” (Tally 22-23). Topophrenia 

is present in the novel through numerous characters, but primarily through Mr. Shimerda, 

Antonia, and Jim Burden. Each individual’s relationship with the landscape and rural 

community impacts their daily lives, and their opportunities for the future. Topophrenia is 

present in the novel through the Shimerda’s struggle with geography and fear of the outer 

landscape. The first way that this comes across for the Shimerda’s is through their 

decision to leave Czechoslovakia and immigrate to the United States in hopes of a better 

life. The Shimerda’s are bound to their place in rural Nebraska for a variety of reasons, 

but primarily because they are afraid to go anywhere else. Their position as outsiders in 
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this rural community fosters this fear, as the Shimerda’s are unable to rely on their peers 

for assistance outside of the Burden family. This also ties back to Soja’s spatial justice 

theory, for the Shimerda’s poverty is impacted by the social dynamics in their community 

just as much as the geography. A deep routed example of topophrenia relates to Mr. 

Shimerda’s suicide, for as Jim recalls, “I knew it was homesickness that killed Mr. 

Shimerda, and I wondered whether his released spirit would not eventually find its way 

back to his own country. I thought of how far it was to Chicago, then to Virginia, to 

Baltimore- and then the great wintry ocean” (Cather 64). Mr. Shimerda’s conflict with 

space is shown even after his death, for even Jim believes that Mr. Shimerda’s soul was 

in conflict with the landscape on a spiritual level, and that he would not fully be at peace 

until he reached his native homeland in Czechoslovakia. Mr. Shimerda’s inability to cope 

with his new landscape and home further perpetuated his topophrenia, and as a result he 

used suicide to escape this deep-rooted conflict. 

 Topophrenia plays a key role in the novel through its impact on socioeconomics 

and education for the Shimerda’s. Topophrenia is defined by Tally as being that “which 

literally indicates a certain “placemindedness” while also by implication suggesting a 

condition of disorder or “dis-ease” (9). Topophrenia then entails one being mindfully in 

one place while also feeling disordered with their surroundings. The chaos surrounding 

the Shimerda’s farming operation is a prime example of the disorder the Shimerda’s 

experience in the Nebraska landscape. Tally characterizes topophrenia by explaining that  

“[T]opophrenia characterizes nearly all human activity, as a sense of place—not to 

mention matters of displacement and replacement, of movement between places and over 

spaces, and of the multifarious relations among place, space, individuals, collectivities, 
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events, and so on—is an essential element of thought, experience, and being” (1). The 

Shimerda’s experience in traveling to the Nebraska prairie is an example of their 

topophrenia, as Antonia explains to Jim that Mr. Shimerda wants them to be aware that 

they “were not beggars in the old country; he made good wages, and his family were 

respected there. He left Bohemia with more than a thousand dollars in savings, after their 

passage money was paid. He had in some way lost exchange in New York, and the 

railway fare to Nebraska was more than they expected” (Cather 50). When the 

Shimerda’s arrived in Nebraska, they faced another financial setback as by “the time they 

paid Krajiek for the land and bought his horses and oxen and some old farm machinery, 

they had very little money left” (Cather 50). The Shimerda’s lack of knowledge about the 

American economy is shown through Mr. Shimerda losing money on the exchange in 

New York, and his inability to plan ahead for a farming operation that would last through 

winter. 

The Shimerda’s are also naïve about their life on the prairie as Antonia explains 

that “[I]f they could get through until spring came, then they would buy a cow and 

chickens and plant a garden, and would then do very well. Ambrosch and Antonia were 

both old enough to work in the fields, and they were willing to work. But the snow and 

bitter weather had disheartened them all” (Cather 50). The Shimerda’s income is not only 

impacted by the landscape but also their domestic space. The Shimerda’s live in a dugout 

house that does not provide adequate heat for the harsh Nebraska winter, and Antonia 

explains that “her father meant to build a new house for them in the spring; he and 

Ambrosch had already split the logs for it, but the logs were all buried in snow, along the 

creek where they had been felled” (Cather 50). The Shimerda’s position in the landscape 
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is one that perpetuates their poverty as they are unable to rely on natural resources for 

their survival, and they do not have adequate food or shelter. The debilitating poverty that 

characterizes the Shimerda’s daily life reveals the conflict they are in with their 

environment, and that due to their lack of education they are unable to know how to cope 

with life on the prairie. Jim also recalls earlier in the novel that Antonia was “wanted to 

give me a little chased silver ring she wore on her middle finger . . . I didn’t want her 

ring, and I felt there was something reckless and extravagant about her wishing to give it 

away to a boy she had never seen before. No wonder Krajiek got the better of these 

people, if this was how they behaved” (Cather 22). Antonia’s action of giving away her 

only prized possession shows her naivete about money, and that she did not realize how 

much she was giving away. Jim’s quick observation that the Shimerda’s were clueless 

about money reveals that members of community were quick to take advantage of the 

ignorance of immigrants. This is not to say that the Shimerda’s did not make any effort in 

education, for Mr. Shimerda had been educated in Bohemia, but his education did not 

help him in the United States.  

