"The Sense of Death in Life in "Up Or Is It Down?""

In the story "Up Or Is It Down”? Bennie struggles against the sense of death in life surrounding him. His only weapon against the ignorance of mankind in general is a dialectical questioning through which he attempts to make some sense of his world. In this manner Bennie has begun to question existence; he is searching: "Who is Bennie? Where is he going?" Bennie is seeking the "other" of his existence. Only Bennie can discover his own particular existence. His questioning does not necessarily reflect perception of the senses, e.g., simple perceptions reflecting sensations, imagination, passions or of the intellect.

The inner conflict is more like a mood resembling feelings of dread and nausea, reflecting Kierkegaard's concept of dread and Sartre's term nausea. Dread, defined by Kierkegaard, is a fear of nothingness or of death and does not relate to any particular object in the world.
Mood as a sense of nausea parallels Roquentin's nausea toward the world in Sartre's book Nausea. Mood in this mode reflects a general weariness or dreariness of everyday existence. Mood is the experience which discloses concrete being to Bennie overall, the complete fallenness of being in the world.

In this manner Bennie is like Everyman, since Everyman

has been thrown into the world where a set of facts about himself defines his circumstances. Some of these facts include Bennie's environment teeming with people who seem incapable of understanding other possible modes of existence and in this manner these "others" are caught in the web of the socialized man. This general attitude toward the world is seen in "Up

Or Is It Down?" as a sense of death in life and corresponds

to Willy's attitude toward the world, the totality of all that is. Bennie's rash occurring at the sight of a dead body symbolizes his mood, or dread against the inner nothingness, or complete fallenness of being in the world. Luke's body,

appearing to both Bennie and Irma as being the deadest body they had ever seen, discloses that Luke is in fact dead; in an inner sense even while alive and in physical death he was, therefore, the deadest person Bennie and Irma have ever seen.

Bennie's dialectic questioning relates to the fundamental characteristic of thought, which means, broadly, reasoning which exhibits the back and forth movement of debate. As described more precisely in Kant and Hegel, it is a movement of negation and contradiction, from one point of view to its opposite and back again. In dialectical language individual statements can never be understood or taken to be true on their own, but only as moments in a movement of thinking.

Bennie's inner conflict has been described as a mood conveying feelings of dread and nausea. This nothingness and dreariness of Bennie's life encompasses a mode of inauthenticity where others create a stage or enclosure reflecting a sense

of "death in life." The only means of self-identity is to create mirror images of each other, perpetuating the ignorance of mankind in general.

Perhaps a poem will help to illustrate this "sense of death in life," a sense that, unconsciously, adds momentum to Bennie's mood or attitude of being in the world.

Will they measure, manipulate Force a being into a space?

A space so small it cannot grow? Horrible to contemplate

When this being they have made Moves about to do their bidding Moves about at beck and call, Finds they turn away in hate

A reflection of themselves too late.

Bennie's intellect and sensory faculties offer him no consolation or help in this struggle against being forced into a space too horrible to contemplate. He does not want to sink beneath the tide, the stream, the sea, or whatever is the name of this thing that pushes him down and lets him drown. He is at a loss; he cannot rely upon his intellect or his sensations

in order to understand or discover some object, something concrete to fight against. No, there is nothing, only a mood that keeps poking and tearing at him. The itching symbolizes this "something." "The itch feels like something' real bad is trying' to git under my skin, tryin' to crawl right under thar and grab me an pull me down into somethin' I knows I won't like." The "somethin' real bad" is the forcing of a being into a space too horrible to contemplate. His being screams out, screams out as he stares at Luke's body, and breaks out in a rash. "It was a big 'un like a strawberry, an' as red as one": His rash symbolizes his unconscious fear of the complete fallenness of being in the world or of a nothingness that reflects a person's refusal to understand or question existence. Willy, in "Leave Taking," experienced a feeling of nothingness as he fell into the hollow left by Meg's body.

As was mentioned individual dialectical statements can never be understood, or taken to be true on their own, but only as moments in a movement of thinking. These moments, occurring within Bennie's stream of consciousness, represent Bennie's only weapon against the denseness that seems to draw him down into something he knows he won't like. The up and down dichotomy is used in the story in order to reveal Bennie's inner dialectical stream of consciousness. The up and down contrast deals with the ambiguities of life or good and evil as Bennie searches for something stable, some absolute, or an authentic

turing that would offer him a solid foundation, conducive to inner growth.

