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The Courage to Be 

In h1s novels Styron flrst describes the unstable and 

dreadful conditions of the existential world, And then he 

notes that m'.l.n1 s 1niti8.l reaction ls to run from these harsh 

realities. Man then attempts to create a new reality by 

searching for some pipe dream world, but lt has been shown 

that escapism offers only temporary protection. Styron 

then indicates that man he.s only one constructive alternative; 

he must �m�~�k�e� the existential choice of being. In other words, 

he must be courageous enough to face boldly the problems 

�t�h�~�t� life offers. In the following pnssage Tillich explains 

the.t the courageous, self-affirm9.ttve action involves a 

desperate struggle to defent anxiety and dre13d by coming to 

grips with it. 

Anxiety tends to become fear ln order to 
have an object with which courage can deal. 
Courage does not remove anxiety. Since anxiety 
is existential, it cannot be removed. But courage 
takes the anxiety of nonbetng into itself. Courage 
is self-affirmative "in spite of," namely in spite 
of nonbeing. He who acts courageously takes, in 
his self-affirmation, the anxiety of nonllelng Uf-On 
himself. Both preposltions, "lnto" and "upon," 
are metaphoric and point to anxiety as 8n element 
which gives self-affirmatton the quaJtty of 11 in 
sptte of" and trnnsforms it into courage. Anxiety 
turns us toward cour.c.ige, bec:wse the other al te rnati ve 
1s despair. �2 �~�o�u�r�a�g�e� resists despAir by t11king 11nxiety 
into ltself. 

�2�8 �~� �C�o�u�r�~�g�e� to Be, p. 65-66. 
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According to Styron's philosophy, suffering has 1ts 

consolation. Man can eventually benefit from experlenolng 

such anguish. It ls as if this hellish distress purges 

the individual. For instance, Cass K1nsolvlng ls shaken 

and liberated by such an agonl7ing torment. Hls soul or 

very being ts set on fire, or, as the title of the book 

suggests, his house ls set on flre. 

Man• s prior miseries are actually a. good guide llne for 

a prosperous life. The memory of this hell serves as a con-

stant reminder of the benefits of living a courageous life. 

C~ss, who finally manages to live in a relatively peaceful 

fashion, keeps his past ln mlnd and ls well RWere of the 

advantages of doing so. Cass tells Peter Leverett that "1n 

order to think straight a man just needed to be dragged every 

now and then to the edge of the abyus." (STHOF-269) Cass also 

realizes that hls present peace could very well be temporary 

and that he could ensily falJ b9ck into despair. The answer 

for hlm ls to manage hls life on a day-to-day basis, thus 

struggling con:tlnuously. Styron introduces one of the ch9pters 

of ~ ~ House gn. Fire with a quote from 'l'heodore Roethke' s 

works. This passage summarizes Cess•s new philosophy of life. 

This shaking keeps me steady. I should know, 
What falJs a:19y ls .rilways. And is near. 
I weke to sleep, and take my waking slow. 
I learn by going where I have to go. (STHOF-236) 

There n1e few c~ss Klnsolvlngs in this world; few men 

possess his kind of bravery. Nevertheless, existential 



philosophy states that all men possess the potentiality of 

courage_ In~ Down in Darkness. both Milton and Peyton 

Loftis show signs of such fortitude. Both make many desperate 

attempts to reform themselves. Mr. Carr, the Episcopal 

minister, describes one of Milton's noble efforts in the 

following passage. 

Loftis, and not Helen, was the one who was 
13Chieving the impossible. He had begun to grab 
hold of himself. It was exhllarqting to WAtch, 
and from one point of view vaguely disappointing...., 
for what had taken pl~ce was not a m~tter of any 
mystical faith but appArently involved just guts, 
the revolt of a man against the pure rootlessness 
which had held him in bondage for half a life 
time •••• What had happened? Had his guilt, like 
something monstrous and hairy and unutterable, 
prowled about his bed at night, filling his dreams 
with such thoughts of loss, of death. that he knew. 
upon a.wakening, that this ordeal was the only answer? 
(.!&l.Q-235) 

It ls tragic that Milton came this close to finding a perma-

nent happiness; he almost had it in his hands. For some 

reason, however, neither Peyton nor Milton could achieve 

happiness or contentment. Apparently they lacked the extra 

ounce of drive that would allow them to function as complete 

human beings. 

