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Abstract ;

Most texts designed_to teach’writing inciude primariiy
non-fiction models. Most teachers, though, have been
trained in the belles lettres tradition, and their
‘competence usually lies with fiction or poetry. Cultural
preference has traditionally held that fiction is the most
important form of literature. Analyzing a selection of
twentieth century non-fiction prose is difficult; there are
too few resources, and conventional analytical methods too
often do not fit modern non-fiction.

The new journalism, a recent literary genre, is
especially difficult to "teach" because it blends fictive
and journalistic techniques. The result is a hybrid
literary form with little critical‘analysis available to
teacher or student. 1In this essay I explore the development
of the new journalism and analyze two essays by Joan Didion,
a new journalist whose writing displays a dominant personal
voice. My analysis contributes toward a larger body of
non-fiction criticism by showing how Didion rhetorically
creates her powerful voice, as well as suggesting that
teachers take a broader view of the rhetorical worth of

other classifications of writing.
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- I. Introduction

In their best efforts to analyze modern non-fiction
prose, teachers of writing often find themselves frustrated
by two fundamental shortcOmings: the first is the teacher's
own limited experience within the broader body of
literature, and the second is the lack of published
criticism of modern non-fiction, which might guide her in
her approaches to its analysis: She, therefore, reduces
herself to pointing out dominant rhetorical modes,
identifying symbols, asking siudents to outline main points,
or to discussing the significance of titles. These
activities may demonstrate the teacher's authority, but they
leave the students confused about how certain prose models
might apply to their own writing.

Part of the problem also is that modern non-fiction is
a grab-bag of types, including science and nature writing,
travel writing,.and new journalism. The new journalism is
particularly troublesome because critics cannot decide
whether it should be classified as literature or as
non-fiction prose. Briefly, the new journalism is a form of
journalism that makes use of narrative and fictive
techniques and displays an obvious personal voice. Arising
out of some exceptional journalistic éituations in the early
1960s, the new journalism was not trusted simply because of

its novelty. The new journalism movement jolted
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non-fiction'é position-in the literary world, but its final
| auﬁhority is stillvbeihg evaluated.
Because no authorizéd body of criticism exists for
vnon-fibtion, each work erthy.of published criticisﬁ creates
separate standards for judgment. »Certain1y, the methods of
aﬁalyZing fiction do not often apply to non—fiction. New
questions must be asked. Some of the questions might be
vphrased this way: Does a writer's voice affect the reader's
acceptance of the writer as an authofity? If so, how? 1In
. non-fiction writing; what relationships does the writer
create between facts? Whét do the relationships reveal
about the author? Can an admittedly subjective voice
present the truth about facts? |
What I offer here, then, is a cioser look at the style

of the new journalist, Joan Didion. The ability to select
just the right combination of stylistic details is the
source of her genius, and I want to show how Didion's
maéterfUl style creates her distinctive charactei. This,
more than anything else, is the source of her authority. 1In
“this analysis, I focus on two essays, "Some Dreamers of the
Golden Dream" and "On Self-Respect," two essays frequently
selected as models in anthologies designed for composition
courses. Didion's voice was formed during the 1960s when,
as a journalist, she tried to understand the forces

affecting American life.



II. The‘New Journalism
The decade of the 19603 waéia difficult one to write
vabout because it was so extraordinary. John Hellman
explains that:American realifybseémed‘to be undergoing a
pfofound change: | ﬁ
‘Stimulated by Kennedy's election and unleashed by
his asSassination,‘long‘buriedvforces in the
 American psyche wére coming to the surface with an
almoét eerie simultaneity in politics, in national
‘and individuai violence, in subcultures, in urban
slums, in technology, in the young (2).
According to Tom Wolfe, the 1960s will always interest
historians because of manhers, morals, styles'of living, and
‘attitudéS'toward the world chan§ed everything1more than
political events did: o
o o .‘all the changes that were labeled, however
ciumsily, with such tags as "the generation gap,"
"the couﬁter culture,“ "black consciousness,"”
vQSexual permissiveness," "the death of God," . . .
the'abahdonment,of pfoprieties, pieties, décorums
connoﬁed by ?go;go funds;" "fast money," swinger
groovy hippie arob-out bop Beatlés Andy baby Jane
Bernie ﬁueyAEldriaée‘LSD_ﬁarathdn encounter
'underground rip-off. . . . This whole side of

American life that gushed forth when postwar
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American affluence finally‘blew the 1id off--.
... (20-30) | |
Terry Eagleton suggests the crux of the problem from a
critic's viewpoint:‘ |
| How was bne to write in an industrial society
where discourse hadkbecome degraded to a mere
instrument‘of écience, commerce, advertising and
bureaucracy? What audience was dne to write for
in any case, given the saturation of the reading
»public by a "mass," profit-hungry, anodyne
culture? - (140) :
In his 1961 essay "Writing Americah Fiction," Philip Roth
seemed to have understood the new journalists' problem even
though he saw recording-"reality" as a problem for fiction
writers. "The American writer in the middle of the 20th
century has his hands full in trying to understand, and then
describe, and then make giggiblg much of the American
reality" (224).

The new journalists, as realistic writers, found the
problems even larger. Ronald Weber elucidates the new
journalists' grappling with reality in a chapter titled
"Toward Irrealism." Weber explains the problem this way:
"Put simply, the probiem had to do with the essential
reality of those grander social and political phenomena of

the times; were they indeed real in the sense of being true
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reflections of preéent reality"” (10)? And more to the
point: | |
Contemporary reality was not only incredible then
[in the 1960s] but untrue. It might offend and
eVeh embarrass the fictional imagination, but the
more penetrating point was that it failed to
reveal in its surface detail the true state of
society. The forms of the society, its manners
and morals, masked confusion, deceit, and
spiritual disintegration. (11)
These references, then, emphasize writers' focus on reality,
but they only introduce the topic; they do not explain it.
Whatever the factsvwere, they alone could not speak.fdr
themselves. The reality became the interpretation of the
facts. The various ways that the new journalists
demonstrated relationships between facts produced a new form
of journalism.

Some backtracking is necessary here to explain the new
style of writing. Newspaper writers, particularly feature
writers, are considered by the literary world to be on the
lowest rung of the writers' ladder. Feature writers worked
for newspapers hoping to accumulate experience, pay the
rent, get to know the world, énd £hen they planned to quit
to write The Novel.‘QDuring the‘lQGOé, however, feature

writers began to experiment with writing style partly to
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compete,with television for an audience, partly to,meetrthe
demands of reporting the surreal times. Two important
-writers emeréed: Gay Talese and Jimmy Breslin. Gay Talese :
working‘for'the New York Times had written an article for .
Esquire called "Joe Louis: The King as a Middle-aged Man."
The article read like a short story'Withvdialogue and
descriptive,scenes, yet'it also fell within the format of
‘conventional'magazine‘journalism. The following year, 1963,
Jimmy Breslin,.a Herald Tribune columnist, madeiwavee.in the
'journalist establiehment by writing columns that involved
. leaving the newspaper offices tolgather information. His
‘stories'weré.exciting beCause:theY ineluded dialogue, made
use of symbols, yet werevtrue—toélifebaccounts.. Here were
two writers from the lowest literary ranks embarking in
~uncharted territory. Breslin and Talese's work marks the
beginning of a new literaryseryieeCalled the new journalism
(Wolfe 12-14). | | |

Others also experimented'With new forms of writing.
Writers such as Truman Capote and Norman Mailer veered
toward fiction with a realistic touch. Truman Capote's in;
Cold Blood is probably the best example of "factual
fiction." Capote epent five years researching his story and
intervieﬁing two killers of a wealthy Kansas family. The
etory ran in serial form in the New Yorker in 1965, and it

was a sensation. Capote said he invented a new literary
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genre, "the nonfiction novel,” Capote's "success gave the
NeW‘Journalism, as it would‘sbon be caliéd, an overwhelming
momentum" (Wolf 26).

Norman Mailer's two novels--An American Dream and Why
Are We in Vietnam met with little success. Then Armies of
the Night (1968), published as an aﬁtobiographical account
of his involvement in an anti-war demonstration, changed
everything. His reputation raised the new style to its
highest point so far.‘}Hére was non-fiction written with a’
literary touch.

By 1966 reporting took on a different character. Wolfe
says, "Here came a breed of journalists who somehow had the
moxie to talk théif way inside of any milieu, even closed
Societies, and hang on for dear life" (26). John Sack wrote
a book called M aftér getting permission to join an infantry
company at Fort Dix as a reporter. Sack went through basic
training with M Company and accompanied them to battle in
Vietnam. George Plimpton trained with the Detroit Lions, a
professional football team, and produced Rgpg;_Ligg; Hunter
Thompson lived among the Hell's Angels as a reportet for
year and a half in ordef to write Hgllla_Anggls;__lhg
Strange Saga of the Outlaw Motorcycle Gang. Also during

this time Joan Didion'collected her articles about
California in a book called Slouching Towards Bethlehem.

"By 1969," writes Tom Wolfe, "no one in the literary world
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could simply dismiss this new journalism as an inferior
genre" (28). |

To say, though, that new joﬁrnalism is "new" is
incorrect. Several critics and Tom Wolfé, the léader of the
new journalist style, point out similarities between the
‘rise of the novel and the rise of new journalism. Since
w:iters have usually sought to recreate reality, the new
journalists were learning, as Wolfe éays, "the techniques of
realism—-particularly of thé sort found in.Fielding,
Smollet, Balzac, Dickens and'Gogol-—froﬁ'scratch" (31). In
faét, journalists and novelists share similar roéts in
various ways. For one, writers ofvboth literary forms have
always been concerned with gettihg.thé "story just right.”
'The realistic novel may be Said‘fdworiginate in the |
eighteénth century with Daniel Defoe, Samue1'Richardson, and -
Henry Fielding. Liké‘theSé writers,;the new joufnalists
strive for detailed realism;

But recording the events of thé}i9608, for the most
part, fell to those writers called the new journalists. fNo
novelist,”" Wolfe asserts," wiil be remembéredbas the
novelist who capturedbtheﬂsixties in America, or even in New
York . . " (24). There seem'to be two main reasons for
this: fiction writers were having‘trouble using the
téchhiques peculiar to the novel iﬁ chronicling the réality

of this decade, and the journalists fdund the
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who—what—when-where—why»voice 6f traditional journalism too
neutral for recording the_upheéval»of the 1960s.

Journélists began expe;imenting and found the most effective
writing for their purposes borrowed story-telling techniques
from fiction writing and used a dominant, autobiographical
voice.

