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Introduction 

Her Song

“He sang that song. That was his song.”

-James Joyce, A Portrait o f the Artist as a Young Man 

I imagine a young Tillie Lerner, age fifteen, sitting cross-legged in an armchair of

her parent’s home, immersed in Rebecca Harding Davis’ 1861 publication, “Life in The

Iron Mills.” At the time, unaware of the author’s gender, Olsen recalls how it impacted

her development into an artist. In Silences, Olsen shares how her early reading of Davis’

story showed her that “literature can be made from the lives of despised people and [she]

too must write” (117). Olsen’s upbringing provided fertile ground for her artistic growth

as she was defined by socialist activism and her working-class identity. Her unmarried

parents, Samuel and Ida Lerner, were Jewish Immigrants who fled from Russia after the

1905 revolution against Czarist repression failed. They emigrated to the United States

and settled in the Midwest. The Lerners were actively involved in the Nebraska Socialist

party in which Samuel served as State Secretary.1 Olsen was bom and raised on a tenant

farm and witnessed her parents’ involvement in labor activism. As quoted in Deborah

Rosenfelt’s 1981 study, “From the Thirties: Tillie Olsen and the Radical Tradition,”

Olsen describes a childhood surrounded by political activism and literature and calls

herself a “pure working-class artist educated only in revolutionary literature and the

school of life” (376). Although she dropped out of high school after eleventh grade due to

1 “Tillie Olsen.” Olsen family, 2013, Tillieolsen.net. Accessed 11 Feb. 2017.
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an unplanned pregnancy and to help financially support her family, Olsen continued to 

nurture her education through her local library’s selection of leftist literature.

Through her literary self-education and school of life, nineteen-year-old Olsen 

began crafting a revolutionary kunstlerroman, “The Iron Throat.” Olsen mirrors her own 

artistic development through her childhood alter ego, Mazie Holbrook, without doubt, 

inspired by James Joyce’s 1916 radically modernist bildungsroman, A Portrait o f  the 

Artist as a Young Man, based on his alter ego, Stephan Dedalus. Considered the 

representative modernist coming-of-age novel within the English tradition, Portrait is 

told through the language and perspective of a young middle-class male who discovers 

his identity and spirituality throughout the text. However, the pastoral environment of 

rolling green hills, roses, and moocows that inspired Joyce’s protagonist is a sharp 

contrast to the human-eating coal mines, garbage piles, and infertile land which Mazie’s 

dreams fight to overcome. Olsen’s Yonnondio: From the Thirties revolutionized the 

kunstlerroman, for Olsen was the first to present the perspective of a young American 

working-class girl discovering her agency and artistic aesthetic against a dystopic 

environment.2

Unlike Portrait, Olsen’s narrative became fragmented, scrapped, forgotten, and 

lost amongst the weeds. After publishing “The Iron Throat” in the Partisan Review’s 

April 1934 issue, Olsen was offered a stipend by Random House to turn “The Iron

I must mention Willa Cather’s 1915 kunstlerroman, The Song o f the Lark, about a 
young woman who becomes a successful pianist, which differs from “The Iron Throat” 
due to its focus on a lower middle-class woman’s coming-of-age story.
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Throat” into Yonnondio: From the Thirties. Unfortunately, like many 1930s women 

authors, Olsen set her artistic career aside due to motherhood, marriage, and political 

upheavals, so she abandoned Yonnondio in 1937. However, in the 1970s, Olsen’s 

children were grown and she finally found the opportunity to develop her education and 

writing. In an ironic turn of events, a house fire lead to the re-discovery of Olsen’s 

kunstlerroman and a reawakening of her artistic dreams. Olsen, however, decided not to 

edit or alter Yonnondio, and she published it in 1974, despite its fragmented form, as a 

testament to her own silenced artistic-self and as a statement about working-class women 

in pursuit of their own agency. As quoted in “Documents of Proletarian Fiction” Corinna 

Lee writes, “Olsen’s 1970s framework of recovery allows her to literally and politically 

re-code the meaning of her 1930s fictional writing. Positioning herself alongside her 

1970s audience” (116). In fact, Yonnondio’s fragmented form is representative of the 

time period it survives as well as the female oppression which continued into the ‘70s.

Prior to the 1930s, proletarian realist literature was defined by its dedication to 

document social inequality and incite revolutionary action, or revolutionary elan. A new 

generation of working-class writers in the 1930s, however, began reforming the tradition 

of proletarian literature. Contrary to realism, working-class writers began crafting 

modernist forms within their work. Traditionalist critics rejected modernist techniques as 

affiliated with the middle-class bourgeoisie. Some accused the working-class of being too 

uneducated to understand art, which contradicted the reality that many of the authors 

implementing these modernist forms identified as working-class, such as Olsen.
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Fortunately, many new critics from the rising socialist popular front praised the 

transition. In his “Introduction” to Proletarian Literature in the United States, Joseph 

Freeman asserts that Proletarian Literature is “art as a political weapon” that can inspire 

social consciousness and revolution (9). In her literary self-education, Olsen refused to 

limit herself to any tradition and understood the potential in art for inciting imagination, 

compassion, and interpretation. Like many working-class writers, Olsen “felt less and 

less satisfied with telling about the coming revolution -  and more and more concerned 

with showing how people come to class consciousness in ‘an earned way, a bone way’” 

(Rosenfelt 391). By telling Mazie’s story through stream-of-consciousness, metaphor, 

and narrative interruption, Olsen shows how a working-class girl comes into 

consciousness of her identity and power, arming her with the ability to resist oppression. 

Olsen redefined proletarian literature by showing the perspective of a working-class girl 

who dreams of reading books, going to college, and finding a career outside the 

household. Freeman defines revolutionary art “not as abstract anger” but “specific 

experiences which arouse specific emotion in specific people at a specific moment in a 

specific locale” (13). Moreover, “it would be a natural free expression of experience” 

(15). In many ways, “The Iron Throat” and Yonnondio were representative of the future 

of working-class literature, one that was feminist, socialist, and expressive of specific 

experience. With “The Iron Throat” and Yonnondio, Mazie’s story does not get lost 

among the collection of working-class documentation of laborers, strikers, and men. 

Olsen redefined the proletariat revolutionary elan to include feminism.
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Traditional proletarian literature was overwhelmingly represented by male 

authors. The 1930s, however, proved a pivotal period for female writers to publish. 

Constance Coiner’s Better Red and Rosenfelt’s “From the Thirties: Tillie Olsen and the 

Radical Tradition,” critique proletarian writer and critic Mike Gold’s description of the 

“new revolutionary writer” of the 1930s:

A new writer has been appearing; a wild youth of about twenty-two, the son of 

working-class parents, who himself works in the lumber camps, coal mines, and 

steel mills, harvests fields and mountain camps of America . . .  He writes in jests 

of exasperated feeling and has not time to polish his work . . .  He lacks self- 

confidence but writes what he must -  and because he has a real talent. (Rosenfelt 

188)

Rosenfelt and Coiner rightfully focus on the gendered terms “he” and “son,” to illustrate 

that Gold’s statement seems to exclude female voices. However, Olsen as well as other 

women writers of the ‘30s fit Gold’s description. Gold’s ideal of the new revolutionary 

writer is a young member of the working class who is a laborer and an active participant 

in labor activism. Yet, Olsen, like other female working-class writers from her time, was 

educated through her socialist parents’ activism and her hunger for reading everything 

from political pamphlets to literature. Moreover, Olsen worked as a laborer from a young 

age. The only stark difference is Olsen’s careful artistry. She was not simply a reporter 

who documented labor conditions, strikes, and working-class struggles (though Olsen did 

document her activism), she was an artist who found empowerment in modernist forms.
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The 1930s marked an important shift in proletarian realist literature. Despite an 

intellectual and literary conflict between proletarian realists and modernists in the 1930s, 

the working-class literature aesthetic evolved to include previously unheard voices and 

experimental forms. In her interview with Olsen, Rosenfelt discovers that the original 

intention for Yonnondio was a variant of the “kunstlerroman,” or as Constance Coiner 

describes in Better Red, “a portrait of a radical artist as a young woman -  with a time 

frame extending into the ‘30s as Mazie Holbrook matured” (178). Olsen’s original ending 

involves Jim organizing the men and women laborers in his packinghouse to strike, but 

his failure leads him to leave his family. Meanwhile, Anna dies from attempting to give 

herself an abortion. While the youngest child dies, Mazie and Will migrate to California 

where Will becomes a jazz musician and Mazie becomes a writer (Rosenfelt 390). This 

intended ending fit within the traditions of proletarian realism. Working-class literature of 

the ‘30s is often identified as depicting the “strike” and being didactic, or instructing the 

reader on how to revolt. However, Olsen rewrites the working-class narrative as she 

publishes Yonnondio as a mosaic, fragmented pieces of a whole. At the end of 

Yonnondio, Olsen addresses the reader:

Reader, it was not to have ended here, but it is nearly forty years since this book 

had to be set aside, never to come to completion. These pages you have read are 

all that is deemed publishable of it. Only fragments, rough drafts, outlines, scraps 

remain -  telling what might have been. (193)
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Yonnondio is a recovered history from Olsen’s “scraps” that were collected from over 

four decades. Olsen consciously created Yonnondio as recovered scraps to mirror her own 

fragmented history of artistic agency and the fragmented history of feminism.

Modernist and surrealist work coming out of the ‘20s and ‘30s were often

represented as fragments that begged the audience to deconstruct and contextualize,

providing an experience of interpretation. These modernist forms mirror the disruptions

occurring in society in the 30s such as the great depression, the rise of fascism, and the

approach of WWII. Walter Benjamin, a German, Jewish theorist and literary critic of the

1920s and 1930s saw potential in these fragmented forms, or “dialectic images.”3

Benjamin believed that the dialectical image in literature emphasized showing rather than

traditional telling as these literary images summon a visual and emotional reaction in the

viewer that is not normally incited by traditional art; further, images provoke a powerful

experience that turns the passive consumer of art into an active participant. In The

Arcades Project, Benjamin creates a mosaic of quotes as literary images that invite

contemplation through deviation and digression. Benjamin’s interest in representation

and interpretation led him to argue that when an artist shows, as opposed to telling her

intention, then her audience can better experience and interpret the work. In presenting

the novel as a mosaic where every part of the whole has an important lesson to share, the

reader must contemplate the pieces to understand the author’s intention. Aligning with

the surrealists of the 1920s, Benjamin saw value in the scraps left out of “history,”

3 “Dialectical images” (N2a,3) from Walter Benjamin’s “On the Theory of Knowledge, 
Theory of Progress” (Convolute N in The Arcades Project)
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arguing that “the history that showed things ‘as they really were’ was the strongest 

narcotic of the century” (N3, 4). Since a mosaic is made of individual fragments that 

work together to create a whole, it requires an audience for interpretation and completion. 

When looking at a mosaic from afar, the viewer can see the importance of each piece in 

relation to the larger composition. In literature, mosaics provide the viewer with a holistic 

view of history, and give agency to ignored and silenced voices, such as Olsen’s 

working-class women.

Benjamin predicted the importance of historical recovery and modernist forms in 

political art. Benjamin’s Arcades Project is a historical recovery of quotes and 

digressions presented in both German and French to form a mosaic of knowledge and 

progress, which Benjamin deems as “the fields with which we are concerned, knowledge 

comes only in lightning flashes. The text is the long roll of thunder that follows” (456). 

Benjamin and Olsen recognized the importance and potential of historical recovery, or 

retelling for modern readers. Further, the inclusion of women’s perspectives in the 

working-class narrative highlights the importance of their silenced voices. Benjamin 

argued that progress is not the transformation and growth of the industrial machine; 

instead, progress means an awakening of consciousness in man. This awakening is 

supported through the contemplation of images and their connection to the 

viewer’s/reader’s experience, or as Benjamin reveals, “image is that wherein what has 

been comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation” (The Arcades
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Project 462). Likewise, Yonnondio is “the rolling thunder that follows” Olsen’s intention 

to show the fragmented history of the working-class and feminism.

This thesis examines how Olsen crafts a revolutionary kunstlerroman by depicting 

her own artistic growth through her alter ego, Mazie Holbrook. Mirroring Olsen’s literary 

self-education and school of life, Mazie’s dreams and desires overcome the limits of her 

marginal existence and she inspires agency in those around her. Intensifying her themes 

of working class and feminist resistance, Olsen creates a mosaic of alternating settings, 

shifting perspectives, and changing consciousness within Yonnondio; thus, the novel 

illuminates the soil out of which the working-class and women grow and how, through 

observation and action, they can learn to wield their innate inner strength to resist 

oppression. Mazie’s, Anna’s, and Jim’s narratives represent a new feminist aesthetic for 

working-class literature of the 1930s, and one that is still recognizable. While critics and 

Olsen herself call Yonnondio unfinished, I argue the recovered quality of the text 

provides the reader with a new lens through which to view life on the margins and 

provides agency to young working-class women.

In chapter one, I will look at “The Iron Throat,” focusing on it as a revolutionary 

kunstlerroman. While writing within the proletariat literary tradition, Olsen crafts a new 

radical aesthetic through modernist techniques such as stream-of-consciousness, 

metaphor, and narrative interruption, all of which are presented within the perspective of 

a working-class girl. Mazie Holbrook, Olsen’s childhood alter ego, offers a new way of 

seeing working-class consciousness. Drawing on the modernist techniques mastered by
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James Joyce’s A Portrait o f the Artist as a Young Man, Olsen infuses “The Iron Throat” 

with a socialist feminist perspective. Contrary to the societal expectation of the 1930s, 

Mazie dreams of reading books, going to college, and having a career. In contrast to the 

pastoral, middle-class environment in Portrait, Mazie lives within a dystopic 

environment that threatens to consume her and her family. The mine, which the town 

depends on for survival, overtakes them and develops monstrous qualities. But Mazie 

embraces the absurdity of her life to craft a world of beauty and possibility, within which 

she demands the recognition of her existence and strength. Through Mazie’s dreams and 

passions, Olsen constructs a proletariat story within a modernist aesthetic.