Cass ls more successful than the others because he hRs 

an extra ounce of faith. 'l'hls does not imply that he had 

found any source of religious strength but instead suggests 

that he has more faith in himself. Cass recalls that when 

he was living ln a drunken stupor, compJetely destroying 

himself, he had no faith at all. "A man cannot live without 
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a focus," he said. "Without some klnd of faith, if you want 

to call 1t that. I didn't have anymore faith than a tomcat. 

Nothing. Noth1ngt" (STHOF-55) 

It has been noted that c~ss discovers his own personal 

worth and that thls knowledge provides hlm with the needed 

impetus to assert himself. In other words, an individual 

such as Csss has the strength to function decisively. This 

personal courage allows him to rehabllltAte himself and to 

break through into the realm of being. Such a self~affirmatlve 

action is quite rebellious. 'l'he hero becomes r1 rebel bec9.use 

he ts A.ggresslve enough to fight the absurdltles of his world. 

Camus notes that the rebel defies any authority and only pays 

respect to his own individuality. 

Previous to his lnsurrentlon, the sl~ve 
accepted all the demands made upon him. He 
even very often took orders, without reacting 
against them. which were considerably more 
offens1ve to him than the one at which he 
balked. He w~s patient and though, perhaps, 
he protested inwardly, he wqs obviously more 
careful of his own immediate interests- in 
that he kept quiet-then aware of hls own 
rights. But with loss of patience-with 
impatience- begins a reac tlon which can extend 
to everything that he accepted up to this 
moment, and which ls almost always retroactive. 
Immediately the slave refuses to obey the 
humlll~ting orders of his master, he rejects 
the condition of slavery. The act of rebellion 
exceeds the bounds that he established for 
hls ant~gonist and demgnds that he should now 
be tregted as an equal. What W8S, originally, 
an obstinate resistance on the pBrt of the 
rebAl, becomes the rebel personified. He 
proceeds to put 8elf-respect above everything 
else and proclaims that it ls preferable to 
life itself. It becomes, for him, the SUfreme 



blessing. Having previously been willing 
comprorr.1se, the slsi.ve suddenly adopts an 
attitude of All or Nothing. Knowledge is 
and conscience 8Wakened.29 

to 

born 

Mannix of ~ I.i.Qng March is a perfPct ex~C!rnple of a 
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rebel. He finds himself in a completely disgusting situation, 

and he refuses to conform to its restrictions. After years 

of soft. civiJ.ian life he is recalled to active mRrine duty. 

It is a ridiculous and degrading arrangement. Mannix and 

hls men ere old ~nd out of shape, 8nd as Mqnnlx vehemently 

points out, none of them .qre young. eighteen yesr old "punks" 

that can be bossed around. Then fuel ls adctAd to the flame. 

Captain Mannix and his H. & s. Company are ordered to make 

a forced ma1ch of thirty-six miles. This order ls verfectly 

irr8t1onal; e'Ven young men would have a difficult tlme 

completing such s march. It ls even more incongruous becnuse 

the brass does not expect the men to make it. Mannix, however, 

is going to buck this system if he can; so he rehels in the 

reverse. He decides th~t he will com1lete the march, even 

1 f 1 t takes the last ounce of energy ln hlrr. In P";rt., his 

renct1ons 1rr,p1y a desper.t:i.te effort to defy the mill tery 

system and .lts officers. This struggle, however, is more 

significant. Mannix has never been a conformlst and never 

intends to sacrifice his fre ·'dam, especially for 11ny unjust 

cause. His ~ssertiveness during the long march ls just 

~nether expression of his courage to be an individual and to 

2 91'._he Hebel, trans. Anthony Bower. New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf Co., 1954. 20. 
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fight the forces that threaten to destroy him. 

The rebelliousness of Cass Klnsolvlng ls mere violent 

in nature. In order fol' Cass to break out of hl s personal 

hell. he has to t?ke drastic steps- violent steps which lead 

to murder. At the time, Cass viewed this crime as being n 

cnse of justifiable homicide. He mistakenly believed that 

Mason Flr-igg had rnped and kiJ led Francesca. In kill lng 

Mason, however, Cass W"S doing more than Just acting as an 

executioner. He was comreltting a sacrificial slAughter. 