Tom Wolfe summarizes several other similarities between
the early days of the realistic novel in England and the new
journalism. For one thing, each genre was criticized as
being shallow, simply entertainment. Both forms produced
intense feelings and excited their readers, and this was
regarded as slightly dangerous because there were no
guidelines in either form of writing for evaluating the
reality they tried to present. These works have both been
criticized because they offer no moral instruction. Also,
both the realistic novel and the new journaliém are
relatively easy to read; Coleridge said serious literature
should be challenging morally as well as intellectually.
Wolfe goes on to say that the realistic novel and the new
journalism are accused of dwelling on "manners" or the
superficial aspects of ordinary or inconsequential subjects
and people (37-39).

Interesting,‘too, is the similarity between the words
"fact" and "fiction." "Fact" derives from the word facere

meaning "make or do," while "fiction" comes from fingere
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meaning "to make or shape." Lennard Davies has studied
other ties between journalism and fiction. Davies reports
that during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, "the
word novel seems to have been used interchangeably wiﬁh‘the
word news--and both were applied freely to writings that
were about t:ﬁe or fictional events . . ." (126). By
studying laws passed to tax printed material, he also shows
that into the eighteenth century little difference existed
between journalism aﬁd novels except the length of the text
(127-128). |

Defining the new'jourhalism is complicated by the fact
that an interplay of va:iqus techniques and results makes
classification diffiéult. One critical faction argues that
since thé new journalists apply narrative as well as
occasional cinematic techniques to their reporting, the new
journalism is a form of literary'fiction. - Another group of
critics bases their arguments o¢ the final effects of the
discburse. If the focus finaily turné inward, in the same
way that fiction points to itself, then the new journalism
is literature. If the final effect is outward, pointing to
the world, then the new journalism is justba variety of
non-fiction or journalistic prose.L°Complicating this last
argument is the fact that muéh néwvjéﬁrhalism is successful
because it points both inward and outward. Besides Tom

Wolfe, who is a journalist, others have defined journalism,
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.emphas121ng dlfferent aspects of the new journallsm.,_ o
' Gay'Talese, 1n h1s work Eame_and_gbsgur;tx says "the
o new journallsm, though readlng llke flctlon, is not flctlon.f'f

"It 1s, or should be, as rellable as the. most rellable

‘”reportage although 1t seeks a larger truth . . . (2). 'JOhndll"'

Hellman, the author of Eables_gﬁ_zag; supports the v1ew
that the new Journallsm 1s malnly llterary flctlon.v”'
:Accordlng to Hellman, ‘the new . journallsm is- "most properly '
understood‘asva genre of llterature. lee reallstlc flctlon
1or romantlc flctlon or fabullst fiction, . 1t has an aesthet1C]
'form and purpose maklng 1ts"f1nal dlrectlon'llnward“ (24)~
:~1M1chae1 Johnson, author of Ihg_ﬂeu_ﬂgurnal;sm focuses onr_
s_the personal quallty of new Journallsm.' He wrltes.
I thlnk that the personal mark of New Journallstlc:.
style 1s the wrlter s attempt to be personallstlc,'
1nvolved, and creatlve in relatlon to the events
‘n;he reports and comments upon.‘ His”journallsm,lln
"*general, has no pretense of being "objectlve and
xivglt bears the clear stamp of his commltment and |
;personallty. (46) |

Because ev1dence ex1sts for both arguments, CrlthS

h 'mlght conclude that the new Journallsm is both a form of

”'llterary non-flctlon and a klnd of factual llterature.v~The
””varlous terms c01ned tor thlS genre reflect thls., factlon,

llterature of fact,vfactography, documentarlsm (lellacus
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~
v“Radical Natnraiisms“ 97);’ Definitions'that'straddle-the’;
: fence, though, ‘do not 1dent1fy the remarkable wrltlng of
hsuch men and women as Tracy Kldder, Sara Dav1dson, and Marc
Slnger. Northrop Frye s v1ew that "to grow out of somethlngu
hisvinbpart to outgrow it seems tokbe_the'case w1th.the new
‘journaiiSm:(FryeiAngggm¥'352). The various diStinguishing‘
' characteristics,'though.borrowed from other literary and |
non—llterary genres, comblne to create a written form‘
partlcularly suited to a readlng audlence 1n the 51xt1es,
Yseventles, and now in the eighties. The‘new Journallsm has-
no canon, but four dlstlnctlve characterlstlcs glve this
literary form its power: 1mmed1acy, concrete reallty, |
emotional involvement,‘and a gripping or absorbing quality,
In “New~Journalism,'Metaphor and Culture," David Eason,

'a‘journalism professor,‘also;lists fOur.qnalities of the new.
ojOurnalism; The new journalist,.says‘Eason, portrays . - |
fsingular‘events asfsymbois of the 1arger problems of
5001ety, casts himself into a character role, calls
attentlon to h1s style, and stresses dlfferent views of the
world (146—147) ‘Similarly, Norman Sims, edltor of a j;‘
collection of new Journallsm prose, outllnes what he sees as
‘the controlllng elements of 11terary journallsm-

(1) structure—-the archltecture of the work 1nherent in the
’research material; (2) accuracy——careful recordlng of

details and quotes; (3) 1mmer31on——t1me spent on the job,
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liVing for years if necesséry with those the journaiist is
reporting about; (4) responsibility——accepting the
consequencés of personal reporting; (5) voice--a doﬁinating
presence of the journalist foousing}on-her»own reality. In
‘the introduction tovSims'Ncollected readings, Mark Kramer
and Tracy Kidder articulate these standards of literary
journalism., New journalists follow a tradition of
story—-telling to impart experienoe rather than to relay
facts. The new journalists immerse themselves in the 1ives
of their subjects. They pay attention to language of the
particular by using concrete images. The new journalists
frequently confirm the accuracy of their story by showing it
to an authority in the field. The new journalist rejects
the institutional voice in favor of a personal one (Sims
12-13).

Then Taylor says, "Something has happened in relatively
recent times to the relationship between the documentary and
the imaginative in American writing, something importantly
and perhaps uniquely accessible in personal narrative as a
locus of change" (xi). The word locus is an important one,
and it deserves amplification. Locus means place. It is
interesting that Taylor uses the word place rather than form
whén he writes about the new journalism. The idea of place,
lgggs, is deeply important in travel writing, a‘form popular

in the nineteenth century and now receiving some increased
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interest once again. To a travel writer, place or locus may
be the "other" she tries to understand in her experience as
a writer. The new or other place is different and arouses
increésed or intensified sensory response. This difficult
relationship with a new place provides the means to express
0ld emotions in new ways, or perhaps more accurately, the
conflict with placé enables the writer to form a unique
relationship with herself, her topic, and her reader. 1In
the case of the new journalism, the new form becomes a new
place, a "physical setting" perhaps to inject meaning into
topics. I also hesitate to make the following analogy, but
sometimes psychologists and counselors advise that a change
of venue or locus improves or vivifies a sexual
relationship. Why can't this same sort of need occur in
writing, a phenomenon invoiving delicate relationship
between author and reader, and the creation of something?
For Didion, certainly, voice becomes her sense of place.
The point is that the new journalistic form did allow
journalists tb inject a new life into their work and thus
attract an increasing audience.

On another level, Clas Zilliacus says that the new form
of journalism "might be a way of bypassihg an ossified
literary system by bringing new subject matter to a
habitually nonreading public" (101); The new journalism

does away with a narrator. The new form is direct. Of
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course, "the ossified literary system" refers to fiction,
probably the novel. | |

Combining factual repbrting.with narrative methods
created a transforming kind of?writing, often reflecting the
writer's own grappling with altering reality. Heliman
proposes that the‘new’journalism_is a transfdrming prose:

" . . far fromvbéing realistically:dramatized
éonfrontations betweenvfaCt and mind, between the words of
journalism and fiction" (x).

The new journalists developed this transforming
journalism to help their readeré make the leap between the
facts and understanding. What they appealed to is the
reader's‘imaginatiqn; By grounding their work in the
- conscious world and by calling.upon imaginative, fictive
techniqﬁes to draw attention to the role imagination plays,
 _the new journalists created a pattern to help readers
understand reality. Hellman says:

This is the central assumption of the experimental
strategieé by which both the fiction writer and
the new journalist deal with contemporary American
reality: the power of an individual consciousness
to perceive pattern in experience. (16)
The purpose becomes one of understanding reality rather than
of exposing it.

In a more complicated explanation, Zilliacus tackles
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the new jdurnalist's effort to combiné facts and imaginative
technique. He sees the new journalistfs difficulty in
transmitting'realityvmﬁch the same as that faced by modern
naturalists. He gives this explanation:
The report is accompanied“by a distance
performative signal. That is, what it offers is
not a presentation of its author's imaginings but
a representation of reality, of unadulterated
slices of life. Two antithetical characteristics
follow: an overriding realistic intent and the
rush of a vacuously authentic apparatus grinding
out perspectiveless minutiae. (97)
In other words, strictly factual reporting results in
non-understanding. The assimilating power of one's
imagination must be appealed to; otherwise a vacuum of
understanding results., When the new»journalists ground
their work in information perceived on the conscious level
and appeal to the reader's imagination by using nafrative
techniques, the result is a form of prose.writing that meets
the needs of readers trying to understand particular events
during a particular time.
Reality could be shown by both the novelist and the
non-fiction or "factual novelist™ through the adventures of
a single hero. This technique does not work for the new

journalists, though, ‘because many of the significant events
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of the 1960s were collective experiences: Woodstock, mass
political proteéts, urban riots, the Vietnam War, drug
culture, Traditional’reporters typically pursued a story in
centers of power: the White House, for instance. The new
journalists moved to a larger arena. The activities of
ordinary people also had a power, and the complex lives of
Americans and their subcultures gave insight into how the
larger institutions worked. The new journalism showed, too,
that the collective experiences affected the traditional
power structures; Thé new journalist is part of the
collective experience, and when she makes her stance clear
by using a defined, personal voice, she and the reader
collaborate in trying to understand reality. The surreal
éspect of the 1960s' reality forced the writer to interject
her own perception,of'thevevents so that the reader is
‘guided along by an understanding of the eye-witness'
interpretation of the situation. The journalist is not a
literary, narrative hero; she comes off as an ordinary
person presenting the facts and her view of them something
like this: "Well, here it is, and I can't do anything about
it either." This voice creates the contract between the
writer and the reader, giving the new journalism its

authority.
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III. The Writer's Voice .

