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The Good Fight


When many people imagine a strong person, they picture a body builder with rippling muscles, glistening and posing.  Or, perhaps they see that same person in a gym, pumping iron.  In any event, most people think of physical strength when they envision a strong person.  We should not limit our vision of strength, however, to simply how many muscles one has.  In fact, true strength goes beyond brawn; it is about the strength of character one has inside.  A body builder like the one mentioned above may be a coward.  He might be too selfish or afraid to stay home and build relationships with his family.  Consequently, he hides in a gym and just builds his muscles. Richard Peck’s short story “Priscilla and the Wimps” challenges us to rethink this idea of true strength.  It teaches us that true strength is a matter of character, not brawn.

Monk, for instance, is an example of superficial strength.  He has brawn but no character.  In the first description of Monk, the author emphasizes his superficial qualities.  He writes, “ Monk’s threads were more . . .subtle.  A . . .suede battle jacket with lizard-skin flaps . . .and a pair of ostrich-skin boots, . . .suitable for kicking people around”(1).  The author is being sarcastic when he indicates that Monk’s clothes are “subtle” because they are anything but “subtle.” The focus on his intimidating attire really emphasizes how Monk is only concerned with looking tough and that his strength is not even skin deep.  It is a costume he has to put on.  Later in the same passage, the author continues to reveal Monk’s insecurities when he shows us that “Kobras did nothing all day but walk a half-step behind Monk, carrying passes, a cashbox, and a switchblade”(1).  The fact that he has to have a Kobra walk behind him highlights his insecurity.  He must put others down to feel better about himself.  Also, the cashbox and his efforts to show off his wealth demonstrate how he lacks character. Essentially, because he cannot earn people’s respect, he must buy it.  Monk is the apotheosis of insecure people who try to make up for their fear and emptiness inside by looking strong and secure on the outside.  As Monk reveals, however, such individuals rarely succeed in finding and displaying the true strength they wish they had.  The best they usually achieve is being a bully, a poor substitute for a person of character.    

 
Priscilla, on the other hand, is someone who shows true strength.  She does not just have brawn; she has character.  Even when she gets tough, her most impressive quality is her inner strength.  Consider her conversation with one of Monk’s henchmen when she demands, “Who’s your leader, wimp? . . .Send him to see me”(2).

Although she has few words here, they reveal a lot about her character.  Priscilla believes in defending a weak person, not intimidating him in some twisted attempt to cover up her own insecurity.  In fact, she is so secure in herself, she does not go looking for trouble; she wants Monk sent to her.  Moreover, even when she resorts to brawn, her character shines through.  When Priscilla takes on Monk, she “frog-marches Monk into her own locker. . . .  Priscilla bangs the door shut. . . .  Melvin goes with her, of course, trotting along below her shoulder” (2).  It is important to note that she stuffs Monk into a locker.  She is interested in smothering problems, not exaggerating them or using them to pump up her self-esteem.  In addition, the fact that she use uses her own locker demonstrates how she doesn’t want to burden anyone else with her issues.  Perhaps the most salient factor that reveals her character is that she walks side by side with Melvin.  She does not need to put him down.  She is secure within herself and can treat him as a person who is as valuable as her.  Thus, Priscilla models true strength.  She reminds people that if they are secure within themselves, they will not need to bolster their egos by intimidating others.


Clearly, “Priscilla and the Wimps” demonstrates that true strength is about character and comes from within a person.  Monk highlights how weak, insecure people mistakenly try to find strength in things outside of themselves.  Priscilla, however, displays that even those with brawn must be secure and find their real strength within themselves.  It is amazing how such a simple story can reveal such a deep truth.  Today, especially, we need to take its message to heart.  As we defend our country from those who would try harm us, we need to be secure in what it is we are really defending.  We should not fight the wrong fight and just flex our might to sooth our wounded pride.  Rather, we should remember the values we hold dear and always fight the good fight of “liberty and justice for all.”   