In terms of educational pursuits, Mr. Shimerda does try in the beginning to help 

Antonia’s education even if it is only in a small way. This is shown as Jim recalls how 

Mr. Shimerda “took a book out of his pocket, opened it, and showed me a page with two 

alphabets, one English and the other Bohemian. He placed his book in my grandmother’s 

hands, looked at her entreatingly, and said, with an earnestness which I shall never forget, 

‘Te-e-ach, te-e-ach my An-tonia!’” (Cather 23). Mr. Shimerda’s desperate plea to have 

Jim help teach Antonia English shows the disadvantage the Shimerda’s were at when it 

came to education and communication, for their English was very limited. Antonia 
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learning English is the Shimerda’s biggest hope, for it would help them communicate 

better with others and not be victims to scams. The fact that My Antonia is a coming of 

age novel is also relevant to topophrenia, as Antonia is shaped by the experiences she has 

on the landscape and the places she inhabits as a teenager and adult. Antonia’s education 

took place on the Nebraska prairie, which strengthened her bond to the landscape. 

 Topophrenia is present throughout the novel, and it presents itself in different 

ways. As Jim Burden is the narrator of the novel, the landscape and characters are shown 

through his eyes. Jim’s narration is a key part of Antonia’s embodiment with the 

landscape in the novel. Tally stresses the importance of narration in topophrenia by 

stating that “[N]arrative also makes place, establishing relations among places and 

assigning various levels of significance to different spaces and places” (5). In the context 

of this novel, it is through Jim’s narration that that Antonia is tied to the landscape and 

embodied in it. Jim’s narration also shows that way Mr. Shimerda’s relationship with his 

place and space on the Nebraska prairie impacted him and left him frustrated that he 

could not make enough farming to support his family. Mr. Shimerda’s “homesickness” as 

Jim describes it embodies his topophrenia, as he never feels comfortable or at peace on 

the prairie. Mr. Shimerda’s topophrenia is severe enough to the point that he feels the 

need to escape his life on the Nebraska prairie. Both Antonia’s and Mr. Shimerda’s place 

in the novel effects their socioeconomic status, for they are isolated in rural Nebraska and 

unable to find ways to make ends meet or further their education. 

 The impact of space and place is clear in the novel, for each character’s life is 

shaped around their geography. Tally describes the importance of space and place 

through his argument that “[W]ith respect to literature in particular, place is always 
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exerting its influence or making itself known in the text, and narratives frequently display 

their fundamental spatiotemporality according to the ways in which places, as well as 

moments in time, are represented (17). The landscape makes itself known in the text 

through its dominance over the Shimerda’s as they struggle to overcome these challenges 

and survive on the prairie. Tally describes Topophrenia further by arguing that “one 

might propose topophrenia as a provisional label for that condition of narrative, one that 

is necessary to any reading or writing of a text, in which the persistence of place and of 

the subject’s relation to it must be constantly taken into account (Tally 22-23). He goes 

further, explaining that topophrenia “suggests the degree to which all thinking is, in 

various ways, thinking about place, which also means thinking about the relations among 

places, as well as those among subjects and places, in the broadest possible sense (Tally 

23). Jim’s relationship with Antonia is a reflection of this type of topophrenia, as Jim also 

feels conflict over Antonia being in an environment that does not fulfill her basic human 

needs. One instance of this is shown as Jim is giving Antonia a reading lesson, and recalls 

that Antonia was “barefooted, and she shivered in her cotton dress,” on an early winter 

day (Cather 28). Antonia lacks basic shoes and clothing for cold weather, and her 

shivering reflects the landscape’s impact on her body.  

