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“Attend to the Oats”: Guns, Mansions, Man Cards, Money,
and the Vitality of Things

Response to Dean

Barbara S. Stengel
Peabody College, Vanderbilt University

Formorethan100years,philosophershavebeencomingtogripswith
therealitythattheatomistic(paradigmaticallymale)human,willingandacting
heroically or poorly, is a fiction. Samantha Deane—following John Dewey,
DonnaHaraway,andBarbaraStengel—takesusalongsteppastthatinsightto
suggestthatwewon'tmakeanysenseofsociopolitical—orethical—issuesthat
ariseuntilweacknowledgethatactionandagencyareneverindividualbutalways
relationalthroughandthrough.Thatis,wearealwaysacting-with(“com-posting

with”)animateandinanimate entitieswho areactingwithand enabling us!

Whenwecreateamodel—ortellastory—thathasexplanatorypower
withrespecttogunsandthewaystheyare(mis)used,thatmodelmustbe“agent-
based"tobeuseful.Thatis,allthetokensinthestory,eventhenon-human,are
construedasagents—including,inthestoryDeaneinvokes,guns,mansions,and
man cards. Allconferoneach othervitality ofakind thatgroundsagency.That
is,allhave the potentialininteractiontoenable otherstobeandactincertain
ways. Agun enables metobeakiller,a hunter, or otherwise a threatin ways
thatmynaturalendowmentsgenerallywouldnot.Apersoninamurderousrage
oraneven-the-scoregangfightinvitesandenablesaguntobeaninstrument
of murder, while a hunter culling adeer herd with ariflein hand becomesa
steward of the environmentand a providerfor herfamily. Guns, evenif never
used,canconfermanlinessand confirmcertain politicalcommitments.Onthe
otherhand, association withguns canrenderpersons“guilty,’orinthe case of
Sarah Winchester, crazy.

With Haraway, Deane maintains thatwe cannolongerthinkthrough
storiesthatare notthoroughlyagent-based.Thereisno such (instrumental)
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relationasagentic subject/passive object. Furthermore, stories of human ex-
ceptionalismandheroicindividualismare unsustainable.Agencyis,asDeane
characterizesit, notanindividualhumanaccomplishmentbut the product of
“becomingwith"andtheprocessof‘renderingcapable"withinandoncomplex
heterogeneous networks.

ForDeane, guns, mansions,and man cards are just afew of the things
thatmight’carry”storiesaboutgunviolenceforward,renderingthosestoriesnot
somuchbelievableasre-tellable.' Theseobjects—andthestorieswetellthrough
them—makeuscapableofbeingmorethanwecanbewithoutthem—butalso
promptustocarry outtheintentionsthatare part of that object’sbeinginthe
world.Ashumans,wehavearesponse-abilitythatnoneoftheseagentshave—at
leastfor now:theresponse-ability to thinkthrough these thingsand to think
aboutthevitality we offerthese particular objects, understanding thatweare
making worldsandagentsinthe processjustasweare beingmade.Thinking
in this way requires attunement, a kind of careful “attention to the oats.”

Deane bites off way more than a mouthful in“Women, Guns, and
Guilt'Tounderstand herargumentdemandsanappreciationforexperiences
of misogyny and nuances of feministtheory, conceptualizations ofand argu-
mentsaboutgunviolence,andunderstandingsofresponsibilityasprospective
capacityvs.retrospectiveblame.Deanehandlesallthesesourcesandseemingly
disparateideassmoothly,makinganargumentthatisbothfascinatingandhard
todispute.lwon't; butlwilltry to extend her thinking.In particular, Iwantto
focusonDeane'suseofSarahWinchesterasbothagentandpatientinthisstory.

