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Critics have long considered Raymond Carver to be one of America’s finest 

writers of working-class literature.  Often reading his essays, poems, and short-stories 

through a biographical lens, they demonstrate how Carver represents the economic 

struggles, emotional pain, and dark humor of the working-class.  Despite this 

extraordinary body of criticism, however, Carver’s work has yet to be considered 

thoroughly within the theoretical context of radical literature.  This paper examines how 

two selected Carver stories reveal the origins of class struggle as they manifest 

themselves in the working-class communities of the Pacific Northwest.  It argues that 

these stories expose the practical realities of applied ruling-class ideology through their 

representation of labor, personal relationships, and sportsmanship.  As many critics 

suggest, Carver’s work offers a seductively accurate account of working-class life in the 

suburbs and small towns of Northern California, Oregon, and Washington.  But it also 

lays bare the core structural aspects of capitalism that create the oppressive conditions 

under which Carver’s characters must live, even when the characters themselves fail to 

grasp how the acquisitive priorities of the ruling-class determine the quality of their 

lives.  Bewildered by the circumstances in which they find themselves, Carver’s 

characters try to “get it talked out.”  But like the young woman in “Why Don’t You 

Dance?” they cannot see beyond their immediate environment.   Blinded by and to the 

ideological strategies that maintain the harsh socio-economic conditions in which they 
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live, these folks blame themselves, each other, and even the environment for their 

troubles. 

In a 1988 interview with Gail Caldwell, Carver claimed that “people talk about 

[my] stories having a specific locale in the Northwest.  Yet I don’t see them having such 

a specific place.”  The stories, he said, “could take place anywhere.”  Rather he stressed 

the development of his characters’ “emotional landscape.”  But many of Carver’s stories 

betray the context of a general socio-economic setting.  In some cases, their small towns 

and working-class suburbs contain only traces of regional characteristics.  In others, 

they identify the communities in which their characters live with specific geographical 

descriptions.  Either way, Carver’s work offers insight into the regional conditions that 

inform how his characters develop emotionally as well as behaviorally, and engage such 

ideas as labor, family, politics, and, indeed the environment itself.  Carver’s stories may 

explore the “territories of the heart,” as Caldwell puts it.  But the roads they follow to get 

there, both literal and figurative, run along the Columbia and Snake Rivers, which, 

spotted with lumber and paper mills, nevertheless teem with salmon, sturgeon, and 

whitefish.  These roads cut deep into forests of White Birch and Aspen and break from 

the trails blazed by loggers to cabins where hunters stalk their prey and fishermen cast 

their lines into quiet streams.  They lead to a reservation populated by the Yakama, an 

indigenous tribe whose ancestors suffered the deceit of the American government and 

fought in the Coeur D’Alene war.  And finally, far from the crops of oat and sugar-beet 

that line the countryside, they make their way through the small ranch-house 

communities where most of Carver’s characters spin on their metaphoric logs, never 

getting anywhere but sure they’ll drown if they stop. 
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I want to stress that specific geographical conditions, whether natural or 

humanly-created, form the material basis for the reproduction of social life.  Carver’s 

characters have developed a working understanding of their environment as it relates to 

them, whatever their actual circumstances.  David Harvey calls this form of knowledge 

“geographical lore.”  Acquired through experience with a variety of environmental 

factors, from, say, gloomy winters to dangerous saw mill work, this lore is “codified and 

socially transmitted as part of a conceptual apparatus with which individuals and groups 

cope with the world” and from which they “receive instruction” (189).   But as Harvey 

suggests, the knowledge through which people interpret their experience has been 

largely determined by ideological narratives that create symbolic relationships to actual 

lived experience, mystify social contradictions, and ultimately advance the interests of 

the dominant class.  In the Althusserian sense, it reproduces the rules of understanding 

that establish respect, however latent, for conditions like the division of labor and 

particular codes of conduct that order society under capitalism.   

The idea of the Pacific Northwest as the last American Frontier, for example, 

encourages notions of fishing, hunting, and work on the ocean and in the forest as an 

expression of freedom, a continuation of the spirit of rugged individualism on which the 

U.S was allegedly founded.  Independent commercial fishermen who see themselves as 

their own boss overlook their place in the economic chain of labor, resource, and market 

exploitation.  They are dependent on conditions of exchange controlled by the largest 

fishing corporations.  C0nsequently, the cash they receive for their product amounts to a 

wage.  Despite their ownership of the limited means of production, their work 

constitutes their place among the proletariat.  Or the seemingly “natural” experience of 
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camping and fishing along an isolated section of the Columbia River offers a sense of 

liberation and distance, both geographic and temporal, from the alienation of modern 

day life.  Here, one finds an “authentic” or “pure experience” that stimulates primal 

instincts.  But as several of Carver’s stories about sportsmanship make mockingly 

manifest authentic or pure experience has always already been appropriated and 

commodified by ideological and practical conditions that necessarily mediate it.   