 Tally explains Topophrenia theory further as it “characterizes the subjective 

engagement with a given place, with one’s sense of place, and with the possible 

projection of alternative spaces. Moreover, it requires us to consider the apparently 

objective structures and systems that condition, not to say determine, our perceptions and 

experiences of space and place” (23). Furthermore, Topophrenia is “a certain identifiable 

“place-mindedness” that informs our activities and thinking” (Tally 23). Each decision 
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the Shimerda’s make is in relation to the space they inhabit, as they are forced to make 

choices that they think will improve their economic status like trying to start a farm and 

raise chickens. The problem is that the Shimerda’s do not understand the importance of 

the land in regard to farming, which Jim explains as he travels to the Shimerda 

homestead, recalling that the “land was growing rougher; I was told that we were 

approaching Squaw Creak” (Cather 19). For a native inhabitant it is clear which parts of 

the geography are good for farming, but for an outsider like the Shimerda’s this is not so 

clear. 

Tally describes the importance of the embodiment of space by arguing that “the 

place is not merely coordinates on a map but the living embodiment of the polysensory 

experiences of those many people who attempt to represent both it and the experiences 

associated with it” (39). One instance of this in the novel can be seen through the 

Shimerda’s and Burden’s, who are both trying to make a living farming in rural 

Nebraska. Even though Mr. and Mrs. Burden do not have higher education, they have 

learned enough at the secondary level to know how to budget and manage their finances 

and resources for a farm. Tally explains that “What I have been referring to as 

topophrenia, an intensive and extravagant place-mindedness, connects the characterizing 

consciousness to the spaces and places that, in their interrelations, give form to the world, 

defining its contours and disclosing its potential alternatives” (57). The Burden’s have the 

consciousness to understand the dangers and challenges that accompany living in rural 

Nebraska and have formed a support system among their peers to help them cope with it. 

The Shimerda’s in contrast do not have a “consciousness to the spaces and places” 

around them, and as a result they are duped by people like Krajiek for overpriced 
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farmland and farm equipment that leaves them destitute. They also do not have a support 

system other than the Burden’s, for Jim explains that “grandmother encouraged them and 

gave them advice” on how to survive a harsh winter in rural Nebraska. 

 I would now like to move into exploring the spatial narrative present in My 

Antonia. Tally describes the spatial narrative by stating that the “novel’s expansive 

narrative registers its fundamental relationship to time, as it requires an extensive period 

during which the story will unfold” (94). The spatial narrative of the novel also pertains 

to the domestic space, and Tally explains that “[O]ne need think only of the affective 

resonances of a word like home, which means something rather different from mere 

abode, apartment, or house. Houses or other buildings can frequently be the main setting 

for novels, and the layout of the rooms or the relations between the interior and exterior 

often determine the plot” (97). The dugout house for the Shimerda’s is described as a 

“cave” and as being “no better than a badger hole; no proper dugout at all” by Jim’s 

grandmother (Cather 19). While this house may not seem adequate to the Burden’s, it 

holds powerful meaning for the Shimerda’s as they inhabit it as a family.  

Tally explores the importance of the domestic space further into the spaces of 

education as he explains that “rooms or other enclosed spaces offer excellent examples of 

this. The same basic space means different things, even though the dimensions may be 

identical, depending on the meanings attached to it . . . Meanings of given spaces vary 

dramatically across literature as well, as a room could signify comfort to some, 

confinement to others” (97). Education is intertwined with the landscape, for Jim helps 

Antonia with reading and speaking English on the landscape. Antonia’s experiences with 

education take places outdoors, which builds her relationship with education by being 
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taught outside on the land. Jim explains “we were having our reading lesson on the warm, 

grassy bank where the badger lived. It was a day of amber sunlight, but there was a shiver 

of coming winter in the air . . . Tony was barefooted, and she shivered in her cotton dress 

and was comfortable only when we were tucked down on the backed earth, in the full 

blaze of the sun. She could talk to me about anything by this time” (Cather 29). Antonia 

only being comfortable “tucked down on the backed earth, in the full blaze of the sun,” 

illustrates the embodiment Antonia has with the landscape, and that her education from 

Jim is a way for her to deal with her displacement in a foreign land.  This also relates to 

Tally’s notion  that “spaces and places in the novel may refer not only to the physical 

setting of the story or to the layout of the spaces in which the characters move but also to 

the ideas and thoughts about various spaces and places that emerge in the novel” (97). 