In chapter two, I will analyze how Yonnondio’s disjointed form creates a mosaic 

of alternating settings, shifts in perspective between Mazie, Anna, and Jim, as well as the 

growing consciousness of each character, all of which construct a literary montage that is 

representative of working-class and female experience in the 1930s. Viewing Yonnondio 

as a literary mosaic where the disjointed form mirrors the historical fragmentation of the 

working-class movements and feminism prompts the reader actively to step back from 

the text and interpret its form. Thus, I will separate chapter two into five sections. In 

section one I will look at how the increasing volatile environment of the mining town 

literally possesses Mazie and her family to the point where they must escape or risk being 

consumed. In the second section I will examine how their time in the pastoral rural 

countryside fosters an awakening of higher consciousness in Mazie and Anna, which 

arms them with the will to question and resist their expected and limited roles as
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working-class women as they are forced back into the oppressive industrial world. In 

section three I will explore how the perspective shifts between Mazie and Anna as they 

resume their life in an industrial environment but refuse to become just another face 

among the working-class. In the fourth section I will consider Jim’s growing 

consciousness sparked by the women in his life, which leads to his realization that he 

cannot resist oppression alone. Finally, in the fifth section I will address Olsen’s decision 

to abandon Yonnondio in 1937 and then recover the text nearly forty years later in its 

unaltered manuscript: A mosaic of fragments and scraps. By referencing Benjamin’s 

theories on the mosaic quality of texts becoming flashes which form a constellation, I 

argue that Yonnondio's form is intentionally presented as parts of a whole, which require 

a reader to draw out the importance. These flashes of history illuminate the significance 

of recovery and the need for a reader to complete the fragmented text. As many works by 

female authors of the 1930s were recovered and published in the 1960s and 1970s, these 

working-class texts took on value as socialist feminist texts.

Ultimately, in my conclusion, I argue that Yonnondio provides a window into the 

fragmented history of feminism. Historically, women have constantly pushed against a 

patriarchal society in which they must fight and die for their dreams, desires, and 

freedoms. In the same way “Life in the Iron Mills” spoke to Olsen, Yonnondio inspired 

me to write this thesis in an effort to continue where she left off. As I write this thesis in 

2017, over forty years after Yonnondio’s publication, womens’ rights are again threatened 

by American’s 45 president and a male-majority administration who wish to dismantle
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decades of feminist progress. As American patriarchy targets the abolition of abortion 

rights, the stripping of women’s reproductive health, and denial of the gender wage gap, 

women around the nation and globe are resisting and fighting for their rights. A new 

wave of feminism is rising in America as we seek more representation in public office, 

including the White House. But if women want change, they must look back into history 

at the fights and progress that led to more agency and freedom for women. Like Mazie, 

women must learn from those strong women who have “had everything to grind out life 

and yet [have] kept life” (52). What follows in these chapters are the “flashes” of 

Yonnondio’s “constellation,” which I hope sparks the “rolling thunder” for the next 

young woman who will examine and reinterpret.
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Chapter One

“The Iron Throat”: A Working-Class Girl’s Rebel Yell 

“I am Mazie Holbrook. . .  I am a-knowen things ”

Tillie Olsen was a rebel from a young age. Raised by parents who were active in

the socialist party, Olsen’s education came from political activism. In Panthea Reid’s

Tillie Olsen: One Woman, Many Riddles, she describes Olsen as “brilliant,” “wild,” and a

“free spirit” who composed a popular humor column in high school (37). Olsen’s artistic

aesthetic grew along with her activism. In Silences, Olsen asserts her desire to show

working-class consciousness and the “great capacities hidden in humanity, latent, denied

-  yet struggling for expression” (50). In her writing, Olsen often utilizes the

underrepresented perspectives of young working-class women to demonstrate their

hidden potential. In presenting the perspectives of young women, instead of adults, Olsen

illustrates the hopeful innocence that leads to growth and resistance before the tragedy of

adulthood disillusions.

Somewhat didactic in nature, “The Iron Throat”4 employs a young girl’s innocent 

curiosity to show the evolution of a young rebel. In the short story, Olsen presents her 

alter ego Mazie, a young working-class girl who wants to understand her identity within 

the absurd world around her. Within her twisted fairytale, Mazie defies her oppressive 

environment in a quest to determine her own fate. With her “big eyes,” Mazie observes

4 “The Iron Throat” was published originally in the Partisan Review (1934) and then in 
Proletarian Literature in the United States: An Anthology (1935). Although both versions 
are identical, in this essay, I refer to the 1934 version.
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the deformed world around her and questions its purpose. Despite the oppressive systems 

at work, Mazie’s childhood hopeful innocence arms her with the unique ability to 

question her existence and challenge the consciousness of those around her. In “Class

ifying Escape: Tillie Olsen’s Yonnondio,” Heidi Macpherson argues that Mazie dreams to 

escape her reality. Macpherson affirms, “withdrawing from the world is clearly evident in 

the child Mazie, whose responses to her damaging surroundings includes attempts to 

block its reality through withdrawal into fantasy (265). However, I argue that Mazie’s 

dreams illuminate her circumstances and show her how to understand and resist her 

oppression. Mazie asks basic, yet bold, questions about her circumstances. Her questions 

highlight the absurdity of class structure and systems of power which oppress and beat 

down human creativity. Further, Mazie’s inquiries highlight working-class exploitation 

and complacency which work to empower the few while oppressing the many.

“The Iron Throat” is set in a Wyoming town circa the 1920s. Historically, 

Wyoming is known as the largest producer of coal in the United States and was home to 

two of the worst mining accidents in US history. In 1903, the Chimney Springs mine, or 

Hanna mine, caught fire and killed 169 workers and then exploded again in 1908 killing 

59 workers. These fires started from the lack of safety conditions such as the proper 

policing of work safety standards, ventilation, heat control, and explosion barriers among 

others. After the fire, these workers banded together to form a union and implement
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safety regulations.5 Similarly, Mazie and her family live in a Wyoming town centered 

around a coal mine with unregulated, monstrous qualities. The mine serves as larger 

metaphor of power and consumption, a beast whose sole desire is to eat human bodies 

and dreams. However, Mazie’s childhood innocence and hopeful dreams resist the mine. 

In the end, Mazie controls her own destiny, and tauntingly asserts her power over the 

“beast.”

In this chapter, I argue that in “The Iron Throat” Olsen creates a revolutionary 

kunstlerroman in which a working-class girl begins her development into an artist 

through examining her existence and pushing others around her to question their own. 

Through the interior voice of Mazie Holbrook, Olsen’s alter ego, the text offers a new 

window into working-class consciousness through a feminist aesthetic. Moreover, 

drawing on Mazie’s dreams and passions, Olsen crafts a proletariat story within a 

modernist form. “The Iron Throat” takes on surrealist qualities where the unreal is 

visualized through metaphor and symbolism to illustrate deeper truths. Mazie’s 

environment is an absurd dystopia where oppressive systems (the mine) put in place by 

capitalism take on beast-like characteristics and threaten to consume the town. As Mazie 

inspires higher consciousness in her mother and father, they consider the potential of a 

different life. Mazie proves her worth by demanding that her oppressive father recognize 

her existence and potential, which empowers her to face the mine and declare her agency.

5 Rea, Tom. “Thunder Under the House.” Wyoming State Historical Society, 
www.wvohistory.org. Accessed 10 Feb. 2017.

http://www.wvohistory.org
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Mazie Holbrook: Portrait of the Artist as a Young Woman 

“All the world is a-crying, and I don’t know for why”

James Joyce’s 1916 kunstlerroman, Portrait o f the Artist as a Young Man, was

revolutionary in its modernist style. The use of stream-of-consciousness narration of the 

protagonist, Stephen Dadalus, illuminated his intellectual and spiritual evolution 

throughout the text. Inspired by the retrospective child perspective employed by 

nineteenth century novelists such as Charles Dickens and Charlotte Bronte, Joyce created 

a new aesthetic in English Literature through representing the interior voice of a child:

Once upon a time and a very good time it was there was a moocow coming down 

along the road and this moocow that was coming down the road met a nicens little 

boy named baby tuckoo. (7)

Portrait begins with a boy experiencing his own coming-of-age fairytale. “Moocow,” 

“nicens,” and his identification as “baby tuckoo” demonstrate that the story is told 

through the boy’s consciousness: It is “his song” (7). Joyce revolutionized the 

bildungsroman to focus on showing a character’s internal intellectual and spiritual 

development, opposed to simply telling the story of a boy becoming a man. Likely 

inspired by Portrait, Olsen strove to craft a new modernist and feminist aesthetic within 

working-class literature. As quoted in “Reclaiming the Inadvertent: Olsen’s Visceral 

Voice in Yonnondio: From the T h ir t ie s Barbara Cantalupo asserts that Olsen’s use of 

the female voice adds diversity to the proletarian literary tradition as it, “exhibits a 

commitment to inner sound, making women’s interior voices exterior, angrily
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confronting the exclusion of ordinary women’s lives from the ‘aesthetic renderings’ of 

‘literature’” (129). Building on Cantalupo, I argue that Olsen’s focus on the interior voice 

of a girl pushes the novel to radical heights.

Moreover, the pastoral environment of rolling green hills, roses, and moocows 

that inspired Joyce’s protagonist is a sharp contrast to the human eating coal mines, 

garbage piles, and infertile land which Mazie’s dreams fight to overcome. In “The Iron 

Throat,” Olsen wanted to show a young woman’s intellectual and artistic development 

despite, and in response to, her oppressive environment. In ‘“ People Who Might Have 

Been You’: Agency and the Damaged Self in Tillie Olsen’s Y o n n o n d io Lisa Orr points 

to Mazie’s ability to dream as resistance. Orr declares that Mazie’s “gift for finding 

beauty in surprising places, and [her use] of this gift to resists the numbing effects of her 

circumstances” help her survive and inspire others to fight (224). The use of the surreal in 

proletarian literature, even in the 30s, was revolutionary. “The Iron Throat” rebels against 

traditional proletarian realism, which aimed to document realistic snap shots of working- 

class oppression and instruct readers on how to rebel. Olsen, however, believed in the 

power of modernist literature to expand consciousness. Olsen “felt less and less satisfied 

with telling about the coming revolution -  and more and more concerned with showing 

how people come to class consciousness in ‘an earned way, a bone way”’ (Rosentfelt 

391). Thus, in “The Iron Throat,” Olsen presents a new perspective full of artistic 

metaphors within a working-class girl to show how consciousness is gained.
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Olsen constructs a twisted fairytale through the perspective of a working-class girl 

who dares to dream despite her horrific circumstances. Traditionally, the purpose of 

fairytales is to take the reader to dark, absurd places, but, ultimately, order is restored, 

evil is punished, and wishes come true. Fairytales often contain a didactic lesson in 

behavior and manners. As quoted in Elizabeth Jameson’s “Written, They Reappear: 

Rereading Yonnondio,” she identifies “The Iron Throat” as “working-class version of 

Cinderella” (143). Jameson sees the story as a young girl’s struggle to overcome 

working-class odds. However, on a deeper level, “The Iron Throat” documents a young 

girl’s inner transformation rather than an external change. In contrast, Olsen twists this 

tradition in “The Iron Throat” to demonstrate the fragile strength of a working-class girl 

who deconstructs the world like an artist, trying to find beauty in the garbage and human 

waste. As Orr suggests “Mazie’s gift for discovering hidden beauty is a rare one, and 

even more surprising considering her circumstances” (224). Mazie’s environment has yet 

to shape her eight-year-old consciousness and desires. With her big eyes, Mazie has big 

questions and big dreams:

Mazie lay under the hot Wyoming sun, between the outhouse and the garbage 

dump. There was no other place for Mazie to lie, for the one patch of green in the 

yard was between these two spots. From the ground arose a nauseating smell.

Food had been rotting in the garbage piles for years. (5)

Here, Olsen presents a picture of absurdity. How can children dream amongst piles of 

garbage and human waste? However, the scene illustrates Mazie’s childhood imagination
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and dedication to dreaming. Taking from Cantalupo, Mazie’s “world explodes around her 

in color, smell and fear” (129). Determined, Mazie finds the one small patch of green on 

which she can “push her mind hard against things half known, not known” (5). As a 

budding artist, Mazie deconstructs the world around her as she “pushes hard” against 

complacency and strives to discover meaning in her oppressive existence. While her 

mother and father accept their oppression as normal, and her father demeans curiosity by 

stating, “what does she think she is, a poet?,” Mazie continues to wonder about the 

meaning of it all (4). Despite the absurd environment and her parents’ complacency, 

Mazie develops a strong sense of self.

Similar to Joyce’s Stephan Dadalus, Olsen illustrates Mazies’s self-development 

by writing in a child’s language. Mazie says, “I am a knowen things. I can diaper a baby.

I can tell ghost stories, I know words and words. Tipple. Edjication. Bug dust. 

