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Determination: Brief Exploration of the Nature of Consequence from Psychological and Social Factors 

A Literary Analysis of “The Blue Hotel” by Stephen Crane 

Abstract


Stephen Crane’s short story “The Blue Hotel” delves into the briefly shared lives of six men and illustrates how their actions lead to a greater responsibility.  A cowboy, an Easterner, and a Swede come into the care of a hotel‘s proprietor and his son Johnny.  From the very beginning, the Swede disturbs the others because of his frightened mannerisms and bizarre claims such as “I suppose I am going to be killed before I leave this house” (Crane 241).  American stereotypes of all northern Europeans as heavy tongued blonds emphasize the sense of outlandishness (244).


Shortly after he displays his erratic demeanor, the Swede becomes dominant in his behavior and “brutally disdainful” to his company (246).  During a card game with the other guests and the manager’s son, the Swede accuses Johnny of cheating, an accusation which the boy vehemently denies, resulting in a formal fistfight between the two.  At this point, the guests align themselves against the Swede; the cowboy goes so far as to scream “Kill him!” repeatedly (251).  However, the support scarcely impacted the fight as the Swede triumphed over Johnny.  Leaving the hotel, the Swede sought to celebrate his victory in a haze of inebriation.  While attempting to find a drinking partner, he assaults a gambler who stabs him to death.


Some months after the Swede’s demise, the cowboy and the Easterner reunite near the Dakota line where they reflect on the killing and the punishment the murderer received, and the Easterner confesses that Johnny did in fact cheat.  Revealing this fact, the Easterner unfolds his view that “every sin is the result of a collaboration” and that in one form or another, he, the proprietor, his son, and the cowboy share responsibility for the death of the Swede (258).

Literary Analysis (based on Psychological Literary Criticism)


The hotel’s proprietor, Pat Scully, exhibits archetypal characteristics.  Carl Jung, the founder of analytical psychology, believed that there existed, along with the individual conscious, a “collective unconscious that contains the themes and images inherited by all humans” which emerged as archetypes (Lynn 170).  Scully fulfills the archetype of the father figure, which Jung describes as a provider of “decisive convictions, prohibitions and wise counsels” (125).  Defending the Swede, Scully displays his stern convictions and protective nature with his claim “I keep a hotel [. . .] A guest under my roof has sacred privileges” (Crane 246).  Further exhibition of this nature arises during the fistfight where Scully uses his wise counsel as the “iron-nerved master of the ceremony” (250).  Increasing strain causes Scully to become possessed by his shadow side, the autonomous, possessive aspects of our personalities that act on uncontrolled emotions (Jung 91).  Before the fistfight, the shadow takes hold as Scully “now seemed all eagerness; his eyes glowed” (Crane 249).  Later on, he shares his childish fantasies of how he would like to beat the Swede to a jelly (253).    


Looking back, the Swede’s bizarre behavior may have resulted from the suppression of homosexual tendencies.  Sigmund Freud, the father of modern psychology, “assumed that the unconscious was inherently sexual” (Lynn 167).  Unconsciously, the Swede seems to seek to express his desire to his companions; however, he cannot find a socially acceptable outlet.  Instead, he chooses to express the equally powerful emotion of hate, which he then projects onto the original target of his affection, an action that results in the Swede feeling persecuted (Weiss 52).  In this atmosphere, the Swede regresses to a nervous child and must redevelop himself as a human being.  Freud also suggests that sexual development begins before two years of age when children experience pleasure in the mouth (Felluga).  When partaking in the alcohol provided by the proprietor, the Swede fulfills this stage with “his lips absurdly curled around the opening,” providing the image of a child awkwardly taking in sustenance for the first time (Crane 244).  Once the Swede recovers some of his confidence, he halts his projections of hate, but still must present his repressed emotions through the socially acceptable from of aggression.

Personal Response (based on Reader-Response Criticism)


Through numerous paradigm shifts, the author demonstrates the impact of social consequences. Beginning with elaborate descriptions, such as the comparison of the paint of the hotel to the color of herons’ legs which made the “dazzling winter landscape of Nebraska seem only a gray swampish hush,” caused me to feel immersed in the author’s environment (239).  Contrasting with the surroundings, the author describes the men by superficial means such as “shaky and quick-eyed” or “tall [and] bronzed” (238).  These descriptions led me to feel more connected to an environment in which the characters existed as mere extensions, as though the characters represented pawns on a chessboard.


As the card game begins, the focus seemed to drastically shift from an impersonal external to a deeply personal world of psychological intricacies.  Rather quickly, I became familiar with the characters’ dispositions as they reacted to the Swede’s odd behavior.  Judgments accrued against the Swede as he became more peculiar and I could not help but join the “witch hunt” as well.  Meeting his demise, the Swede’s death came as a relief, ending the hurricane of emotion as quickly as it began.  With the cash machine’s final words “this registers the amount of your purchase,” I could not help but view his death as justified (257).  


After the brief time lapse in the story, I felt as though I, too, began to move beyond the Swede’s death.  Quickly realizing my own involvement as a mental accomplice in this crime, I reflected back on moments when I judged the Swede and recognized his innocence once the Easterner unveiled that the son had cheated.  I could not help but sympathize with the cowboy’s feelings of hopeless bewilderment when confronted with the consequences of his actions culminating in his final statement “Well, I didn’t do anythin’, did I?” (258).
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