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Dorothy Parker made her "I'm a feminist" claim in 

a 1956 Paris Review interview with Marion Capron. This 

thesis proposes that Parker showed an acute awareness 

of women's issues. As a working woman who demanded 

equal pay f or equal work, she was aware of gender 

influenced inequalities. Parker examined the cultural 

institutions that subordinated women by gender, class 

and race through her realist fiction. She anticipated 

the political feminist critique as we know it today. 

This thesis will examine three of her works of short 

fiction which reveal her political feminist 

consciousness: "Big Blonde," "Clothe the Naked," and 

"Mr. Durant." 
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Chapter One 

Dorothy Parker's Feminist Sensibilities 

Dor o thy Parker' s literary fame as a poet, 

p laywri g ht, s creenwriter, e ssayist, c ritic, a nd fict io n 

wr ite r e x t ended from the 1 9 20s t o the 1960s, a lthough 

s he never gained a reputation as a feminist author. 

Upon her death, in 1967, Th~ New York Times honored her 

with a full- page o bituary but neglected to credit her 

a s having been a feminist. 

Parker made her "I'm a feminist" claim in an 

i nterview conducted by Marion Capron in the Summer 
1 

1956 issue of The Paris Review (77). But what kind 

o f feminist was Parker? Why did some critics argue 

t hat s he wa s a n y thing but a feminist? Indeed, s ome 

proclaimed her a misogynist. This thesis proposes that 

Parker showed an acute awareness of women's issues in 

her work. A feminist critique does not apply to all o f 

her writing, but a significant part of her oeuvre, 

including poetry and prose, directly addressed the 

politics of g ender inequality. 

Known for her "saucy wit" (Meade 411), Parker was 

o ften classified as a "humorist writer." That ever-
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present classification is a dilemma for scholars who 

critique her work and recognize a more complex writer 

beneath the surface. Major issues of her time were 

Parker's concern and, as many of these issues involved 

women, they became a focus in her fiction after 1925. 

Prior to this, "what seemed acceptably cute in 1921 

made her [Parker] wince in 1923, and mortified her by 

1925" ( 108-109). Her poetry now addressed 

the tragedies that would be recognized by 
twentieth century women as peculiarly their 
own: the gut-searing loneliness of the women 
who have "careers," the women who don't 
marry, the women who do but divorce; the 
women deprived of maternal warmth and comfort 
who are condemned to seek love forever in the 
barren soil of husbands and children and even 
animals; women howling primitively for 
nourishment, flanked on one side by rejecting 
mothers and on the other by rejecting lovers. 
Her verse began to acknowledge the timeless 
subject of female rage. (109) 

All these forces were a direct result of Parker's 

own experiences: her mother died when she was five 

years old, her marriage to Edwin Parker was in serious 

trouble by 1921, and her affair with Charles MacArthur 

ended with her having an abortion. In brief, her life 

was not especially happy at this time. 

Emily Toth's essay, "A Laughter of Their Own: 

Women's Humor in the United States," includes 

significant testimony to Parker's "funny-but-deadly 

poems" and her "short stories [that] have a unique 

blending of humor and resentment that no other writer 
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has eve r rna nag e d " ( 2 0 6 ) . Toth also credits Parker for 

e mancipating "women writers from the need to be nice, 

t o hide their a nger " and for incorporating "ir ony, 

humane humor, a nd radical c riticism of patriarchal 

norms" in her work (207). According to Toth, "Parker's 

s hort s tori es s uggest that woman's lot is not a 

particularly happy one" (206). Parker, however, was 

not the only American female writer to address women's 

conce rns . Authors such as Edith Wharton (1 862 -19 37) 

had also sho wn that the plight of females in upper 

middle class society was problematic. 

The s trength o f Dorothy Parker's feminist 

convictions made her actively involved in feminist 

programs and issues. In the Paris Review interview, 

Parker referred to the early days of her involvement in 

such causes. 

I'm a feminist, and God knows I'm loyal to my 
sex, and you must remember that from my very 
early days, when this city [New York] was 
scarcely safe from buffaloes, I was in the 
struggle for equal rights for women ... [when] 
we paraded through the catcalls of men and 
when we chained ourselves to lamp posts to 
try to get our equality (Capron 77). 

However, her biographers provide no evidence that 

Parker participated in the suffragette movement. 

Parker was "close friends with Ruth Hale and Jane 
2 

Grant, who founded" the Lucy Stone League (Kinney 45). 

This movement, which focused on legal and political 

reforms, encouraged ''women not to change their names" 
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when they married (Meade 249). Born Dorothy 

Rothschild, Parker had already been married twice 

before the League was formed, and she used her first 

husband's last name as her nom de plume. 

Critic Arthur Kinney's Introduction to Parker's 

1949 play, The Coast .£.i Illyria, states that "from the 

beginning of her career, Parker had done the same kind 

of writing as the men with whom she associated, and she 

insisted on equal rights and comparable wages" ( 4 4) . 

Another critic, Virginia Kline, confirms Kinney's 

appraisal in her short biography on Parker in the 

Encyclopedia of American Humorists: 

when there really was a fight for the 
emancipation of women, Parker was involved. 
She ... competed with men professionally. She 
was herself--an uncompromising woman who knew 
what she wanted to do and did it with few 
setbacks (345). 

This "uncompromising woman" witnessed many social changes 

during her lifetime. Kline reminds us that Parker 

saw the world change. When she started 
writing, women wore dresses to the floor and 
did not have the vote. She lived through the 
"Roaring Twenties," Prohibition, the 
Depression, World Wars I and II, the McCarthy 
trials, and the civil rights movement (348). 

Parker's concern for social causes was real. In her 

last will and tesiament, she left her estate, including 

royalties and copyrights, to the Reverend Martin Luther 

King, Jr., and, upon his death, to the NAACP. In her 

own way, she acted on her concerns, which included civil 

rights, women's rights, and equal opportunity for all. 
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Parker was a liberal who, on a dally basis, dealt 

with the realities of women's issues. As a working 

woman who demanded equal pay for equal work, she was 

aware of gender influenced inequalities. Her a wareness 

of such inequality is reflected in her work. In the 

aforementioned play, The Coast ~ Illyria, which s he 

co-wrote with Ross Evans, the issues of "enforced 

gender i nferiority" as well as the plight o f the "poor 

a nd downtrodden" were presented (Kinney 47-48). Her 

s ocial c onscience was such that the oppression of one 

group by another, one gender against the other, was an 

anathema to her. 

