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What does the text suggest to you about the role self-respect plays in an individual’s response to injustice?

Wallace Stevens in his poem “Dry Loaf” uses the hard bitten land, the “tragic land” as a metaphor for the tragic circumstances his speaker finds himself in.  In a tragic land, the speaker must overcome the ruggedness of the terrain, and the desolate environs in which he lives.  In a time of injustice perhaps what must be overcome is the harshness of the rule he finds himself living under.

How do you hold on to self-respect when those around you have become “dry men blown brown as the bread” and the only freedom possible is the freedom of the birds flying from the burning countries”?  It seems that the speaker is living in wartime, perhaps occupied territory for “it was the hungry that cried” and the “soldiers had to be marching.”  It is easy to believe that one’s respect must be severely challenged in that situation; it must be a difficult commodity to hold on to as you face the inevitability of the injustice, just as you face the unchangeability of the landscape. The speaker’s response, as deep underground as the French Resistance, seems to be that he paints “behind the loaf,” out of sight of the occupiers, out of the hearing of the soldiers. He paints the truth, with full disclosure, the “rocks not even touched by snow” and reveals the truth of the “burning countries and brown sand shores.”
The inevitability of the occupation is analogous to the coming of the birds in spring, for nothing can stop either the birds or the soldiers.  The people in the hovels are apparently doomed to listen to the drums for another season. Nowhere in the poem is there indication that this can be overcome by the speaker or his people.  This injustice is not to be overcome just yet, but Stevens offers the insight that the only response to an overwhelming injustice that cannot be changed is to resist in secret, in ways that can be hidden, in ways that will take your story into the times hereafter.  This man painted the truth of the times to secure his self-respect even when freedom was curtailed and life was a “dry loaf.”
