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Society’s Responsibilities in the Life of an Individual

The Random House Dictionary has defined society as “a body of individuals living as members of a community” (pg 831).    Stephan Crane depicts the life of a mid-west, Wild West, community during a cold winter night.  The question posed in the closing verses is whether or not members of this society should share in the responsibility of the Swede’s death?  The Palace Hotel is a society within a larger society; Scully the proprietor of this hotel, takes on a special role when dealing with conflicts that originate within his realm his responsibility.  All individuals within the small community share in the fate of others under common law.  The author of “The Blue Hotel” gave many examples of where individuals within the community were alerted to the mental state of the Swede.  All of them, some more than others, had a responsibility to get the Swede proper medical treatment before he could injure himself or others.

The storyline begins with Scully at to the train station to entice passengers to stay at his hotel.  Scully would, “work his seductions upon any man that he might see wavering, gripsack in hand” (407).  Actions such as these place a higher burden of responsibility on a proprietor of a business more than if he had merely placed a notice at the train station to announce the hotel’s availability to travelers.  The proprietor of  a hotel holds special responsiblities for the actions of himself and his staff towards the guests.
The first nuance of instability in the Swede is during a conversation after dinner where the Swede asks questions but doesn’t necessarily seem to pay attention to the responses from Scully.  He seems to be measuring up the different men in the room.  The Swede stated, “… some of these Western communities were very dangerous…” (pg 408).  At this point most individuals within this finite society might have thought this man to have a queer nature, however as the proprietor of the establishment Scully has a responsibility to pick up on the mixed signals being sent out by the Swede.  This responsibility is to his staff and other customers as well as the Swede himself to monitor the Swede’s actions and reactions.

After this little interaction the Swede, Easterner, cowboy, Johnnie, and the farmer move back into to front room where Johnnie and the farmer started playing cards again.  A disagreement breaks out between Johnnie and the farmer over the card game and the farmer leaves the hotel.  Johnnie forms a new game with the cowboy as his partner, and the Swede and Easterner as their opponents.  Although the Swede is not acquainted with the name of the card game he found it to be very similar to other card games he had played.  During the entire card game the Swede appeared most uncomfortable and laughed when it is uncalled for.  Although the Swede’s actions were out of the norm the other players failed to pickup on the meaning of the outbursts.  During a slow point in the card game the Swede asked Johnnie, “I suppose there had been a good many men killed in this room” (409).  Over the next few minutes the Swede repeats comments like, “I suppose I’m going to be killed before I can leave this house” (410).  At this point there could be no question that the Swede’s mental state of mind is abi-normal.  Something is definitely wrong!  Instead of trying to assist the Swede, Johnnie took offense to the Swede.  As an employee of the hotel, Johnnie has a responsibility to the management to refrain from antagonizing the guest.  

Scully enters the room and takes note of the agitated demeanor of the Swede.  Scully asks the room what is going on here, the Swede responds, “These men are going to kill me” (410).  After Scully and the other members of this minor society exchange questions without answers, the Swede states that he is going to leave the hotel before he is killed.  Instead of really listening to the Swede and addressing his issues, Scully follows the Swede upstairs and gets him drunk.  As the owner of the establishment tries to keep his customer happy, the remnants of the card game fail to see the gravity of the situation and even start calling the Swede names.

Apparently Scully has convinced the Swede to continue his stay in the hotel and they rejoin the remnants of the card game.  By the 6 pm supper, the effects of the alcohol have taken full affect on the Swede, he seems to have gained confidence and his demeanor is that of someone with authority or at least he thinks he has authority.  After supper they all regaled in a game of cards with the same partners, but this time Scully is nearby.  Soon the Swede is calling Johnnie a cheater and has his fist in Johnnie’s face.  Johnnie says, “… I don’t cheat, and I won’t let no man say I do!  The Swede responds, ‘I saw you! I saw you!’” (417).  Scully and the Easterner get in the middle and hold Johnnie back while the cowboy tries to control the Swede.  While the two are still baying at each other Scully gives in and allows them to fight.  At this point Scully is acting more like a father than the proprietor when he said, “…I’ve stood this damned Swede till I’m sick.  We’ll let them fight” (417).  Scully has the authority here as the proprietor but the Easterner and the cowboy also have a responsibility as well.  The Swede, Easterner and cowboy were all outsiders, visitors, where Scully and the hotel staff are the insiders.  As an individual of the human race these fellow travelers bare a responsibility to each other, to watch out for one another.  Some people say that only qualified police or doctors should intervene in situations like this but everyone has a basic responsibility to notify authorities when someone could harm himself or herself.

The fight takes place outdoors in the cold blowing snow; the only good point in Scully’s favor is the fact that it is a fair fight and Johnnie lost.  Scully said, “You’ll not have to whip all of us.  You’ll have to whip my son Johnnie.  An’ the man what troubles you durin’ that time will have me to dale with” (418).  During the exchange of fists the cowboy takes Johnnie’s side saying, “Kill him, Johnnie! Kill him …” (419).  At the first sign of Johnnie losing the Easterner asked Scully to stop the fight but Scully and the cowboy let it proceed.  Soon the fight is over and the victor headed inside the hotel to get his suitcase and leave.  Scully has missed his opportunity by allowing the fight to happen, he has no more opportunities to stop the Swede from leaving the hotel. The cowboy has turned on the Swede and the Easterner stands idly by.  Later that night in a bar room brawl the Swede is killed because his mental instability had not been dealt with in the first place.

Three strangers arrive by train to a Mid West town and are greeted by a zealous hotel proprietor at a train station.  One of these travelers arrives in town with a preconceived idea that his life is in grave danger while visiting this Wild West town.  Many failed opportunities exist where either the proprietor or the other travelers could make an impact on the outcome of the Swede’s life.  As members of a society we all have responsibilities to one another keeping each other safe from harm.  Safety of life is the utmost among those responsibilities.
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