Ethos, the Greek Word from which comes the idea of
writer's voice, means the distinguishingbcharacter, moral
naturé, or guiding,sentiment of a person, and in the case of
the Greeks, the speaker. Today, when we refer to the
writer's voice, we mean his or her particular individual
character. 1In some instances, voice indicates the right of
expression, as though having a voice implies the privilege
to express an individual opinion. Sometimes voice means
influential power, the power to influence others. But above
all voice is a distinct ekpression of the wfiter's
character, something intimate and personal. The writer's
domihant:voice gives new journalism its self-consciou;
quélity and establishes the-writer'é»authority.

An effective voice, one that reveals the writer's
charécter, is personal. ‘It calls attention to itself, but
at the same time is directed outward to the world at iargé.
When we read anything, says Northrop Frye,

we find our attention moving in two directions at
once. One direction is outward or centrifugal, in
which we keep going<outside our reading, from the
individual words to the things they mean, or, in
practice, to our memory of the conventional
association between theﬁ. ‘The other direction is

inward or centripetal, in which we try to develop
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B from the words a sense of the larger verbal
pattern they make.' (23)

:,Frye makes a d1st1nctlon between descrlptlve and assertlve

g wr1t1ng 1n whlch the flnal dlrectlon 1s outward, and '

11terary verbal structure where the flnal dlrectlon of t‘b

1mean1ng is 1nward (Frye 74) The new journallsm takes both o

_dlrectlons.'t | H |

Before the 19605, the journallst's v01ce was

collectlve, 1nst1tut10nal, detached. Its flatness commandedff:‘f

| ‘511ttle or no attentlon.; Then, when the world seemed to be

f’spllttlng apart, the flat v01ce became obsolete, because ofiraf

o its famlllarlty and 1mpersona11ty no one pald attentlon to ﬁ,‘p
;hlt.' The conventlons of Journallsm were 1nadequate to_'ﬂh;
r_shock-—or to convey the shocklng tlmes. Just as Jonathan
-Sw1ft created a satlrlcal vorce 1n."A Modest Proposal" to

capture the attentlon of those who, as a result of thelr."ktu

‘greed at others' expense, had become anesthetlzed to the ;sfﬁiu
ps1tuatlon of starv1ng people, the new journallsts, fac1ng

bf‘the events of the 1960s, also requlred a new v01ce. The newfq
"journallsm demanded a. more personal k1nd of 1nterv1ew1ng andf

fresearch than does tradltlonal reportlng—-what Wolfe calls

e "s1tuatlon reportlng. : The new Journallst s v01ce, the one"’

that creates a contract between her and her reader,'ls
.,probably the most 1mportant dlfference between tradltlonal

jreportlng and the new journallsm. The new journallsts ;h._v”



‘changed'the relationshipvbetwéen the féader and the people
and the events they were depiéting by éntering directly into
the relationship with the reader. The new, ffankly
subjective voice bears the stamp of the wtiter's
personality. By freely admittiﬁg her own prejudices as she
.records her personal reactions td pedple and events that
" make news, the reporter explodes the myth that the old
“who—what—whenfwhere—why—how objectivity" is the only way to
present truth. | |
| The new journalist'é voice is so dominant, so carefully
and artfully‘developed, that much of its appéal is based on
Voice. Wilson, examining Didion's style in The White Album,
éaYs,’“. . . what I suspect constitutes the appeal of her
writing is not its revelation of a nonpolitical mind, but
rather its willingnéss to surrender to the reader a large
and anguished part of the author's own self" (Wilsoﬁ 94).
It might work this wayir. |
He [the néw journalist] would be governed by a
sense of how the events he encountered were
constellated, how they affected his own feelings
and thinking, and how they constituted a concrete
human experience for him or other people involved;
and he would then makeba "journal" of the event, a
novelistic or impressionistic reconstruction, or

~an extended and thorough document. (Johnson 46)
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'This voice that has now acquired authority permits the
‘iWriter “to have one‘é immediaté say on contemporary matters
and tblfetaih at the samé timefa loyal readership"
v‘(Holioweil 14) . Thus, the contract between writef and
reader is ciinched;'w

Hellman sayg; "This contract or agreement between
author and reader hés a}crucial effect on how a text is

,perceived" (Hellman 27). The new journalists have to convey
“inttinsically“theirintégrity, honesty, and skill in their

 work.‘lThese, then, become‘approp;iate subjects of study,

- just as style and point of’View are. According to Hellman,
An author can méke a’¢onvincing journalistic
contract in a’nﬁmbérgovaaYS. The first, |

- simplest, and:very-effective method is simply to .
say s0: to havé thé‘b00k iabeled as nonfictiqn.

o e o The_author*can strengthen this claim by
e#plaininé in framing devices (forewqrds,
afterwdrds, épiiogués, etc.) that the book adheres
completely to his own or others' observations. He
can develop this into a detailed description of
materials available to him, or he can place
various documents and externally verifiable data
within the text. Finally, he can in various ways,

‘such as through uﬁusual self-revelations, cohvince

the :eader of his honesty and trustworthiness.
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(Hellman 29)

The new journalist gives intimate reminders of her presence.
This "foreword" technique can'bind‘or frame the piece. It
is used to emphasize the‘faetual,natﬁre of the reporting and
>strengthens the contract between the reader and the author

- because it "strengthens the reader's perception of the
}Vo:k?s link to actuelityﬁ kHellman 14). This contract is

intended to be noticed, to be startling.

,bRoland Barthes‘might have had Joan Didion in mind when
he wrote about the writer's giving "society a self-confessed
a:t,'whOSe rulee afe viéible to all; Iniexchange, society
is able to acce?t'the wfiter" because Didion's essay "On
Self-Respect" displays a brilliant control*of-style which,
in turn, establishes Didion's voice, and it is her voice
that creates the bond between the author, text, and reader
(Dgé;gg_ggxg 65). Barthes also might have had Didion in
: mihd when he wrote that readers play a text like music, and
if the text is successful, the reader hears the writer's
voice ("From Work to Text" 79). What I hear when I play
Didion's essay line-by-line is a clear, tight, pure voice.

In two eesays, "Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream" and
"On Self—Respect,“vDidionfs style is characterized by
economy, parallel structures, repetition, and concrete

images. These reflect her voice, Didion uses her voice to
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" reveal her own ethos or characﬁer. ‘Hef stylevgives\the

| reéder the ethic--the value of her character--and this
,becomés the most powerful means>of Didion's persuasion.
Didion is evocative because her style creates a personal
character whom the reader trusts. Didion would persuade the
reader‘that the world of the 1960s is falling apart, and her
aggressive deliberateness of style becomes a kind of
rhetoric, a persuasiveness.

In eSsay'after essay, it‘is Joan Didion's style to
confront the reader directly; A sampling of opening
senténCes’frOm her writings demonstrates this head-on
.quality. | |
| Consider tﬁis. - (Democracy)

The,center’wés not holding. ("Slouching
Towards Bethlehem?)
The plaée might have been commissioned by The
Magic}chtistian;f ("The Getty")
I was oﬁce invitéd to a civil rights meeting at
Sammy Davis, Jr;;s house in the hills above Sunset
- Strip. _("‘GOOd Citizen"):
. To read a great deai Of Doris Léssing over a
short span of time is to feel that the original
hound of heaven has commandeered the attic.
("Doris Lessing")
1969: I had better tell you where I am, and

23



why. ("In the Islands")
Possessing one of the most engaging vélces among the new
journalists, Didion doesn't allow the reader to turn her
attention away; she cannot‘Wander from Didion's imperatively
:directed path. 'Besides gggixgngggignal, other adjectives
appearing in reviews offher‘work; dusf covers of her books,
prefaces in anthologies.characterize her distinctive voice:
concrete, tight, unsanitized, unsentimental, neurotic,
intense, aggressive,»aCid.’ Didion's voice in turn reflects
her style. It is this aspect of Didion's tactical
persuasiveness with which'I am concerned.

The reader cannot help but notice that Didion finds the
world during the 1960s depressing, and her»rhetoric helps
the reader see that reacting to a disintegrating culture
neutotically is natural; in fact, if you're not feeling
neurotic too, somethlng is wrong.

Ellen G. Frledman, editor of Joan Didion: Essays and
any_;g__;gng, writes, "Didion's is the most depressing
writing I know. It is also among the truest and most
brilliant™ (90). Friedman accurately identifies Didion's
sensibility as a writer. Her reactions to the world are a
_blénd of shock, depression, and cold analysis. In fact,
Didion's writing is paradoXiCal. Didion shows us the
depressing side of the 1960s culture, yet her skill in

presenting it fascinates us. Didion chooses powerful,
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sometimes glamorous £opics, yet the reader gets the feeling
Didion herself is shocked by them. Didion;s writing style
also‘#eveals‘a’dark and a light side. Her knack for detail
and accurate recording jﬁxtaposes her sense of objective
observétion‘with subjective responses. John Romano
identifies this péradox as the cbmingbﬁogethe: of "the twin
extremes of hopelessness and precision [of wriﬁingj" (142).
And Anne Mickelson says that "Didion concentrates oh the
meaninglessness of existence" (87).

Donald Barthelme says that one does not choose a style;
for instance, a writer doesn't decide to write a "Chinese
Chippendale poem“ (48) . Style comes about becausé of what a
person is%—dependent upon his cultuﬁe, his background.
Didion's‘background is traditional. BHer family has roots
several'generations deep in.the Sacramento Valley; she was a
member of the Episcopal‘church. Family relationships are
important to Didion. She often returns to her parents'
house in Sacramento to completé.writing prbjects.