Kinney suggests that Parker's "keen awareness of 

discrimination" is akin to the philosophy espoused by 

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) in her Vindication of 

the Rights~ Woman (Kinney 45). He quotes 

Wollstonecraft's position vis-a-vis Parker's views: 

Oppression thus formed many of the features 
of [women's] character perfectly to coincide 
with that of the oppressed half of 
mankind ... Asserting the rights which women 
in common with men ought to contend for, I 
have not attempted to extenuate their faults; 
but to prove them to be the natural 
consequence of their education and station in 
society. If so, it is reasonable to suppose 
that they will change their character, and 
correct their vices and follies, when they 
are allowed to be free in a physical, moral, 
and civil sense. Let women share the rights 
and she ... must grow more perfect when 
emancipated .... (45) 

Women's "station in society" was a matter of such 
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relevance to Parker that she examined the cultural 

institutions that subordinated women by gender, class, 

and race. In so doing, she anticipated political 

feminism as we know it today. 

In her analysis of positions assigned to women by 

the broader culture, Parker was able to report the 

patterns of female subordination and, sometimes, the 

thoughtless exercise and abuse of power. She employed 

the dispassionate observation of the literary realist 

in her fictional interpretations. She demonstrated 

that realist authors, like realist painters, draw a 

frame around social events and/or social interactions 

and present them convincingly as reality to the viewer. 

This thesis will examine three of her works of 

short fiction which reveal her political feminist 

consciousness: "Big Blonde," "Mr. Durant," and "Clothe 

the Naked." 
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Chapter Two 

"Big Blonde" 

Hazel Morse was a large, fair woman of the 
type that incites some men when they use the 
word "blonde" to click their tongues and wag 
their heads roguishly. She prided herself 
upon her small feet and suffered for her 
vanity, boxing them in snub-toed, high-heeled 
s lippers of the shortest bearable size. 
(Parker 187) 

So the story of Hazel Morse begins. In Dorothy 

Parker's first two sentences, the reader is provided 

with all the essential characteristics which lead to 

the inevitable demise in her protagonist's life. 

In 1929, "Big Blonde" won the 0. Henry Prize for 

the best short story of the year. Nevertheless, Jesse 

Bier, author of The Rise and Fall Q£ American Humor, 

dismissed "Big Blonde" as "a portrait of a stupid and 

superficial woman, who becomes an alcoholic call girl; 

her very attempt at suicide is comic-pathetical, and 

she goes on her feckless way" (226). While all 

literary texts are open to multiple interpretations, 

some readings are more carefully considered than 

others. Bier claims this story fits into the category 

of misogynist literature and castigates Parker for 
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being a misogynist herself. 

The conclusive and most penetrating proof 
lies in t he work of Dorothy ~arker. Her 
misandrony is actuall y counteracted b y the 
strongest misogyny in her stories .... In such 
stories [referring to "Big Blonde"] Dorothy 
~arker's alleged reciprocal hatred for men is 
overcome by her helpless contempt for her 
stupid or weak female characters. She tries 
to t urn calumnies back upon the male but 
fails because the portraits of her women 3 
are c ribbed from the opposition ... (Bier 226). 

Bier' s a ttempt to indict ~arker as a misogyni s t on 

t he basi s of c haracter portrayals, demonstrates Bier's 

f undamenta l misunderstanding of the genre o f literary 

realism. I n realism, authors do not pass j udgment upon 

t heir c haracters, rather they report with what they 

bel i eve is o bjectivity. ~arker's portraits are not 

derived from "the other side," but from observation of 

her own social milieu. "Big Blonde" falls into the 

c ategor y of her realist fiction. 

What follows here is a political feminist analysis 

o f Hazel Mo rse, a woman who was a type in Doroth y 

Parker' s fictional world. With an unerring eye and 

e ar, Parker has given us an unsentimental, distinctly 

unhumorous, portrait of a woman and the social 

conditions which shape her. If there was ever a woman 

built for the male gaze it was Hazel, the tragic 

heroine of "Bio Blonde." Born with the looks that 

inevitably lead her to become a "fun-time" girl, in her 

e arly adult life s he finds attention, money, 
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boyfriends, and fun. She does not have to know 

anything. Education is not important. Nor does she 

have to be reflective. Hazel simply lives for the 

moment. All she needs is a sunny disposition and to 

maintain her beauty and her fashionable appearance. 

The reward structure of her peer group proves to her 

over and over that if she sustains these outward 

qualifications, she will find acceptance in a clique 

of men and women who share the same limited skills and 

appearances. 

Hazel Morse in her twenties is girlish, and this 

brings her many admirers. Like so many people who 

leave school early and go to work in jobs which require 

only simple tasks and no cognitive skills, her 

development is arrested in late adolescence. She 

worked as a model in a wholesale dress store. In 1920s 

America many people in this boom decade are like her-

employed and with disposable income. This burgeoning 

lower middle class, or petit bourgeois, imitate what 

they think to be their betters, the upper income 

American bourgeois, who go to nightclubs, dance, 

banter, and dress stylishly. 

For the thoughtless and undeliberate petit 

bourgeois, looks and gaiety are enough. Like Hazel, 

her suitor, Herbie Morse, is dashing and cheerful and 

urban if not urbane. He quotes effortlessly from the 
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comics and vaudeville acts. With generous helpings of 

alcohol, money and inexpensive nightclubs, he maintains 

the illusion of sophistication. 

In their twenties, in the decade of the twenties, 

Hazel Morse's social group can afford to live with the 

values of adolescents: people who do not analyze or 

evaluate their own personal history. By the time Hazel 

reaches her thirties, she will have lost the facility 

to look back. Parker writes, "She was not a woman 

given to recollections. At her middle thirties, her 

old days were a blurred and flickering sequence, an 

imperfect film, dealing with the actions of strangers" 

(187). 

Other than Parker's brief description of Herbie, 

all the action takes place either around Hazel or in 

Hazel's dim consciousness and the evolution of her 

values. For example, Hazel notices that men are 

attracted to her "and she took for granted that the 

l i k in g of rna n y men was a des i r able thing" ( 18 7 ) . I n 

her twenties, she knew she was pretty, that she could 

be merry, and "a good sport." 

Evenings out and popularity meet all of her needs. 

No other form of diversion, simpler or more 
complicated, drew her attention. She never 
pondered if she might not be better occupied 
doing something else. Her ideas, or, better, 
her acceptances, ran right along with those 
of the other substantially built blondes in 
whom she found her friends. (187) 
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As Hazel approaches thirty, Parker points out that 

the inevitable begins to happen: Big Blonde's looks 

start to fade, and being a "good sport" during these 

years is now more work than a labor of love. 

She was nearly thirty now, and she did not 
take the years well. She spread and 
softened, and her darkening hair turned her 
to inexpert dabblings with peroxide. There 
were times when she had little flashes of 
fear about her job. And she had had a couple 
of thousand evenings of being a good sport 
among her male acquaintances. She had come 
to be more conscientious than spontaneous 
about it. (188) 

John Keats, author of the Parker biography You 

Might As Well Live, states: 

it was the great fiction of the twenties that 
women could and should be great pals of 
men ... [I]t was necessary for [women] to be 
ready to share boyish fun with the boys. 
Dorothy Parker had plainly said how little 
fun there was for a woman in that sort of 
fun--particularly when the woman was in her 
middle thirties and her "boys" were in their 
late forties and middle fifties (145). 

