Only the Strong Survive!


It takes more than physical agility and brawn to be strong. Fortitude, perseverance, determination, and will play an important part in vitalizing one’s character. Despite physical weakness and fragile stature, any person can be a tower of strength. These very traits are personified through Eudora Welty’s main character, Phoenix Jackson, in Welty’s short story, “A Worn Path.” Phoenix is the epitome of true strength despite her advanced age, lack of dexterity, and low placement in society. Welty conveys vitality and longevity through her main character. The use of a mythical allusion in her name that is associated with life and death, the setting of the rural woods juxtaposed with the teeming city, and lastly the allegorical title of the story itself, are woven together by Welty, as she develops the elderly protagonist into a memorable, realistic, and powerful character that reveals true strength.

The powerful name of Phoenix suggests a mystical air, as the name itself is an allusion to colorful Egyptian mythological bird that lives for hundreds of years to eventually combust into fire then rise from the ashes once again. This alludes to the cycle of life, as Phoenix really is the life connection to her ailing grandson since she has to continually go retrieve the medicine to keep “his throat [from closing] up again, and he not able to swallow. He not get his breath. He not able to help himself” (15). Ultimately, she holds his dear little life in her hands, and after she journeys into town and back she once again pulls him from the helpless brink of death to restore life, so he can breathe more easily. Welty also embeds a strong motif of birds in her story as references to birds appear about a dozen times throughout. Phoenix’s cane taps the frozen ground like “the chirping of a solitary little bird” while she later mistakes a “scarecrow” for “a man dancing in the field” (8-10). Upon arriving at the clinic, Phoenix remembers her grandson at home wearing “a little patch quilt and peep out holding his mouth open like a little bird” (15). The bird motif in itself also depicts the cyclic nature of life since Welty writes throughout the entire story of birds that go from being an unhatched egg, to a newly-born chick, to perching fowl, to a flying bird, to parts of birds in “feathers,” then penultimately to a scavenging “buzzard” and connecting to death through the “scarecrow” and the dead “bobwhite.” Phoenix is a walking, breathing symbol of the cyclic nature of life since she too traverses a journey beleaguered with obstacles that could render her trip unsafe, her physique altered, her quest unattained, and her innocent grandson left alone, perhaps dead. In addition to the name, the colors Welty associates with Phoenix in the opening of the story also indicate she is a mystical bird of life and death, as “her head [is] tied in a red rag” and “a golden color ran underneath” her forehead, while “the two knobs of her cheeks were illumined by a yellow burning” with her hair emitting “an odor like copper” (8-9). The bold, vibrant and shimmering colors add to the mystical appearance her name suggests and imply that Phoenix illuminates her very own source of light – a powerful connotation of strength at that. The colors, intimating warmth and heat and derived from the same color hues, again support that Phoenix is a representation of life. Phoenix denotes a strong symbol of life, and this life affirming persona transcends the lowly confines in which the southern society has placed her, particularly a poor denizen of the rural woods.