He is, instead, trapped in the general notion of socialized men; he attempts to make sense of such a contrary world by using his inner dialectal dialogue to question his existence. Is it up or down to die? Humans are both good and bad, or up and down. Luke is so dead that "God almighty, can't raise him up anywheres or that the devil can't pull him down any wheres." The up and down imagery is also depicted in a subtle, humorous manner as Bennie confronts the concrete world of directions. The boy seems confused as to whether it was up or down the road to Luke's place. In the beginning he admits that he speaks and thinks in ambiguities. "I like being outdoors, even then, at times I want to be indoors." The "others" in Bennie's life talk, think and act in an absolute or either/or manner. His mother calls Bennie lazy after she discovers him hiding under the table. She says he will turn out like his Uncle Henry. She is, however, really not thinking, not thinking at all. She speaks from an in-depth programing which determines her behavior. She treats her son exactly as she has been treated. Such behavior can perhaps be described as absolute in nature because it is devoid of the ambiguities that must be present in order to question one's existence. It is only in the moments in a movement of thinking that one can embrace unedited truths, adding depth and dimension to one's existence.

Just so, the storm which beats him against the wall of hopelessness also appears in the form on name calling, symbolized with the dog image. Ma reprimands Bennie in an indirect manner because she addresses him in a condescending and derogatory fashion when she discovers Bennie hiding under the table. She says, "Yer jest like some of dog layin' 'round lazy. Yer lazy, that's what. Yer goin' to turn out jest like yer Uncle Henry." Henry was hanged for thieving. As Bennie hears this unnatural tone, he changes her into a nanny goat and a crow, and he hates her. "Crissakes, the ol; nanny, how I hate her when she's like that. She's not my ma then, no siree."

No, Bennie can't unravel whether it is up or down with grown-ups, or which side is up--the good side, or the bad side. His ma again refers to Bennie, in the end, as a dog. "She told me this, 'Now stay." like I was some of mangy dog." This disparaging circle is as deeply rooted as the marital patterns in "Leave Taking." Bennie's pa calls his ma lazy, Luke treats Irma like a dog, and ma uses the dog image while scolding Bennie. Irma orders Luke out on the porch to die and then feels guilty. "I wouldn't even order a dyin' dog out like that." And on and on, continually, each attempting to force the other into a space, similar to their own determined situation, too horrible to contemplate.

Bennie hates his mother's unnatural tone of voice because this voice reflects the mood, nausea, penetrating the very core of their existence. It is as though the self is beaten against a wall; there is no place to hide, no escape from the formidable incorrigible something. She beats him down, exactly as she, too, has been beaten against the wall of hopelessness, down, down, into the nothingness, into a death-like existence. But Bennie clutches there, grasping, scratching to gain a hold,

to gain a hold on himself, and he hates the ol’ nanny goat. "It gits mighty, yes, godawful, almighty confusin' tryin' to sort out everythin' down here or is it up here in this world."

This mood is thus seen as a confrontation of facticity, while the dialectic movement reaches for something other. The facticity defines one's situation in life. Bennie didn't pick his parents. He was born of people at a particular time, in a particular historical epoch, in a particular society with whatever genetic structure he was given. With this he must fashion a life. The contingency of Bennie's life is deeply rooted in inescapable facts. Yet, Bennie is capable of reaching for something other. This other represents a struggle for perfection which takes honesty and completeness as prerequisites for the possibility of wisdom, or for the possibility of useful dialogue. These insights, feelings, experiences, and actions satisfy our deepest concerns about the ends of life; they make

us happy and also convey a comprehensive truth: Wisdom.

The death image in "Is It Up Or Is It Down?" is shown the extremity. Bennie's rash reaction to dead bodies represents the nothingness and dreariness, the facticity of his life, or the sense of death in life surrounding him. Humans, in this mode, are like bees swarming around the hive, all working and acting but incapable due to the activity of their everyday world of seeing themselves as they really are; their acts are blind

acts. Man, caught in the functional world, refuses to ask the question of being. Death in the story, therefore, does not represent physical death, but, rather, death of the spirit.


Irma Geiger, however, begins to wonder about her existence, because she, too, recognizes Luke's "deadness." Bennie notices this also and thinks, "But ol'Luke, here, he was the deadest person I ever seen. Can't tell why, but knowed when I seen his face, all a gray color." Irma states a similar recognition, "He sure enough is dead, never seen nobody look so dead." Irma begins to recognize the nothingness of her existence--"Her eyes stared out into the awful nuthin'ness an' her mouth was pulled tight, making her face look all screwed up like." She resembles the wolverine when facing physical death. Irma, on the other hand, faces the sense of death in life. She doesn't fully understand but the thought appears and with it will, perhaps, come future questioning. For the moment she feels guilty; she has treated Luke worse than she would have treated a dog. She, however, has felt the mood of this death-like quality which enwraps the living.