Invariably, Didion displays neurotic feelings in her
‘work, sometimes»in the preface as she does in Slouching
T' a | et ;‘somé;imes as the subject of the essay, as
in "In Bed"; and sometimgs;within the essay as in "Some
Dréamers of the GoldehMDream"‘or "The White Album." What is
important to remember abdut»Didion's openness is that by

laying her appréhénsions out for public view, they
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“themselves do not become an 1ssue.‘ Didiéﬁ“mefeiy-
‘demonstrates her vulnerablllty, then she moves on. Yet,1
crltlcs of her work are fas01nated by Dldlon s frankness
~about her~personal-fears¢ ‘Nowhere does-Dldlon reveal‘her‘v
 true character better than 1n several 1nterv1ews. Didion's
own statement 1s one of the best sources 1nto her character;
Publlshed 1nterv1ews w1th Joan Dldlon by radlo |
vvcommentator Susan Stamberg and wrlters Sara Dav1dson and
‘Mlchlko Kakutanl glve addltlonal 1n31ght 1nto D1d10n S
hbackground., In these 1nterv1ews Dldlon herself reveals wny
she llkes to work at. her parents' home, somethlng of her
“morally tradltlonal background, her feellngs of - vb |
h'vulnerablllty.‘ lee most crltlcs, Sara Dav1dson asks why |
. Didion frequently returns to her chlldhood home to complete
jwr1t1ng progects. Dldlon tells us~'v"It s very easy for mevd,
B to-work there.v My concentratlon can be total because nobody

‘calls me.thI'm not requ1red to‘lead_a real'llfe.i I m llke a

37,‘ch11d, in my parents' house (17)7

As she writes. 1n "On Morallty,” Dldlon has a clear
“moral stance. She wrltes that people who have abdlcated m”'
i‘thelr respon51b111t1es somehow breached thelr prlmary
Eloyaltles“ and act 1mmorally (159). She comments on ner‘
ﬂlsense of rlght and wrong' l"I have a very rlgld sense of
a-rlght and wrong. What I meanv151,I usevthe.words_all theey_
time. Evenjthe smallest;thingsh' A table‘can-be riéhtao:l
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wrong. . . . Behavior is right or wrong" (18).
Reporters are thought of as ruthless and relentless. Yet
Didion gives up easily when researching-her essay’“31ouching
Towards Bethlehem." She talks about her shynéSs: |
I like a lot of people, and I'm glad to see them,
but I don't give the impression of being there.
Part of it is that I'm terribly inarticulate. A
~sentence doesn't occur to me as a whole thing
unless I'm working. (19)'

Susan Stamberg interviewed Didion in 1977 on National
Public Radiois "All Things Considered." Didion emphasizes
again her moral-stance: |

I am a'mo;alist, but I‘grew up in such a strong
West Coast ethic that I tend not to impose my 0wn
sense of what is wrong and what is right. . . .
But I myéélf tend to perceive things as right or
wrong,_ih a very rigid way. (24)
| Many people qﬁote>Didion's introduction to Slouching Towards
’Bthlghgm where she writes:

. My'OQly advantage»as é reporter is that I am so
physicalIY"small,vso temperamentally_unobt:usive
and soinéurotica1;y~inarticulaté‘that people tend
'té fbréétthat,myjpiésenéé‘funs\counter to their

'bést‘interests; }And it always does. That is one
last thing to #émember: ‘Wriﬁgna_aig_glEQXE |
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selling somebody out. (xiv)
Didion's response to her dispiay of such personally-neu:dtic
feelings is this:
Usually I spénd a gfeat deal of time finding a
tone that is not my own, and then adopting the |
tone and getting if»right. But with this, I juét
typed it out, very fast, and rather in my oWn
voice. Normally I ﬁave‘difficulty "expressing
myself" in any natural way. (25) |
Stamberg suggests that Didion‘wili hbt win the Nobel Prize
for literature, not for lack df skill, but for lack of
optimism. Didion agrees: -"I am more attracted to the
underside of the tapestfy. I tend to always look for the
wrong side, the bleak side. I have since I was a child"
(27) . |
Kakutani's interview published as a feature in a 1979
issue of thevueﬂ York Times Magazine gets closer to the
sources of Didion's.voice. Didion is "stfikingly frail"
Rakutani tells us. Didion is 5 feet 2 and weighs 95 pounds.
She wears sunglasses indoors. Her voice is soft and
tentative. John Dunne, Didion's husband, fields questions
directed at Didion, and screeﬁs her telephone calls (30).
Didion portrays herself as bne "familiar with the

edge." In Slouching Towards Bethlehem: "She wrote of 'bad

nerves,' of drinking 'gin and hot water to blunt the pain
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. . . and [takiné] Dexedrene to blunt the gin" (32).
'Kakutani proposes that Didion?finds parallels between her
own experience and the times leGOs). Didion subjects
herself and the reader to such scrutiny because ". . . the
process of putting her life on paper somehow“helps to
exorcise pfivatevdemons. Writing, after all, is a means of
creating a momentary stay against confusion, of making order
out of disorder, understanding out of fear" (32).

Traveling with Didion to her Sacramento home, Kakutani
reports that she displays pictures of her great-great-
great-grandmother, a survivor of the Donner party. Didion
clings to her western heritage as she tells Kakutani:

"t, . . I myself feel better the farther west I am'" (34).

Kakutani learns that "Joan was a fearful child--scared
of ski lifts, of rattlesnakes in the river, even of comic
books, filled as they were with violence and monsters" (35).
According to Kakutani, Didion was "ill at ease with people,
preferring books for company" (35). Didion attended
Berkeley and majored in English. She won a ¥Yogue writing
contest and moveé to New York. There under the tutelage of
Mggug‘editor Allene Talmey, Didion learned "the right
adjective, the 'shock' verb,?the well-turned caption" (35).

In 1964 Didion married thn Gregory Dunne, a writer
friend. They movéd to Califérnia and two years later they

adopted a baby girl whom they named Quintana Roo. By 1966



Didion says she became "paralyzed by the conviction that the
world as I.had'understoéd it no longer existed. If I was to
work again at ali;‘it’WOuld be nécessary for me to come to
terms with disorder” (Slouching Towards Bethlehem xi-xii).
| Finally, Kakuténi quotes Didion telling us what we have
now come to ﬁnderstand:v |
Order and control are terribly important to me. I
would love to just have control over my own
body--to stop the-pain, to stop my hand from
shaking. If I were 5 feet 10 and had a cleat gaze
and a good strong frame, I would not have such a
“maniacal desire for»cbntrol because I wquld have
it. (a0)

Didion did not‘choose‘her background; she must
interpret‘her ex?erience in light of her,background. 4Didion
'sees the culture of the 1960s falling apart. To understand
thé chaos of the 19603, Didion»writes.about it, Writing
‘helps give shape to experiencé, Didion begins-oné of her
essays, "The White Album,?'With this sentence: "We tell
ourselves storieé'in order to live." 1Isn't Dididn saying
that We can impose structure and significance on events by
writing about them?: GiViﬁg-shape and meaning to our lives
through writing is necessaryfénd vita1. Didion imposes
order on shapeless idéés and turbulent experiences by

writing. In "The White AlbUm“>DidiOn-says,
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We interpret whét We see, select the most workable
of the‘multiple chdices, We live entirely,
‘ especially if we are writers, by the imposition of
a narrative line upon disparate images, by the,
"jdeas" with which we have learned to freeze the
éhiftihg phantasmagoria which is our actual
,experiehde. ‘(11)'
Writiné-f:eezes Didion's ideas. As she carefullyvedits and
polishes her work, she can get to the center of things ahdr
refine her voice and her sensebdfvself (Clifford and DiYanni
152). 'Qut of this ordering, Diaidn creates an identity.
_Writing is'Diaion'é powerful ﬁehicle.in*her search for

greater self-knowledge and her need to define reality.
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Iv. “Soﬁe Dreameré of thé'Goiden Dream"

All the works in Joan Didion's book Slouching Towards
‘Bethlehem were written during the 1960s and first published
in periodicals. The title Slouching Towards Bethlehem, also
the title of one of the essays in:the,book, is taken from
W.,B.-Yeats' "The.Second Coming." Yeats envisions a world
falling apartQ-no messiah, but rather a rough beast
"slouches towards Bethlehem to be born." The unifying theme
of the essays in Wlm is "social
hemorrhaging," the atomization of the culture in-the 1960s
(Oates, 138).. Victor Stranberg says, "Above all, Yeats's
image of the dissolving center—#'Thingé fall apart; the
centre cannot hold'--has proved to be Didion's master
metaphor . . ." (147) . |

John Romano writes that Didion "comes to judge the
Zeitgeist, but is too disgdsted to preach” (142). Instead,
she writes. Didion says as much: "I write entirely to find
out what I'm»thinking, what I'm looking at, what I see and
what it means" ("Why I Write" 174). ‘This precisely measured
style is characteristic of mﬁch of Didion's writing; it is
her voice.

"Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream," the subject of
analysis here, appeared first in the Sgguxdax.EXQning_Rgﬁz.
under the title "How Can i:Tell_Thekahere's Nothing Left?"

"Some Dreamers of the Golden DreamT concerns Lucille Miller,
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a San Bernardino‘housewife convicted of killing her husband
in 1964 by setting fire to the family Volkswagen in which he
was asleep. It is the story of San Bernardino and the Santa
‘Ana wind. It is a tale of dreams gone awry. Didion's way
of coming'to terms with the horror of the event, and with
Lucille Millerfs predicament is accomplished partly through
tightly dontrolled writing;

Beginning with ﬁhe title, Didibn‘is at work
interpreting what her eye has recorded., Thé people are
called dreamers—--those who live in their imaginations. The
characters are attempting to live out the golden dream of a
glamorous 1ife in Southern Califbrnia——conjuring images of
beaéhes, perpetual sunshine, perpetual youth, Hollywood,
fame and fortune. The title suggests value and excellence,
but as the reader soon learns, the dreamers' gold is false.
Perhaps because gold was discovered in California, it has
~ been envisioned by many as the place where dreams comé true.
San Bernardino, though, lies in the desert far from the gold
mines and the glittering ocean, outside the perimeter of the
dream, much closer to the San Andreas earthquake Fault.

.Thé first paragraph of the essay sounds its major
themes.
This is a story about love and death in the golden
land, and begins with the country. The San

Bernardino Valley lies only an hour east of Los
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Angeleé by the San Be;nardino Freeway but is in
certain ways an alien place: not the coastal
éalifornia'bf the subtropical twilights éhd the
soft»westerlies off the Pacific but a harsher
California, haunted by the Mojave just beyond the
mountains, devastated by the hot dry Santa Ana
wind that comes down through the passes at 100
‘miles an héur and whines through the eucalyptus
windbreaks'and works on the nerves., October is
the bad month for the wind, the month when
breathing is difficult and the hills blaze up
'spontangbusly. There has been no rain since
April., Every voice seems a scream. It is the
season of suicide and divorce and prickly dread,
wherever the wind blows. (3)

Here Didion establishes her stance. What at first
appears to be a matter-of-fact description of the locale,
the paragraph is rife with emotionally loaded language.
Didion presents an alien dreamland: golden perhaps to
outsiders, but "haunted" and "devastated" by desert and the
Santa Ana winds. These winds "whine" ahd "work on the
nerves," October, the month of Lucille Miller's trouble, is
"bad," "breathing is difficult," and "the hills blaze up
spontaneously." October is dry ("no rain"), the "season of

suicide and divorce and prickly dread." Didion appears to
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give a journalistically objective report, but her word
choice gives hef away; she is presenting a highly personal
view of a real place. This subjective approach to reality
intensifies the reader's involvement in and reaction to the
placé and the characters whosé "real-life" drama she
recounts.