His view is in accord with Toth's aforementioned 

statement that "woman's lot is not a particularly happy 

one" (Toth 206). 

But prescriptive culture will seem to come to 

Hazel's rescue by allowing her to exchange her role of 

good-time girl for that of housewife. For her it is 

the chance of a lifetime. She would now be allowed to 

be her authentic self (albeit the same arrested 

adolescent), as she embraces the security of marriage 

replete with a new identity, Mrs. Herbie Morse. 
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Because Hazel is deluded by the visions that 

American culture provides of marriage, she now begins 

to expose her private self to Herbie. She assumes that 

the intimacy of marriage gives her license to express 

what she feels: the emotions of a superficial and 

sentimental girl. 

It was a delight, a new game, a holiday, to 
give up being a good sport. If her head 
ached or her arches throbbed, she complained 
pi teously, babyishly. If her mood was quiet, 
she did not talk. If tears came to her eyes, 
she let them fall. 

She fell readily into the habit of tears 
during the first year of her marriage .... 
She could weep at anything in a play--tiny 
garments, love both unrequited and mutual, 
seduction, purity, faithful servitors, 
wedlock, the triangle. "There goes Haze," 
her friends would say, watching her. "She's 
off again." 

Wedded and relaxed, she poured her tears 
freely. To her who had laughed so much, 
crying was [now] delicious. All sorrows 
became her sorrows; she was Tenderness. She 
would cry long and softly over newspaper 
accounts of kidnapped babies, deserted wives, 
unemployed men, strayed cats, heroic dogs. 
Even when the paper was no longer before her, 
her mind revolved upon these things and the 
drops slipped rhythmically over her plump 
cheeks. 

"Honestly," she would say to Herbie, 
"all the sadness there is in the world when 
you stop to think about itt" (189) 

The cascade of emotions pours forth, and they become 

the salient characteristics of her new life, ostensibly 

allowed by her new role. 

"But the thing was that Herbie was not amused" 

( 189) . 
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Parker points out that Herbie had married the old 

role Hazel possessed, her public persona, the good 

sport. He has no alternative role in mind for himself 

as a result of marriage, except that it too should be 

fun. As Hazel revels more and more in her melancholia, 

she becomes further removed from Herbie's image of her; 

she is less and less the ideal he thought he had 

married. 

She believes that Herbie loves her for herself and 

not the role she has played to date. She trusts that 

if she plays her role of wife well--if she is a good 

cook and gives her man her passion--then he will accept 

the unvarnished Hazel. But the culture does not 

prepare Herbie to change roles. Virginia Sapiro, in 

her book Women in American Society, argues: 

The male right of way allows men to 
monopolize communication, to veto or affirm 
subordinates' goals or proposals, to gain 
deference, and to be insensitive to 
subordinates' personal needs. When women use 
patterns of interaction that show hesitation 
and self-deprecation, they become parties to 
this dominance-deference system. (258) 

Herbie has control of the dialogue and the tone of the 

conversations. As a result of his disappointment, he 

will come home late and belligerent, prepared to take 

the offense in order to quell any of Hazel's 

objections. Although Hazel may have changed roles, 

life is still the same for him. He has the same job, 

the same girl, the same values, the same desires, the 
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same habits, and he wishes to maintain them. And here 

is where their differences lie. 

Hazel Morse is convinced that normative culture is 

providing her with an alternative life to that of good-

time girl and welcomes the change. It is a wonderful 

reward for a young woman who plays by the rules of her 

social set, at a time when she begins to realize that 

keeping up appearances in the old role is going to be 

significantly more difficult. But normative culture 

does not hand Herbie a new role or script for living 

the next segment of his life. Marriage does not mean 

he will be changing his role in a marked way. Thus, 

the remonstrations that will pass between them cannot 

be avoided. Neither of them has the self-awareness to 

see what the friction is between them. They cannot 

solve their problems because they cannot even begin to 

define them. 

All that Herbie knows, as Hazel presents her 

private and real self, is that his spouse is nothing 

other than a complaining machine. "Crabbing again. 

All right, sit here and crab your head off. 

out" (190). 

I'm going 

It is in the words "I'm going out'' that Parker 

reveals the utter ineptness of Herbie to wrestle with 

the complexities of marriage and intimacy. His 

superficiality is as great as Hazel's. He too is like 
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the adolescent who swaggers and boasts that he is a 

success by the dint of his personality. He has been 

accorded honor, he believes, without having to work at 

things such as education, which seem necessary for 

others. Parker writes, "He boasted, probably not in all 

truth, that he had never read a book in his life" 

(190). In the adolescent ideal, he is ready to party. 

Herbie will complain bitterly and rhetorically to his 

weepy wife, who has no interest in returning to her old 

role, "'What am I expected to do--sit around this dump 

on my tail all night?' And again he would slam out" 

(190). 

As Parker goes on to chronicle the unparalleled 

depths of Hazel's sentimentality, the reader knows that 

the Morses' relationship is doomed. The Morses have no 

reflective ability, no education, no interpersonal 

skills, and thus, only their narrowly defined roles. 

A "bewildered" Hazel ruminates to herself: "First 

they were lovers; and then, it seemed without 

transition, they were enemies. She never understood 

it" (190). Long after the reader knows the marriage 

has failed, Hazel holds on to the hope that some 

miracle will resuscitate her union. But while clinging 

to this absurd hope, she goes from concern for husband 

to being careless about his long absences. Parker 

charts the transition in Hazel's thoughts this way. 
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There were longer and longer intervals 
between his leaving his office and his 
arrival at the apartment. She went through 
agonies of picturing him run over and 
bleeding, dead and covered with a sheet. 
Then she lost her fears for his safety and 
grew sullen and wounded. (190) 

Parker demonstrates that Hazel has learned well 

the popular characterization of marriage. Mrs. Morse 

has a clear vision of her role, her husband's role, and 

what their interrelationship should be. She, of 

course, only has the simplistic paradigm of marriage 

provided by mainstream culture. Hazel's projections of 

the behaviors consistent with this cultural archetype 

are evident in Parker's narrative: 

She fought him furiously. A terrific 
domesticity had come upon her, and she would 
bite and scratch to guard it. She wanted 
what she called "a nice home." She wanted a 
sober, tender husband, prompt at dinner, 
punctual at work. She wanted sweet, 
comforting evenings. The idea of intimacy 
with other men was terrible to her; the 
thought that Herbie might be seeking 
entertainment in other women set her frantic. 
(190-91) 

Hazel's attempts to hold the marriage together 

only point up how woefully unprepared she is to bring 

about any real change as the Morses carry their 

conflicting roles ~rom the private arena into the 

public one. 

"Let's go wild tonight, what do you say?" she 
would hail him. "A person's got lots of time 
to hang around and do nothing when they're 
dead." 