Winchester functions as far more than a straw woman here; she is
apersonwhose lived experience and responses to that experience—in the
contextual soup of turn-of-the-last-century gun manufacturing and wealth
accumulation—instantiatethepsychicillnessthatisgunviolenceandtherep-
resentationof psychicillnessoftenascribedtowomenwhochoosetolivetheir
ownlives.Deane offersthe dominantWinchesterstory: Sheis, afterthe death
of herinfant childand husband, so overcome with griefand so tainted by the
Winchesterbloodmoneythatsheescapesgeographically (totheWestCoast),
theretowallowinguiltanddisorientation.Sheisnoheroicagent;sheisclearly
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thepollutedpatient.Thegunsfuelherpsychologicaldysfunction,themansion
holds her hostage. There will be no man card for Sarah. Forget Shuffelton’s
representation of toxic masculinity; Sarah doesn’teven warrant the modified
(wo)man card of the minimally competent person.

Winchester, despite being deceased, is captive to this story. She is
constructed asacrazylady,asingular,femaleindividualwhois assigned the
burden of gunviolence.Thisis why Deane employs this story, tohelpus“see
thedifficulty ofunderstandinghumansascomplexactorswhomustthinkbut
whoarenottheonlyactorsoragentsonthescene”andtourgeusto”stay with
thetrouble,"withoutblaming, so that we can seea constructive pathforward
by tellingadifferentstory. Butshe doesn’t,though she does pointtothe prac-
ticesthatwould maketheretellingpossible:learningtolistenandeducationof
attunement.Both of theseamountto“attendingtothe oats,"thatis,attending
tothethingsthatcarrythestory,construingthemasactive participantsinthe
story that you tell.

Deaneis pointing toward an ethic of response-ability as the path to
avoidingthe madnessof gunviolence.ltisnota path of absolution (blame/
punishment/retribution/forgiveness), but rather a path of responsiveness
evidentinwhatwe payattentionto.Itisneeded because madnessisitselfan
objectfashionedfromthestorieswetell.SarahWinchesterisfashionedasmad
because it suits someone’s interests.

Whatandwhosestoryshouldwetell?Too-manywhitemen,youngand
notsoyoung, havetakenupautomaticweaponstodeclareanarrative of their
ownnightmares, buttheirstories are buriedin politicized portrayals of public
emergencies.Others—liketheParklandOfficer—chargedwithkeepingchildren
safeinschoolsabandontheir postsintheface of real threats. Administrators
andpolicy-makerspassthebuckbypurchasingmetaldetectors,installingbul-
let-proofglass,andlockingkidsinand down,inways thatexacerbatefeelings
ofinsecurity while gaininglittle actual safety. Politiciansin thrall (and debt to)
the NRA and hiding behind the Second Amendment are unable to muster
the courage to vote for the kind of sensible gun reform that New Zealand,
forexample, legislatedindays.Howwould attendingtotheoatschangethose
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stories? Deane suggeststhatthe oatsarethings;lagree.Butlwanttoexpand
thearchiveofthingsbeyond physicalobjects.Whiteness,adolescence, mental
illness, publicemergencies, media coverage, mediaratings, insecurity, safety,
the needforcontrol,andfearactagenticallyjustas do security guards, metal
detectors,theNRA,and“gunreform,"—theseareall thingstowhichwe ought
toattendbecausetheyactonandthroughus.Andthereisonemorethingthat
ought to be recognized as agentic: money.

I return to Sarah’s story with an eye on the way money functionsin
and carriesforth her story on mywayto suggestingthatmoneyis the thing of
thingsthatshapesstoriesofgunviolence.ButlalsodontwanttoignoreSarah’s
autopoieticfantasy, hersensethatshe mightbethe makerofherownhistory,
and money’sroleinthat.Deane dismisses the autopoieticfantasy asfantas-
tic—andlthinkshe’sright.Butthatdoesn'tmeanthatwe—and Sarah—don't
dwellin suchfantasies. AndIwanttodothatbythinkingaboutonethingthat
enablesherandotherstoimaginethatfantasymightbecomereality:hermoney.