Supertendent” (5). Through observation and repetition, Mazie is teaching herself about 

the world. She knows that her ability to help her mother with the children, tell ghost 

stories, and collect words gives her some power. She may not know the meaning of the 

words yet, but she comprehends their significance. Mazie is highly observant and 

watches and listens to everyone around her, mostly her parents. She repeats their words 

and reflects on their meaning:

Bowels of earth. She shuddered. It was mysterious and terrible to her. Bowels of 

earth. It means the mine. Bowels is the stummy. Earth is the stummy and mebbe 

she ets the men that come down. Men and daddy goin’ in like the day and comin
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out black . . .  That’s what blowed Sheen McEvoy’s face off so it’s red. It made 

him crazy. (5)

As an artist in training, Mazie deconstructs what she sees and hears to find significance. 

Unlike an adult who reacts with anger towards the horrific realities, Mazie is fearful, but 

instead of ignoring the horrors, she confronts them with artistic curiosity. To shape her 

understanding, Mazie deconstructs the confounding realities of her town and creates 

metaphors from them. Thus, I agree with Michael Staub’s argument in “The Struggle for 

‘Selfness’ through Speech in Olsen’s Yonnondio: From the Thirties” when he states, 

“Mazie’s mental health appears to depend on her ability to speak and to know the 

meaning of what she sees”; however, I disagree with his point that “the words, like the 

world from which they arise, are disjointed pieces of a whole whose meaning eludes the 

young girl” (132). Mazie may not understand the words exactly, but she possesses 

empathetic intelligence and can feel their meaning. Even the adults in Mazie’s life cannot 

and do not want to comprehend their hellish existence in the mining town, but Mazie 

“pushes” her mind to find a way into understanding. Furthermore, Mazie constructs 

meaning through metaphors.

Olsen shows the oppression of industrial America in the 1930s through Mazie’s 

metaphors. Mazie sees the mine as a monster whose desire is to consume her town:

The whistles always woke Mazie. They pierced into her sleep like some guttural

voiced metal beast, tearing at her; breathing a terror. During the day if the whistle
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blew, she know it meant death -  somebody’s poppa or brother, perhaps her own -  

in the fearsome place below the ground, the mine. (3)

Mazie is tormented by the death call of the mine’s whistle, whose purpose is to interrupt 

her dreams and oppress the workers through fear. Each morning her father groans, “god 

damn that blowhorn” that calls him to work before dawn (3). The whistle also interrupts 

her mother’s peace in a “paralyzing moment when the iron throat of the whistle shrieked 

forth its announcement of death” (4). Similarly, the town lives in anticipation and fear of 

the iron throat’s monstrous call, but Mazie is aware of her waking nightmare, and she 

attempts to deal with her fear by questioning its purpose. Mazie says, “if it was all a 

dream, if I could only just wake up and daddy’d be smiling, and momma laughin, and us 

playin. All the world a-cryen and I don’t know for why” (8). While Mazie is too young to 

grasp the larger societal problems concerning capitalism and industrialization, such as the 

great depression, mass unemployment, starvation, and labor exploitation, she is observant 

enough to feel and know that something is wrong in her town. The mine, which the town 

survives by, is dangerous and inescapable. Furthermore, the mine is a metaphor for the 

town folk’s marginal existence under an oppressive capitalistic hierarchy. In “Cultural 

Work and Class Politics: Re-reading and Remaking Proletarian Literature in the United 

States,” Lawrence Hanley highlights the importance of metaphors in “The Iron Throat” 

as they provide a new window into working-class experience. Hanley suggests that “each 

of these metaphors implies a different way of seeing the mine, and its workers, and each 

implies a different way of interpreting working-class experience and of identifying with
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[Olsen’s] proletarian families” (728). The beastlike characteristics of the mine and the 

hellish environment encapsulate the fear and struggle of the town. Everyday life for the 

Holbrooks, like many American working-class families of the 1930s, is unpredictable and 

traumatizing. Mazie, however, refuses to accept this oppression without a fight. As she 

questions her existence, she inspires those around her to question their own reality.

Mazie’s thoughts mirror the fearful consciousness of the town and, in a larger 

context, working-class consciousness of the 1930s. In the middle of “The Iron Throat” 

Olsen crafts a peculiar omniscient narrator, who interrupts Mazie’s dreaming to warn 

young Andy Kvaternick, who replaces his dead father in the mine, that the mine will 

consume him. The omniscient narrator represents Mazie’s heightened consciousness. As 

Mazie “[pushes] her mind against hard things half known, not known,” her thoughts are 

flooded with the worries of her parents and the town. Mazie’s stream-of-consciousness 

ends with an ellipsis that carries into the omniscient narrative disruption; thus, it 

illustrates the connection between the omniscient narrator and Mazie’s consciousness. 

Additionally, the omniscient narrator shares Mazie’s sensibility of fearing the mine’s 

desire to consume the dreams and bodies of men:

But it is useless, Andy. The coal dust lies too far inside; it will lie there forever, 

like a hand squeezing your heart, chocking your throat. The bowels of the earth 

have claimed you. (5-6)
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The narrator repeats the words Mazie has learned from her parents such as “dust” and 

“bowels of the earth” which she associates with the monstrous powers of the mine. Mazie 

and the town view the mine as an unstoppable force who wishes to claim and destroy 

their dreams. However, Mazie allows wonder and beauty to fight back as she tells Andy 

to “breathe and breathe, Andy, turn your eyes to the stars. Their beauty, never known 

before, pricks like tears” (6). Although the possibility of the stars is unknown to Mazie 

and her town, it exists as a beacon of hope and an alternative fate. The unknown provides 

comfort to Mazie as she uses her imagination to contextualize her absurd world.

Olsen builds the mine-as-beast metaphor to further illustrate how all-consuming it 

is. Like a Frankenstein, the mine, run by middle-class men with “fat bellies” who “eat on 

clean white tablecloths,” will consume all the workers and someday turn on their bosses

(8). The interruption also serves as a warning to the reader, likely from the middle-class, 

that an uprising in inevitable:

Your father had dreams. You too, like all boys, had dreams -  vague dreams, of 

freedom and light and cheering throngs and happiness. The earth will take those 

too. You will leave them in, to replace the coal . . .  Earth takes your dreams that a 

few may languidly lie on couches and trill “How exquisite” to paid dreamers. (6)

The omniscient narrator accuses the men of plundering the mine for coal and warns them 

that the mine will seek retribution. The mine-as-beast is an allegory for the exploitation 

of workers’ labor. The capitalistic system works in the same way as the mine. While the
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mine boss exploits his workers for labor, the boss also takes the workers’ humanity.

These workers had dreams, but the mine consumed those before it ate their bodies. 

However, Olsen does not stop there; she also warns the middle-class reader of a possible 

uprising where, “someday the bowels will grow monstrous and swollen with these old 

tired dreams, swell and break, and strong fists batter the fat bellies, and skeletons of 

starved children batter them” (6). As their hopes and dreams are consumed, the tired 

workers and their starving children will someday turn on the oppressor. The Frankenstein 

mine that the capitalists created to control and oppress the workers will one day turn 

against them in the form of revolution. Robbing humans of their dreams and hopes is a 

dangerous thing, according to Olsen, and can lead to violent rebellion.

Similar to the mine, men are represented as oppressors of women. As the mine 

dominates Jim, he reacts by beating Anna and the children. Oppressed by his boss and 

job, Jim can no longer “stand erect” and loses “that heritage of man” (6). His loss of 

humanity drives him into alcoholism, which causes “the whole household to [walk] in 

terror. He had nothing but heavy blows for the children and he struck Anna too often to 

remember” (7). Furthermore, the abuse also drives Anna “to hit her children in a blind 

rage,” which she always “regrets” deeply (7). While the adults turn on each other, Mazie 

absorbs their wrath. As a young artist, Mazie is sensitive to her surroundings and the 

emotions of others. Living in an oppressive environment with unraveling parents, Mazie 

feels the “dark juices of undefined pain” (7). Unlike her parents, who ignore their pain 

and expel it through anger and escapism, Mazie and pushes herself to find a release:
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It came to Mazie like dark juices of undefined pain, pouring into her, filling her 

heart in her breast till it felt big, like the world. Fear came that her heart would 

push itself out, roll out like a bal l . . .  “I would be a-cryen,” she whispered to 

herself, “but all the tears is stuck inside me. All the world is a-cryen, and I don’t 

know for why.” (7)

Instead of reacting with anger, Mazie tries to rationalize her emotions. Though Anna 

remains complacent with her oppression from Jim, Mazie decides to ask her father why 

there is so much pain and anger. Mazie asks, “Pop, I wanna know what.. .what makes 

people a cryen” (8). Mazie’s awareness jolts Jim to develop sympathy for his daughter’s 

plight: “the rough retort Jim Holbrook had meant to make vanished before the undersized 

figure of Mazie . . .  in some vague way, the questions hurt him. What call’s a kid got, he 

thought, asking questions like that?” (8). Mazie’s curiosity inspires Jim to rethink his 

actions, and ultimately, Jim recognizes the obstacles Mazie will have to overcome to 

reach her dreams. In many ways, Mazie’s innocence is hope for everyone around her 

because it makes their absurd reality beautiful. Even more, Mazie’s curiosity causes Jim 

to question his worth and his opinion of a woman’s worth.

A Woman’s Worth (A Worker’s Worth)

“Quit your woman’s blabbing”

In “The Iron Throat,” Mazie is the anchor perspective, but by speaking aloud on

her ruminations, she becomes the catalyst for subversive thought within Anna and Jim.

As quoted in “Imagining relation: Otherness in American Women’s Experimental
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Fiction,” Christine Park-Sutherland claim that Mazie serves as the “monofocal narrative” 

voice that stimulates the uprising of “a whole series of voices from characters, narrators, 

and the author herself’ (127). In other words, Mazie’s voice does not exist in a vacuum, 

as it inspires her mother and father to rethink their roles within their society. Mazie 

inspires her mother and father to question their own complacency within their oppressive 

town, so that they can expand their possibilities. Higher consciousness “creeps” within 

Anna like “worms” and is changing how she views her circumstances. Olsen provides 

brief insight into Anna’s consciousness:

Thoughts, like worms, crept within her . . .  of that paralyzing moment when the 

iron throat of the whistle shrieked forth its announcement of death . ..  Mazie, for 

all her six and half years was like a woman sometimes. It’s living like this does it, 

she thought, makes ‘em old before their time. (4)

Anna identifies the mine’s power over her and her family with its “shrieking” 

“announcement” of power. Admittedly, Anna worries that her children are being robbed 

of their childhood innocence under the mine’s influence. Worrying over Mazie’s future 

causes Anna to question their circumstances. Anna believes Mazie can have a better 

future than simply being a working-class mother/wife, which for 1920, was a 

revolutionary concept.

Olsen confronts fundamental questions regarding a woman’s worth in “The Iron 

Throat.” Despite her oppression under her husband and her role as a mother, Anna
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Holbrook’s consciousness grows along with Mazie’s, as if Mazie’s dreams rub off on her 

mother. Jim presents the fundamental question around feminism, “what other early use 

can a woman have I’d like to know?” (3). In the 1930s, women were expected to marry 

and have children. Even in the rare case when middle-class women were admitted to 

college, their studies were in finishing programs aimed at producing mothers and wives. 

Anna, however, sees a future for Mazie that involves education and a career. Self- 

educated through her parents’ books and the local library, Olsen recognizes the power of 

reading. Staub reveals that the characters in “The Iron Throat” find “selfness” from the 

release of their internal voice (132). Anna’s vocalization of her dreams for Mazie to read 

and “get an edjiccation” give them hope of agency. Staub asserts that Anna’s “power of 

speech relates directly to her selfness,” which is “fired by her hope of saving her 

children” (132). Anna “doesn’t want [to] raise a lot of brats to get their heads blowed off 

in the mine,” she wants more for Mazie (3). Anna’s higher purpose is to fight for her 

children, who are extensions of herself, especially Mazie. Jim rejects Anna’s dreams, 

accusing her of having “funny ideas” and calls her “a poet.” Yet, Anna insists that she 

wants her kids to “get an edjiccation,” which means Mazie’s “hands will stay white and 

[she will] read books and work in an office” (4). This idea that working-class daughters 

could go to school and have a career is radical for the 20s and 30s, as working-class 

children were viewed as work horses before Congress passed labor laws in 1938. Like 

Olsen, children from poor families went to primary school and then dropped out before
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completing high school so they could help support the family. This could be Mazie’s 

bleak future, except Anna refuses to accept this fate for her dreamer daughter.

Anna’s dreams take root in Mazie and provide her with hope that she will have a 

different fate. Hearing her mother’s hopes, Mazie starts to believe she will go to school, 

and she says it aloud like a mantra: “I’ll have that learnin’ someday” (5). While Jim 

repeats societal questions about the value of women, Mazie’s presence in the story 

creates continuous pauses for her father, in which he reconsiders his misogynistic beliefs. 

In a way, Mazie overpowers her father in these moments and claims agency, and she 

wants her father to “recognize her existence, her desire, her emotions” (8). Hence, Mazie 

asks her father, “Pop, momma says I’m gonna get an edjication, and my hands white. Is 

that a story, Pop?” (9). Mazie’s curiosity and big dreams inspire Jim to expand his own 

consciousness as he first feels “wrathful” but then admits, “[Mazie] could become a 

teacher . . .  [she’ll] go to college and read books” (9). Mazie’s innocence and “big eyes” 

confront her father’s narrow opinion of women’s worth and oppose Jim’s resistance to 

thinking about a woman’s worth beyond being a wife and mother and his comment to 

Anna to “quit your woman’s blabbing” (4). Mazie’s questions challenge and raise Jim’s 

consciousness. Olsen presents a revolutionary idea, that a working-class father could 

believe that his daughter will go to college, have a career, and attain a future without 

oppression.