In "Leave Taking," Meggie's essential nature of thinking represents an individual's ability to obtain an awareness of the other that transcends the facticity of everyday existence, or of the "totality of all that is" as depicted in Willy's attitude toward the world. Meggie's attitude or awareness frees her from the endless cycle of the general concept of men together. These others can no longer influence her negatively; they can no longer force her into a space too horrible to contemplate. She escapes this death-like existence and yet

she does not transcend the world with abstract notions of God or eternal life. She remains fully in the world with a particularity that reflects the ontological nature of our participation in the world.

Bennie struggles to gain a similar status, but it is uncertain whether he escapes the facticity that threatens to pull him down into something he knows he won't like. We know

that he fights vehemently against this something. As his consciousness seeks self-consciousness, he compares external events, objects and others with his own inner dialectic movement. His thinking is uncanny, and resourceful; he is continually reaching and searching for answers, penetrating the core questions of existence. He thinks about death and feels he

can wait, "No sirree, I can wait fer that" and "Can't tell if it's up or down, to die, I mean." Bennie likes babies because "They jest act like babies. Now with big 'uns its a story with a different color alt'gether. A body never can tell if it's up or down with grown-ups or which side is up--the good side or the bad side." He like babies because they are just babies, but on the other hand, he realizes that they will grow into adults and become up and down, good and bad. It is as though he is looking for something substantial or for some grounding

or absolute in the external world. In Bennie's thinking the idea of a mind or God governing the world does not help, because Bennie does not seek belief systems or abstract ideals to help fashion his chaotic world.

Bennie's dialectic thinking, therefore, is devoid of man​made absolute ideas, or concepts about the world. Bennie is in the world confronting whatever it is that might bring to

mind thoughts of an absolute, only to leave it behind as new contradictions appear. He thinks of babies as an absolute because they are just babies. He then dismisses this thought with the idea that they will grow into adults. He turns to the trees and feels better. He likes the trees; they respect one another and "they are jest there, not up and down." The trees now take on the aura of an absolute, but not for long. He continues his dialectic and quickly confirms another fact: Trees are rooted to the ground, and, consequently, they are

not free to do anything else. Bennie's thinking now flows into thought of an absolute and freedom, and it seems only humans

are free, because they can be either up or down. He now changes his thoughts and quickly compares Luke to the trees. "They're

sorta dead." Yes, they are sorta dead like Luke, because trees don't seem to move or change. Then he immediately switches his thoughts, "not dead like Luke is dead, 'cause trees were never alive like as Luke was alive." But then, "trees grow, bit by bit." Bennie's dialectic stream of consciousness not only compares people and babies to trees, but also compares

a dead body to trees. The conclusion is that a tree isn't like a body because it was never alive as a body was once alive and also a tree is alive because it grows. The body is nothing, nothing at all, and does not fit into a category with other objects and things in the world; it is neither up or down.

If this is the case, then it follows that a tree, since it is alive is up and down, because as Bennie finally reasons, "A tree is both up and down--up in the air and down in the ground."

Bennie's dialectical thinking is honest and complete; he does not need ideals or beliefs to compensate for his lack of perfection. Instead, he reflects the world in a dialectical sense or movement, the only world he knows. He does not desire to transcend this world; he only struggles to gain a proper foothold. He only wants to win victory over the "sense of death in life" that wants to pull him down into something he knows

he won't like. This something is the nothingness, or the "the sense of death in life" that measures and manipulates, forcing a being into a space so small it cannot grow, horrible to contemplate, an image of itself too late. Bennie's involvement cannot be appreciated in terms of the language of essences (of "what kind of thing") but requires the narrative structure of a story whose end remains to be told. ("Who's Bennie? Where is he going?") Bennie is seeking the other of his existence and only kBennie can discover his own particular existence; only Bennie can travel through the narrative structure. Bennie's wisdom reaches beyond the intellect and the senses, because

as he begins to itch at the sight of a dead body, he knows, somehow, that all isn't exactly right in his world. He doesn't want to become lost, like the walking dead in his life. His

being screams out. "The itch feels like somethin' real bad is trying' to git under my skin, tryin' to crawl right under thar an' grab me an' pull me down into somethin' I knows I won't like."