So they would go out, to chop houses and 
the less expensive cabarets. But it turned 
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out badly. She could no longer find 
amusement in watching Herbie drink. She 
could not laugh at his whimsicalities, she 
was so tensely counting his indulgences. And 
she was unable to keep back her 
remonstrances--"Ah, come on, Herb, you've had 
enough, haven't you? You'll feel something 
terrible in the morning." 

He would be immediately enraged. All 
right, crab; crab, crab, crab, crab, that was 
all she ever did. What a lousy sport she 
was! There would be scenes, and one or the 
other of them would rise and stalk out in 
fury. (191) 

In Parker's drawing of this sad portrait of 

persons trapped by the programs handed them, she 

illustrates the couple's ever increasing desperateness. 

The next bit of anquish the reader must endure is 

Hazel's turning to drink. 

Parker explains that during the decade in which 

Hazel played the fun-time girl role, she rarely drank. 

In fact, liquor made her sick. Hazel would nurse a 

single drink for an evening. However, Herbie, the 

jolly guy, drank often and loudly clowned around. This 

was quite acceptable behavior for a man in this 

besotted company. (The contemporary equivalent might 

be the behavior of males at a beer bust.) 

The friction between Hazel's image of marriage and 

its reality is so great that she takes to drink to 

numb, or escape from, the pain. And once Hazel makes 

this decision, she moves into the delirious world of 

alcoholism with deft choices that will guarantee a 

quick stupor. Parker writes, 
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She hated the taste of liquor. Gin, 
plain or in mixtures, made her promptly sick. 
After experiment, she found that Scotch 
whisky was best for her. She took it without 
water, because that was the quickest way to 
its effect. (192) 

In time, Herbie will come home--after being away 

for several days--and finally announce in a drunken 

haze that the marriage is over. Hazel, who has been 

trying to maintain a constant state of inebriation for 

some time, offers no objection and feels no surprise or 

any particular emotion. She can think only to suggest 

that they toast his departure and the end of their 

marriage--and they do. 

Hazel is now without a meal ticket. But she has 

made the acquaintance of an unattached middle-aged 

woman in the same apartment house: Mrs. Martin, who 

plays the role that was Hazel's in her youth. Mrs. 

Martin entertains middle-aged men, "The Boys'' who have 

continued the same values and behaviors that they 

manifested in their twenties (to which Hazel was all 

too accustomed). These men are boozy and generous. 

The moment that Herbie leaves, one of these (married) 

men, who had already been flirting with Hazel, supports 

her as his mistress. "She accepted her relationship 

with Ed without question or enthusiasm" (197). 

To survive, Hazel must return to her earlier adult 

role, "the dizzy [and happy] blonde'' (194). This was 

simple enough, for she had had years of practice. All 
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would go reasonably well as long as booze kept bouts of 

petrifying melancholia away--and until her paramour Ed 

leaves with his wife for Florida. He is quickly 

replaced by another and then another. Hazel's male 

replacements do not come as fast, and when they do, 

they are more demanding and will not tolerate a 

moment's sadness from her. But her sadness is now part 

of her being. 

It is at this point that Parker chooses her final 

metaphor for Hazel: the old horses on Sixth Avenue 

that draw the cars "struggling and slipping on the car 

tracks"--much the way Hazel would stumble each evening 

"on her aching feet in the stubby, champagne-colored 

slippers" (201). 

Hazel Morse is tethered to her role and she knows 

it. She has no more freedom of choice than the horse 

that is whipped into compliance. At this point there 

is nothing good in Hazel's life, nothing her own. She 

is an aging package, like all the other tattered women 

and horses she sees every evening. She ls helpless and 

hopeless, and worst of all, alcohol is becoming 

extremely unreliable in allowing her to cope with her 

evenings alone. The one advantage she will have over 

the broken-down horses is that she will be able to 

administer to herself a balm for her woes. In a moment 

of insight, she is giddy with delight when she first 
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considers suicide. Her only remaining hurdle will be 

this sweet release. 

"Big Blonde" is a humorless, tragic story, told 

with the clarity of a documentary. Hazel Morse is a 

victim of a society that cruelly measures the worth of 

persons, especially women, by their sex appeal. Parker 

seems to say that this same culture thinks only of the 

moment and never prepares its members for a long-term 

future. They do not ask such questions as, what does 

one do when the looks begin to fade? Or, what happens 

to the beautiful people if the fashion changes? 

Instead these characters are schooled only in paroxysms 

of passing pleasures. 

It is interesting to note that Keats's criticism 

of "Big Blonde" glosses over the entire portion of the 

narrative that pertains to Hazel and Herbie's marriage: 

"She had been married, but not divorced" is the extent 

of his analysis. In "Big Blonde," Dorothy Parker's 

analysis of modern American society is an indictment of 

a culture. As one locates the practice of patriarchy in 

the milieu described, it is typical that the women will 

have to do a dispr~portionate amount of the suffering. 

Parker, the political feminist, hopes to raise the 

reader's consciousness by showing the cruel effects to 

which her tragic heroine is a victim. 
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Chapter Three 

"Clothe the Naked" 

Originall y published in Scribner's magazine in 

1938, and later included in her fifth volume of essays 

a nd short stories entitled Here Lies, "Clothe the 

Naked" i s a carefully crafted study of subordination 

based on class, race and gender. In The Late Mrs. ----- - --

Dorothy parker, Leslie Frewin states that this is "a 

story about a blind black youth adopted by a 

washerwoman" and it illustrates "the virtues of 

communism over capitalism" (Frewin 238). Through a 

Marxist critical analysis, Frewin makes a mistake too 

often made in literary criticism: ideological emphasis 

which obscures other considerations. Critics who 

espouse monolithic theories get the critical process 

backwards--critical theory must fit the story, not the 

story fit the theory. In "Clothe the Naked" there is a 

consideration of the opposition between black and 

white, and bourgeois and underclass, but Parker never 

proposes an alternative social structure in her realist 

reportage. In addition, the socio-historical context 

for Parker's social commentary, in the broader range of 

21 



her writing, often wrestles with issues of racism and 

other social maladies. However, she never proposes 

communism as a salve for the nation's ills. 

In "Clothe the Naked" Parker pays tribute to the 

strength and resilience of Big Lannie as the 

beleaguered grandmother who struggles to be the sole 

provider for her blind grandson, Raymond. In this 

story Parker goes beyond the traditional issues of race 

and class. The result is that she is able to 

demonstrate the nuances in roles of white women versus 

black women. Much of her interpretation explores the 

gender-based examples of how women discriminate against 

women. Gender subordination is measured not only by 

how men treat women, but in how some women unjustly 

control other women. 

This story shows an unsympathetic culture that 

defines human relationships not by their substance but 

by their social roles in society. Raymond and Big 

Lannie's plight is more difficult because they are 

poor, black, and uneducated in a society that considers 

them members of a servant class. Dorothy Parker, as a 

liberal who believes in equality, finds this cultural 

norm shocking and unfair. That is, mainstream American 

culture in the 1930s will view black Americans in the 

role of service to white America. As previously 

stated, it is Parker's liberalism that holds that civil 
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rights should be extended to blacks as well as whites. 