Let’s think for a minute not about Winchester and guns, but about
Winchesterand oneverylarge and quirky mansionlocated in California. Any
storyaboutamansionis pretty much alwaysalso a story about money. Win-
chesterheadedWestafterthedeathof herinfantchildandhusband, (perhaps)
moving notaway from guilt, but toward herextended birth family, especially
a sister. She took an exorbitant amount of money, $529 million, with her;
she would rely for the rest of her life onincome from her half-interestin the
Winchester company. It washermoney, subjecttonorestrictionsforuse.This
moneyenabledWinchestertoappeartoactindependently,evenasthemoney
itself impacted her actions. That’s not madness.

HermovetotheWestCoastwasanutterlyreasonablechoicemadeby
awomanwhoseimmediatefamilydied,whorelocatedtojoinmembersofher
familyoforigin,andwhohadthemeanstodoso.Shewasrespondingsensiblyto
thehand shewasdealt.Butshealsofunctionsasakind ofagenticherointwo
otherstorieswe mighttell:thefirst she was reinventing herselfasamaker,an
aspiringarchitectafterthe death ofherchildandhusband, practicing hercraft
onherownhome,?(making herown history);inthe second, the continuous
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accretionofroomsinthemansioncastsWinchesterasagenerousspiritseeking
to keep workmen employed in difficult economic circumstances.?

Ihave many more questionsaboutWinchester, questionswhosean-
swersmighthelpmere-tellagunviolencenarrativethatdoesnotreinscribethe
violenceandalsodoesnotdumptheresponsibility forgunviolenceoncrazy
women. | have no space to explore them so | will just list them:

« Was Sarah upset about the impact of the Winchester rifle, the
source of her money? And if not, why not?

- Was Sarah thinking with the objects that enabled her? Was she
composting consciously? Was she able to see the guns, the money,
andthemansion,asenabling hertobeaparticularkind of personin
theworld?What stories did she tell that offered meaningand mobili-
ty to guns?

+ How did her story get skewed? Who told that story and how did
money figure in it?

« Can guns (and mansions and man cards and money) think?*

ThestoryDeanebuildsherfinepaperaroundsuggeststhatgunviolence
iscaused by crazy, capturedincrazy,and causes crazy.Butlcan'thelp thinking
weoughttobeattendingnotmerelytothemansionbutalwaysandalsotothe
money.The same, [ think, is true of all the stories we tell—official and unoffi-
cial, publicand private—aboutgunviolence.ltishardtoimagineagunasvital
withoutahuman, butitisremarkably easytorecognize thevitality of money.

1 As | write this, | am thinking through a pragmatist conception of truth,
including Dewey’s notion of “warranted assertibility.”

2 In truth, the building anomalies in the mansion may have been as much
a function of her mis-takes and efforts to get things right as of madness or
even earthquakes. The weirdness in the house do not sound so strange to

me.The study where I sit drafting this response has a large picture window
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in an interior wall; l installed it to let light into an upstairs hallway and let a
smallroom seem larger.The building housing the Department of Teaching
andLearningat Peabody hastwo doors that open onto mid-air,afunction of
meldingtheold frontofthe building withanewbackendwhosefloorsdon't
match up. And earlierin my life I too lived in a big old house where the back
staircase ended in a second floor ceiling. As a fan of back staircases, it was
deeply disappointing to me that this secret passageway was closed to me.
3 Katie Dowd, “Everything You Think You Know about the Winchester
Mystery House Probably Isn’t True,” SFGate, February 6, 2018, https://
www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/real-story-of-sarah-winchester-mystery-
house-12552842.php”

4 1I'm inclined to say no, but perhaps the answer is “not yet.” We are quite
willingtoentertaintheideathatelephants or monkeys participateinsome-
thing worthy of the term“thinking.”But what about trees? Where does the
capacity to think come from? And further, we might wonder about smart
devices:smartphones? smartrefrigerators? voicedictation software?Isthere
a sense in which it makes sense to say that these items“think”? And there
are otherquestionswe mightaskaboutguns: Does it make senseto say that
guns seek“to be of use”? Do guns offer themselves to us humans in ways

that extend our capacity for good as well as for harm?
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