Mazie idealizes her father as the patriarch of her family and wants to possess his 

strength. Oppressed by the mine and his duty as provider of the family, Jim is constantly
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at risk of failure. Each day that Jim works in the mine, he risks his life for wages that 

barely cover food expenses, as the family often has nothing to eat except coffee. Coiner 

points to Jim’s role as “man of the household” as the source of his anger and repression, 

because “as a man he must never reveal his fear of the mine” (179). To escape his reality, 

Jim medicates himself with alcohol, often “returning home hours later, dead drunk” (7). 

Jim is aware of his weaknesses as he accuses his family of viewing him as a “stuck pig” 

(7). He drinks himself into oblivion and abuses his family to avoid feeling like a 

disappointment. I disagree with Coiner’s allegation that Anna is the source of Jim’s 

oppression because she “reduces him to mere breadwinner, blaming him for not 

adequately supporting the family” (180). Deep down Jim wants to support his family and 

wants the role of patriarch, which gives him a higher purpose in life. Much of Jim’s 

power comes from his physical strength, which he wields in order to establish control in 

his absurd world within the mining town. While Jim often uses his male strength to beat 

his wife and children, he also cares for them as a father. Jim can dream and desire as 

Mazie does, but he must maintain his masculinity, so he dismisses any thoughts of 

resistance as merely “poetry” and “woman’s blabbing.” Instead, Jim tells Mazie that he 

has the physical strength to combat the ghosts in the mine:

I’d like to see ’em tty it. I’d just throw them over my shoulder, like this.’ He lifted 

her, swung her over his shoulder, set her down, ‘my right shoulder, or it wouldn’t 

work. Then I’d pin ’em down with the crossbar so they’d have as much chance as 

a turkey at Thanksgiving. (8)
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Jim wants to prove his worth to Mazie and he uses the only means he can to show her 

that he is strong and can protect her. Mazie, however, is growing up and will soon see 

that her father’s physical strength alone is not enough to overcome oppression.

Jim’s physical strength is valuable for labor but is also the source of his 

exploitation. To resist the mine’s influence over his humanity, Jim needs to rely on his 

thinking. Jim recognizes that Mazie’s strength lies in her intellectual potential, which he 

believes comes from Anna. After confirming Mazie’s dream to go to college, read books, 

and have a career, Jim says, “smart rascal. Guess she gets it from Anna’s kike blood” (9). 

In this moment, Jim recognizes Anna’s strength but then dismisses it by demeaning her 

with the “kike” slur. Jim confirms that his physical strength is not enough to protect his 

family, but he struggles against the emasculating reality of the mine.

In one of the most poignant moments from her short story, Olsen poses an 

essential question about class to the reader. Mazie asks her father about class inequality: 

“How come [the boss] aint livin like we do? How come we aint livin like him, Pop?,” to 

which Jim responds, “why indeed?” (9). This is a revolutionary moment of resistance 

between a father and his daughter in which they address and question their position in the 

social hierarchy. As Jim gives Mazie an answer, “cause he’s a coal operator, that’s why”

(9), the injustice of the capitalistic power structure becomes clear. Coiner asserts that 

“The Iron Throat” creates a balance for feminist and working-class concerns because it 

“also shows sympathy for the frustration and degradation of working-class men” (182). It 

also represents the question on most American’s minds in the 1930s: Why are so many
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people suffering while a few others benefit? Going back to why editors called “The Iron 

Throat” genius and revolutionary,6 Olsen’s girl protagonist recognizes her marginal 

existence and does not quietly accept it. As Mazie challenges her mother and her father to 

question their social position, she challenges the reader as well. Similar to the metaphor 

in the whistle of death that violently interrupts Mazie’s dreams, the text awakens the 

reader to similar resistance. As the protagonist, Mazie is hard to define because she 

resists gender identity (she is neither feminine or masculine) and although she is a 

working-class child, she remains an outsider through her subversive ruminations.

Mazie’s observant nature leads her to recognize herself as an “other,” or an 

outsider who does not fit within the norm of “civilized” society. Mazie notices the subtle 

comparisons that highlight her and her family’s “otherness.” Moreover, Mazie confronts 

her father about inequality. She asks Jim why his boss, a representative for the middle- 

class, has plumbing, plentiful clean linens, and enough food for every meal (8-9). 

Alternatively, Mazie sees her own house in which the baby sleeps without adequate 

warmth in a “wooden box,” wears diapers made from “flower sacks,” and the family has 

nothing to eat but “coffee” (4). These images show the impoverished conditions of the 

average working-class family. Mazie understands that despite their hard life of labor, her 

working-class family cannot afford the basic needs middle-class families take for granted.

6 Robert Cantwell called “The Iron Throat,” a “work of early genius” in the Partisan

Review.
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The Holbrooks low value to society and their stark otherness becomes clear to Mazie, and 

she resists accepting it without a fight.

Resistance 

“I’m a-watching you, purty tongues”

As Mazie’s consciousness expands, she is empowered to express her selfness and

demand recognition from those who try to overpower her. First she faces her father “to 

force him into some recognition of her existence, her desire, her emotions” (8). After 

Mazie witnesses her father’s anger, abuse, and distance from the family, she confronts 

him. Despite her fear of his rejection, Mazie’s desire for recognition drives her to 

overcome her oppression. Though Jim threatens to “skin her alive” calling her a “little 

brat” Mazie refuses to let him overlook her (8). Jim is in wonder of Mazie’s agency, and 

he confirms her dreams of going to college and reading books (9). Confronting her 

oppressive father leads Mazie to feel strength and arms her with confidence to face the 

mine-beast.

Mazie overcomes her fear of the mine eating her dreams, and tells it she is in 

control of her own fate. Overlooking the mine, Mazie says, “Mazie Holbrook is a- 

watchin you, she whispered, purty tongues. And gently, gently, the hard swollen lump of 

tears melted into a swell of wonder and awe” (9). Mazie’s fears and sadness melt away as 

she antagonizes the mine. Mazie fights the whistle’s overpowering call with her own 

voice. Cantalupo points out that Mazie “defiantly reverberates against such silencing with 

[her] trenchant voice” (129). Mazie refuses to live in fear of the mine, and from now on,
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she will observe and deconstruct it. She begins to see the beauty of the absurd (purty 

tongue) and it melts away any sense of helplessness. As she tells the mine who she is, 

Mazie finally feels a sense of existence, where her dreams and desires are real. After her 

father confirms her power, Mazie confronts the mine on her own. A working-class girl 

fearlessly faces her oppressor:

The wind came from the north, flinging bits of the coal dust from the culm against 

her face. They stung. Somehow it reminded her of the rough hand of her father 

when he caressed her, hurting her, but not knowin it, hurting with a pleasant hurt.

(9)

Mazie describes her father’s hand as “rough” from his labor work and as the firm 

patriarch of the family. Though Jim uses his hands to beat Anna and the kids, his hands 

also provide comfort and love to them. The hand that feeds is also the hand that beats. In 

“The Iron Throat,” women benefit and are hurt by embracing patriarchy. Mazie 

understands that the mine oppresses her in the same way that her father does. The same 

hand that beats and oppresses her also has a weakness for affection and love. Facing her 

oppressive father energizes Mazie to resist the mine. As Orr insists, Mazie’s declaration 

of self and voicing her dreams “is a form of resistance” (222). Instead of victimizing 

Mazie, Olsen empowers her.

“The Iron Throat” is a twisted fairytale in which a working-class girl’s dreams 

and desires push her to ask subversive questions about her existence. In Silences, Olsen
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reflects on her artistic desire to represent “the lives of despised people,” but she was 

careful not to victimize the working-class (117). Instead, Olsen states that she highlights 

“the great capacities hidden in humanity, latent, denied -  yet struggling for expression” 

(50). Like Olsen, Mazie is a developing artist whose radical vision provides hope for her 

oppressed parents. Although “The Iron Throat” is a short story, its compressed form 

encourages the reader to deconstruct the text for meaning. By following Mazie’s internal 

journey, the observant reader can find the beauty in the absurd.

Olsen’s kunstlerroman created a new aesthetic in working-class literature through 

modernist techniques and a feminist lens. However, Mazie’s story does not end here. 

After publishing “The Iron Throat” in the Partisan Review and its inclusion within 

Proletarian Literature in the United States: An Anthology, Olsen received a stipend to 

develop her short story into a novel, Yonnondio: From the Thirties. Olsen intended to 

further develop her kunstlerroman and follow Mazie’s transformation into a young 

woman, as Joyce did with Stephan Dadalus in Portrait. Yonnondio presents a radical 

feminist perspective that deconstructs women’s values as mothers, workers, and the 

future of working-class activism. In chapter two, I will show how Olsen develops her 

artistry by pushing modernist techniques, such as surrealism and literary mosaics, within 

the proletariat tradition, thereby crafting a radical novel.

In the following chapter, I will analyze how Yonnondio's fragmented composition 

creates a mosaic through alternating settings, shifting perspectives, and growing 

consciousness within each character; in this way, Mazie, Anna, and Jim model how
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consciousness and resistance around class and gender is earned. Additionally, I examine 

how Yonnondio’s “unfinished” form mirrors the unresolved struggles of the working 

class and women of the 1930s, and depends on the reader to complete the text through 

interpretation.
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Chapter Two

Yonnondio: From the Thirties: A Literary Constellation

“The secret is the great capacities hidden in humanity, latent, denied -  yet struggling for
expression”

In Silences, Tillie Olsen credits Rebecca Harding’s “Life in the Iron Mills,” as a 

pivotal text in her education as it influenced Olsen’s aesthetic as a working-class writer 

and thinker. Olsen explains, “‘Life in the Iron Mills’ was not written out of compassion 

or condescending pity. Harding wrote it in absolute identification with the thwarted, 

wasted lives . . . mighty hungers .. . unawakened power” (51). Olsen respected Harding’s 

ability to represent the working-class as normal people who sometimes suffered under 

oppression but could overcome the odds with unbelievable persistence. Like Harding, 

Olsen avoids victimizing the Holbrooks; instead, she shows their incredible moments of 

resistance despite the constricting limitations of their environment.

After publishing “The Iron Throat” in 1934, Olsen was offered a stipend by 

Random House to turn her short story into a novel, and she spent the remainder of the 30s 

crafting her radical re-vision of working-class literature’s aesthetic. Taking inspiration 

from surrealist literature of the 1920s and masters of non-linear narratives such as John 

Dos Passos, Olsen constructed a radical novel in the form of a mosaic. Modernist work in 

the 1930s was often represented through fragmented forms to mirror the disruptions 

occurring in society, such as the great depression, the rise of fascism, and an approaching 

WWII. Benjamin, like other critics of the 20s and 30s, saw value in these disjointed 

mosaics in literature that show rather than tell as they inspire a visual and emotional
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reaction in the reader; furthermore, the mosaics lead the reader into an experience of 

interpretation to discover the author’s intention. In the same way, Olsen wanted to show 

the “thwarted, wasted lives” of her characters through a mosaic of constant shifts in 

setting, perspective, and consciousness, illuminating each character’s value as individuals 

experiencing working class and feminist struggles. Benjamin encouraged the use of 

mosaics to highlight the history of those who are forgotten, ignored, and pushed aside:

I needn’t say anything. Merely show. I shall purloin no valuables, appropriate no 

ingenious formulations. But the rags, the refuse -  these I will not inventory but 

allow, in the only way possible, to come into their own: by making use of them. 

(Nla, 8)

Benjamin regarded the value in highlighting the “rags” and refuse” of society, which 

history leaves out of its documentation. He also sought to preserve the ordinary details of 

everyday life which illuminate a larger history of oppression. To Benjamin, by presenting 

literary snap shots, the author highlights the importance of each piece of the whole: 

“mosaics preserve their majesty despite their fragmentation into capricious particles” 

(Epistemo-Critical Prologue 28). Similarly, Olsen sought to convey the hidden strength 

of her working-class characters living under constant pressure to fall in line with social 

norms by using the mosaic form in her own literary work.

In this chapter, I will show how Yonnondio’s disjointed form creates a mosaic of 

settings, narratives, and internal struggles that mirror the unfinished social movements of
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the working-class and women of the 1930s. Although Mazie remains the anchor voice, 

Yonnondio deviates between Anna’s and Jim’s perspectives, which creates a collective 

view of their individual struggles and growths. Additionally, as they migrate between the 

ugly and oppressive urban environments and the beautiful open rural countryside, the 

Holbrooks continue to suffer until they commit to altering their consciousness, 

highlighting the freeing possibilities of internal transformation; thusly, Olsen uses her 

characters to model how to earn consciousness around class and gender.

Finally, I argue that the act of reading Yonnondio as a mosaic essentially 

completes it, as the reader must step back and study the disjointed elements of the text in 

order to interpret their larger purpose and meaning. Yonnondio’s “unfinished” form 

delivers a message from its author. Olsen abandoned Yonnondio in 1937 due to the 

obligations of motherhood, marriage, and her political struggles; however, its recovery in 

1974 was rooted in Olsen’s re-awakening as an artist within a strongly feminist political 

climate. Through Yonnondio’s recovery, Olsen pieces together the collective scraps of the 

Holbrooks’ narratives to form a literary mosaic which provides a new perspective of 

working-class existence. Moreover, Mazie’s fractured future mirrors Olsen’s own 

splintered, yet hopeful, development as an artist of the 30s. While Yonnondio proved too 

radical for the 1940s, second wave feminism of the 1970s provided fertile ground for 

Olsen to release Mazie’s dreams onto young female readers and inspire them to complete 

the text and compose their own narratives.