You Might As We~ ~jve, John Keats' account of 

Parker's life, summarizes "Clothe the Naked" : 

The story dealt with the horrible distance 
that separated the nation's whites and 
Negroes, and showed how the white middle 
class knew nothing about Negroes nor much 
more about itself (222). 

This succinct appraisal addresses the progressive 

direction of Parker's liberal ideology. While Keats 

offers little in the way of detailed analysis, he at 

least perceives race and class as predominant themes in 

this story. As Parker's socio-political conscience was 

reflected in her writing, Keats observed that "the 

quality of her prose improved, and the demand for it 

dropped ... [MJagazine editors did not want her to speak 

to the conditions of man" (223). 

Parker's political feminism is so sophisticated 

that she is able to wrestle with the exigencies of not 

only class and gender but the interrelationships of 

class and gender. She explores how women define each 

other and how, in turn, these definitions are 

institutionalized. She also points out how designated 

roles and established customs of behavior repress 

women. In this way Parker, as early as the thirties, 

was in agreement with the modern social commentator, 

Virginia Sapiro, who states that: 

neither black nor white women in America can 
be understood without reference to both race 
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and sex. Examining privileges of white women 
vis-a-vis black women is as necessary to 
understand white women's lives as it is to 
understand black women's. White women 
continue to have wider opportunities than 
black women, but this is not all: White 
women have also had power over black women, a 
point that black women do not forget even 
when white women do. (407) 

It is the power of white society matrons that adds 

to Biq Lannie's woes and exaggerates her already awesome 

burden. "Big Lannie went out by day to the houses of 

s ecure and leisured ladies, to wash their silks and 

their linens" (Parker 360). A widow, with only one 

surviving child of her own, Big Lannie's environment is 

harsh--"had there been fresh food and clear spaces and 

clean air" more of her children might have survived 

childhood (360). With an economy of words, Parker 

conveys the disparity between Big Lannie's life and 

that of the women of means who can afford silks and 

hire the services of day laborers. 

Big Lannie's unmarried daughter Arlene dies 

shortly after giving birth to Raymond, who is born 

blind. It becomes Big Lannie's responsibility to 

provide for his care and well-being. This event forces 

her to approach "~ach of the ladies" who employ her and 

to explain that she must temporarily quit work to care 

for her grandson (361). 

The ladies were sharply discommoded, 
after her steady years, but they dressed 
their outrage in shrugs and cool tones. 
Each arrived, separately, at the 
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conclusion that she had been too good to Big 
Lannie, and had been imposed upon, therefore. 
"Honestly, those niggers!" each said to her 
friends. "They're all alike." (361) 

With these words and the "cool tones," the lines of 

demarcation are drawn. By employing the racial epithet 

and ignoring the legitimacy of Big Lannie's problem, 

Parker offers a glimpse of the superior/subordinate 

position that will exacerbate Big Lannie and Raymond's 

crisis. The social structure of this story is 

predicated on Big Lannie adhering to a societal norm 

which expects deference, loyalty, and absolute 

consideration for the "rights of the superior in a 

hierarchical relationship" (Sapiro 257). 

However shocking or discomforting it is for modern 

readers to read the words, " ... those niggers .... They're 

all alike," Parker doesn't shy from exposing the racist 

undercurrent that permeates American society. Even 

supposed "ladies" perpetuate the ugliness of racism if 

it contributes to their own sense of superiority. For 

these women, Big Lannie is not an individual with a 

personal problem; rather, in their view, she is a 

member of a sub-group that is far down on the rungs of 

the social ladder. Social stratification excludes any 

sense of sisterhood among women--Big Lannie, by virtue 

of race and class, is not one of the "ladies." 

Now forced to liquidate her meager assets, Big 

Lannie moves with Raymond to a single room and, with 
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the assistance of friends and neighbors, she attends to 

him for he is "all her children to her" (361). As her 

financial situation becomes more desperate, neighbors 

steer her toward an occasional day job, but she must 

once again approach her former employers. "But there 

was little hope in her, after she had visited the first 

one. Well, now, really, said the ladies; well, really, 

now" (362). 

With her unerring skill for precise dialogue, 

Parker could have written a more reasoned verbal 

response in this exchange between Big Lannie and the 

ladies--but she does not. By utilizing the empty 

exclamations, "well, now, really, ... well, really, now," 

Parker suggests that on some subconscious level even 

these nameless women realize there is no defensible 

rationale for their behavior toward Big Lannie, so they 

hide behind the bluff of being affronted. 

Big Lannie, to these women, is a "laundress" 

(364). This gender specific job gives her little. 

Part-time work by a black female is seen as non-

essential. Because of her gender and race she is 

asssigned the role of washer-woman. This places Big 

Lannie in, perhaps, the worst possible state of 

privation from the white, power-based world. 

Yet with determination, resiliency, long

suffering, she still manages to cope and raise Raymond, 
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despite the never ending struggle against overwhelming 

odds. Unable to "go to any organization dispensing 

relief, for dread that Raymond would be taken from her 

and [bel put in ... an institution" (362), she finds 

help, of sorts, in one former employer--Mrs. Delabarre 

Ewing. 

With the introduction of Mrs. Ewing to the story, 

Parker offers the reader a view of the two social 

extremes of women in society. In Mrs. Ewing we witness 

the qra_nde_ dame of polite white society bestowing her 

favors on those less fortunate. As readers we are 

immediately aware that Mrs. Ewing is someone to be 

reckoned with. Moreover, as Sapiro points out, 

"women's social role and status ... are defined by their 

marital status'' (400). Mrs. Delabarre Ewing is "a 

personage in the town ... a woman rigorously conscious 

of her noble obligation" (Parker 364). She represents 

the upper class. Even though early in the story we are 

told that Big Lannie's husband is dead, she is not 

referred to as ttr~- anyone. It is her lot in life to 

be subject to the whims, caprice, and benevolence of 

the Mrs. Ewings of the world. 

Mrs. Ewing "kept a model, though childless, house 

for her husband and herself" (364) when she wasn't 

otherwise engaged in such public civic duties as 

viewing and planting flowers around cannons. She is 
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the very "model" o f the leisure class who can a fford 

outside help for the less "noble" obligations, such as 
4 

laundr y . Parker proffers a realistic and accurate 

account of noble s se o blige in the person of Mrs. Ewing. 

By re-emplo y ing Big Lannie as a laundress two days each 

week, Mrs . Ewing unknowingly saves Raymond and his 

grandmother from utter ruination. Each day Big Lannie 

blessed Mrs. Ewing, and nightly she would 
have prayed for her, had she not known, in 
s ome dimmed way, that any intercession for 
Mrs . Delabarre Ewing must be impudence (364). 

Parker brilliantly depicts the gulf between Big 

Lannie' s world and that of Mrs. Ewing- - even prayers of 

gratitude dare not breach the upper echelons of 

society. 