Both Jim and Antonia’s thoughts about the rural landscape evolve in the novel as their 

friendship develops, and this is shown as Jim reflects on the fall afternoons they spent in 

the landscape for her reading lessons, for: 

As far as we could see, the miles of copper-red grass were drenched in sunlight 

that was stronger and fiercer than any other time of the day. The blond cornfields 

were red gold, the haystacks turned rosy and threw long shadows. The whole 

prairie was like the bush that burned with fire and was not consumed. That hour 

always had the exultation of victory, of triumphant ending, like a hero’s death- 

heroes who died young and gloriously. It was a sudden transfiguration, a lifting-

up day. How many an afternoon Antonia and I have trailed along the prairie under 

that magnificence! And always two long black shadows fitted before us or 

followed after, dark spots on the ruddy grass (Cather 30). 
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The landscape in this scene holds meaning for both Jim and Antonia as Antonia feels joy 

over learning how to read and speak English on the landscape and can escape the stress 

she feels on her family’s homestead even if it is only briefly. Antonia feels liberated in 

her education but confined in other spaces like the domestic space. For Jim the landscape 

holds a different meaning, for he basks in the red gold cornfields from the sunlight and 

feels lifted in the transfiguration of the prairie, and through his friendship with Antonia. 

The prairie for Jim is hope for better days and embodies his feelings toward Antonia, 

which is amazement and joy at her presence. 

 The role of spatial justice in the novel emerges through the portrayal of education 

regarding Antonia’s future. Antonia had learned to speak and read English at a basic level 

through Jim’s guidance, but she still lacked the knowledge needed to live independently 

in the future as an adult. The Shimerda’s attitude towards education also impacts her life, 

for her parents control her education and daily routine. This is shown through her 

conversation with Jim regarding her education. Jim travels to Antonia’s house to tell her 

that, “I came to ask you something, Tony. Grandmother wants to know if you can’t go to 

the term of school that begins next week over at the sod school-house. She says there’s a 

good teacher, and you’d learn a lot” (Cather 76). Jim is the first person to try to help 

Antonia reserve a formal education in the hope of improving her future. The challenge is 

that Jim is forced to challenge the Shimerda’s cultural norms. For instance, Antonia 

insists “I ain’t got time to learn. I can work like mans now. My mother can’t say no more 

how Ambrosch do all and nobody to help him. I can work as much as him. School is all 

right for little boys. I can help make this land one good farm” (Cather 76). The problem is 

that Antonia’s body language refutes this idea, as Jim explains, “I felt something tense in 
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her silence, and glancing up I saw that she was crying. She turned her face from me and 

looked off at the red streak of dying light, over the dark prairie” (Cather 76). While 

Antonia claims she does not have time to learn, her tearful silence shows that she is in 

anguish over sacrificing her education to labor on her family’s farm. There is a certain 

injustice in Antonia feeling like her only choice is to work in the fields for her family’s 

survival. The geography in this case is working against Antonia, for her family’s only 

income stems from the prairie, and her family is not able to move anywhere else. This 

echoes Soja’s notion of the ways that poverty inflicts certain regions due to a lack of 

economic opportunity, and Antonia’s life on the prairie echoes this sentiment. The 

description of Antonia looking off at the red streak of light over the dark prairie also 

reflects her relationship with the landscape, for she is looking off into the sunset for 

reprieve from her sadness. 

 Antonia’s decision to work in the fields and not attend school contributes to her 

social class in the novel, and she finds herself amid the lower working class due to this 

choice. This is in contrast to Jim’s decision regarding his education, for Jim recalls that 

“[A]fter I began to go to the country school, I saw less of the Bohemians. We were 

sixteen pupils at the sod school-house, and we all came on horseback and brought our 

dinner. My schoolmates were none of them interesting, but I somehow felt that, by 

making comrades of them, I was getting even with Antonia for her indifference” (Cather 

78). Education in the novel creates a divide between Jim and Antonia socially and 

economically as Jim is advancing his socioeconomic status through his education, and 

Antonia is solidifying her role as a laborer with limited options to pursue any other 

occupation do to her lack of education. The different spaces of learning are creating a 
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further socioeconomic divide between Antonia and Jim. Gender roles also play a strong 

role in the novel, in the way that women are regarded and treated, and the way this 

treatment impacts them economically. One instance of this is shown through Antonia’s 

relationship with her older brother Ambrosch, and his new position as the head of the 

household after Mr. Shimerda’s death. Jim describes this saying, “[S]ince the father’s 

death, Ambrosch was more than ever the head of the house, and he seemed to direct the 

feelings as well as the fortunes of the women-folk. Antonia often quoted his opinions to 

me, and she let me see that she admired him, while she thought of me only as a little boy” 

(Cather 78-79). Ambrosch’s decision to direct the “fortunes of the women-folk” reveals 

the fact that Antonia and her mother did not have a say over their own occupations or role 

on the farm, and Ambrosch made the sole decisions for them as the new family patriarch. 