The setting, both the woods and the town, also point to a character that is able to rise above her marginalized role in society. Not only is Phoenix a mystic creature that is associated with life and death, but she represents a strong archetype associated with nature. Phoenix affirms all life, as she talks to the nature around her in animating her journey. Thus, Welty creates a comparison to Gaea, Mother Earth, one who resides in nature to create, protect, and nourish life. This being said, the woods is the only place a character like Phoenix could thrive. She lives among the most basic forms of life, and Welty illustrates this kinship through her charming plot device of Phoenix talking to the animals and plants as she journeys through the woods. Nature itself seems to be her talisman, as Phoenix addresses the inanimate forms by calling out, “all you foxes, owls, beetles, jack rabbits, coon and wild animals!...Keep out from under these feet, little bob-whites….Keep the big wild hogs out of my path. Don’t let none of those come running my direction. I got a long way” (9). She never injures herself despite her age and mishaps along the way. This organic nature of Phoenix is endearing and makes her role as Mother Earth all the more plausible. However, once she makes it into the town, Phoenix has to behave by those confining norms expected from such a place. The first thing she does is get a rich lady to put down her carefully wrapped gifts and kneel to tie her shoes, even though Phoenix has traveled all this way with them undone (13). Even though Phoenix accepts her role of being a charitable case since the medicine is the only thing that will keep her grandson alive, she neither acquiesces to the degrading language the white folk use nor their attitudes of condescension. Phoenix is able to manipulate each individual she encounters in to giving her “a flashing nickel” or reminding that “five pennies is a nickel” before the attendant offers her one as well (12-15). These tokens suggest an exchange in return for her lowly placement in southern society, albeit a discretionary bribe. No, the so-called civilized town is not the place for this organic nature-infused woman.  In essence, Phoenix goes along with the rules of this southern society while in the grips of the town. Yet, her only recourse for a truly thriving life is too live amongst the simple, often harsh, organic surroundings the woods –her source of strength– offer her despite the worn path she has to endure to town.

Welty’s title “A Worn Path” is a final indication of the true strength exhibited by an old, marginalized black woman in the Deep South. The adjective “worn” is a pun since the long arduous journey literally wears old Phoenix out. She even has to sit down to rest and often loses her train of thought, as she day dreams and finds her mind wandering. It is a feat that she even makes it to her journey’s end! Welty introduces a subtle motif of mechanization in first describing Phoenix’s gait “with the balanced heaviness and lightness of a pendulum in a grandfather clock” (8). Phoenix, despite her aged appearance, is truly agile and remarkably adroit in making a long journey that she sets out on in the “early morning” (8). This indicates that Phoenix knows her way on the path because she has had to traverse it for so long and so often. During parts of her journey, she closes her eyes and lets her feet guide the way. In and of itself, strength is exemplified through this great deed. An old, seemingly frail, Phoenix methodically plods this path without really having to rely on her sight. Welty offers other mechanical descriptions in her story to suggest that Phoenix has indeed “worn” out the path, as she “walked on” and “would have been lost if she had not distrusted her eyesight and depended on her feet to know where to take her” (13). Phoenix’s progression is never-ending since she knows the importance of traveling the “worn path” even though it diminishes and denigrates her. She continues toward her goal without delay “where she walked up and around and around until her feet knew to stop” (13). Welty’s minor character, the nurse, even emphasizes this mechanical notion, as she points out that Phoenix “makes these trips just as regular as clockwork” (14). The idea that Phoenix is a machine exudes a sense of unworldly strength, which far places her above her placement in southern society in the 1940’s. The second word of Welty’s title, “path” is also a connection for two varying points, for the path in this short story is the wild, untamed earthy world that leads to a civilized, yet prejudicially skewed, society of institutes and order. Phoenix’s path connects her to civilization, where she gets medicine and even buys her grandson a toy windmill, but her gift of life is the ultimate gift since she is able to restore her grandson’s health and help him to see that her simple gift will be hard for him to “believe there such thing in the world” (15). Phoenix’s final triumph of the body comes in overcoming the long “worn path” itself. Phoenix is a mighty matriarch who is able to reveal her true strength through Welty’s clever play on the two-word title.

Despite Phoenix Jackson being a lowly, black woman living in the woods in a southern society still rift with prejudices, she overcomes her marginalization to demonstrate lasting strength and dignity. Welty characterizes her protagonist through the use of the powerful name Phoenix that alludes to Egyptian mythology and the cycle of life and death, through the setting by typifying the woods as the threshold of life and vitality with Phoenix representing an archetypical Mother Earth in which all of life surrounds her, and lastly through the title itself as Welty plays on the meaning of words with Phoenix’s path being mechanized by her own feet safely guiding her onward.  Strength can come in the most unusual forms. Who would think the fragility of life could be so strongly inverted through the perseverance, determination, and heroism of an old, fragile woman?