Even though Mrs. Ewing re-hires Big Lannie, she is 

only degrees better than the other members of her 

privileged group . Her behavior remains consistent with 

those o f the other ladies, for she apologizes to the 

members o f her inner circle and maintains the posture 

of viewing herself as a victim of Big Lannie's 

transgression: 

She knew she was a fool, she said, after 
all that time, and after the way that Big 
Lannie had treated her. But still, she 
said--and she laughed a little at her own 
ways--anyone she felt kind of sorry for could 
always get around her .... She knew it was 
awful foolish, but that ... was the way she was 
( 3 6 5) . 

With subtle skill, being both a political feminist 
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and an accomplished writer, Parker continues to target 

the power of those enqaged in e xerting its force. 

Parker posits the alliance between Mrs. Ewing a nd Big 

Lannie as uneasy and uncomfortable. Mrs. Ewing keeps 

Biq Lannie "in a state of stimulating insecurity by 

referring, with perfect truth, to the numbers of 

stronger, quicker women" she could hire to do the same 

war k ( 3 6 5) . Big Lannie labors on in "fear and 

gratitude " (365) . 

In fo ur paragraphs of text, Parker adroitly 

demonstrates, in the character Mrs. Ewing, the 

institutionalization of power for the few who are 

fortunate enough to be born into, or marry into, white 

wealthy families. Big Lannie is not a member of this 

advantaged group, and has no opportunity, hope, or 

thought that she might be among the select. Parker, 

through the realist's insioht, never stoops to a 

s entimentalist portrayal that would have some humane 

correspondence pass between these two women. They live 

in different realms. The difference is that Big 

Lannie's cosmos depends on Mrs. Ewing's world. For 

Mrs. Ewing, and those like her, there is rarely a 

thought, a rumination, about a universe outside their 

own world of privilege. 

Laundering the Ewings' clothing two days a week 

p rovides Biq Lannie and Raymond with enough money for 
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stovewood and rent and "almost enough for food" (365). 

However, Raymond is growing rapidly and winter finds 

him confined indoors with a calico skirt of Big 

Lannie's tucked around him. Big Lannie mends "his 

outgrown garments as long as she (can), but the stuff 

(has) so rotted with wear that it split in new places 

when she (tries) to sew together the ragged edges" 

(366). With no decent clothes or shoes to wear 

outdoors, Raymond is denied the one pleasure he enjoys: 

being outside and listening to the street sounds and 

laughter of children. Putting aside pride, Big Lannie, 

with eyes downcast and in a sotto voce, is forced to do 

"something she [has) never done before; she [begs) of 

her employer ... (for) some of Mr. Ewing's old clothes 

for Raymond" (366). Mrs. Ewing responds by asking "her 

to talk !:!12." and then delivers a recapitulation of her 

own charitable beneficence. In the end, "with her own 

hands" (367), Mrs. Ewing gives Big Lannie a pair of Mr. 

Ewing's shoes and a suit. In the text, Parker has 

sought fit to italicize the word "up," and in using 

this word, Parker provides the reader with a double 

entendre. The more obvious meaning of "up" is to speak 

louder, but by italicizing "up," Parker emphasizes the 

subordinate position of Big Lannie who is to address 

the culturally elevated Mrs. Ewing, who believes 

herself on a higher moral plane. Mrs. Ewing does not 

30 



hesitate to correct Lannie's behavior. The reader 

cannot imagine Lannie correcting Mrs. Ewing ' s. With 

the words "with her own hands," Parker gives us a 

feeling for t he consciousness of Mrs. Ewing, who 

engages in a very unlikely act as a result of an 

unexpected request. Caught off guard, the reader can 

only imagine that some hazy notion of Christian 

charity, or s omething like it, engages Mrs. Ewing to 

act and to actually perform the toil the reader has 

c ome to expect will be delivered by servants. 

At the story's climax Raymond, wearing Mr. Ewing's 

clothes, is found by Big Lannie incoherent, bloody, and 

in tears. She embraces him within her comforting 

arms after discovering that he has been beaten and 

terrorized by some unknown hooligans. 

She took him in her arms and rocked him, and 
told him, over and over, never mind, don't 
care, everything's all right. Neither he nor 
she believed her words (369). 

Through her feminist vision of the problems in 

Big Lannie's milieu, Parker offers no solutions except 

to raise the consciousness of the reader to the plight 

of persons outside our thoughts and sight. Some 

critics may argue that "Clothe the Naked" is not a 

feminist narrative. However, "(glender is not simply an 

aspect of what one is, but more fundamentally, it is 

something that one does, and does recurrently, in 

interaction with others" (Sapiro 88). Parker was 
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intelligent enough to recognize that women are often 

prejudiced against other women based on their socially 

constructed roles and gender. 
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Chapter Four 

"Mr. Durant" 

As Toril Hoi points out in her essay "Feminist, 

Female, Feminine," "it still remains politcally 

essential for feminists to defend women as women in 

order to counteract the patriarchal oppression that 

precisely despises women as women" (129). As Parker 

exposes Mr. Durant, readers find, that at a given 

moment, he values a good meal more than his wife. 

In "Mr. Durant", first published in 1924 in 

American Mercury, the reader learns of the patterns of 

subordination he practiced, in his interactions with 

females. His contempt for the other sex ranges from 

his wife, to employees, to a neighbor's girls, to a 

dog. Parker's feminist critique of the Mr. Durant type 

is made necessary by her political consciousness. 

From Mr. Durant's point of view, all that is in 

the world is placed there for his pleasure. Parker 

tells the story from inside his thoughts and feelings. 

For him, the world is "Mr. Durant's world" (35); he is 

the center of the universe. 

He represents a monstrous character whose wife and 
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c hildren are v ictims o f his power. However, the 

readers who condemn his obnoxious behavior miss the 

nuance o f Parker' s story. For once again t he s ocial 

c ritique s he o ffers here is that of a realist and 

feminist author who observes and records social norms. 

She takes great care to describe in some detail 

the culture that surrounds Mr. Durant. In so doing, 

t he reader l e arns that all the characters are molded to 

h iohlight Mr. Durant's patriarchal bent. 

Mr. Durant does not know that he unfairly wields 

power. He behaves in a way that is common among all 

men who have his status, education, and manners in 

1920s America. He performs his duties in a way 

consistent with cultural expectations. He is an 

assistant manaqer in the credit department of a rubber 

company. Mr. Durant, like Hazel Morse, is a type, a 

s tandard cultural product. If the culture is capable 

of making the pathetic big blonde, it is also able to 

produce the unreflective, s elfish, and deplorable Mr. 

Durant. 

Once again Parker gives us a portrait of an 

archetype. Mr. Durant is the invention of a society 

that grants a disproportionate a mount of power to men 

of his inclinations, without teaching them the skills 

to use power responsibly. Mr s. Durant, the children, 

and the people of his workplace all think that his 
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behavior is quite natural. They never thi nk there 

might be an alte rnative behavior more suitabl e for Mr. 

