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The Truth about A Separate Peace 

Joseph E. Devine 

Department of English 
West Seattle High School 
Seattle, Washington 

JOHN Knowles' A Separate Peace, a 
very popular novel among high school 

students, has generally been accepted as 
a story about youth and war at an East- 
ern prep school. Phineas (Finny), one of 
the two central characters, is character- 
ized as a happy, self-confident, pleasantly 
eccentric youth who excels in athletics. 
Gene, his best friend, comes off as a 
scholarly boy whose attitudes towards 
Phineas are darkly ambivalent. 

Nothing could be further from the 
truth. Careful study reveals that Phineas 
is in reality the villain-and much more 
to boot. There are many clues to Finny's 
perfidy but the most obvious one comes 
in the Winter Carnival scene. One of 
the prizes offered in the athletic com- 

petition is a copy of the Iliad. This 
great classic, along with many other 
prizes, some nonsensical, some even vul- 
gar, was donated by Finny. His donation 
of this particular book represents his 
rejection of the Greek contributions to 
Western culture. Here for the first time 
we get a glimpse of Finny's intrinsic 
aversion to art, beauty, justice, order, 
freedom, and democracy. We see clearly 
that these concepts, which encompass 
the wellsprings of Western democracy, 
are repugnant to Finny's inner beliefs. 

Finny's rejection of democracy, the 
essence of the American political system, 
explains perfectly his feigned rejection of 
the existence of the war. How diabolical 
is his scheme! For if there is no war, 
then freedom is not being defended. And 
if freedom goes unprotected then the 
world will surely fall to the tender mer- 
cies of one Adolf Hitler, dictator of 
Nazi Germany. Finny's insistence that 
there is no war lulls the students of 
Devon into believing that there really 
is no war. And these boys are soon to 
be drafted into the Army! What a shock 
it will be when they find out that they 
are now soldiers in that war! That this 
shock would have a deleterious effect 
on their fighting potential is part of 
Finny's scheme. The case of Elwin 
"Leper" Lepellier, who cracks up from 
Army life, I think, leaves no doubt as 
to the truth of this thesis. 

The implication drawn from the 
aforementioned facts that Finny is a Ger- 
man agent is not coincidental. His mo- 
tivation is clear: he is bitter about having 
been "jounced" out of a tree by Gene 
Forrester, his best friend. Gene shoulders 
the blame manfully, even confessing that 
he was the cause of the accident. Even 
that, apparently, does not assuage Finny. 
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Additional proof of Finny's guilt is 
provided by the writings above each 
line of text in the Iliad. Ostensibly these 
lines comprise translations from Greek 
into English. But how can we be sure 
that they do not conceal some code? 
When Brinker Hadley announces that 
the games are open, Finny interrupts him 
and insists on the presence of the "eternal 
flame." He then seizes the copy of the 
Iliad, sprinkles it with hard cider, and 
sets it ablaze. Surely this destruction by 
fire of a Greek classic, violated by the 

presence within its sacred pages of a 
furtive code, symbolizes the fiery Got- 

terdamerung of Western civilization. 
This act, of course, brings to mind the 
fearful Nazi book-burning rallies. 

JOHN Knowles, then, is not very 
subtly using Gene and Finny to sym- 

bolize, respectively democracy and to- 
talitarianism. Finny, the German spy, is 
a deceitfully clever, decadent, psychosis- 
ridden Eastern rich kid. Gene, on the 
other hand, is a perfectly healthy, hard 

studying, all-American boy. 
In spite of this evidence, some of 

the untrained minds who have attempted 
to analyze this book, have attacked Gene 
for "pushing" Finny out of the tree and 
have accused him of being jealous of 
Finny, an idler who spends most of his 
time on sports. These bleeding hearts 
fail to realize that Gene is an authentic 
war hero. Actually, Gene rendered a 
great service to his country by partially 
destroying the effectiveness of a dan- 
gerous spy. If this be so-and reason 
demands it-then Gene was doing no 
more than his duty. He was trying to 
protect his country, the highest form 
of patriotism. 

Knowles further emphasizes these 
facts by the masterful use of implicit 
symbols and comparisons. Finny's very 

name indicates that there is something 
fishy. The word "Devon" itself is the 
name of a cow, distinguished by its red 
color, found in England. This pointed 
reference to the color red suggests a 
concealed Communist apparatus in rural 
England. Does not this hidden Red es- 
pionage ring abroad find its echo in the 
presence of a Nazi spy at Devon? The 
answer is an emphatic yes. The fore- 
going is an involuted analogy to be sure, 
but an obvious one to those who seek 
only the truth. 

Probably the most remarkable phe- 
nomenon of all is that most teachers 
completely overlook many of these 
points when teaching this book. Many 
of them attach an entirely different in- 
terpretation to these facts. But this mere- 
ly points out the great luxury of teaching 
English-one can be completely wrong, 
but nobody can prove it. 

Lookin' In by Floyd L. Bergman 

Isn't that carrying Kon-Tiki too far? 


	Article Contents
	p.519
	p.520

	Issue Table of Contents
	The English Journal, Vol. 58, No. 4 (Apr., 1969), pp. 481-640
	Front Matter [pp.481-502]
	Will the Real English Teacher Please Stand? [pp.503-509]
	Negro Literature in the Secondary School: Problems and Perspectives [pp.510-515]
	First Row, First Seat [p.515]
	Values and the Poems of Marianne Moore [pp.516-518]
	The Truth about "A Separate Peace" [pp.519-520]
	Trust the Tale: A Second Reading of "Lord of the Flies" [pp.521-533]
	What Does Research in Reading Reveal--About Attitudes toward Reading? [pp.523-533]
	What Does Research in Reading Reveal--About Successful Reading Programs? [pp.534-547]
	"Feed My Lambs" [p.547]
	My Regards to Ustinov [pp.548-560]
	The Good Witch of New England [p.560]
	Theater of the Absurd: A Child Studies Himself [pp.561-565]
	The Medium Is the Absurd [pp.566-576]
	Teaching the Bible as Literature [pp.571-576]
	Students as Poets [pp.577-585]
	Teaching English, the English Way [pp.586-590]
	English Independent Study--For High School [pp.591-601]
	Riposte
	[Letter from Evan Lodge] [p.594]
	[Letter from Henry Maloney] [p.594]

	NCTE Counciletter: Is the Present Structure of the NCTE Adequate for Today and Tomorrow? [pp.595-601]
	Professional Publications
	untitled [pp.602-603]
	untitled [pp.603-604]
	untitled [pp.605-606]
	untitled [pp.606-610]

	This World of English [pp.607-610]
	U. S. Office of Education: Report on Research Projects [pp.611-621]
	NCTE/ERIC Report: Oral/Dramatics Approach to Teaching English [pp.614-621]
	Teaching Materials
	untitled [pp.622-623]
	untitled [pp.623-625]
	untitled [p.626]
	untitled [pp.626-627]
	untitled [pp.627-628]

	Back Matter [pp.629-640]