An analysis of Dldlon s meticulous choice of words
reveals how her prose assumes an aura of ob3ect1v1ty that,
in turn, establishes her authority as a writer. Actually
" her word choices reveal her neurotic view of the world. For
instance, how can a desert "haunt" a place? Is October, in
fact, the "season of suicide and divorce and prickly dread"?
What about "talismanic" fruit in the second paragraph, or
’the buildings and signs along Foothill Boulevard and
Carnelién Avenue being the "flotsam"™ of this scene? Ali
Didion's words point, as she says; to an "ominous country."

Another objective devicé Didion'em§1oys is the
presentation of a massive amount of detail. By bombarding
the reader with details, Didion C£eates persuasive
"evidence" which readers canhbt refute and‘evehtually are
confined by; it is a technique familiar to journalists and
courtroom lawyers. In the beginning of the essay, Didion
produces detail after detail to construct a seemingly
objective base‘for her interpretation of Lucille Miller's

life. The essay's second paragraph is a catalogue of
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details that reads'iike faéti/ San Bernardino is a place
where people haven't eateﬁ attiéﬁokes, find it difficult to
buy books, tease their hair, name their children Sherry or
Debbi, f£ind golden prOmiSes‘because they never look back.

In the third paragraph, Didion commands the reader to focus
on the details‘by using the impefative: "Imagine Banyan
street first, because Banyan is where it happened." Then
Didion gives us a tepee motel, a Nazarene church, Kaiser
Steel, a bowling alley and coffee shob (Rapu Kai),
subdivision flags and signs. These and other details create
an objectivé quality and the reader quickly forgets that
Didion has rigged the account by the use of details.

Reading detail after detail is something like connecting
dots: if Didion gives enough dots, the reader will
eventually £ill in the sketchy outline the author has mapped
out so carefﬁlly. Our "understanding" comes from ﬁer
orchestration of the details.

Didion's spare style imbues her essays with a feeling
of truthfulness and objectivity by the use of many linking
verbs, another journalistic technique. Here is a sampling
from the second paragraph:

This is the California where it is possible
This is the California where it is easy . . .

This is the country in which a belief . . .
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 The future always looks good . . .
Here is where the hot wind>blows « « o7 where
the divorce rate is double . . .
Here is the last stop « « &
Herevis where they are tfying to find . . .
The case of Lucille Miller is a tabloid . . .
(4) |
By using linking vefbs’to connect the details, Didion strips
away everyﬁhing‘but "facts." VDidion's paring aWay~ofvfrills
creates a "bare bones" style that seems objective. The
fourth paragraph, a continuation of the list of details,
deviates from the'bbjective-seeming quality of the first
three paragraphs, but by~£his time the reader is hooked.
Now Didion is opehly Subjective: "Banyan street suggests
‘something-curious and unnatural® (5). To*whqm is this
suggestion made? Didion is the recorder; Banyan must _
suggest thisvunnatural feeling to hér. Then she writes”that
the foliage of the lemdn'tteeé is "too lush. . . ." How can
foliage be too lush? Didion makes'subjective judgments also
when she says that the,ﬁéﬁcalyptus;bark is too dusty et
and the mountainS'Flobm too h;gh andl;gg fast." Can
mountains do this? »Didion Qon'p,evén allow stones to be
stones. She says_they "1ookbh¢£viiké natural stones but
like‘the rubble of Some unmentioned‘upheavél.“ Didion ends'

the paragraph with reference to barking, but she writeslthat
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the barking "may" come fromxa_kennel or that "the dogs may
‘be coyotes." All theéepobsefvatioﬁs:are personal ones, and
they manipulate'the,reader by their suggestiveness. The
details also becoue Didion'é defensés against the world; she
seems to be battling with her:neutdses. The details in this
. paragraph take on a presumptuous 1nterpretatlon.

The details lend authority to the essay because they
demonstrate Didion's thoroughness and her mastery of the
"facts.“ At the same time the details manipulate the reader
~ into aécepting them as objective data. Anothef effect the
details_have is that‘theyvlet the :eader know Didion was
there in San Bernardino; shé is the eye-witness, and the
reader "sees" through her. By using so many‘details, Didion
" achieves detéchment f:om the scene and Lucille Miller. This
distancing contributes to the "objectivity" and authority of
Didion‘s:voice. The facts are also intéresting. Didion
selects details to conVey the ominous tone she wants to
develop. They contribute to a sense of impending doom by
slowing down the reader to look closely at the scene she has
maSterfully written.

The way Didion reconstructs the events connected with
Lucilie Miller's predicament is also part of her powerful
voice. Because Didion begins with a lengthy description of
the physical setting, she deflects attention away from

Lucille Miller, making her a victim in the story. Didion
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 plames place for‘Lucille*Millér's troubles: "This is a
story about lave and death in the golden land; and begins
with the country." Didion then proceeds, letting the
chronology of the story largely dictate the structure of her
:eSSay. |
The second section serves the expository function of
giving background information about Lucille Miller and her
husband. -But Didion doesn't have to verify facts when she
| writes about Miller'svmarriage this way: "There may or may
not have been trouble . . ." or "There may or may not have
been prbblems e « «" (8)., Didion's wording lets the reader
come to the conclusion that 'Of course there was trouble;
the marriage was on the skids.' Then Didion reminds(the
reader of ﬁhe dream and the powerful influence of the
environment of San Bernardino:
. « » where there are always tricycles and
revolving credit ahd dreams about bigger houses,
better streets. That was 1957. By the summer of
1964 they had achieved the bigger house on the
better street and the familiar accouterments of a
family on its way up:' the $30,000 a Year, the
three children for the Christmas card, the picture
window, the'faﬁily room, the newspaper
photographé; « o (849)',
After recounting their‘ﬁéetihg and marriage, Didion
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.writes more detail of the events leading to "Cork" Miller's
death and Lucille Miller's arrest. Didion uses irony to
explain the horribleness oﬁ,the,murder}‘and she does this by
‘pointihg to thé ordinarinessfof their lives. On the day df
the murder Lucille}Mii}ér does ordinaty things: goes to the
drugstore, drops off tﬁéiirohing,~stops.at the dry cleaners.,
Ih’the evening, Cork‘Mille: eats dinner from a TV tray as
they watch an old film o teie&iéion.‘ Later, they get into
their ordinary cagé;a-volk3wagen——to gd buy some milk. How
innocent--buying milk! Cork Miiler does not return home
because Lucille Millervkilis‘him;' Yet the ordinariness of
the situatioh arouses little attention from the authorities
th_fifst give the accident only routine attention.
| Later Didion introduces'Arthwell'Hayton énd réveals his
and Lucille Miller's‘publicized‘affair usihg the
journélist's touch to inciudé their recorded conversationé
and notes., Verifiable bits of evidence like these bolster
the objective quality of this essay. They also confirm
Didion's statements that the dream_controls Miller's fate:
‘What was most startling about the case that the
State of California Was_preparihg against Lucille
Miller was something that had nothing to do with
law at all, something that never appeared in the
éight-column afternoon headlines but was always

there between them: the revelation that the dream
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was teachihg'thé dreamers how to live. (17)
Here agéin Lucille Miller is the victim of culture.

In the fourth part Didion takes the reader to the
courtroom, introduces Sandy Slagle--a family friend--and
reveals Lucille Millef's preghancy. Didioh'S»control of
pacing is particularly;evidént in this section. She
recreates the courtroom scene giving~it a cinematic quality
bf’fécusing on the crowd of spectators, the defendants, the
jury, the lawyers, and the witnesses. Didion makes the
scene éredible and authentic by quoting difectly from court
records to reéreate her dialogue. She also reminds the
reader that Lucille Miller's sin is 1iving her7dream. The
proseduting attorney, Don Turner, says of Lucille Miller's
‘pregnancy, "It's unfortunate,.bﬁt there i£ is," to each of
'the,twelye jurors- "above whom Lucille Miller had wanted so
badly to rise"™ (22). Didion writes: R

| That was the sin, more théﬁ the adultery, which
tended to reinforce the one for which she was
being tried. It was implicit in both the defense
and the prosecution that Lucille Millér was an
erring woman, a,woman}who perhaps wanted too much.
(22) |

Similar-in this wayAEO'theiopening, the fifth part
begins with évdescription bf place, the Institution for

Women at Frontera, the prison'whére Lucille Miller spent
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‘several years; Miller's kindred souls who took the dreem
too seriously are here also: Sandra Garner (whose husbaﬁd’
died in the gasechaﬁber at San Quentin) for the "soda pop"
murders and Carole Tregofif, for conspiring to kiil Dr.
Finch's wife in West Covina,va-place not far from San
Bernardino§ |
Lucille Miller's:baby iS‘bornfoutside the prison and
her older daughter chooses the name Klml Kai. The children
| live with Harold and Joan Lance, the Miller's lawyer and
friend. |
‘Finally, Dldlon takes the reader back to Lucille
Miller's home ;n'Bella Vlsta. “Weeds grow up around the
fieldstone siding,fy Lucille Miller has escaped her
fundamentalist upbringihg, but where’does'she end up?
Things cannot get any worse. According to Didion, the
o?pressive culture and climate leed people to such ends.
When Didion visits Sandy Slagle, now a student at Loﬁa_Linda
University, Slagle says,‘"'I'd rather talk about Lucille and
what a wonderful person she is and how her rights were
violated'" (27) The dream persists. Writiﬁg in typical
society-page style, Didion concludes the essay with Arthwell
Hayton's marriage to his children's governess,vWenche Berg:
.« « » the newlyﬁeds were feted at a reception for
seventy-five in the dining room of Rose Garden |

'Village. The bridegroom was in black tie, with a
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white carnation in his buttonhole. The bride wore

a long white pggg;dg_ggig dress and carried a

shower bouquet of sweetheart roses with

~ stephanotis streamers. A coronet of seed pearls

held her illusion veil. (28)

Didion also employs repetition as an emphatic,

rhetorical device, particularly in the beginning of the

essay when it is essential to win the reader's respect and

'support.

attest to

These examples from the first;section of the essay
the importance Didion places on parallelismi
This is the California where it is possible to
live’énd die without ever éating én‘artichoke,
without ever meéting a Catholic.or a Jew. This is
the Califorhia where it ié easy*ﬁo |
Dial-A-Devotion, but hard to buy a book. This is
the country in which a belief in the literal
interpretation of Genesis has slipped
imperceptibly'intb,a belief in the literal

interpretation of Double Indemnity. . . . (4)

~ Henderson says that parallelism is one.of Didion's

favorite stylistic devices and that she sometimes uses it to

organize a passége (136) . The catalogue of details in the

beginning

of the essay is held together by repeated word

- structures.

