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A Study of a Short Story “Flight”
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Abstract

Generally speaking, each short story has its own theme. It is clearer than that of a
novel. And each needs its own style to give an impression to readers more effectively.
In this short story “Flight,” the author John Steinbeck hardly described the character’s
dialogue or thoughts but just the protagonist’s action or what he sees in the latter half
of it. Though the third-person narrator in this story has an omniscient point of view,
according to the situations, s/he is limited the narration to some extent by the
(implied) author. What impression does that give us readers? What is “Flight”?

In this paper, I discuss the relationship between the style and the theme by
examining the text itself in detail. And I also clarify how the style leads us readers to

a deeper understanding of the short story.
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Mama Torres, a lean, dry woman with ancient eyes, had ruled the farm for ten
years,...(36)®

And there was Pepé, the tall smiling son of nineteen, a gentle, affectionate
boy, but very lazy.(38)
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The long heavy blade folded back into the black handle. (38)
The heavy knife lanced out and sunk into the post again. (39)
The knife was with Pepé always, for it had been his father’s knife. (38)
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He closed the blade and settled the knife carefully in his listless palm again.
(39)

The blade was closed back into the handle. (39)
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Mama thought him fine and brave, but she never told him so. (38) ( F# %%
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“Si, Mama. I will be careful. I am a man.”

“Thou? A man? Thou art a peanut.” (40)



Mama thought how handsome he was, dark and lean and tall. (41)

“I will come back soon. You may send me often alone. ] am a man.”
“Thou art a foolish chicken.” (41)
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He told her in a tired monotone, told her everything just as it had happened. A

few people came into the kitchen of Mrs. Rodriguez. There was wine to drink.

Pepe drank wine. The little quarrel—the man started toward Pepe and then the

knife—it went almost by itself. It flew, it darted before Pepe knew it. As he

talked, Mama’s face grew stern, and it seemed to grow more lean. Pepe finished.

“T am a man now, Mama. The man said names to me I could not allow.” (44)
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Pepé stood in the middle of the floor watching her activity. (45)

Still Pepé stood silently watching his mother’s frantic activity. His chin

looked hard, and his sweet mouth was drawn and thin. His little eyes followed

Mama about the room almost suspiciously. (45)
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Pepé straightened his shoulders. His mouth changed until he looked very
much like Mama. (46)
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Rosy looked around at him. She drew her knowledge from the quiet air. “He

has gone on a journey. He will never come back.”
“Is he dead? Do you think he is dead?”...
“He is not dead,” Rosy explained. “Not yet.” (48)
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As in other artistically successful stories like “The Chrysanthemums” and
“The Gift,” Steinbeck’s point of view in “Flight” is third-person objective. The
narrator remains outside the mind of his protagonist. Much of the mystery,
ambiguity, and suspense in “Flight” stems from this objective stance. Steinbeck
emphasizes external events—vivid physical action fills the story, and he refuses

to translate this action into a clear-cut message or moral.(®
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A hollow pounding came down the trail, and a horseman rode by, a fat man
with red cheeks and a white stubble beard... (50)
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...he saw a black figure for a moment, but he looked quickly away, for it was

one of the dark watchers. No one knew who the watchers were, nor where they

lived, but it was better to ignore them and never to show interest in them. They

did not bother one who stayed on the trail and minded his own business. (51)
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When he arrived at the little pass he stopped and looked back for a long time.

No dark watchers were to be seen now. The trail behind was empty. (51)

From far up the trail he heard an answering whinny and the crash of shod
hooves on the broken rock. (55)

Pepé studied for a moment and then raised the rear sight a notch. The little
movement in the brush came again. The sight settled on it. Pepe squeezed the
trigger. (57)
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Five fingered ferns hung over the water and dipped spray from their
fingertips. (49)

In the air, a red tailed hawk sailed over close to the ridge and screamed

angrily. (52)

Doves flew down from the hills to the spring, and the quail came running out

of the brush and joined them, calling clearly to one another.

Out of the corner of his eye Pepé saw a shadow grow out of the bushy crease. ...
A big spotted wildcat was creeping ...,moving like thought. The big cat stood up:
for a long moment he looked at Pepé with cold yellow eyes, and then fearlessly
walked back into the gulch. (54)

Once when a grey lizard paused in front of him on the parched ground and

turned its head sideways he crushed it flat with a stone. (59)
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He crawled up the hill on his knees and one hand. ... He moved with the
instinctive care of an animal. Rapidly he wormed his way... he wriggled forward

on his stomach, ... (56)
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Pepe muttered his prayers,... (54)

His tongue tried to make words, but only a thick hissing came from between
his lips. (63)

He tried to speak rapid words but only a thick hiss came from his lips. He
drew a shaky cross on his breast with his left hand. (64)
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And then he slid into the brush on his stomach. Far to the right he crawled,
and then up the hill, moving slowly and carefully, crawling to cover and resting

and then crawling again. (53)

The journey uphill was in dashes and rests, a frantic rush up a few yards and

then a rest. (60)

Up the steep hill he dragged himself, a few steps and a rest, and a few more
steps. (62)
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The flight itself has meaning on two planes. On the physical level, Pepé’s
penetration into desert mountains is directly proportional to his increasing
separation from civilized man and his reduction to the state of a wild
animal.....On this(the other) level, the whole action of the story goes to show
how man, even when stripped of all his civilized accounterments(like Ahab of his
pipe, sextant, and hat), is still something more than an animal. This is the
purpose of Pepé’s losing consecutively his horse(escape), his hat (protection from
nature), and his gun(physical defense), to face his inevitable death not with the
headlong retreat or futile death struggle of an animal, but with the calm and
stoicism required by the highest conception of manhood, forcing fate to give him

a voice in the “how” if not the “what” of his destiny. (13
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The change in the title of the story from “Manhunt” to “Flight” is in itself

significant. (14)
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