This conversation is also important because it shows the way that there is still a 

difference in social class between the Shimerda’s and Burden’s even though both families 

rely on farming to make a living. For instance, the Burden’s can hire farm hands like Jake 

to help with their farming operation, which gives Jim the opportunity to attend school and 

not have to labor on the farm during the day. The Burden’s are by no means wealthy, but 

they are held in higher esteem in the Black Hawk community and are still involved in the 

social dynamics of the community through their church. The Shimerda’s in contrast are 

ostracized by the community and are forced to rely on each family member working in 

the fields in order to survive. The Shimerda’s also do not have any savings or a long-term 

plan in place, which further perpetuates their struggles with poverty in the novel. 

 Claudia Yukman in her journal article “Relationships in Willa Cather’s ‘My 

Antonia’” states that the American pastoral “recreates gender divisions to be found in the 
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domestic and realistic novels, where they are more obviously- if more complexly—

socially constructed” (96). My Antonia as a pastoral novel creates gender divisions in 

both the domestic space and the rural landscape, and this is shown through the social 

construct in the novel that implies that women are socially inferior if they work in the 

fields rather than the domestic space. This ties in with Soja’s spatial justice theory, for 

Antonia’s social experiences are directly impacted by her environment, which in this case 

means that she is ostracized by her peers because of her labor on the farm. A further 

example of this can be seen in the way Jim describes the profound change Antonia 

undergoes as a laborer. Antonia’s immersion into field labor is described by Jim as 

“[N]owadays Tony could talk of nothing but the prices of things, or how much she could 

lift and endure. She was too proud of her strength” (Cather 78).  Antonia’s relationship 

with money is intertwined with the landscape through her role as a laborer, and the 

validation she feels from helping her family financially. Antonia’s topophrenia is also 

complicated by her financial role on the farm, for she begins to form a relationship with 

the landscape based on the money she can obtain from laboring in the fields. This 

description also implies a masculine characteristic as Antonia’s gender role during this 

time period was meant to be feminine and submissive. Antonia boasting about how proud 

she was of her strength would have been taboo during this time period, which is reflected 

through Jim’s shock and disgust.  

Jim expresses his concern over Antonia’s extreme labor further as he states that “I 

knew, too, that Ambrosch put upon her some chores a girl ought not to do, and that the 

farm-hands around the country joked in a nasty way about it. . . . I saw her come up the 

furrow, shouting to her beasts, sunburned, sweaty, her dress open at the neck, and her 
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throat and chest dust-plastered” (Cather 78). Since the Shimerda’s have been ostracized 

by society, Antonia is oblivious to what her peers think about her. The prejudice towards 

foreigners is also reflected in this passage the “farm hands around the country” joke about 

Antonia in a nasty way. The fact that individuals would rather mock the Shimerda’s than 

help them shows the animosity the Shimerda’s were up against in their rural community. 

It also reveals that the Shimerda’s did not abide by norms, for they did not have the 

luxury to be socially conscious. 

 Socioeconomics carry a heavy burden for the Shimerda’s as they struggle to 

survive in the novel. Yukman argues that in the novel the “actual conditions of frontier 

life categorically empty social and gender classifications of meaning in two significant 

ways. The subjects living on the Cather’s frontier are immigrants for whom neither social 

class nor personal history have the meanings they once did” (96). For the Shimerda’s, the 

conflict they feel on the Nebraska landscape partially stems from their inability to 

navigate the social classes in the United States, and the way their traditional notions of 

class and custom are suddenly irrelevant to their current circumstances. Yukman explains 

her argument further, by stating that “[S]ubjectivity is stereotyped in terms of nationality 

rather than in the Old West terms of family and socio-economic class. Thus Mr. 

Shimerda dies a social death before his actual death, because he cannot become a subject 

in a land where he cannot take up a subject position in language” (Yukman 96-97). Mr. 