Didion also uses anaphora, -the repetition of beginning

a3



words ih'he; sentences.  Still detailing place, Didion‘uses
this form to present her ideas: |
Here is»whereythe hot windhblows and old ways do
not seem‘relevant, where the divorce rate is
double the national average and where one person
in every thirty-eight lives in a trailer. Here is
the last stop for all those who come from |
somewhere else, for all those who drifted away
from the cold'and'the?past*and the old ways. Here
is where they are. trylng to flnd a new life style,
trylng to find 1t in the only places they know to
look: the mov1es and the newspapers. (40)
Simpler repetltlon, often the repetltlon of words, is called
_repetltlo, and Dldlon uses 1t too-’ "By July 8, the
conventional tens1ons of love and money had reached the
conventlonal 1mpasse in the new. house e o " (9). "As of
'that evening Cork Miller was $63,479 in debt,vihcluding'the
$29,637'mortgage on the new house, a debt loed which»seemed
oppressive to him" (10). "That kind of motive,'duringlthe‘
next few weeks, was what they set out to establish. They
set out to find it in accoontants’ ledgers . o o (15).
| Still another form of repetition favored by Didion is
alliteration. Probably an unconsciously‘used device,
alliteration reveals Didion's ear for language: -

Every voice seems a scream. (3)
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e s . @ harSher;California, haunted by the
mﬁmm.".,(w B |
. ._the‘seaéoﬁ of suicide . . . (3)
e . .HWindl. .‘, whines through the eucalyptus
windbreaks aﬁd w6fkéJ6n thé nerves. (3)
. . . always looks good in the golden land
e o o (4)
. o .« unsettlingly glossy, the greenery ofu
nightmare .‘. . (5)
e ; ..migrainé and money worries . . o (9)
. . . conventional clandestine affair . . .
(16) |
Each instance of repetition»has an individual purpose, but
taken collectively Didion's repetition alludes to a
journalistic Style. It establishes a skeleton or framework
for Didion's ideas. Thevrepétition, of course, is also a
form of-emphasis; In ﬁSome Dreamers of the Golden Dream"
‘tﬁe iepetition_gives texture to the essay. There is a
feeling of rhythmic highs and lows, something like the

ridges a weaver weaves into fabric to create subtle

- emphasis. The repetition is also like chanting; it becomes

Didion's litany. By repeating details and words
'rhythmically, Didion'gains control over a situation.
In fact, control is the ultimate,gdal of all of

Didion's literary devices: repetition, her seemingly -
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objective stance, her use of details, andvselective use of
facts to reconstruct events. This contrdi works on three
levels: on Didion personally, on the reader, and on the
teality of Lucille Miller's story. Didion takes a moral
stand against Luciile Miller and although Didion blames
cultural influences, Didion needs to control the story.
When reality and the dream don't match, Lucille Miller
reacts selfishly and immcrally. Didion witnesses Miller's
situation as’another example of a world off balance. The
neéd for control is characteristic of people who are
frightened. Lucille Miller's act is a cultural abberation,
but during the 1960s such occurrences seemed to be cultufal
norms. Such things frightengJoan'Didion, and her controiled
writing gives het a sense of‘control over the event about
which she writes.

Didion's reconstruction of Lucille Miller's tale, then,
is divided into five secticns separated typographically by
spaces. Didion ends each secticn with page-turning phrases
like these: "A tape recording of the service was made'for
the widow, who was being held without bail in the San
Bernardino County Jail on a charge of first-degree murder"
(7). "The man was Arthwell Hayton, a well-known San
Bernardino attorney and at one time a member of the district
attorney's staff" (16). "'I did that on purpose,' Lucille

Miller told Erwin Sprengle later, 'to save myself from

46



letting my heart do somethinglcrany“i(lg).

Dldlon s tightly controlled style keeps the events from
becoming melodramatlc.‘ The reader never feels sorry for
Lgcille Miller even when Dldlon uncovers gruesome-detalls:

“What w1ll I tell the chlldren, when there's
nothing left, nothlng left in the casket," she
cried to the friend called to comfort her. "How
can I tell them there's nothlng left?" |

In fact there was ‘something left, and a week
later‘it‘lay in the Draper Mortuary Chapel in a
closed bronze coffin blanketed with pink

“carnations. (6) |
Didion's stylistic devices create a cool distance between
‘the main chatacters, the action, and the reader. The
writing also:leads_the reader in Didion's direction:

fascination and depression at the same time.
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V. "On Self-Respect"

Another essay included in Slouching Towards Bethlehem
‘that reflects Didion's voicé is "On Self-Respect." Yogue
magazine published Didion's "On Self-Respect” in 19615 "On
' Self-Respect“‘ié frequently published in writing anthologies
for college students, which is one reason I selected it for
analysis. The essay, consisting of twelve paragraphs, is
divided into three sections. The middle one is the shortest
with two paragraphs.

The most impoftant conclusion to draw from Didion's
rhetorical techniques in "On Self—Respect" is that she uses
them to creaté tfust between herself and the reader. In
this essay, Didion's stylevis mdfe éonstrained, and slightly
more formal than in "Some Dkeamers of the Golden Dream." |
Didion's diction is S;atoriéai in ﬁOn Self-Respect," whereas
in "Some Dreamérs”@f the Golden Dream" she employs a
journalistic voice. "On Self-Respect” has the didactic
quality of a commencement spéech; in fact, Didion presents a
lesson about self-respect. Her EOnsidération for her
audience shows in the ofgaﬁizétion of her materiai, the
“selection of particular words and allusions, and in the very
tightiylconstructed transitions between ideaé.

WorkiﬁQ‘her»way toward an extended definition of
self-respect, Didion beginévthe3first section with a

' personal narrative emplbyed to demonstrate that the
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essential characteristics of self-respect begin with losing
one's innocence. For Didion, not having been elected to Phi
Béta Kappa marked a‘rite of baésage. Having such an
experience is to be "driveﬁ béck upbn oneself" (143). This,
she declares, is‘“thé one condition necessary.to the
beginnings of real self-respect" (143) . Didion bumped up
against a harsh reality. The truth of the matter is that
Didion did not deserve Phi Beta Kappa because she did not
have the grades. _ |

Didion.goes on to point out that one might easily be
fooled by self-deception because it involves pleasing
others. But true self-respect "has nothing to do with the
épproval of others™ (143). Then, too, people deceive
themselves because they are fooled by the pretense of
self-respect. But, according to Didion, those who are aware
of their self—deceptibn have trouble sleeping: "To liye
without self-respect is to lie awake some night, beyond the
reach of warm milk, phenobarbitol, and the sleeping hand on
the coverlet . . ." (144).

Another point Didion makes is that people with
self-respect know what's at stake: "They knbw the price of
things.” This, says Didion, takes nerve or courage--what
'wésbéncé called character. The "willingness to accept
responsibility for one's own life is the source of

self-respect.” The first section (seven paragraphs), then,
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is basically Didion's definition of self-respeét..

At this'point the reader encountets a space break. The
whole essay is so short that it could include no breaks, but
Didion uses divisions to give her readers pause for
considering her definition, a pause similar to a speaker's
brief silence in consideration of her audience's need to
absorb the unwritten. If Didion were addressing a live
audience, she might step back from the lectern or take a
drink of water.

The second section is background. Didion emphasizes an
early concept of self-respect by relating how her
grandparents handled Indians. This historical reference
lends validity to Didion's definition of self-respect by
~giving it a past. Fof our grandparents, self-respect was a
matter of discipline, something requiring character,
something that involved sacrifice. Didion writes: "A sense
that one lives by doing things one does not particularly
want to do. . . ." Didion says'Indians (or responsibility)
are still with us and people with self-respect or character
recognize the risk. Peoplebwith‘character face up to
danger. Didion says that people with character recognize
self-respect. She does not say, hoWever,\that those who
have self-respect also‘possess;character. A logician might
find fault with Didioﬁ's argument, but Didion herself admits

that she works with actual experience rather than abstract
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~ideas. Diaion's.subjects are defined partly'by,whatvshe
observes, but also "by what her memory cannot let go"
(Kakutani 24). Didion herself explains how her mind works.
In other words, the sequence of Didion's ideas is based
~ on associations called up paffly’but of experience rather
than from verifiable relations among ideas. Didion is a
rhetorician, not a logiéian.biHéﬁHérgument is>1hgggxiggllz
sound, Her dbvious'doﬁtrol in moving from one idea to the
~ next makes Didion's'writing'Seem authoritative, yet her
reference to personal experience also commands authority
based on confidentiality.v:Didion candidly shares her
experiences and the reader in?ariably likes the subtle
involvement of being privy to the ﬁfiter's personal life.
Didion's masterful control of coherence also gives her
voice its authority. "On Self-Respect" is a writihg
teacher's dreém of "tight" tranéitions.. The end of each
paragraph is carefully stitched to the beginning of the
next--sometimes with a repeated word,‘sometimes with the
same idea. One could impreSs one's students by flashing a
page of Didiohfs.essay on an overhead projector and drawing
lines connecting the thought of one paragraph to the thought
of the next. This careful stitching of ideas reveals how
Didion hones her subject. The constraint imposed by
transitions fixes the reader's attention on Didion's

definition of self-respect. To connect the points of an
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argement so tightly is something like putting self-respeet
under‘a microscope, or using the scientific method; there is
a constant retesting of the hypothesis. Also, Didion's
power over transitiens flamboyantly displays her knowledge

- of the formula} she can write rhetorically. She proves
that coherence‘is one of‘the cardinal requirements of
successfully unified essays.

In the first section, as Didion ends her narrative
about not having been elected to Phi Beta Kappa, she
cempares such an experience to an unexpected'encounter»with
a vampire: ". . . and I faced myself that day with the
- nonplused apprehension of someohe who has come across a
vampire and has no crucifix at hand" (143). Carrying this
idea into the next paragraph, Didion begins, "Although to be
driven back upon oneself is an;uneasy‘affair at best, rather
‘like trying to Cross e border with borrowed credentials, it
seems to me now the one condition necessary to the
beginnings of real self-respect" (143). The two paragraphs
are linked by the idea of having to rely on one's own
resources. Didion laces ideas together throughout the essay
to involve her audience in her argument. This same
paragraph ends with reference to the main characters in Gone
with the Winpd:

The dismal fact is that_selferespect has nothing

to do with the approval of others--who are, after
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all, deceived easily enough; has nothing to do
with reputation, which, as Rhett Butler told
Scarlett O'Hara,_is something people with courage
‘can do without. (l43)>
Emphasizing what it is like to lack self-respect, the fourth
paragraph starts: "To do without self-respect . . . ," the
connection being thé lack of self-respect. This same
paragréph ends With an allusion to the maxim about making
one'svown bed and then lying in it: "Whether or not we
sleep in it [the bed we make for ourselves] depends, of
- course; 6n whether Qr’hot we respecﬁrourselves" (144).
Then, naturally, Didion begins her next»main idea with a
‘reference to sleepé |
To protest that some fairly improbable people,
some people who could not possibly respect
themselves, seem to sleep easily enough is to miss
the point entirely, as surely as those people miss
it who think that. . . . (144)
Didion never miSses an‘opportunity to lead her readers to
 the next poiﬁt.