Cass had to destroy Mason for the SAke of his own being and 

freedom. Mason was the personification of evil, ~nd he 

proved to have B demonic power over Cass. Understandably 

Cass could n()t be so encumbered. Violence Wf:is the rrice he 

had to pay for fre~dom. 

The trials nnd tribulations of Styron's heroes are 

comparable to those of Slsyµhus, a legendary king of Corinth. 

Like Sisyphus, Mannix Rnd Cass h9ve defied the gods.JO In 

.1b..£. Long March, Colonel Templeton exemplifies the strong 

father figure, and Mannix's defiance lt~ prirnarUy directed 

qgalnst him. SimiliarJy C~ss finalJy finds the courage to 

defeat ~ason Flagg, who had golned so much control over his 

life. It must be nnted thAt TemiQeton and Mason qre only 

concrete figures that the heroes can attack. In actuality 

Mannix and Cass Are striking out at the lmf oslng fo1·ces of 

------·----
JODavld D. Galloway, The Absurd Hero in ~nerican ~iction. 

Austin, TexRs: Uni vers 1 ty of ··rf:lxas Press-; l 96'b-,-p:--b,5. -
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their world when they attack these powerful, godlike figures. 

They have become Sisyphean characters because they choose to 

challenge life and thus struggle to survive. They ~lso hRVP 

a passion for 11 fe !'md scorn death. Because of this deter-

minat1on they can never rest. They have thus qccepted the 

punishment or challenge that resembles the plight of Sisy~hus. 

Sisyphus must spend the rest of hls life rolling a rock up 

s steep hlll.Jl In a compnrable W8Y Mannix Hnd Cass have 

chosen to figuratively accept and endure thelr bur~ens of 

existence. 

In The L9n8 M8rch and ~ Thi~ liQE_~ .2l! Fire there are 

images that ln part recRll the picture of Slsyrhus forcing 

the rock up the crest of the hill. Mannix, for instance, does 

not literally have the burden of pushing a rock on the forced 

march, but he must contend with a nail that pierces his shoe 

end rips the flesh from his foot. Styron dramr:1t1ze:s the 

presence of this nR11 enough fer lt to serve 8S 9 Sisyphean 

image of burcl •on and J,aln. Because of this nalJ M~mnix' s 

am bl tlous qt terr pt to comr,lete the long mnrch ls severely 

hampered. 

Mannix wns hAvlng trouble, too. This time 
when he came up, he was 11m1iing. He sr:1t dm'ln 
silently nnd took off his shoe; Culver, gulping 
avidly at his canteen, watching him. Both of them 
were too winded to smoke, or to speak. they WRre 
spr8.wled beside some waterway- canal or stream; 
phospherescent globes ru8de a spooky glow among 
shaggy Spanish ~ass, And a rRnk And fetid odor 

JlGalloway 1 p. 66. 



b1oomed in the darkness- not the swamp's decay. 
Culver reeli~ed, but Mannix's feet. "Look," 
the Captain muttered suddenly "that nail's cnught 
me right in the heel." Culver peered down by 
the glare of M~nnix's flashlight to se0 on his 
heel a tin.v hole, bleeding slle,htly, bruised !\bout 
its perimeter and surrounded by a pnsty white 
where the bandaid had been pulled away. "How'm 
I going to do it with that?" Mannix said. (TLM-64) 
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When Mannix ~ets back to the bRse, he cnnnot walk; the nail 

has mutilated his foot. The ~gony of this episode emphasizes 

the difficulty of M&nnlx's trial; not only on this one exten-

sive march but ln life in Feneral. It ls true th~t unlike 

the legendAry Sisyphus, Mnnnix has won a more everlasting 

victory. There is no lndlc tion that Mannix must begin his 

long mnrch over ~ggln. In comparison, Sisyphus is condemned 

to eternalJy repe8t the gruelllng torture of pushing the rock 

up the steep hill. It is a certainty, however, that M8nn1x 

will ag~in have to fqce ch0llenges in life. Therefore, the 

1 ong mr:1rch in 1 ts elf serves as ::=: metRphor of life, C3nd the 

incident with the nail 111 ustrates the nwny painful obstacles 

of existence. Because M~nnix hns b€nefitted so positively 

from his ha.rdsh1 ps on the long mnrch, 1 t ls lrnplied that he 

will be better qualified to face any future difficulties. 

Therefore, his struggles are much more beneficial than those 

of Sisyphus. 