Shimerda’s inability to adjust to his new social position in the United States had negative 

consequences for his family, as he lost his identity without his previous occupation of a 

basket weaver. Although Mr. Shimerda was educated well in Czechoslovakia, his 

education did not help him as a farmer in rural Nebraska. This also ties into Yukman’s 
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theory that “adult immigrants often find too difficult the challenge that frontier life makes 

to the boundaries of their subjectivity. Only children like Antonia and Jim really begin 

life on the frontier and only they can experience it as the place in relation to which they 

become subjects” (Yukman 97). Jim and Antonia have the advantage of being able to 

cope and adapt as young children that do not know better, whereas Mr. Shimerda has 

vivid memories of how much better his life was in Czechoslovakia, and his topophrenia 

makes it impossible for him to let go of his past life. The Nebraska prairie also impacts 

rural farm workers like the Shimerda’s against nature, for one “other condition which 

levels the differences of class among the farmers is the difficulty of making one’s living 

from the land against the opposition of the force of nature. This is a way of life in which 

the natural environment influences relationships as well as bodies, and thus it enters into 

the making of subjectivity to some degree” (Yukman 97). The Shimerda’s conflict is with 

nature in the novel, as the harsh Nebraska winter crushes their finances and stalls their 

farming efforts. The natural environment influences relationships for the Shimerda’s as 

well, for this this shown in the Shimerda’s asking the Burden’s for help in the middle of 

the winter and to help with the aftermath of Mr. Shimerda’s suicide. The natural 

environment has also influenced Antonia’s body, as she becomes sunburned, muscular, 

and ragged from working in the fields.  

 In terms of socioeconomics, the farming occupation is characterized as a risky 

profession, and one that creates isolation for the farmer as they are unable to travel or 

leave their farming operation for more than a short time. Yukman explains that in 

“addition to taking one’s chances with nature, owning land on the frontier means 

gambling within the marketplace economy. One can lose social status quickly” (Yukman 
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97). During this time period, the other problem that stemmed with gambling with the 

economy in farming was the social implications it created for women amid circumstances 

they could not control. For instance, the “disruption of a social fabric created by the 

shifting values of the market produces a parallel disruption in women’s lives and 

property. Like a field, the daughter’s social position may be all too quickly blighted” 

(Yukman 97). In extension, because “Antonia’s family is poor, she has no value as 

property” (Yukman 97). Antonia is cast into a low social position due to circumstances 

that she cannot control, and unfortunately for many women during this time period, 

marriage was the primary avenue for escaping poverty. Antonia’s lack of education also 

makes her inferior socially, and further perpetuates her low socioeconomic status. 

Antonia is aware of her position in society, for she tells Jim, “[I]f I live here, like you, 

that is different. Things will be easy for you. But they will be hard for us” (Cather 86). In 

addition to being poor, Mr. Shimerda created an extremely difficult social position for 

Antonia by committing suicide, and as a result Antonia is looked down upon by men due 

to the stigma surrounding her father’s suicide during this time period.  

 In “The Depiction of Women’s Field Work in Rural Fiction” by Janet M. Labrie, 

the argument is made that in “novels of rural life written by women in which the central 

character is a woman, the authors indicate that satisfying work is essential to women’s 

economic and emotional well-being” (Labrie 119). For Antonia, working in the fields has 

been an essential part of her economic and social well being as she feels it is her way of 

contributing to her family. Labrie explains that the challenge for rural women however is 

that “when the possibilities of this rural space and place are inadequately or wrongly 

realized, generally by a father or a husband, then women’s field work becomes 
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demeaning and unrewarding. Place can be considered to be inappropriately realized when 

it becomes the site of abuse and exploitation of the people who share it” (Labrie 120). 

One instance of this is shown in the novel through Antonia’s brother Ambrosch’s actions. 

For instance, throughout the wheat season, “Ambrosch hired his sister out like a man, and 

she went from farm to farm, binding sheaves or working with the threshers. The farmers 

liked her and were kind to her; said they rather have her for a hand than Ambrosch. When 

fall came she was to husk corn for the neighbours until Christmas, as she had done the 

year before” (Cather 91). Antonia is being exploited by her brother Ambrosch through 

manual labor, and that fact that he is “hiring her out” at his own discretion. Antonia is 

powerless in this situation as Ambrosch is the family patriarch, and she does not want to 

disappoint him or her family. Antonia faces a spatial conflict with knowing that she will 

be controlled by Ambrosch if she stays on the farm, and that if she tries to leave it will be 

extremely difficult because she does not have money or connections.  