Paragraph'five ends with an allusion to Jordan Baker,
the heroine in Ihg_ﬁ;ggn_ﬁgtgbi,'whom Didion believes
possesses self-respect because‘éhe accepts thevconsequénces
of her actions. In paragraph Six Didion uses the Baker

reference to connect directly‘to*hét audience: "Like Jordan
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Baker, pebple with self—téspect have the courage of their
»mistakeé.“ Transition devices like this, which use an
example to ekplain‘the.larger group, mark a quality of good
expository writing: the reader subconsciously identifies
with what is illustrated to;be an outstanding member of a
group. In this case, Jordan Baker, one who has
self-respect, is the éxampie and the reader tends to
identify‘with the exaﬁple. "Like Jordan Baker . . ."
indicates the connection.

Paragraph seven develaps an idea almost exclusively by
allusions.‘ The last allusidn is‘a reference to the threat
of Indians during America's Weatward ekpansion. The Indians
' represent risk; the possibility of defeat. The paragraph
ends, "Indians were simply part of the donnee." Then, in
" the next paragraph Didion switches to present tense and
»begins, "In one guise or another, Indians always are" (146).
The‘direct reference to the earlier allusion and the use of
present tense serve to focus directly on the reader who
applies Didion's allusion to her own life. She has her own
"Indians," her own hostilities.

Tfansition between paragraphs six and seven is also
transition betweén parts one and two. The last important
‘noun of paragraph six is the first important noun of

paragraph seven:

e « o the source from which gelf-respect springs.
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§g;j:;g§pgg; is something that our
grandparents, whetheﬁ or not they had it, knew all
aboutg‘ (145) |
Then Didion develops the second section, thé background of

self-respect.

Yet another example of Didion's control over the
direction of her essay is at the end of paragraph eight:
“They [those with selférespeCt} are,willing to invest
something of themselves; they may not play at all, but when
they do play, they know the odds" (146).

Paragraphinine; which is alsé the introductory
paragraph of part three, piéks up the idea of the foregoing
paragraph with these words: "That kind of self-fespect
[referring to self-respect that knows the odds] is a
discipline, a habit of mind that can never be faked but can
‘be developed, trained, coaxed forth." Clearly Didion
understands how to control the movement of her ideas. She
continues this pattern between paragraphs nine and ten.
Here the discipline.of self-respect is a ritual tha£ later
becomes second nature’when ona'muét face oneself: "It
[self-respect] is a kind of ritual, helping us to remember
who and what we are. 1In ordervto remember it,‘ane must have
known it." This idea works into the next paragraph where

Didion lists the rewards of having‘self—fespect: "To have
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that sense of one's intrinsic worth which constitutes
self-respect is potentially to have everything . . ."h(l47).
These transitionsvshow Didion's stylistie control over -
~ the organization of her ideas. Coherence stands out as an
element of Didioh's convincing‘voice.' Her‘definition of
self-respect is persuasiVe because it is controlled. This
control, however, is more thah,abétylistic element related
to rhetorical orgahizatien ofkideas. Didion tells the
,reader.that to lack self—respect is‘to experience failure'}
before one begins. -"At the mercy of those we cannot but
- hold in contempt .« o ;“ and, the last ‘paragraph names this
defeat:‘ "It is the phenomenon sometlmes called 'allenatlon
~ from self.r | Such a separatlon is Dldlon 's idea of the
 ultimate despalr. |
;‘Close analysis, SUChQaS I have offered here, shows that
o:ganiZational controiedemonstrates Didion's need for power
over her idees. Didiohfs,control'over transitions is
perfected to the point that a net-like constrlctlon of voice
subtly works on the reader. He must follow D1d10n s
.argument. Her flrst-person narratlve in the beglnnlng
'creates the 1llu31on that she is freely sharing- a personal
‘disappointment; Her self-respect 1nvolves_control; she uses
the word “diSCiplined." Didion's writing demonstrates the
sort of diSCipline one must also have to achieve

self-respect.
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Byimeans of allusion, a rhetorical device previously
touched upon, Didion.conneets with her audience through
_passing references to.a‘femiliar person, place, or thing
.drawn from history, the Bible, mythelogy, or literature,
Henderson reports that Didien‘is partial to historical and
literary allusions, and'tnat allusibns figure prominently in
her personal essays (136). No fewer than twelve allusions/
are to_be found in "On Self—Respect,f,and they are mostly
hisiorical or literary allusions. bAilusions accomplish
several things, all directed toward engaging the reader,
Fitst they strengthen the relationship by making connections
between writer end reader. The effect of an allusion is
shared knowledge between the writer and the reader. Another
uee of‘allusion is economy. Because the reference is
familiar, the essence of an idea need not be explained fully
(Escholz and Rosa 588). Didion's audience (in this case the
readers of Vogue magazine) are much closer to Didion because
‘of allusion. Rhetorically, allusion is a convincing device
especially for Didion's didactic purpose nere; they show her
to be knowledgeable——therefOre a trusted teacher. Because
allusions tend to be familiar references, people learn new
concepts more eesily when reference to common ideas is made.
These allusions also provide evidence for Didionis-argument
 much the same way details do in her more journalistic

essays. Didion's allusions makefspecific connections for
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her'reéders.

| DidionYS»firSt allusion is a reference to Raskolnikov,
the central charadter in Dostoevsky's Qximg_gnd_zuniahmgng,
emphasizing what she means by not admitting truth to
herself. Oh her way to gaining self-respect Didion loses
her innocence--not being elected to Phi Beta Kappa. She
simply didn't have the grades, but like Raskolnikov, no one
:knows the truth until she confesses, first to herself. The
reader probably calls u? his own instances of deceivingA
himself.

When Didion makes the point that self-respect is not
dependent on the app:oval'éf oﬁhers, she alludes to Rhett
Butler‘of Gone with the Wind, a reference mdst likely
familiar to the Vogue audience. This allusion reinforces
Didion's point thét what 6£hers see is not important.

" Self-respect is not:appearances; it is deeper, and more
personal. To illustrate that self-respect comes from having
the éourage to accept one's own mistakes, Didion calls upon
Julian English from John O‘'Hara's novel Appointment in
Samarra. English_does not achieve self-respect.

The historicallailusion to "Chinese"'Gordon, the
British general Charles George Gordon, is Didion's example
of someone from an earlier geheration who possessed courage
and the ability to put aside personal immediate comfort

because he has been taught self-respect through discipline.
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Recognizing his duty,‘Gordon aoes What~“one does not
partiddlafly wahtvto do{"' Ih'i885, without military support
from his superior{»Gdrdoh.organiéed the defense of the
Sudanese city of Khartoum against Moslemvforcés. With much
the same sort of courage, Néﬁcissa Cornwell, a
twelve-year-old immigrant to the West, cooly reacts to a
visit by Indians. Risk’exists;kthose trained to confront it
learn couﬁage, and they understand the odds.

An allusion tO’Napoleoné-that "Waterloo was won -on the
playing fields of Eton is not to say'thét Napoleon might
haVe been saved by a crash program‘in.cricket" (147)--is
further support fof Didion's.afgument that self-respect is
related to discipliné;i The English forces, a product of a
disciplined educational system, knew who they weré; Their
values had been instilled in them long before they
encountered Napoleon's army at Waterloo. This allusion also
reinforces Didibn’s bélief in traditional values, for they
give meahing'to people's lives, |

Three further allusionsvark for Didion, and they
directly addresé a female audience because they refer to
that cultufal habit which assumes that women are
accommodating and giving,_ In the first allusion Didion
- refers to Jordan Bakefvofllhg_gggg;_ggggnx. Though
dishonest, Baker knows the price of her mistakes:

With that genius for accommddation more often seen
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in‘wémen than in men, Jordan took her own measure,
made her own peace, évoided threats to that peace:
"I hate careléss people,"” she told‘Nick»Caraway.
5It takes two to make an accident." (145) |
And later Didion writes, "We flatter ourselves by thinking
‘this compulsion to‘please others an attractive trait . . .
evidence of our willingness to give" (147).

In the second allusion, Didion refers to the tragic
adulterers, Francesca da Rimini and Paolo in Dante's
Inferpo: "Of course I will play Francesca to your Paolo
. . ." (147). This allusion allows Didion to speak on at
least‘two levels. Acéommodatihg oneself to become a pértner
to adultery is serious. This aliusion serves as a kind of
‘warning: look what happeﬁea‘to a woman who sacrificed her
Self;respect for love. »Didionfs use of allusion suggests
her’personal feelings:: Didion values traditional
relationships. She acknéwlédgeé adultery, but she doesn't
' approve of it as this reference indicates.

The final allusion to blind Helen Keller and her
teacher, Annie Sullivah—-"of'cpurse vaill play . . . Helen
Keller to anyone's AnniebSullivan"-—reinférces Didion's
message that‘althoﬁgh women are taught ﬁo please others, by
living out tﬁeir expectations, women must be true to

themselves; that is the only real self-respect.
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Didion creates an effective voice by affective word
choice. Didion's style, according to MIM, "effectively
synonymizes the ﬁord article with the word éaﬁay" (325).
MIM means that, like all new journalists, Didion's style
establishes a personal relationship with the reader,
Didion's style is not faétually "dry"; rather, it is
interesting. Diction, an impdrtant element of style,
involves " careful use" of words (Thrall, Hibbard 141).
Didion's diction is part of her control displayed in "On
Self-Respect" because her consciously chosen words reveal
her personal voice and, at the same time, reveal Didion's
consideration of audience. The handful of words I refer to
in "On Self—Respect".relate to magic, or more precisely,
charm. Didion writes of "totem power and amulets,
superstition and charm." These words contribute both to
Didion's definition of self-respect and to her teaching
voice. The first example, found in paragraph two, is really
a noun phrase: totem power. Also in the same paragraph is
the word amulets. ("To such doubtful amulets had my
self-respect been pinned . . ." [143].) At first the words
seem to be strange, out of place. Yet, as the reader
progresses, they, and more like them, make perfectly good
 sense.