39

The Hungry' Mouth: Escaping Consumption

In Yonnondio, Olsen presents a critique of 1930s industrial America which adds 

to the novel’s mosaic by intensifying the impact of oppression on Mazie, Anna, and Jim 

as their environment attempts to possess their minds and consume them. While industry 

promised economic progress and growth, Americans were widely oppressed by limited 

jobs, poor labor conditions, and income disparity, which resulted in starvation, 

homelessness, sickness, and accidental deaths. Like many migrant workers in the 1930s, 

the Holbrooks are forced to move for their sanity and survival. In “Rereading Yonnondio: 

Embodied Politics in Tillie Olsen’s Novel from the Thirties,” Shauna Barry draws 

attention to the importance of setting changes in relation to the characters’ chaotic 

experience in Yonnondio:

Olsen’s experimental techniques continually locate the Holbrooks’ experiences 

within a larger cultural landscape; in doing so they point to a relationship between 

the forces that constitute individual lived histories and the social/political contexts 

in which they take place. (104)

Furthermore, Jameson observes that the fragmented narrative point-of-view and the 

constant change in setting offers a realistic depiction of the chaos of working-class 

existence in the 1930s; thusly, Yonnondio’s disjointed form mirrors that fragmented 

history. Jameson asserts, “the kind of linear narrative that begins in one point and 

progresses (like a nation moving from East to West) does not represent most peoples’
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lives” (144). In Silences, Olsen writes of her intentions with Yonnondio: “Nowhere in 

fiction was industrialization, the significant development that would transform the nation, 

a concern -  nor its consuming of the lives of numberless human beings. No one in 

literature had opposed the prevalent ‘American right to rise’” (49). Yonnondio is a 

testament to the countless lives ruined and lost due to capitalistic progress. Caught in the 

mouth of the industrial machine (the mine), the Holbrooks nearly meet their end.

Female oppression under capitalism and patriarchy also add to Olsen’s mosaic. In 

“Coming to ‘Clearness’: Olsen’s Yonnondio and Johnson’s Now in November,” Jenn 

Williams points to the theme of female empowerment under capitalistic and patriarchal 

oppression in Yonnondio. Williams credits Yonnondio’s use of “the individualized 

experiences of female characters who struggle to find or maintain an identity or sense of 

self while navigating complex, traditionally gendered familial relationships” (450). In 

“The Iron Throat,” or chapter one of Yonnondio, Mazie finds a moment of selfhood and 

power after speaking with her father in an attempt to “force him into some recognition of 

her existence” ( ll ) ;7 Afterwards, Mazie finds the strength to overcome her fear of the 

mine and confidently warns it, “I am a-watching you, purty tongues” (14). Unfortunately, 

her moment of agency is interrupted by a worker who grabs her and attempts to sacrifice 

her into the mine. Mazie tries to conjure her father’s strength in order to resist the mine 

from consuming her: “Her mind fainted on the thought of her father, strong and tall, so 

far away” (16). She fails, however, as the man nearly feeds her to the mine, while her

7 Unless noted, quotes from Yonnondio: From the Thirties come from the 2004 version.
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father drinks away his sorrows in a nearby bar. Although Mazie grows up admiring her 

father’s hyper-masculinity, she fails to see how he, like the mine, oppresses her family. 

Mazie must find a new source of strength to overcome her circumstances.

The mine’s growing force threatens to possess Mazie and her parents. The mine 

embodies of beast-like qualities as the town believes it is alive, and this paranoia drives 

them to near insanity. The workers believe, “The mine was alive -  a thousand-armed 

creature, with ghosts hanging from the crossbeams, ghosts living in the coal swearing 

revenge when their homes were broken into” (15). As the workers plunder the mine for 

coal, they fear that the mine will seek revenge. Their obsession is a critique on 

exploitation. Their fascination with the mine’s retribution blinds them to their own 

mistreatment by the mine boss. One such worker tries to sacrifice Mazie because he 

believes men “will live if she [the mine] gets the baby” (16). Jim starts to feel the 

oppressive mine is “drowning” him as the “waters seemed closing over his head” (20-21). 

The entire town is on the brink of madness, as they live in “subtle fear,” always listening 

for the whistle of the mine to call on them (24). The town is sensitive to the building 

pressure of the boss’s demands and the workers’ exhaustion and their fear of death. Even 

Mazie is possessed with “terrible laughter, mocking, derisive, not her own” (22). In the 

end, the Wyoming sky takes on “the look of an eyelid shut in death,” and the Holbrooks 

decide to migrate to a South Dakota farm (24). The idea of the farm provides the family 

with hope which keeps them alive:
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Jim stops suddenly, and thickly, out of his throat, utters, “April.” And Anna’s 

hand goes often over her heart, remembering new life words of hopes spoken 

against the weave of a child’s delirious derisive laughter. (32)

Even Mazie begins to lose her strength to dream as the mine possesses her sanity like a 

spider weaving a web and entrapping her. Mazie’s laughter is no longer innocent as it 

turns to “derisive,” or full of disdain and sarcasm. The oppression of the mine builds up 

in Mazie and her parents and threatens to destroy them. Jim and Anna begin reciting the 

hope of April (Spring) in the country to bring them a new life.

The Holbrooks’ escape to the countryside sparks a change in setting and an 

adjustment in mindset. Mazie’s moment of agency is not enough to save the family. 

Macpherson notes that the Holbrooks’ happiness depends on their combined growth: 

“Happiness depends upon movement in pattern, not of individuals, but of the group” 

(270). For survival, the Holbrooks’ only option is to escape their reality together. 

Macpherson points to an important theme in Yonnondio: Without an internal change 

within each member of the family or community, the same oppressive systems will 

surface. The change must be internal. However, the change in setting does prove healing. 

As the family finally experiences the beauty of the farm with its sunsets, lush green 

landscape, and starry sky, they experience an awakening.
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The Healing Powers of Art and Beauty

Olsen continues to build her mosaic as the Holbrooks migrate to a new setting 

where Mazie, Anna, and Jim experience an awakening that disjoints their bond but 

inspires each individual to question their role within the family. In contrast to the 

dystopic mining town, the pastoral environment of the farm paints a beautiful aesthetic 

for the Holbrooks, and the beauty of the land heals the family so that they can dream 

again. Moreover, the change in setting and tone provides relief to the reader who has 

been drowning in the Holbrooks’ sorrows as Orr complains, “it is just too painful” (219). 

To further illustrate the change, the prose evolves in to a more poetic form in the opening 

of chapter four:

The farm. Oh Jim’s great voice rolling over the land. Oh Anna, moving rigidly 

from house to barn so that the happiness with which she brims will not jar and 

spill over. Oh Mazie hurting herself with beauty. (41)

The change in setting sparks an internal transformation within the characters and allows 

them to release all of their suppressed emotions. Jim’s voice is no longer silenced by the 

overpowering whistle of the mine, Anna is filled with an unfamiliar happiness, and Mazie 

feels overwhelmed by the beauty of the setting. The great, rolling, limitless landscape of 

the farm expands the Holbrooks’ consciousness. The scene paints Mazie’s imagination 

with images she has never encountered:
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Far east rolled the hills, the near ones flat brown, washed over with delicate green, 

the far ones repeating themselves over and over till they faded into blue hazes and 

dull mists -  indistinct blurs of lines against the spring sky. (37-38)

T he overpowering brown and black shades of the mine fade away on the farm, and the 

Holbrooks’ consciousness absorbs colors and textures which help them heal and dream. 

Moreover, the respite of the new setting brings the family closer together for a time.

The new landscape brings Anna and Jim together, but it also allows Anna to 

revive a lost part of herself. Anna and Jim express their happiness through song:

Their voices were slow curving rhythms, slow curving sounds. Voices, rising and 

twining, beauty curving on rainbows of quiet sound, filled their hearts heavy, 

welled happy tears to Mazie’s eyes. (39)

No longer possessed by the mine, Jim can finally rise above his hyper-masculine mask 

and enjoy the poetry of song with Anna. Singing is the one language that allows Anna 

and Jim to be on equal footing, if only for a short time. Singing also connects Anna with 

Mazie. As Anna sings for the first time, she fills Mazie’s ears with “rainbows” of beauty. 

Staub points to Anna’s singing as an indication of her finding “selfness” and an attempt 

to teach Mazie selfness (136). The farm leads to Anna’s awakening as she begins to 

notice the beauty around her and expresses it through songs that she knew as a girl:

A memory, unmasked, plunged into mind -  her grandmother bending in such 

twilight over lit candles chanting in an unknown tongue, white bread on the table



45

over a shining white tablecloth and red wine -  she broke into the song to tell Jim

of it. (39)

Anna's singing is an awakening of her artistic self, and a reminder of the dreams of her 

childhood. Additionally, the song points to a spiritual awakening in Anna. In “The Iron 

Throat,” two of Jim’s lines are removed for Yonnondio: “Smart rascal. Guess she gets it 

from Anna’s kike blood” (9).8 Perhaps Olsen, or an editor, removed the lines due to their 

derogatory nature; however, bringing up Anna’s Jewish roots in Yonnondio with her 

grandmother’s “unknown tongue” points to her spirituality as a source of strength. Anna 

and Mazie share a bond in blood and tradition, which Mazie is not yet aware of and Anna 

has suppressed. While the family grows closer through their mutual healing on the farm, 

Mazie, Anna, and Jim drift as each experiences an internal evolution, especially Mazie, 

who meets a messenger who alters her consciousness.

Mazie’s exposure to the embodiment of her dreams sparks her intellectual 

awakening. Since her birth, Mazie’s father plays her oppressor more than her liberator or 

teacher. Because Jim’s oppression as worker is too strong, Mazie needs a different 

mentor. As his name alludes, Elias Caldwell serves as a messenger within Yonnondio and 

his outside perspective alters the Holbrooks’ dynamic. Old man Caldwell becomes 

Mazie’s mentor and inspiration as he finally acknowledges her existence and sees her 

potential as an artist. Caldwell represents a transcendentalist perspective. Despite his 

wealth and education, Caldwell decided to leave “college and wealth and chose to live

8 From the Partisan Review's 1934 publication of “The Iron Throat.”
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and build out of the wilderness” (43). He believes in the artistry of nature and its ability 

to nurture dreaming. For this reason, Caldwell is an outsider to the Holbrooks because he 

is not oppressed and is free.

In the scope of the novel’s mosaic, Caldwell represents the intellectual, middle- 

class who rejects and critiques America’s exploitation of the wOrking-class. As a 

comrade to the working-class, Caldwell steps in as a different male role-model for Mazie. 

While Jim is a hyper-masculine working-class male, Caldwell is an intellectual and a 

feminist. Unlike the middle-class men Mazie was familiar with in Wyoming such as her 

father’s oppressive boss who had clean linens with every meal and running water, 

Caldwell oppresses no one and shares his home openly with the Holbrooks. Mazie 

notices Caldwell’s home:

There was a gleaming sink and a great white cabinet. Upon the table, on a white 

tablecloth, glowed a bowl of vegetables bursting . . .  In the other room she could 

see a white plaster head and a wall full of books. (51)

Caldwell shows Mazie that not all men are oppressive, greedy, or domineering. Caldwell 

provides Mazie with a model of a reader in contrast to Anna who hopes Mazie will read 

but is not a reader herself. Through him, Mazie begins to view books as a gateway to a 

better life and sees that knowledge leads to freedom. Caldwell believes in the power of 

dreaming and knowing things by consciously living. He commends Mazie for dreaming, 

but warns her to “keep that wondering, Mazie, but try to know. Build on the knowing
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with the wondering Mazie . . . Live, don’t exist” (52). In Wyoming, the Holbrooks were 

barely surviving, they were “existing,” so Caldwell instructs Mazie to do more than 

survive, which will slowly take her dreams from her. Hence, Caldwell wants Mazie to put 

her dreams to use, and apply them to her life. Staub also credits Caldwell’s influence over 

Mazie as he offers her “a hint of the knowledge she would be learning (133). Going 

deeper, I believe Caldwell also refers to the life lessons Mazie must absorb from her 

mother, which she cannot find in books or school. Caldwell knows that childhood dreams 

will eventually fade, and he warns Anna, “children have marvelous minds. I hate to see 

what life does to’em” (48). Caldwell points to Mazie’s mother as a true teacher and he 

tells Mazie to “learn from your mother, who has had everything to grind out life and yet 

has kept life” (52). He encourages the artist within Anna, and he sees that their hard life 

has suppressed her; thus, Caldwell steers Mazie’s adoring big eyes from her father to her 

mother.

Speaking through Caldwell, Olsen points to the empowering aspects of education 

and art along with the importance of staying true to working-class identity and sentiment. 

Caldwell tells Mazie not to reject her working-class roots: “Your mother thought to move 

from the mine to the farm would be enough ..  . Whatever happens, remember, the roots 

you need, are where you are now” (53). Orr highlights this moment in which Caldwell 

begins Mazie’s training as a future working-class rebel. Orr writes, “he is pushing her to 

remain loyal to her class but he is also reminding her of the source of her political 

usefulness” (227). As Orr proposes, Caldwell tries to prepare Mazie for her future role as
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an activist. Additionally, Caldwell is training Mazie to be a feminist who looks to her 

mother for inspiration and strength. While Mazie idealizes her father, Caldwell points to 

Anna as an alternative rebel and role model. Though Anna’s transformation is just 

beginning, Caldwell sees her potential and inner strength. Anna’s harsh existence has not 

completely disillusioned her, as she was able to remember her childhood dreams through 

singing. Caldwell tells Mazie to embrace her mother’s perspective and “rebel against 

what till not let life be” (53); consequently, Caldwell plants the seeds of Mazie’s potential 

to be both an artist and an activist.