 The Burden’s move into the city of Black Hawk when Jim is thirteen, which 

creates a beacon of hope for Antonia outside of the farm as Jim recalls that his 

grandmother saved her from having to husk corn until Christmas “by getting her a place 

to work with our neighbours, the Harlings” (Cather 91). Antonia’s life in town is 

drastically different than in the country, for the “young men felt the attraction of the fine, 

well-set-up country girls who had come to town to earn a living, and, in nearly every 

case, to help the father struggle out of debt, or to make it possible for the younger 

children of the family to go to school” (Cather 120). In Antonia’s case, she is making the 

sacrifice of working in town in the hopes that she can make more money for her family 

and give her younger siblings a chance at obtaining an education. There is a paradox to 
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education in the novel, for as Jim explains, these “girls had grown up in the first bitter-

hard times and had got little schooling themselves. But the younger brothers and sisters, 

for whom they made such sacrifices and who have had ‘advantages’ never seem to me, 

when I meet them now, half as interesting or as well educated” (Cather 120). Education is 

presented in a lens that values real world experience, for as Jim explains, the “older girls, 

who helped to break up the wild sod, learned so much from life, from poverty, from their 

mothers and grandmothers; they had all, like Antonia, been early awakened and made 

observant by coming at the tender age from an old country to a new” (Cather 120). 

Antonia embodies her experiences on the landscape, and she is an example of the lessons 

that can be learned from a low socioeconomic status. Antonia learned lessons from 

spatial injustice, and that a true connection to place and space on the land lies in one’s 

ability to recognize and learn from it, positively or negatively. Antonia gained knowledge 

from her experiences that also allowed her to survive on her own as a working girl in the 

city. 

 Antonia finds herself working in town to support her family, but she still does not 

have an opportunity to further her education. This is in large contrast to Jim, who attends 

college in Lincoln, Nebraska, and then travels to Harvard College in Boston at nineteen 

years old (Cather 173). Jim’s academic success separates him from Antonia 

economically, for has numerous possibilities for his future employment whereas Antonia 

can only rely on menial work or labor. Antonia’s socioeconomic status is challenged 

further in the novel as she has an illegitimate pregnancy. This is first brought to light after 

Antonia returns to her mother’s house after she had traveled to Denver to marry Mr. 

Donovan, who she had met in town. Antonia explains her situation to Mrs. Steavens by 
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saying, “I’m not married, . . . ‘and I ought to be” (Cather 187). Antonia explains further 

as “He’s run away from me, . . . I don’t know if he ever meant to marry me” (Cather 

187). Antonia reveals that Mr. Donovan had been fired from the railroad for knowing 

down fares, and he lived with Antonia until her money ran out while failing to look for 

work (Cather 187).  To make matters worse, Antonia reveals that one day Mr. Donovan 

just did not come back and left her abandoned. At this point, Antonia felt she had no 

choice but to return to her mother’s homestead in the country. Antonia’s pregnancy and 

failed engagement reveal that she was taken advantage of in the worst way and was left 

impoverished. Being pregnant out of wedlock was a huge scandal in Antonia’s 

community, and as Mrs. Steaven’s explains, “I wish she could marry and raise a family, 

but I don’t know as there’s much chance now” (Cather 190). Antonia’s illegitimate 

pregnancy is a critical part of the novel because it reveals the way that Antonia is forced 

to remain in the lower class as a laborer on her family’s farm, for she has no other way to 

support her baby since she has been ostracized by society. Her pregnancy also comprised 

her chances at improving her socioeconomic status through marriage and her chances at 

living independently. 

 Antonia’s life comes full circle in the novel as finds herself working in the 

Nebraska prairie as an adult and going on to marry another poor farmer, Cuzak. Jim 

comes back to visit Antonia after twenty years where he in contrast has had a successful 

career as a lawyer. Antonia is described as “a stalwart, brown woman, flat-chested, her 

curly brown hair grizzled” (Cather 199). Antonia’s appearance reflects the harsh effects 

of the landscape and the toll that a lifetime of labor has taken on her body. This is shown 

through Jim’s observation that it “was a shock, of course. It always is, to meet people 
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after long years, especially if they have lived as much and as hard as this woman had” 

(Cather 199).  Antonia’s life comes full circle through her marriage as “she and her 

husband had come out to his new country when the farm-land was cheap and could be 

had on easy payments. The first ten years were a hard struggle. Her husband knew very 

little about farming and often grew discouraged” (Cather 205). It is Antonia’s strength 

that allows her family to survive, as she explains that they’d “never have got through if I 

hadn’t been so strong. I’ve always had good health, thank God, and I was able to help 

him in the fields until right up to the time before my babies came” (Cather 206). 

Antonia’s sacrifices and spatial embodiment on the farm are beneficial for her children as 

Antonia explains that they will attend school and learn English. Even though Antonia’s 

life in the novel is filled with struggle, Antonia manages to create a life for her children 

that offers a chance for a better future. Antonia’s experiences in the novel reveal the 

impact that socioeconomics and education had on her life and position in society and the 

challenges she had to overcome to break this cycle of poverty. 