In Set 1'111.§. House .2.!l Fire the begting of the str.~y dog 

ls a similar met0phor of exlstence.32 Life tr2~ts mqn tn the 

32 Ba.umbA.ch, 217. 



same way. It ts as if some ubiquitous hand was continuously 

striking men over the head with n club. A kindly man with 

great effort puts the dog out of hls misery, 1111.1 C'l!>S \mAgtn~o 

that God functions ln the same way, but it ls nll uneless. 

The only choice thnt mqn h~s ls to benr the pain And to strugple 

to stay on hls feet; just like the dog, roan must refuse to die. 

"I must put hlm out of his mh>ery, I must 
put the poor benst out of his miseryt" Furiously 
he kept pounding at the dog's skull end muttering 
over and over to himself these stricken words. 
But the dog refused to diet Oh, it w~s frightful 
to watch! To w~tch this animal ln its aesperate 
suffering, whinnlng and moaning there in the road, 
his eyes rolling in a~ony, still trying to rise, 
while iill the time the fellow kept thrashing A.way 
at his skull, hoping to free the betu>t from his 
torture but with each blow only Rddlng to the pqln!" 

Then Cass lm~gines that the dog has turned into a peasant 

woman who screoms for releAse from her pain. 

"Don't you see!" Cass began to shout, ho~rsely 
A.nC. drunkenly. "Liberatemll" she kept screaming. 
"Relegse met Rele~se met" And then far ~loft I 
he.g,rd the man's voice sri,'. ing ag·i in and ngaln as 
he lald on with the stick: "I'm trying! I'm trying!" 
And I heard his terrible sobs of remorse os he kept 
beating her, and as he kept saying then, "I cannot!" 
And as in the depths of my dream I re'llzed th·1t 
this was only He who in His capricious error had 
created suffering mortal flesh which refused to 
die, even ln its own extremity. Which suffered 
all the more because even He in His mighty belated 
compassion could not deliver His creatures from 
their living pain. (STHOF-341-342) 

As harsh as their sufferings have been, C«:1ss and Mrrnnlx 

have reaped m~ny benefits~from their pains. They hAve almost 

become h'l!,,PY rnen. Of course .tt is not a p:=irt of the e.x.1stentlAl 
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cond1t10n for men to be completely happy. Any such contentm~nt 

ls alWHys m~rred by memories of pRst sorrows and the horrors 

thnt ~onttnuously exist ln the world. Nevertheless, c~ss and 

M~nnix have eB.rned the right to indulge themselves with some 

kind of relative felicity. C8ss's triumphant victory over 

life is rewarded with the pleasant existence that he now leads 

in Charleston. Here he finBlly finds his green, paradisaic 

garden. ChBrleston does not represent some idealistic retreat 

that en~bles Cass to escnpe from his problems. This really 

is a matter of relativity. Cass probAbly would not have seen 

the beauty that surrounded him in this seaside town if he had 

been as degraded as he once wns. His inner peace now allows 

him to accept such bliss grA.ciously. Actually the loveliness 

of Charleston ls just ~reflection of Cass's beauty as a human 

being. 

Marinix is Jubilnnt a.bout his personal success. Culver 

states "that if one did not know he was tn agony one ~ight 

imagine that he WA.S a communicant in r!31pture." ( TLM-114) 'l'he 

last scene of this book explicates Mannlx's condition. It 

ls as if the hard mnrch hRs cleansed him, or as lf the s~eqt 

thRt has bathed him during the gruelling march has functioned 

as baptismal water. Mannix regqins a ~uallty of simplicity 

because of his ordeAl. For thls regson he can so enstly 

communicate with the Negro woman in the locker room. Styron 

continuously portrays Negroes as the good, plBln folks of the 

world. The Negroes are also very sympqthetlc characters 
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because their p~st has been so plagued with suffering. Mannix 

and this woman become communicants because they have both 

experienced pain and sorrow. 