Unlike Mazie’s father, Caldwell tries to nurture Mazie’s imagination by giving 

her his collection of fairytales and myths (54). As Jim calls Mazie a “brat,” Caldwell 

lovingly names her as his “wonder-gazer companion” (54). Jim condemns art and poetry, 

while Caldwell reads modernist texts. Ultimately, Jim is a traitor who attempts to disrupt 

Mazie’s potential when he sells the books that Caldwell left for her (55). However, Mazie 

no longer needs her father’s approval because Caldwell truly sees her and is “a flesh of 

her flesh” (54). In a showing of devotion and love, Mazie walks barefoot and bleeding to 

Caldwell’s death bed. The blood symbolizes Mazie’s transformation and rebirth, for his 

influence changes Mazie. As Caldwell suggested, Mazie begins to watch her mother 

carefully and sees inspiration and artistry within her. Although I agree with 

Macpherson’s theory that the Holbrooks individual growth strengthens them, I must 

assert that as certain members refuse to change, such as Jim, Mazie and Anna must 

continue to evolve or risk becoming faceless figures among the working class.
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In a large part of the mosaic of Yonnondio, Olsen pushes a feminist perspective as 

she moves the narrative to Anna’s point-of-view. Anna provides a new window through 

which to observe female oppression under a husband. As Anna’s consciousness grows, 

Mazie watches and learns from her. Ultimately, Anna pushes Mazie to read and get an 

education more than anyone. Additionally, as Caldwell influences Mazie, he also sparks 

curiosity in Anna. While listening to Caldwell discuss politics, Anna begins questioning 

the hierarchies at work in society. Anna ponders, “the bellwether leads the flock all right, 

but who is it sees they go how he wants? The one that trains the bellwether” (47). God is 

no longer the bellwether of society; instead, capitalism and patriarchy determine fate and 

status. Caldwell sees that Nature has been conquered by human-nature. Anna’s questions, 

as Jameson discusses, speak to “the socialist feminist’ analysis of capitalism and 

patriarchy, to a debate that seemed terribly important at the time about whether class or 

gender was the primary root of women’s oppression” (142). No longer complacent and 

quiet, Anna begins asking essential questions about existence and who is in control. For 

example, as Jim blames Anna for his disappointing life, Anna fights back for the first 

time in her life. She yells at Jim to declare her value, “you get plenty. Kitchen help, farm 

help, milkin help, washwoman help. And motherin too” (58). She accuses Jim of starving 

the family with his drinking and empty promises that “keep us cold and wantin’’ (59). 

Anna finally sees her husband as an oppressor, or “the bellwether” in her life. Although 

Anna stays in her marriage, she is no longer complacent. In a symbolic rejection of her 

role as wife and mother, Anna unintentionally cooks baby chickens despite their
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“hysterical” “cheeps” coming from the oven (57). The chicks represent the burden of 

motherhood, and Anna passive-aggressively ignores the expectation of protector and 

nurturer. Anna’s growth of consciousness exemplifies a growth of feminism within the 

text.

Jim, however, feels trapped, and despite the stimulus of beauty on the farm he 

refuses to change. While the family dreams, Jim experiences the oppression of tenant 

farming. Jim complains, “they’re taking all of it, every damn thing. The whole year 

slaved to nothing. I owe them” (54). The family is unaware of Jim’s stresses, mostly due 

to his silence, which results in his abusive releases: “Sometimes he beat up on the kids. 

‘Snowed in like this leaves a man too much with himself,’ Jim would explain. ‘He starts 

askin why, and what for, like a kid’” (57). Jim refuses to expand his mind, and compares 

higher consciousness to child-like behavior. As quotes in “Saint Mazie: A Socialist- 

Feminist Understanding of Film in Tillie Olsen’s Yonnondio: From the Thirties,” Chris 

Robe speculates that Jim’s resistance to change comes from his need to be strong and 

masculine, because in Yonnondio “men’s imaginations are less developed since they need 

not rely on the mind as much as women and girls to for relief’ (167). Jim’s only concern 

is survival. Anna and Mazie, however, want more than to just survive, or exist: They 

want the agency to control their own existence.

Yonnondio adds a feminist perspective to the novel’s mosaic that exposes the 

limitations of motherhood on a woman’s ability to be a whole person. Orr reminds us of 

Olsen’s opinion that “her full extended family life did not fracture her selfhood,” and it is
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important to remember that “it is not motherhood that limits women, it is motherhood in 

these economic circumstances” (223). However, I assert that motherhood does impede a 

woman’s independence and self-development. As Mazie observes her mother’s 

containment within her marriage and in her role as mother, she resists her approaching 

adolescence.

Olsen refuses to provide a fairytale ending to Yonnondio. Instead, she refers to 

Harding’s aesthetic of showing the “great capacities hidden” within Mazie and Anna 

through their expanded consciousness. The beauty of the farm provided their awakening 

and rebirth into stronger self-awareness and a lack of complacency to exist under 

oppression. While Orr maintains a negative stance that returning to an industrial town 

results in the Holbrook’s becoming “anonymous, identity-less workers,” I believe their 

interior growth is astounding and growing (221). In the novel’s urban wasteland, Olsen 

sets her characters free in another dystopic environment and watches their humanity 

bubble to the surface.

Feminists’ Rising

Although a change in setting further fractures the Holbrooks’ unstable bond, 

Mazie’s and Anna’s inner awakening on the farm arms them with the will to resist 

conforming to old behaviors; thus, a theme of women helping women adds to the novel’s 

mosaic. Consequently, the shifts in setting, perspective, and resistance act to awaken the 

reader. Coiner states, “Olsen attempts to jolt the audience/reader into an active 

spectatorship that may lead to their opposing the status quo” (183). I agree that Olsen
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intends to illustrate the power of female bonds amidst patriarchal oppression. Moreover, 

Olsen avoids victimizing her characters by showing their will to resist, even when they 

fail. Orr reminds us “in portraying individuals in moments when they are something more 

than products of the system, something more than victims, Olsen can also be writing 

subversive prose” (227). Olsen shows how revolutions begin within individuals.

The setting and tone of Yonnondio changes as the Holbrooks leave the farm and 

return to another urban factory town, where Jim and Anna grew up together. Mazie is 

again stifled by hot smelly air, polluted water, and “human dump heaps” (69). Even the 

tone of the narrative changes in chapter five:

Myriad and drumming, the feet of sound move always through these crooked 

streets, trembling the shoddy houses, jerking the skeleton children who scream 

and laugh so senselessly to uneven rhythms they themselves know not of.

Monster trucks shake by, streetcars plunge, machinery rasps and shrieks. (67)

Compared to the rolling voices, happiness, and beauty from the previous chapter on the 

farm, the setting of the packing town is dystopian. The oppressive drumming and 

shrieking of machinery, and the screams and maniacal laughter of senseless “skeletal 

children,” create a setting that is a hellish nightmare for the Holbrooks.

While Jim goes right back to his compliant oppressive existence, Olsen pieces 

together the “wife’s story” of Yonnondio's mosaic. Regarding her intention with Anna’s 

story, Olsen writes:



53

“The wife’s story” is important (and fascinating) for the detailing of this anguish, 

the working of woman’s conflict between commitment to other human beings and 

the need to carry on serious work. The literature of anguish is sparse. (Silences 

121)

Within Yonnondio’s mosaic, Olsen features the “wife’s story” as part of the “rags” and 

“refuse” that Benjamin refers to as the missing pieces of history that need recognition. 

Mazie observes her mother’s unyielding strength despite her obligations as wife and 

mother. Throughout Yonnondio, Anna is perpetually pregnant and nursing. Postpartum 

depression drives her to near madness: “Into her great physical pain and weariness Anna 

stumbled and lost herself. Remote, she fed and clothed the children, scrubbed, gave 

herself to Jim” (80). Jim tries to control and overpower Anna by ignoring her, beating 

her, and raping her. However, Anna’s raised consciousness from her time at the farm 

arms her with dreams and an eye for beauty. Moreover, Anna refuses to accept her 

oppression complacently. She tends to a garden by her house, she gets a job as a 

washwoman, and sees a future for her children (130-137). In these small moments of 

agency, Mazie notices her mother’s “voice came dreamy and disembodied” (137). While 

Staub surmises that these “dreamy and disembodied” moments represent “dementia” of 

the characters where they “retreat” into a “fantasy world,” I argue that these are moments 

of internal meditation and self-development (134). Anna is able to find a release within 

herself while Jim releases his tension through violence and oppression.
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Mazie’s idealism of her father is shattered as he throws away her books and 

abuses her mother, which raise her awareness of patriarchal powers that aim to diminish 

and control women. Mazie is traumatized when she observes her father raping her 

mother:

What was happening? It seemed the darkness bristled with blood, with horror. 

The shaking of the bed as if someone were sobbing in it, the wind burrowing 

through leaves filling the night with a shaken sound. And the words, the words 

leaping. “Don’t, Jim, don’t. It hurts too much. No, Jim, no. (108)

In this traumatic moment, Mazie hears her mother begging “no,” a clear indication that 

her mother is being forced under her father’s command. This moment highlights male 

hegemony which Mazie was not aware of before. Barry points to this moment in the text 

as “[exposing] the ways in which heterosexuality and marriage rely on social contracts 

that allow women to be treated as possessions who can be raped and beaten at the whims 

of their partners” (108). As the family patriarch, Jim can attain the role of an oppressor, 

much like his middle-class boss. While Mazie once viewed her father as a source of 

empowerment and strength, she now sees him as a “cruel” traitor (108). Robe points to 

Mazie’s realization that women are “fetishized commodities” within her society (166). 

Mazie no longer looks to her father for recognition; instead, she now looks to her mother 

for strength.

Mazie’s childhood innocence is falling away as she begins to see that she is
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growing up. No longer a big-eyed dreamer, Mazie discovers she has an assigned gender 

identity, and with womanhood comes responsibility with no time to dream. Jameson 

points out that as other characters confirm Mazie’s growth into adolescence, they 

essentially “rob her of unselfconscious joy in her own body” (143). A family friend 

identifies Mazie as a “pretty girl,” which she “pretended not to hear” (74-75). Faced with 

growing up, Mazie desperately tries to hold onto her childhood desires and dreams. 

However, Mazie also learns that her identity as a female will prevent her from her 

dreams. The girls who Mazie plays with tease her about her maturing figure (157). Mazie 

feels self-conscious in her body for the first time: “shame and self consciousness make 

her body awkward . . .  No more for her that lithe joy, that sense of power” (157). 

Additionally, Mazie begins to understand the different expectation of males and females. 

As Anna expects Mazie to help around the house and with the children, Mazie protests, 

“why is it always me that has to help? How come Will gets to play?,” to which her 

mother responds, “Will’s a boy” (177). Mazie has a tantrum for the first time in her life 

and resists her mother, “why don’t I  have a place?” (178). Mazie rejects the traditional 

roles of her mother and of previous generations. Williamson points to Mazie’s moment of 

feminist resistance as she “asks questions to scale the ‘wall’ she perceives as unfairly 

limiting her world” (454). Mazie finally demands her own identity and future, 

undetermined by her gender. As Jameson recognizes, Mazie’s refusal to accept her 

gender expectation is model feminism: “Trying not to do like we were raised is an 

essential act of resistance, an act that changes history” (145). Mazie establishes herself as
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an activist pushing against patriarchy.

Yonnondio presents a mosaic of women helping women overcome the oppression 

of their gender and class. In the novel’s striking moment of grace, Anna takes the 

children on a journey across town to middle-class suburbia in search of a library and 

gardens. In the most influential moment of Mazie’s childhood, Anna takes her the library, 

or the “temple of learning,” and instills a desire for books. Anna sees books as keys to “a 

door to a better life on which opportunity would knock some day” (155). Like Caldwell, 

Anna checks out fairytales and myth books for Mazie to foster her dreamer identity. 

Ultimately, Anna fills in where Caldwell left off, by believing in Mazie and encouraging 

her to learn and live. Despite Jim’s ability to overpower her, Anna becomes the epitome 

of strength in the novel. Just as Caldwell predicted, Anna must provide Mazie with 

healing and guide her into selfness; thusly, Anna turns out to be the pivotal influence on 

Mazie’s quest for identity. Anna hopes to show Mazie that she has fought to keep an 

interior self, despite marriage and motherhood, to help her through hardships. Orr agrees, 

“Anna knows the value of keeping one’s inner self alive, and tries to pass this knowledge 

on to her children” (222). Not willing to give up hope, Anna takes Mazie and her siblings 

to a garden in the middle-class district of their town. Within the garden picking greens, 

Anna sings and strokes Mazie’s head:

Mazie felt the strange happiness in her mother’s body, happiness that had nought

to do with them, with her; happiness and farness and selfness. “Fair, fair, with
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golden hair, under the willow she’s sleeping.” The fingers stroked, spun a web,

cocooned Mazie into happiness and intactness and selfness. (146)

Anna’s actions of stroking Mazie take on an imbuing quality in which Anna is passing 

off her power and dreams to her children. Contrary to the mine-beast, which tried to steal 

Mazie’s agency, Anna’s spirit bestows Mazie with enough love that she fills her with 

beauty and self-realization. Moreover, Staub points out that Anna shows Mazie 

“selfness” through singing as it provides an emotional and artistic release of pressure 

(136). Staub insists that in Yonnondio, speech is a mechanism for “the struggle for 

‘selfness’ [which is] often nothing less than a struggle for survival” (131). While I agree,

I also insist that Anna’s and Mazie’s internal transformation of recognizing their 

existence and purpose, to be more than women and wives and to know they have 

thoughts and ambitions, leads to their selfness. Observing Anna gives Mazie the ability to 

see a change in her mother; thereby, Mazie sees that mothering is a labor, similar to the 

labor her father performs in the mine and plant, and she understand that these roles are 

the root of her mother’s imprisonment.