Durant and, o f course, neither does he. 

If Dorothy Parker tells Big Lannie's story from 

i nside the subordinate's province and the subordinate's 

point of vie w, then Mr. Durant's story is related 

almost exclusively from the superior's orbit. Hazel 

Mor s e is not principally the subordinate o r superior to 

any person. She is e nslaved by a s eries of phony 

social paradigms. By providing us with the character 

of Mr. Durant, Parker demonstrates her understanding of 

t he power relationships in society, and all the 

players, types and roles in it. For this thesis, Mr. 

Durant represents the last part of her analysis of the 

politics of human interactions. 

As noted above, Parker establishes that it is "Mr. 

Durant's world." (35) All of the other characters are 

merely reactive to him. He never doubts how ce ntral he 

is to others and never gives a thought to their having 

personalities and choices independent of his. 

The story of Mr. Durant begins with his thoughts 

about the entanglements of his recent affair with Rose, 

an office "girl." (37) Rose is a naive twenty-year-old 

from a small-town. In her first big city job, she is a 

virgin both literally and figuratively. On meeting Mr. 

Durant, she is charmed by his relative sophistication--
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and no doubt by his solicitous manner toward her. In 

her innocence, she can only believe that he finds her 

interesting. The urbane reader knows that Mr. Durant's 

interests in Rose are far narrower: she will assure 

him that, in spite of his middle-age, he is youthful, 

attractive, and sexually appealing. And by his 

subsequent sexual conquest, he will reassure himself. 

For Mr. Durant the initial steps which bring on his 

relationship with Rose are "the most natural thing in 

the war ld." 

He regarded her affection for him as the most 
natural thing in the world--there she was, 
coming from a much smaller town, never the 
sort of girl to have had admirers; naturally, 
she was dazzled at the attentions of a man 
who, as Mr. Durant put it, was approaching 
the prime. (37) 

He is faced with a brief problem: the 

entanglement of having impregnated Rose. After some 

consternation, worry and ineffectual action to find 

someone who will perform an abortion, Rose, with 

twenty-five dollars and the help of her roommate, 

solves all of his problems. 

Because of Mr. Durant's position of power over 

Rose, he claims that he is the innocent who is taken 

advantage of. 

He had been charmed with the idea of there 
having been no other men in her life; but 
lately, far from feeling flattered at being 
the first and only one, he had come to regard 
it as her having taken a sly advantage of 
him, to put him in that position. (37) 
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Further, when he recalls this unhappy episode, he "felt 

indignation flood within him when he recalled those 

restless nights." (36) And though he is the one who 

initially seeks the abortion solution, he will later 

feel an "increasing anger that he should be drawn into 

conniving to find a way to break the law of his 

country--probably the law of every country in the 

world. Certainly of every decent, Christian place." (40) 

The amount of power Mr. Durant holds in his world 

allows him an unparalleled egocentricity which never 

feels doubt, shame, guilt or moral responsibility. His 

only unhappinesses are those that can be done to him, 

not by him. 

The musings of Mr. Durant take place on a 

streetcar on his way home. These thoughts are 

interrupted only by the ogling of another woman who is 

a recapitulation of Rose: young, wearing cheap 

cl othes, attempting to be stylish, and trying to get 

ahead. Parker is suggesting here that Mr. Durant will 

never learn from his mistakes because he does not know 

they are mistakes. 

fair game to him. 

Young women of lesser means are all 

In "Mr. Durant," Parker offers a cultural 

stereotype of the worst kind. Arthur Kinney's analysis 

of this story merely attributes Mr. Durant's behavior 

to a "need for order and discipline'' (Frewin 164). But 
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what relation do "order and discipline" have to Roses's 

scruples? 

Rose was not a coquettish girl. She had that 
curious directness that some very timid 
people possess. There were her scruples, of 
course, but Mr. Durant readily reasoned them 
away (Parker 38). 

How does Mr. Durant's penurious thought, upon giving 

Rose the twenty-five dollars, reflect a "need for order 

and discipline"? "Not that he couldn't have used the 

twenty-five very nicely himself, just then, with 

J unior's teeth, and all!" (41). 

When Mr. Durant arrives home, Parker opens the 

door to another part of the domain which he surveys. 

As he approaches his house, two young neighbor girls 

run past him on the sidewalk in the rain. Lustful 

thoughts enter his mind. 

He had often lingeringly noticed their fresh 
prettiness. He hurried, so that he might see 
them run up the steps, their narrow skirts 
sliding up over their legs. His mind went 
back to the girl [on the streetcar] with the 
run in her stocking, and amusing thoughts 
filled him as he entered his own house. (42) 

Once through the door, Parker presents us with the 

prototypical middle-class family model that American 

television will further institutionalize in the 1950s 

and 1960s, on programs such as "Father Knows Best." 

The following sentence is typical of Parker's 

description of the children. 

They were nice, sensible children, good at 
their lessons, and punctilious about brushing 
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their teeth, speaking the truth, and avoiding 
playmates who used bad words. (42) 

Soon after Mr. Durant arrives home he learns that 

there is a new addition to his kingdom, a collarless 

dog (escaping the rain) that has merrily been accepted 

by his entire household. "Mother helped them give it a 

bath" and Freda, the servant, has fed it and 

essentially agrees to look after it. The children are 

wild for keeping it. They have asked their mother and 

"Mother said all right, if he [Mr. Durant) said so, and 

Freda liked it fine." (43) He responds to the request 

by keeping the same gentle smile he entered with and 

says, "We'll see." The children know from experience 

that he is "leaning in the right direction." (43) 

It is at this point that the reader of Parker 

stories cannot help but notice how alarmingly like Mrs. 

Ewing (from "Clothe the Naked") Mr. Durant is. Mrs. 

Ewing finds Big Lannie's world as remote as Mr. Durant 

finds that of the dog. 

He did not dislike dogs, and he somewhat 
fancied the picture of himself as a soft
hearted fellow who extended shelter to 
friendless animals. ( 43 l 

Mr. Durant surveys the dog for a long while, and the 

dog performs admirably. After thinking to himself that 

the dog has felt Mr. Durant to be "the greatest man in 

America," he welcomes the dog to the family (44). 

"Well, sir, how'd you like to board with 
us?" he said. "I guess you can plan to 
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she. 

settle down." Charlotte squeezed Junior's 
arm wildly. Neither of them, though, thought 
it best to crowd their good fortune by making 
any immediate comment on it. (44) 

However, Mr. Durant soon learns that the dog is a 

He i s not happy about this development. His 

daughter begins to whimper. "Quiet 1" said her father, 

turning suddenly upon her. "I said it could stay 

didn't I? Did you ever know Father to break a 

prom i s e ?" ( 4 5 ) 

Mr. Durant summons his wife to his sanctum 

sanctorum, known among the family members as "Father's 

den," (45) a garish and silly room filled with unread 

books. In what is now a predictable pique from the 

self-absorbed Mr. Durant, he precedes his wife into his 

chambers. With the power of Solomon, if not the 

wisdom, he pronounces his judgment. 