Take “The Cabin,” a story first published as “Pastoral” in Western Humanities 

Review in 1963 and later republished in Fires in ‘82.  Mr. Harrold sets out on a fishing 

trip in southwest Washington.  On a cold winter’s day, just after a snow fall, Harrold 

drives presumably Interstate 5 toward a lodge.  An hour later, turning off the highway 

and onto a country road, he notices that  

Pine trees whose branches were heavy with snow stood on either side of 

the road.  Clouds mantled the white hills so that it was hard to tell where 

the hills ended and the sky began.  It reminded him of those Chinese 

landscapes they’d looked at that time in the museum in Portland (145).     

A few minutes later he arrives at the lodge of which his cabin is part, which announces 

itself with a “flickering neon sign” that reads “Castlerock.”  In the lodge, a display case 

offers for sale “leather purses, wallets, and pairs of moccasins,” along with “Indian bead 

necklaces and bracelets and pieces of petrified wood.”   At the far end of this room, a 

“big Fredrick Remington reproduction hangs on the wall.”  Harrold stares at the 

“lurching, frightened buffalo, and the Indians with the drawn bows fixed at their 

shoulders” (147). 
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Harrold, who has come to the cabin to escape the pressures of work and reflect on 

some unarticulated problem with his family life, interprets the snow covered trees and 

white hills through a series of Chinese landscapes.  In the process, he demonstrates how 

representation constructs his context for understanding.  He comes to the natural 

environment already informed by his interpretation of the landscapes, which, given the 

Portland Museum’s permanent collection in the late 1950s and early 60s, probably 

refers to its extensive exhibit from the Tang Dynasty.  Set in a museum, these landscapes 

suggest to Harrold nostalgia for something – a lost time, a particular feeling – that he 

does not comprehend fully, in large part because it has been manufactured through a 

complex set of ideological strategies that link compelling images of a seemingly 

unmolested environment to the appreciation of so-called high culture and the 

celebration of enormous wealth and corporate merchandizing that ultimately promote 

consumerism under capitalism.  The story makes this point more poignant through the 

Remington reproduction.  The merchandizing of a reproduction of a painting that 

reproduces an imagined, politicized, and ideological account of frontier life intends to 

kindle the spirit of the west, justify westward expansion, and portray the indigenous 

populations as raging savages.  The violence of the painting seems to bother Harrold, 

just as the violent shooting of a deer by a band of young hunters does later in the story.  

But ultimately it reflects, along with several other environmental signifiers, a context for 

his relationship to the frontier mentality.  

As the rest of the story makes clear, Harrold’s fishing trip results from his quest 

to consume an idea about the return to establishing the rules of one’s own existence, 

making one’s own way and earning his keep from the land, about freedom, and 
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manhood and warrior rituals, all of this as the lost authentic American experience.  That 

Harrold sees the lodge as the decay of this experience reinforces the idea that it once 

existed.  His observations appear to confirm the compromised purity of fishing along 

some remote section of the Cowlitz River.  The lodge’s glitzy sign and its merchandizing 

of the wears and wood indigenous to the area suggest the corruption of the natural 

environment and the authentic experience it offers.  The lodge’s presence along the river 

turns fishing, in the heroic manner in which Hemingway imagined it, into some kind of 

Disneyland adventure, a simulation of a reality that once existed.  But the fishing, like a 

ride in Baudrillard’s Disneyland, is not a simulation of reality but reality itself, that 

which is positioned against illusion in order to maintain as real the fiction of a long past 

authentic experience that can be recaptured.  It may, as Graham Clarke argues, 

reconstruct “the myth” of America, the “ideal purity of being in which American man is 

wholly free from social, historical, and political complications” (101).  But it does so in 

order to preserve the notion of some romanticized lost reality as authentic.  Harrold 

believes that by pursuing this reality he may transcend the conditions of his dreary life.  

But by doing so he participates in the very ideological structures that have created those 

conditions to begin with.    

In “The Third Thing that Killed My Father Off,” a story set in the spongy 

backcountry of Washington State, Dummy, a mute, hardworking laborer at a local 

lumber company, attempts to transcend the conditions of his own life by buying two 

barrels of black bass from a Louisiana company which advertises in Field and Stream.  