Although the text drifts between Mazie’s and Anna’s individual perspectives, 

their internal awakening brings them together. Robe asserts that Mazie and Anna reach “a 

feeling of bliss that unites [them]” as they “reflect upon and transcend their immediate 

conditions” (165). Through their internal resistance, Anna and Mazie refuse to fade into 

the endless roles of working-class women. Orr reminds us “in portraying individuals in 

moments when they are something more than products of the system, something more
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than victims, Olsen can also be writing subversive prose” (227). Moreover, Mazie and 

Anna’s perspectives finally break Jim open as he confronts his own role as collaborator to 

patriarchy and as a cog in the capitalistic machine.

Just Another Cog in the Machine?

“The children. What’s going to happen with them? How we going to look out for
them in this damn world?”

In one of the final pieces of the mosaic, Olsen intensifies Jim’s consciousness as 

the women around him push against his narrow thinking. Instead of highlighting the 

outward act of striking, Olsen focuses on the internal realization of the need to strike. 

Olsen explains, “I was writing the reason why we have to have a revolution” (Coiner 

182). For most of Yonnondio Jim is unaware of his connection to his family or other 

workers, for he sees himself as a one-man-island. Coiner calls attention to the fact that 

Jim is unaware of his identity as “the individual worker who has not yet realized the 

necessity of collective action, and that of the collectivized workers who can see the 

possibility of being ‘a human for the first time’” (190). However, exposure to Mazie, 

Anna, and other female workers awakens Jim to his place among the “rags” and “refuse” 

of the working class.

Anna and Mazie challenge Jim’s thinking as he reaches his breaking point. For 

instance, Anna refuses to allow Jim to live complacently and oppress her. In a fight, Anna 

is finally able to awaken Jim’s consciousness by confronting his identity as provider. 

Anna yells, “the children. What’s going to happen with them? How we going to look out
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for them in this damn world? Oh Jim, the children. Seems like we cant do nothing for 

them’" (130). Anna’s questions plant doubt in Jim’s identity as a man and provider of his 

family: “Heavy and sore in [Jim’s] breast would lie the torment of the questions Anna 

had asked, and such a sad baffled flame of tenderness flicker above” (131). Thusly, 

Anna’s honesty pierces Jim’s cold heart and he begins to consider the value of his wife. 

Anna’s words, and the thoughts of his children crack open Jim’s cold and guarded 

exterior.

As Anna and Mazie develop as artists, activists, and feminists, Jim experiences 

more oppression. However, despite Jim’s misogyny and abuses, Olsen redeems him by 

providing a window into his perspective. Jim is constantly under extreme pressure and 

stress due to his job as head of the household. Jim experiences oppression from his boss. 

One day at work the boss “spat his tobacco juice square into Jim’s empty boot” (86). 

These moments of humiliation continue for Jim as he is unable to strike or fight back for 

fear of the repercussions to the family he is responsible for. As a younger worker walks 

out of the plant, refusing to be degraded, Jim mocks his ignorance: “All right for Tracy to 

talk, he doesn’t have a wife and brats. But no man has any business having’em that wants 

to stay a man” (87). Jim has lost his sense of due to his responsibilities to his family. He 

cannot fight for respect and equality without risking the loss of his job, which he needs in 

order to feed, house, and protect his family. Jim is trapped under the hierarchy of labor.

But, escape is not possible for Jim, for no matter where he goes he is oppressed. 

Just like the mine, or the oppressive bank on the tenant farm, the stench of the meat
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packing plant “rules here. It speaks for the packing houses, heart of it all that moves these 

streets; gigantic heart -  pumping the artery of viaducts the men and women who are the 

streets’ lifeblood” (68). Like the mine, the plant takes on human powers, a beast who 

wants to eat people to fuel its blood. The heat building in the meat packing plant, is a 

metaphor for Jim’s consciousness expanding under pressure. The perspective moves into 

the collective consciousness of the workers and Jim:

There in the packing house the men and women somehow toil through ..  . The 

heavy air clamps down like a coffin lid over the throbbing streets . . .  is it hot 

enough for you? In a dozen dialects, is it hot enough, hot enough, hot enough for 

you? (160)

The disjointed narrative points to Jim’s expanding consciousness, as he starts to feel his 

connection to the other male and female workers who collectively are confined in the 

beast machine.

Through his exposure to women workers at the plant, Jim recognizes women as 

laborers who share his oppression, for female meat-packers are similarly valued as men 

after they all suffer from negligence from their boss. After the boss’s demand that the 

workers quicken their pace in dangerously overheated work conditions, the women are 

literally boiled:

Peg and Andra and Philomena and Cleola directly underneath fall and writhe in 

their crinkling skins, their sudden juices. Lena, pregnant, faints. Laurett, trying to
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run, slips on the slimy platform. Others tangle over her, try to rise, to help each 

other up. Ella, already at the work of calming, of rescue, thinks through her own 

pain: steamed boiled broiled cooked scalded, I forgot scalded. (181)

Jim is finally aware of women’s oppression as he describes “the running scalded figures 

of horror (human? women?) seem disembodied flickering shadows” and he witnesses 

Lena being carried out and “sees plastered onto her swollen belly the SAFETY sign torn 

from the wall by the first steam gust” (181-182). Jim’s realization of “women” as 

“human” illustrates his recognition of a woman’s worth and their mutual exploitation by 

industry.

As the pressure builds, Jim finally listens to the collective consciousness of the 

working class and acknowledges his place in society. The collective consciousness of 

laborers is represented through the omniscient narrator’s interruptions:

Job was God, and praying wasn’t enough, you had to live for It, produce for It, 

prostrate yourself, take anything from It, for was it not God and what came was it 

not by Its Divine Providence, and nothing to do now but bow to It and thank It for 

Its mercifulness to you, a poor sinner who has nothing to sell but your labor 

power .. . chant the lesson after the teacher: we-are-the-rich-est-coun-try-in-the- 

worr-uld. (90-91)

Like Anna, Jim finally recognizes the “bellwether” driving his life: “Job God.” In an act 

of blasphemy, the “It” is capitalized to emphasize the divine, godlike role of industry,
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which highlights the immoral and unethical qualities of America’s industrial “progress.” 

The perspective is a hybrid of Jim and the omniscient narrator, which aims to speak 

directly to the reader and catch her attention. Lee asserts that the provocative narrative 

intrusions in Yonnondio “emphasize and elaborate on the classed and gendered sites of 

the novel’s language and highlight the reader as part of the process of making meaning in 

language” (116). These narrative interruptions within Yonnondio’s prevents the reader 

from passively experiencing the novel as it confronts her with destabilizing prose. Barry 

draws attention to Yonnondio’s subversive use of collective consciousness:

The language of nationalism and patriotism subverts the phrases’ assumed 

meanings, revealing them as naive and unrealistic hopes for the masses of 

working people ..  . both the run-on language and the reader’s awareness of the 

misery and the inequities. (104)

Jim’s sudden awareness of the collective consciousness of laborers finally awakens him 

to his subordinate position. Jim no longer ignores his thoughts and feelings of oppression, 

and he takes his first steps towards the idea of rebellion:

That kind of individual revolt was no good, kid, no good at all, you had to bide 

your time and take it till there were enough of you to fight it all together on the 

job, and bide your time, and take it, till the day millions of fists clamped in yours. 

(92)
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Moreover, Jim recognizes that he is not alone, and that in order to incite any change, he 

must work with his community; accordingly, Jim’s consciousness evolves to represent 

the traditional proletariat aesthetic of a didactic novel about “the strike.” In her 

conversation with Rosenfelt, Olsen reflects on the traditional view that “proletarian 

fiction should demonstrate revolutionary optimism, including elements predicting the 

inevitable fall of capitalism and the rise of the working class to power” (390). Proletariat 

literature is often identified as depicting the “strike” and being didactic, or instructing the 

reader on how to revolt. However, socialist feminist texts, like Olsen’s, challenge this 

narrow definition of proletarian literature because they challenge social consciousness by 

presenting perspectives of women who are often seen as being silenced and dismissed.

By presenting a new point of view and experience, the author challenges her reader to 

confront those who live on the margins. Jim’s perspective also carries along with it the 

experience of women workers; thus, Jim’s perspective evolves into a feminist one.

Although Mazie’s, Anna’s, and Jim’s perspectives appear disjointed, it does not 

mean that they are not connected; in fact, they share the experience of recognizing their 

restricted roles as working-class men and women and they share the desire to overcome 

these limitations. As Williamson points out, the novel highlights how the characters “are 

forced into their awareness and critique of the larger system through their personal 

experiences” resulting in “the awakening awareness of the entire family” (454). Orr says, 

“Mazie’s sense of connectedness prevents Yonnondio from being a story of individual 

success. All of Olsen’s character are individuals, but they are not isolated” (226).
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Through a mosaic of characters questioning their value and purpose in society, Olsen 

builds her constellation of collective resistance. Accordingly, Cantalupo emphasizes that 

Yonnondio's employment of shifts in consciousness and perspective creates a novel that 

involves the reader:

Clearly, the novel is more than a cameo to be pinned on to the breast, more than 

an ornament honed with the precision of preciousness out the bone of ivory . . .  

the novel preforms a message, lingers in its pained content, interrupts this sound 

with straightforward lectures that voice a Leftist program of organized resistance, 

only to return again to detailing the personal damage that calls for such change. 

(131)

Cantalupo asserts an important element of the novel’s mosaic form which works to 

engage the reader into deconstructing the novel in a quest to find its connectedness, as 

Mazie, Anna, and Jim demonstrate. The reader must, as Cantalupo suggests, remain 

“vigilant” as they read (131). Yonnondio’s form acts as visual representation of resistance 

to literary' traditions as well as model of resistance through the characters’ shifting 

consciousness.



What Might Have Been

“the fields with which we are concerned, knowledge conies only in lightning flashes.
The text is the long roll of thunder that follows”

In her interview with Rosenfelt, Olsen admits that her original ending for 

Yonnondio involves Jim attempting to organize the men and women laborers in his 

packinghouse to strike, but his failure leads him to abandon his family. Meanwhile, Anna 

dies when she attempts to give herself an abortion. After the youngest child dies, Mazie 

and Will migrate to California where Will becomes a jazz musician and Mazie becomes a 

writer (390). However, Olsen never wrote her intended ending because she abandoned 

her novel in 1937. Olsen decided to focus on raising her daughters, while also becoming 

an activist for her children. In fact, Olsen was accused of being “an agent of Stalin 

working to infiltrate the city’s schools through the PTA.”9 Olsen’s involvement in the 

Communist Party USA and her activism in strikes led to her many arrests, jail time, and 

eventual harassment by the House of Un-American Activities Commission. Her husband 

Jack was once subpoenaed to appear before court for his own activism which got him 

fired from his job, and resulted in the family suffering from economic disparity for many 

years thereafter. Under pressure from anti-communists, Olsen took a break from 

publishing and writing to focus on her family. She stored her unfinished manuscript away 

in boxes, which awaited her discovery forty years later.

9 “Tillie Olsen.” Olsen family, 2013, Tillieolsen.net. Accessed 11 Feb. 2017.
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Yonnondio's re-discovery due to Olsen’s house fire served as a symbolic 

reawakening of Olsen’s artistic desires and her dreams for Anna and Mazie. In the final 

page of Yonnondio, Olsen writes:

Reader, it was not to have ended here, but it is nearly forty years since this book 

had to be set aside, never to come to completion. These pages you have read are 

all that is deemed publishable of it. Only fragments, rough drafts, outlines, scraps 

remain -  telling what might have been. (193)

I argue that Yonnondio’s fragmented form is intentional and representative of the 

unfinished ambitions of feminism and the continuous struggles of the working-class. 

Neither of these social issues were resolved in the forty years between “The Iron Throat” 

and Yonnondio’s publication. It is not coincidental that many female authors of the 1930s 

did not see publication until the 1970s. Meridel Le Sueur’s The Girl, completed in 1939, 

features a female perspective, but was blacklisted during the Red Scare and was not 

published until 1978. Ruth Seid published her work throughout the 30s and 40s under the 

male-identifying pen name, Jo Sinclair. Additionally, Paula Rabinowitz’s 1987 

publication, Writing Red: An Anthology o f American Women Writers, 1930-1940, 

recovered the writing of many female working-class authors from the 30s. Like 

Yonnondio, these socialist feminist texts were dismissed, forgotten, and silenced. 

Yonnondio's mosaic quality with its unfinished narratives illustrates an unfinished 

movement for women, the working class, and Olsen as an author.
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In Yonnondio, Olsen plays the role of “historical materialist.” According to 

Benjamin, “the materialist presentation of history carries along with it an immanent 

critique of the concept of progress” (The Arcades Project 476). Yonnondio questions the 

historical “truth” that capitalistic progress equals fulfillment and happiness.

As the Holbrooks demonstrate, uncontrolled progress can grow into a monster that 

consumes man’s ability to dream. In “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin warns that 

“one reason fascism has a chance is that, in the name of progress, its opponents treat it as 

a historical norm” (392). Although Benjamin speaks about fascism, the same threat is 

seen in reference to capitalism’s and patriarchy’s impact on women and the working 

class. The struggle of women and the working class is suppressed and forgotten in the 

name of progress. What I call “reclaimed history,” Benjamin refers to as the redemption 

of the forgotten class struggle. In speaking of the working class, Benjamin emphasizes, 

“nothing that has ever happened should be regarded as lost to history. [The historical 

materialist] constantly calls into question every victory, past, and present, of the rulers” 

(390). Yonnondio recovers and retells the working-class struggle through the collective 

scraps of the Holbrooks’ individual perspectives and internal ruminations. Thus, 

Yonnondio “brushes history against the grain” in order to critique patriarchy and 

capitalistic progress (392).