 Throughout the novel, the landscape provides an example of social injustice 

through the poverty it inflicts on the Shimerda’s, and they way that it economically forces 

them into the lower class. Abjection is present in the novel through Mr. Shimerda, as is 

suicide perpetuates his family’s poverty and violates the social norms that dominate their 

community. Topophrenia is present in the novel through both Antonia and Jim’s 

relationship with the landscape, but primarily through the conflict and anxiety that the 

Shimerda’s experience being in a new country. Antonia’s topophrenia is present in the 

novel through her experiences in the city and the country, and the anxiety and challenges 

she is forced to overcome in each of these places due to her lack of education and low 
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socioeconomic status. The portrayal of rural women in this novel also shows the power 

that men held over their lives, and the ways that manual labor on the farm was often their 

only choice. The novel reveals the impact that socioeconomics and education had on 

poverty during this time period, and that women were at a disadvantage. Antonia’s 

journey in the novel reflects the struggles that come from spatial injustice and 

topophrenia, and the extreme lengths an individual must be willing to go to overcome 

their low socioeconomic status without an education.  

Conclusion 

 A closer examination of Mark Twain’s brand management and public persona 

reveals the way his brand management is reflected in The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn through the character the Dauphin’s social mobility and greed in the novel. Twain’s 

writing reveals the ways that socioeconomics and education impact the economic 

mobility of characters in the novel. The Dauphin’s ability to manipulate the American 

public through his theater performances by pretending to be famous is just one instance 

of the Dauphin’s ability to take advantage of the lack of education of his peers for his 

own personal gain. Twain’s writing shows his knowledge of social class lines, and the 

Dauphin is an example of how an individual can use their knowledge of social class lines 

to manipulate the American public. Huck’s experiences with his changing geographies 

play a large role in his education by influencing the way he views race and society, and 

the way he forges a friendship with Jim. Huck’s lack of education and low 

socioeconomic status also make him dependent on the river as it is his way of escaping 

his abusive home life. Huck’s topophrenia in the novel impacts his relationships, and the 

unjust geographies he finds himself in teach him to have empathy towards Jim. 
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 The limited educational and employment opportunities available to Appalachian 

women play a large role in the historic poverty that plagues women in this region. The 

domestic space also plays a key role in the daily life of an Appalachian woman, and this 

is shown in Cormac McCarthy’s novel Child of God. The male dominance in this region 

also makes it difficult for women to pursue a higher education, and this is shown in the 

novel. Lester Ballard’s character is an example of the way that men communicate to 

women through violence in this region, and the ways that women are powerless in the 

domestic space. Lester Ballard’s abjection also shows the root of his violence, and the 

ways that he copes with his abjection through violence towards women. The isolation of 

the Appalachian region allows for the extreme violence in families, which is also shown 

through the dumpkeeper’s actions towards his daughters. The dumpkeeper’s daughters in 

Child of God are like Huckleberry Finn in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in that 

they both fear for their lives, and their father proves to be their biggest threat.  

 The landscape plays a crucial role in Willa Cather’s My Antonia through the 

impact it has on Antonia’s access to education and socioeconomic status. Antonia’s 

topophrenia in the novel stems from her experiences in a new country, and the 

relationships she forms with the land as a child and an adult. Antonia learns how to read 

from Jim Burden on the land, and she learns about farming through her labor on the land 

as a child. Antonia’s education is centered around the Nebraska prairie, and in turn she 

uses her knowledge of the land as an adult to help her husband manage his farm. 

Antonia’s father also plays a powerful role in her life through her close relationships with 

him as a child, and through the poverty her family is left in after his suicide. Mr. 

Shimerda’s abjection and displacement on the prairie also contributed to his suicide, and 
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his death created a social stigma for his family that further ostracized them from their 

peers. The landscape emerged as force that impacted Antonia’s entire life as it limited her 

education and took a toll on her physical health. Antonia’s education and socioeconomic 

status was impacted by the landscape, for she was forced to labor in the fields into 

adulthood. Antonia becomes embodied with the landscape as each major part of her life 

was formed around the landscape. Antonia is like Huck and the dumpkeeper’s daughters 

in that her family played a large role in limiting her access to education and opportunities 

to improve her socioeconomic status. These three novels reveal that geography and 

education have an important impact on socioeconomic status and that unjust geographies 

make it difficult to improve one’s socioeconomic status.  
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