Reminiscent of the tale of Marx’s cherry tree, the story considers the commodification 

and fetishizing of a natural resource alien to the area that creates animosity among a 
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group of working class men.  The conflict leads Dummy to murder his wife and commit 

suicide when a flood runs his beloved bass from the private pond in which he has kept 

them.  Like many of Carver’s stories, a competing narrative distracts his friends from the 

actual conditions that have led to the man’s death.  The alleged infidelity of his wife 

accounts for his gruesome behavior.  The men blame the woman, then the fish, then the 

woman again.  But none of them blames the cherished fishing industry, which has 

stretched its profit margins by exploiting a market two-thousand miles away, but which 

the men see as providing them with more choice and opportunity.  In the end, however, 

Dummy’s friends sense more than they comprehend the presence of some other sinister 

cause.  They don’t really believe what they say about the woman.  But, as the story 

makes clear, because of their deep commitment to their place as hegemonic subjects, 

holding close to the apparent values of their class and region, they seem to have no 

choice. 

 The story recognizes how the effects of socio-economic conditions often get 

displaced onto the morality of personal relationships.  The narrator’s father ultimately 

blames himself for Dummy’s death.  Out of a wish to recapture a time when he lived in 

Arkansas and Georgia and fished for bass, presumably when times were better, the 

father introduces Dummy to the idea of buying the fish.  When Dummy becomes 

obsessively proprietary over them, fencing off his pond and refusing to let anyone fish 

there, the father abandons him and criticizes him publicly.  When catastrophe strikes, 

he assumes so much moral responsibility for Dummy’s death that it ruins his own life, 

and, along with some unspecified relationship to Pearl Harbor and his return to his 

father’s farm, leads to his death.   
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Yet the details of the story demonstrate how the relationship the men build to the 

bass develops from the value they unwittingly place on the fish as a commodity.  For the 

narrator’s father, the bass represent an opportunity to purchase a return to a better time 

in his life and introduce his son to that life.  For Dummy, a “common laborer,” who is 

playfully mocked and ultimately dismissed by the millwrights, the fish signify a source 

of social power.  The men want to fish his pond.  But Dummy won’t let them.  He is not 

interested in the bass for sport.  Rather he sees them as personal possessions, like pets, 

or as one millwright puts it, a wife, which he can control and must protect.  Each of their 

relationships to the fish is bound up in a kind of wonder at the manner in which the bass 

have found their way to Washington.  “It was the strangest sight,” the narrator says of 

the barrel of bass fingerlings, “all those live things busy in there, like a little ocean that 

had come on the train.”  While he may not comprehend fully the meaning of his 

observation, the way it suggests the labor involved in spawning and transporting the 

fish, he nevertheless speaks to the manner in which the men have already been 

conditioned to accept the relationship between the natural and the manufactured as a 

progressive step toward fulfilling some aspect of their lives through consumption.    

In each of these stories, the characters assume sole responsibility for their choices 

and actions or blame other people for their situations.  Rarely do they see through the 

dense web of ideological narratives that encourage them to moralize entirely their 

personal failures.  In fact, their apparent complicity in their own emotional and practical 

subjugation drives them.  As a result, I think, the stories themselves, like so many of 

Carver’s others, appear to value the emotions of their characters above all else.  They 

seem to focus on the symptomatic rather than structural aspects of living and want us to 
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feel their characters’ pain and suffering, happiness and sadness, without considering 

thoroughly what necessarily informs these emotional states, just, perhaps, as some of us 

do in our own lives.  That some critical responses have found comfort in this kind of 

reading makes sense.  We shelter ourselves, as Fredrick Jameson notes, from the 

omnipresence of history.  But it is through this comfort that we chain ourselves to the 

very hegemonic beliefs and practices that force us to seek that comfort in the first place.  

Carver’s work, I would argue, provides an opportunity to examine how the blatant 

inequalities that result from capitalism make most of us vulnerable and explore how 

American Dream ideology offers us an escape from that vulnerability that is rarely met. 

I began this paper by suggesting that many critical responses to Carver’s work 

focus on Carver himself.  He has become something of a beloved figure.  Writers like 

Richard Ford and Tobias Wolff have written lovingly and convincingly about their 

relationship to Carver.  A recent biography provides a very thorough representation of 

his life, ultimately describing him as loveable, yet troubled figure, an excellent listener 

who saw people in complex terms yet rendered their experiences with accessibility.  He 

grew up in poverty, got married early in life, had children, suffered and enjoyed a 

tumultuous first marriage, got married again.  He was a drunk and then a recovering 

drunk.  Just as he was receiving international acclaim for his work he contracted cancer 

and died.  In short, these representations of Carver create a character very much like 

one of his own characters.  This idea grants Carver experiential authority over his 

characters and the lives they lead.  But it also romanticizes Carver’s life in a way that I 

think has carried over to some critical responses to his work.   There is nothing 

glamorous about poverty, unemployment, and alcoholism, unless viewed from the 
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comfort of one’s liberal armchair.  Perhaps it is time to distance Ol’ Ray from his stories 

in order to give them a fair shake, see what they have to say about the history they 

contain. 
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