While even Olsen claims Yonnondio is incomplete, I argue that the act of reading 

the text essentially completes it. The scraps of Yonnondio form a mosaic where every part 

of the whole has an important lesson to share, and the reader must contemplate the pieces
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to understand the author’s intention. This mosaic quality creates an experience for the 

reader which Benjamin asserts, “does not expend itself. It preserves and concentrates its 

energy and is capable of releasing it even after a long time” (“The Storyteller” 146). A 

mosaic is made of individual fragments that work together to create a whole. When 

looking at a mosaic from afar, the viewer can see the importance of each piece in relation 

to their larger composition. However, some critics insist that Yonnondio’s fragmented 

form results in a text that is under-developed and non-cohesive. As quoted in “De- 

Riddling Tillie Olsen’s Writing,” Selma Burkom and Margaret Williams write,

“ Yonnondio, flies off in many directions, not all of which are equally developed or 

coalesce with others” (81). I insist that these critics are looking too closely at the 

individual pieces of the mosaic without considering the significance of the “parts” to the 

“whole text;” for this reason, these critics disregard the disjointed form of the text as a 

mirror of the fragmented history of the working-class and women of the 1930s. In 

“Nancy Cunard’s Negro and the Transnational Politics of Race,” Laura Winkiel 

acknowledges that the act of reading literary mosaics, such as Yonnondio, engage the 

reader in a collaborative role to rewrite history. Winkiel states, “the collection provides a 

materialist history of the present, a collage that depends on the recontextualization and 

revision of a hidden past in order to construct a new kind of future” (510). In literature, 

mosaics provide the reader with a holistic view of history, and give agency to ignored and 

silenced voices, which for Olsen is working-class women.
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Mazie, Anna, and Jim’s endings remain unclear; however, the ending is not 

necessarily important. The characters illuminate the “great capacities hidden in humanity, 

latent, denied -  yet struggling for expression,” as Olsen describes. These moments of 

resistance and beauty are “the fields with which we are concerned, knowledge comes 

only in lightning flashes. The text is the long roll of thunder that follows” (The Arcades 

Project 456). Benjamin and Olsen recognized the importance and potential of historical 

recovery, or retelling for modern readers. Further, the inclusion of women’s perspectives 

in the working-class narrative highlights the importance of their silenced voices. Jameson 

credits Yonnondio as a truer depiction of women’s history. Jameson writes, “for many 

western women whose lives we have documented since 1975, Yonnondio is more 

accurate than the history that has excluded them” (143). Moreover, Yonnondio’s inclusive 

history of women and workers speaks to its ability to act as historical recovery. Jameson 

asserts, “[Yonnondio] spoke then, and speaks now, to core issues in women’s history and 

western history . . .  it speaks for the majority of Americans whose lives do not fit the 

story of westward progress” (141). Benjamin reveals that progress is not the 

transformation and growth of the industrial machine; instead, progress means an 

awakening of consciousness in man. This awakening is supported through the 

contemplation of images and their connection to the viewer’s/reader’s experience or as 

Benjamin reveals, “image is that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with 

the now to form a constellation” {The Arcades Project 462). In this way, Yonnondio is 

“the rolling thunder that follows” Olsen’s expression of her own awakening as an artist,
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activist, and feminist, and her hope that she can inspire other young women to find their 

agency.
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Conclusion 

Centuries of Female Drive 

“She grew complete again. ‘I’m strong,’ she boasted. ‘I never knew before how strong.’”

-John Steinbeck’s “The Chrysanthemums”

Steinbeck’s 1938 “The Chrysanthemums” illuminates a moment of strength

within a working-class housewife. Steinbeck’s Elisa Allen is trapped within the

confinement of her role as wife and mother, which Steinbeck symbolizes through the

landscape as a “closed pot.” While Elisa is oppressed by her gender, the arrival of a

migrant man provides a release of pressure and an awakening of her sexual power.

Although Elisa’s moment of agency is short-lived, over time the little releases will

continue to resist the lid that confines her within the pot. Similarly, by the end of

Yonnondio, the Holbrooks begin to recognize their power to resist oppression and

demand selfness.

As Yonnondio comes to its final pages, the environment finally turns on the 

Holbrooks. The packing plant tries to boil men and women alive, the wind acts as a 

furnace, the plants are dying, and the earth is cracking (180). The rising heat is a 

metaphor for the building resistance boiling within each character which is waiting for 

release. This is the Holbrooks’ final test. As Jim finally recognizes that “indeed they are 

in hell; indeed they are the damned,” instead of resigning himself to death, he leaves the 

plant and heads home (180). In a symbolic act, Anna boils pots of jelly in an attempt to 

preserve future sustenance while observing that “giant cracks have opened in the earth” 

and the “furnace wind” brings the temperature to one hundred and seven degrees (185-
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188). Although the world is breaking down around her, Anna is in control of her boiling 

pot of jelly. Under the pressure of their dystopic environment, Mazie and Anna begin to 

release pressure. Anna sings and Mazie fights to see beauty in the absurd as “she turns 

her hand to hold the shimmering light, unlock its magic,” however, even Mazie is not 

strong enough to overcome the oppressive heat as “she only grasps shadows” (189). 

Mazie, Anna, and Jim are losing the strength to fight against the oppressive environment.

However, baby Bess, in a representation of innate female power, reminds the 

Holbrooks and the reader of those “great capacities hidden in humanity, latent, denied -  

yet struggling for expression” (Olsen 50). While she is only an infant, even Bess 

possesses the ability to dream and desire as Mazie and Anna have:

Lightening in her brain. She releases, grabs, releases, grabs. I can do. Bang! I can 

do! I! A Neanderthal look of concentration is on her face. That noise! In 

triumphant, astounded joy she clashes the lid down. Bang, small, whack. Release, 

grab, slam, bang, bang. Centuries of human drive work in her; human ecstasy of 

achievement, satisfaction deep and fundamental as sex: I  achieve, I  use my 

powers; I! I!. (190-191)

Although life is beginning to erode Mazie as it has done with Anna, Bess is innocent and 

unaffected by the cruelty of life. Moreover, as Mazie inspired an awakening for Anna, 

Bess provides a reminder of female will and power. Bess is impervious to the heat as she 

demands recognition of her existence by banging the jar’s lid. Going back to Steinbeck’s
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use of a lid over a pot and Anna’s symbolic boiling pot of water, Bess is resisting the 

containment of the lid on the jar. Instead, Bess wields her female power over the threat of 

oppression. She physically fights for her agency and Olsen’s use of italics show that these 

thoughts come directly from Bess’s conscious. Bess’s use of the word “I” demonstrates 

her recognition of selfness and, like Steinbeck’s Elisa, she comprehends her strength. 

Olsen points to the act of resistance as “ecstasy” and “satisfaction,” and that the act of 

resistance is “as fundamental as sex.” Women were not meant to quietly resign 

themselves to life in a closed pot. Like Bess, Mazie, and Anna, women must wield their 

powers to attain their desires.

Bess’ moment of agency though speech and action beckons the reader to complete 

Yonnondio’s mosaic. While Mazie’s internal voice dominates most of “The Iron Throat” 

and Yonnondio, Bess’ voice suddenly and triumphantly jumps from the page to the 

reader. As I argued in chapter one, Olsen added to the aesthetic of proletarian literature 

by presenting a working-class girl’s internal perspective. In Yonnondio, Olsen intensifies 

her themes of working-class and feminist resistance by shifting perspectives between 

Mazie, Anna, and Jim. However, by ending her novel with Bess’ voice, Olsen reaches out 

to the reader to complete the mosaic. Considering Staub’s assertion that, “Yonnondio, 

after all, is a novel about possibility,” I argue that Beth represents future feminists and the 

women readers who need to fight female oppression (139). Her laughs and defiance to 

her oppressive environment awakens others around her: “Wilder, madder, happier the 

bangs. The fetid fevered air rings with Anna’s, Mazie’s, Ben’s laughter; Bess’s toothless,
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triumphant crow. Heat misery, rash misery transcended” (191). Bess’s drive fuels her 

family with energy to overcome the overwhelming heat. Beth might be “toothless” and 

powerless as a child, but she resists walls and expectations. She “transcends” her 

circumstances and inspires her family to continue their fight for survival. Towards the 

end, Anna tells Jim not to give up because “the air’s changing” (191). While Olsen 

describes these scenes of “human wreckage” within Yonnondio, she is careful to offer 

hope in their hidden capacities for resistance. Although the text ends without any notion 

of the future the Holbrook family, Olsen imparts an opening for possibility. Yonnondio is 

a testament to the history of feminism and the possibilities of the future.

I feel that Olsen wrote the Yonnondio for me and women like me. Like Olsen, I 

come from a working-class family in which I am the first generation to go to college. My 

maternal grandfather was a Polish immigrant who moved to Pennsylvania to work as a 

coal miner, but I never met him because he died of black lung before I was born. My 

paternal grandfather came from Italian immigrants who were silver miners in California. 

While neither of my parents went to college, they instilled a desire in me to strive for a 

degree and find a career outside of labor. Though I loved and respected my father, he was 

the patriarch of my family and firmly asserted his power over my mother, sister, and me. 

However, similar to Jim, my father’s drive to oppress was in opposition to his desire for 

me to express my voice, foster my dreams, and find a career that would provide financial 

independence. I recognized his inner turmoil over his role as patriarch and his desire to 

empower the women around him. When I first entertained the idea of applying to an



75

English Literature MA program, I sat with a tenured English professor to discuss my 

potential. She asked me what I wanted to study and 1 answered, “working-class 

literature.” She corrected me, “you mean proletariat literature.” I told her I had no idea 

what proletarian literature was, and then she rolled her eyes and told me to “go to the 

library.” I felt like a humiliated fraud. How could a working-class woman like me not 

know the term proletarian literature? Fortunately, I did not let this moment of oppression 

stop me. Like Bess, 1 metaphorically grabbed and slammed my way into graduate school 

and through writing this thesis.

When I read Yonnondio in my first year of graduate school, I felt Olsen speak to 

me through the text, and I knew it would eventually be the focus of my thesis project. 

While short, Yonnondio is not a novel you can read once and walk away from, much like 

Olsen’s other works. The text sits within your mind and unravels slowly and 

meticulously. Going back to Benjamin, “Historical ‘understanding’ is to be granted, in 

principle, as an afterlife of that which is understood; and has been recognized in the 

analysis of the ‘afterlife of works” (The Arcades Project N2, 3). Each time the novel is 

read and interpreted by a reader, the pieces of the mosaic become clearer and add to 

complete the text through time. Even now I know there is more to learn from it. Jameson 

says of re-reading Yonnondio, “I learn something each time I read it” (141). This thesis is 

an attempt to explore Yonnondio as a mosaic, but there is much more to analyze, so I 

hope the next reader will connect more of the novel’s pieces together so that we can 

begin to view each fragment in relation to the whole. In her afterward, Olsen writes, “the
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choices and omissions, the combinings and reconstruction -  the book ceased to be soley 

the work of that long ago young writer and, in arduous partnership, became this older 

one’s as well” (196). The partnership she speaks of also includes the countless female 

readers who will pick up Yonnondio and find that it resonates within them and speaks to 

the uphill battle all women face in their quest for identity, respect, and freedom.

As I write this thesis over 40 years after Yonnondio’s publication, women’s 

history is still fragmented and we are still fighting for equality. 2017 marks the 

resurgence of an anti-feminist and anti-humanist president and an administration that 

prides itself on policies which aim to further disenfranchise women’s rights and the rights 

of the working-classes. Already, women’s reproductive rights are under attack, not to 

mention the wage gap between men and women which results in women earning seventy 

cents to the dollar of what men “earn.” As Rosenfelt states, the “1930s was a sharp 

critique of the present,” and one which is still relevant (375). The United States 

approached a pivotal feminist moment in 2016 where the first w'oman in US history, 

Hilary Clinton, was a major party’s presidential candidate. Clinton spoke of “breaking the 

glass ceiling,” which she did as the first woman to reach a candidacy for president. 

However, she was labelled a “nasty woman,” by a candidate who was caught on tape 

saying he had the power to “grab women by the pussy.” Despite his misogyny, he was 

elected as the 45th president of the United States of America. The United States is still not 

ready to give women equal rights to power. Mazie, Anna, and Bess still represent girls 

and women across the country who refuse to give up on their hopes and dreams.
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In protest to the inauguration of the 45th president, on January 21st 2017, women, 

men, and children gathered in the streets for the International Women’s March. Millions 

of people around the world and hundreds of thousands in Washington D.C. participated 

in the protest. As Olsen ends her novel with a call, “Yonnondio! Yonnondio! -  unlimn’d 

they disappear,” she invokes the history of oppressed women (193). The call serves as a 

warning that the endless stories of oppression will go silenced and forgotten if no one 

speaks or acts. The first step to resistance is recognition of existence, dreams, and desires, 

as illustrated through Mazie and Anna; however, the next step is action. While Olsen 

never composed her intended ending in which Mazie goes off to college and becomes a 

writer, I serve as a testament to that dream. Yonnondio is my “Life in the Iron Mills,” and 

it inspired me, as a working-class woman, to write a thesis. There were moments when I 

doubted I could write a thesis. I wondered, “what could I possibly have to contribute?”

To borrow from Elisa: “I’m strong. I never before knew how strong.” This exploration is 

my “triumphant crow” and my contribution to the constellation of feminist working-class 

writing and history that will continue to reverberate like “rolling thunder” in the 

resistance against silence and complacency. Bang!
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