"Do it hurt?" the maid repeated. "Oh, I bet 
it does. Deed it does." Mannix looked up at 
her across the short yqrds that separated them, 
sllent, blinking. Culver would remember this: 
the two of them communicating across that chasm 
one unspoken moment of sympathy and understanding 
before the woman, spec tac led, bandannaed. said ag9 in, 
"Deed it does," and before, almost at precisely 
the same instant, the towel slipped awny slowly 
from Mannlx's waist ~nd fell with a soft plop to 
the floor: Mannix then, standing there, weavlng 
dizzily and clutching for support at the wall, a 
mass of scars ~nd naked as tne day he emerged from 
his mother's womb, save for the soap which he held 
feebly ln one hand. He seemed to have neither the 
strength nor the ability to lean down and retrieve 
the towel and so he merely stood there huge and 
naked in the slanting dusty light and blinked and 
sent towArd the woman, finally, a sour, apologetic 
smile, his words uttered, it seemed to Culver, not 
with self-pity but only with the tone of a man who, 
h~ving endured and lasted, w~s too weary to tell 
her anything but what was true. 

"Deed 1 t does," he said. (11:!1-120) 

Mannix's nakedness exemplifies his newly acquired slmpllcity. 

Just as a newborn baby, Mannix ts reborn into this world in 

a naked state, but unlike the 1nfRnt, Mannix has a few scars. 

Peyton loftis tries desperately to free herself in this same 

way, in an attempt to regain innocence. Before her lenp to 

death, Peyton strips herself of her clothing, which symbolically 

serves as the vestment of her sin. Peyton, unlike Mannix, 

does nothing to deserve this state; she imposes this condition 

upon herself. Unfortunately her nRkedness only delivers her 

into d8ath. Mannix becomes the S8dder but wiser American hero 

who walks on into life. 
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M~nn1x and Cass are now strong enough to stand under 

the sur.. 'I'he heat of the sun had been such a source of 

vexati01rn f'!nergy bP. fore. For C13ss the sun was an oven which 

threatened to consume him. The sun was such an omnivorous 

force because 1t was like his guilt. His guilt also threat-

ened to consume him. In order to escape from this menance 

Cass thought of destro,y1ng hlmsel f and his farni ly. 

He might not have slaughtered Poppy '-Uld 
the ch tldren And himself, Just as he hAd in­
tended but failed to do in Paris long before. 
For thn.t was whnt- to save them from this storm, 
this exploding sun of his own gullt-he was 
planning to accomplish. To remove from this 
earth (as once he snid) all m8rk and sign and 
stain of himself, his love and his vain hopes 
and his pathetic creations and his guilt. (STHOF-461) 

When Cass ls in Charleston, the sun no longer worries him. 

He ls now able to live wlth himself and his guilt. Quite 

effectively Styron allows Cass to spend ~11 his time outside 

fishing and painting. In this section of the novel, Cass 

1s alw0,ys blissfully bqsking under the sun. 

The hent of the sun added an extra hardship for MRnnix 

and his men during the long march. "The sun rose higher, 

burning down at their backs so that each f~lt he bore on his 

shoulders not the burden of a pack but, almost worse, a 

portable oven growing hotter And hotter as the sun came up 

from behind the sheltering pines." (TLM-99) Mannix did bear 

up under this burden, wh1ch compares with the burden that 

Sisyphus ls forced to carry. Futhermore in his triumph 
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Mannix can stand naked ln the light of the sun.JJ 

Robert Gorham Davis feels that it ls not very realistic 

for characters, such as Cass, to redeem themselves through 

self-affirmative action. He contends thBt lt would be 

more credible if Cass had been destroyed just like Milton 

and Peyton. According to Davls, Styron's optlmistlc con-

clusion in Set 'l'hls House .Q!! Fire and 1.n The Long March is 

too Victorian and ls not representative of the twentleth­

century sltuatlon. 34 It is true that the general trend of 

literature is not as hopeful as Styron's work; Styron has 

not become one of the numerous, modern nihilists. Instead, 

he prefers to offer some kind of positive answer for existing 

problems. Thls ls not to S9.:f that Styron ls a sugary and 

starry-eyed creator of empty hopes. Styron does not carry 

his enthusiasm to the extreme. According to Styron, all 

men ideally could learn to reckon with their world and them-

selves, but not all men can achieve this ambitious ~oal. 

The tragic lives of Peyton and Milton Loftis emphasize this 

point. In The Long March and~ This House .2Q. Fire, Styron 

does present two ch11recters who succe:~sfully find the courage 

to challenge the existential world. Thus ln considering these 

constrastlng aspects, Styron does present a very well bqlanced 

picture of life with its restrictions and its hopes. 

33 See p8.ge forty-seven. ( TLM-120) 

J4nstyron and the Student," Critique, J (Summer, 1960), 
4Li.. 
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