Didion has just related her disappointment about not

being elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and stated that she had
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always trusted in some uhexplainablé power in her innate
virtue: that doing what was expected of her would get her
almost anything. But a major disappointment caused Didion
to look at heréelf and reality in a new way. Totems (family
émblems) and amulets (charms worn for protection against
evil and spells) do no£ always work.

In the third paragraph Didion uses the word tricks when
she talks about self-respect being a personal issue: "The
tricks that work on chers count for nothing in that very
.well-lit back alley where one keeps assignations with
oneself . . ." (143). Then, in paragraph five she writes,
"There is a common superstition that 'self-respect' is a
kind of charm against snakes. . . ." Didion uses all these
words--totem power, amulets, tricks, superstition, charm--in
the first section where she defines self-respect.
Seif—respect is difficult to céme by, but it is essential.

Writing is Didion's charm for coping with the world.
Kakutani says that by examining herself through the act of
'writing, Didion controls her universe:

One suspects that writing holds for her a kind of
talismanic power-—--the prqcesé'of putting her life
on paper somehow helps to exorcise private demons.
Writing, after all, is a means of creating a
momentary stay against confusion of making order

out of disorder. (32)
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Didion ié intimately familiaf}with the power of charms, just
as she knows her Vogue audience to be. Culture expects |
American women to be "charming." Some women believe family
emblems (their totems) and charms used for protection
(amulets) will shield them from having_to develop
self-respect. They delude themselves that self-respect is
gotten magically. Didion herself believed this until she
"lost her innocence" (was not elected to Phi Beta Kappa).
Such magic protected her from the cause-effect relationships
affecting others. Some people might earn their honors, but
personal charm seemed to guarantee hers. Didion's use of
words mindful of charm is deliberate. She knows that women
do sometimes rely on trickery, the shaman's illusion, to
command respect; but these are empty resources. Being
charming has to do with manipulating others and Didion's
experience shows that a person cannot manipulate herself.
Self-respect is a lonely job, one to be worked out
individually.

Carrying the analysis further, I want to think about
the context of these words. Because the specific
words—-totem power, amulet, etc.--stand out so obviously, it
is clear that they were deliberately chosen. These
particular words are code words readers of Yogue magazine
are likely to understand, and they foster Didion's authority

because of their inherent "weaving" capacity. These "charm"
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words demonstrate Didion's point that self-respect is
personally earned while at the same time calling up another
meaning of charm. Didion correctly assumes that the readers
of Vogue magazine know well another sort of charm. Isn't
the purpose of Vogue to instruct women in methods to make
them charming, particularly to men? The readers of Vogue
know about our culture's "amulets" and "charms against
snakes"; they bfing this background to the article.

Didionis use of these words ties her point of view to the
audience's point of view--not necessarily opposing views,
but Didion plays with different contexts of words. Didion's
consciously chosen words connect and interweave the two
contexts. Didion's key words alse encourage the reader to
trust her authority, for she relates to them with words they
understand.

There are two additional ways Didion reveals herself
and makes connection with her audience. One is the use of
concrete images that strengthen'her didacticism and the
"grabbing" power of her voice., Didion's first image is a
frightening one: "To such doubtful amulets had my
self-respect been pinned, and I faced myeelf'that day with
the nonplussed apprehension of someone who has come across a

vampire andvhas no crucifix at hand" (143). In Didion's
experience, facing up to the truth is like confronting a

vampire and being unarmed. Vampires are a frightening
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prospect to most women,‘ahd Didion's point would be clear to
a Yogue reader.

‘Another imége is a card dealer: "One shuffles flashily
" but in vain through one's marked cards . . ." (143).
| Connotative meanings of card dealers suggest'that they are
déceptivé but showy, and the point Didion makes with this
image isﬂthat real.self-respect'doesn't employ trickery.

‘A third image may-cadse the.reader to laugh. Didion
says onevcanvdevelop sélf—respéct beCause it is a form of
sélf-discipline, To overcémevcryingvsomeone once suggested
that she Put her head in a paper bag:u ", . . the
psycholégical effect alone ié incaléuiable: it is difficult
in the extreme to continue fancying oneself Cathy in

ﬂu;hg;ing_ﬂgighgg with‘dnéfs}head in a Food Fair bag"
(146-147).' The image of ah‘hystérical woman with a paper
bag on hér head makes me léugh,'énd it wouid probably make
- the readers of ygggg help take themselves less seriously as
well, | | |

, Bringing the focus back to herself is the second way
DidiOn'rhetorically iﬁgn;iﬁigg her own character. She
bspeaké directly tb the reader in first person. Next she
switéhes from singular to the-plural;ﬂg. He engages the
reader because she becomes part of the writer's point}of
»lview. It is difficult to disagree when Didion writes: "If

we do not respect ourselves, we are on the one hand forced
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to’despise those who have so few resources as to consort
- with us, so little perceptiOn as to remain blind to our
fatal weaknesses"™ (147). Then Didion literally increases
'the rhythm by this alliterative display: ". . . we play
roles dOOmed-tokfailure before‘they are begun, each defeat
generating fresh déspair at the urgency of divining and
meeting the hext demand made upon us" (l14). Finally, Didion
makes the'final'thrust, and if we believe her when she says
that she writes what she feels, we must be convinced by her
~ personal knowledge‘of‘"'alienation from self' in its
‘adVanced stagés" (148): we cannot answer the telephone, we
‘cannot say ng,-unanswered letters make us feel guilty, we
~are dependent on the dpinions of others. We mayi“rﬁn.away
to find_onesélf, and f£ind nd‘one at home" (148). ‘Dpidion
‘{knowsvthevconsequences. s

What is to be remembered here is that the way Didion
constructs her meésage—-herfabsolute;control over
ﬁranSitidns, images,’ahd'alluSidn—-creates her voice,
Didion‘givesbthe reader‘theVVOiCe she hants to be heard, a

voice dependent on her character.
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VI. Conclusion
Certain rituals, such as summarizing the main points,
are to be carriéd out in a conclusion, and I will pay homage
to them, But I also want-to_emphasize again the importance
of the writer's individual voice. -
| Thexdecade‘of the 1960sfwas not "business as usual.”
More-accurately,‘"thé center was not holding," as Yeats
.writes in his poen, and Didion makes this her main theme in
ouchi Toy et em. This turbulent decade produced
bothithe need for‘new‘voices and the voices themselves.
Didion and other new journalists are_thé‘products of the
V"dis-ease" of the 1960s. The diiemma was one of the times,
not of the individﬁai,» Didion represents the dilemma of the
journalist dealing with bizarre and indigéstible events.
Didion's voice is}the ﬁnderlying thread»that gives the
tépestry of her writingvits.afpeal. She‘petsonally decries
the fact that the center is not holding, and she deals with‘
this by writing--first fdr herself, then for us--to help us
get a "handle" on the meaning of such lopsided events as
Lucilie Miller'slmurder of her husband. Her writing is both
- journalistic in‘the sense that she writes for herself and
journalism in the sense that she writes for us.
- As American‘culture became increasingly homogeneous,
writefé like the new journalists, and Didion in

particular--writers who have a strong sense of themselves
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and where they're from havevmade fhem»who they are--found
that their‘powérful styles‘helped us to be less willing to
accept pre-packaged "truths" as we had come to expect from
the media. Didion's writing is an example of a compelling
indiﬁidual styie‘that forces the readér,to look closely and
Which gives her new awareness. By studying how Didion

- reveals her voice, we learn her view of the truth: that the
"Dale Carnegie" approach to ‘life produces people who prove
~ their individuality by selecting mass-produced values.
Didion séems to be saying that those who are cut off from
traditional values do ﬁot find much within themselves to
give life meaning.

In the classroom, as students unravel Didion's -
controlled relationships between the facts of the 19603,
they may be encoﬁraged to experiment with their own writing.
They may discover the authority of their own voices.
Perhaps student writers will be more willing to let their
own ‘individuality dictate the style of their writiné.

'Perhaps, also, studies like this one will encourage
students andwteache;s to step beyond the guidelines. of
canonized literéty criticism. Different questions--ones
that focus on how avwriter éreates the truth--will help
students go beyond the‘content of the writing model to the
process of recreating a.pa:tiCular reality. Ideally, -

students will recogniie that'there is more than one truth



and that reality has no particular form. The way the writer
makes}the connections and understands the}relationships
between facts exposes different realities. By becoming
involved in anSweringfquestions relating to a writer's
style, stﬁdents may become more active participants in the
quest for truth.

To play out measure by measure the dominant features of
Didion's style is to hear her uniqué voice; All Didion's
étyliStic,deVices point to a powerfully cqntrolled»and
confrontational véice. To note the catalogue,of detail she
gives us in "Some breamers of the Goldén‘Dream"jis tob
underStahd Didion's need to hamgzthings so*thaﬁ she "ownS"
or cohtrols them. The naming of détails also gives ﬁhem fo
us so that they become part 6ff6ﬁf undetstanding of reality
inrthe way that Didion-wants us to.’ B§ using concrete
images, Didion-shows how thé céncfete; rather than the
abstract, serves both hersélf“énd’thefreader as objective
evidence. Didion's images "grab" the reader; they focus the
feader's attention precisely Qhe;e'she‘wants it. Didion's
usé of repetition—-iﬁ alliteration, pérallel structure, and
simple repetition of words¥;works.artistically and
'personally for her. Rhetorically, Didion's style is more
like the repetitive character of ordinary speech where the
speaker creates his authority. These repetitive devices

ask the reader to take Didion seriously, and they become
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Didion's litaﬁy so'that‘she’has a sehse‘offcontrol over the
events she writeS»aboutgbrfa} |
| Further, repetition adds texture to Didion's writing;

it takesvthe»reader into her text. Didion takes the things
- personally, hut she puts distahce between»the readers'
| reactions end her own neurotic reactions by revealing'them
e1n such a way that the reader automatlcally accepts them and
turns to what Dldlon has to say. The reader is able to look
beyond Didion's migraines (and perhaps'her own) to |
understand'the paradoxical ‘aspects of the 1960s. Looking:
more deeply into the way Dldlon creates her voice, a student
might better understand how her writing reveals her own
outlook. Such analys1s serves to go beyond the surface
qualltles of Didion's work, into her view of reality.

Analy31s such as I have worked out here contributes to
a large body of crltlclsm for teachers to draw upon for
valld generallzatlons about non-flctlon prose style. It
»also helps give non-fiction prose a credlble, trusted place
in thekliterary wOrld;,,Butfbeyond raising its etatus, added
criticiem will’contribute to the literature in general.
Rathertthan”proposing set'answers, such studies will
hopefully ralse more questlons about the rhetorical worth of

other new cla331f1catlons of wrltlng.
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