"Now you know perfectly well, Fan, we 
can't have that dog around," he told her. 
He used the low voice reserved for underwear 
and bathroom articles and kindred shady 
topics. There was all the kindness in his 
tones that one has for a backward child, but 
a Gibraltar-like firmness was behind it. 
"You must be crazy to even think we could for 
a minute. Why, I wouldn't give a she-dog 
house-room, not for any amount of money. 
It's disgusting, that's what it is." 

"Well, but, Father--" began Mrs. Durant, 
her hands again going off into their 
convulsions. 

"Disgusting," he repeated. "You have a 
female around, and you know what happens. 
All the males in the neighborhood will be 
running after her," .... 

"But the children," she said. 
be just simply--" 
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"Now you just leave all that to me," he 
reassured her. "I told them the dog could 
stay, and I've never broken a promise yet, 
have I? Here's what I'll do--I'll wait till 
they're asleep, and then I'll just take this 
little dog and put it out. Then, in the 
morning, you can tell them it ran away during 
the night, see?" 

She nodded. Her husband patted her 
shoulder, in its crapy-smelling black silk. 
His peace with the world was once more 
intact, restored by this simple solution of 
the little difficulty. (46) 

Thus Parker ends her story ironically, displaying 

Mr. Durant's hypocrisy: he is himself the dog that 

will chase bitches that he believes are in heat. 

Mr. Durant sees no inconsistency between his 

public presentation of self and his private one. 

Before his children he is the public Mr. Durant 

fulfilling the role of beneficent father. Only Mrs. 

Durant is shown the private, selfish, mean-spirited, 

and duplicitous Mr. Durant. She never points out the 

contradictions between his two selves, for she never 

assumes she has the right to do so. All she can think 

to do is to nod in assent to mendacities she chooses to 

be blind to. 

The reader sees in Mr. Durant a culture prepared 

to accept his actions as normal and consistent of all 

men who have the same proclivities. The children do 

not have the power to correct him. Mrs. Durant, by her 

silence, affirms his conduct. All who reside in Mr. 

Durant's small kingdom grant him unchallenged rule. 
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All bolster his deplorable hypocrisy, and none can find 

an alternative course. 

Kinney's critique does explain Mr. Durant's 

''ordering" the possibility of sex (even by a dog) out 

of the house. Sex is for the office. 

Mr. Durant is the type of man that any feminist 

would not want as a husband, father, brother, neighbor, 

co-worker, or doq-catcher. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

By saying "I'm a feminist," Dorothy Parker 

confirmed a political consciousness not readily 

apparent to her reading public. She was a political 

feminist author long before most women or men had the 

self-consciousness to proclaim themselves such. Most 

critics of her work also fail to understand her 

political feminist complexity. 

There is much to be said about Parker's writing. 

However, her readers will find her discredited by 

myopic critics who focus on only one aspect of her 

work. A wide range of her canon is clever and 

irreverent. Few would dispute that. But she offers 

more substance than some of her critics acknowledge. 

Jesse Bier wrongly labels Parker a misogynist. 

Marion Meade claims her writing is "devoid of loving 

mothers--indeed, there is not a one in the whole lot" 

(12). Such critics ignore Big Lannie's remarkable care 

for her grandson; they also overlook Mrs. Durant, 

whose children are "always at ease with her" (Parker 

44). Bier's view therefore is not carefully 

considered; and Meade is wrong. 
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Dale Spender, writing about "Women and Literary 

History," questions why women who are "esteemed in 

their own lifetime are later denied and dismissed" 

(236). Parker has been often denied her place in 

literary feminist political history because critics 

often look at one aspect of her work and fail to 

recognize that humor is just one of her attributes. 

As stated in the introduction, a part of her work 

is deadly serious. Among those more sober works, the 

reader finds Parker engaging in direct social 

criticism. "Literature and Politics," by Matei 

Calinescu, states that "modern literature [is] ... a 

criticism of life in history, as shaped by social 

conditions, institutions, and conflicts" (128). 

Further, "the politics of literature is ... a politics of 

imaginative persuasion and, implicitly, a critique of 

any politics based on coercion" (141). Parker's 

realist fiction offers us Hazel Morse who is assigned a 

role and cannot break free from it, even though it no 

longer suits her; Big Lannie, who will remain 

powerless, as long as she is a black female living in a 

dominant white so~iety and dependent on Mrs. Ewing's 

group for employment; and the overweening Mr. Durant, 

who parades the power and the corruption of a dominant 

patriarchal order. 

Many of Parker's works demonstrate the complex 
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patterns fashioned by a culture to give some persons 

and some groups power over others. The stories 

analyzed in this thesis manifest a few of the ways the 

subordination of women is practiced. It is because 

Dorothy Parker was a feminist that she presents this 

particular concern to the reading public. 

But what is the readers' role in the consideration 

of these tales? Dorothy Parker has offered us a 

picture of our enduring human behavior. The purpose of 

portraiture is that viewers might compare themselves to 

persons portrayed. Honest readers will find some 

measure of the worst in themselves. 

is potential for reform. 

In so doing there 

Parker's realist writing is not unlike that of 

Dickens. His novels offer a view of "social forces 

which are wholly real" (Williams 28), in hope that they 

might evoke a "personal transformation, or ... an 

alteration and amendment of the institutions which 

teach and confirm and deny" (29). 

Critics, such as John Keats, are correct when they 

suggest that Parker gives us a ''slice of life" in this 

particular genre of her work (Keats 81). But because 

of her particular interest in issues of subordination, 

and especially those structures that disenfranchise 

women, hers is a realist fiction that concentrates on 

the politics of power. 
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Notes 

1. The actual date the interview was conducted is not 

noted in either the The Paris Review, Summer 1956, 

Vol. 4, No. 13 issue or in Writers at Work: The 

Paris Review Interviews. Ed. Malcolm Cowley. New 

York: Viking, 1957, 1958. 69-82. 

2 . Lucy Stone (1818-1893) helped found the American 

Woman Suffrage Association in 1869. In 1870, she 

co-founded Woman's Journal, a woman's suffrage 

weekly. Jane Grant, New York Times society 

reporter, was married to Harold Ross, editor of The 

New Yorker. Ruth Hale was married to Heywood 

Broun, a journalist and first president of the 

American Newspaper Guild. 

3 . In a footnote, Bier states that Parker's "drama 

criticism is most barbed when directed at actresses 

rather than actors," and her couplet, 

"Men seldom make passes 
At girls who wear glasses" 

is "an exercise in oblique misogyny." He cites 

these to support his argument (226). 
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4. "Middle class women did very little washing and 

ironing ... In 1924 ... only 10 percent of the middle 

class women had no paid help in the home" (Sapiro 

401) . 
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