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A NOVEL

Jane Smiley's A Dangerous Business is a captivating novel that intertwines themes of
ambition, love, and the complexities of human relationships against the backdrop of the
American frontier during the mid-19th century. In this literary work, Smiley explores not
just the physical dangers of life in the West but also the emotional and moral dilemmas
faced by her characters. The novel is a rich tapestry of storytelling, drawing on historical
contexts while also delving into personal narratives that resonate with contemporary
readers.



Overview of the Novel

A Dangerous Business is set in the 1850s, a time when the American West was still largely
unexplored, and opportunities were as abundant as they were fraught with peril. The
novel follows the journey of its protagonist, a young woman named Anna, who embarks on
a quest for self-discovery and independence. As she navigates the challenges of frontier
life, Anna encounters a variety of characters—each with their own dreams, fears, and
moral ambiguities.

Main Characters

- Anna: The central character whose journey of self-discovery drives the narrative. She is
determined, resourceful, and often finds herself torn between societal expectations and
her desires.

- Elias: A charismatic yet morally ambiguous figure who becomes a significant influence in
Anna's life. His motivations are complex, making him both a mentor and a potential threat.
- Maggie: Anna's best friend, who serves as a confidante and a voice of reason. Maggie's
pragmatic approach to life offers a counterbalance to Anna's romantic ideals.

- The Townsfolk: A diverse cast of supporting characters that represent various aspects of
frontier life, including the challenges and camaraderie that come with it.

Thematic Exploration

Jane Smiley's A Dangerous Business delves into several themes that are not only relevant
to its historical setting but also resonate with modern societal issues.

Gender and Independence

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is the struggle for female independence in
a male-dominated society. Anna's journey reflects the challenges faced by women during
the 19th century, who were often relegated to traditional roles.

- Societal Expectations: The expectations placed on women during this period are explored
through Anna's experiences. She grapples with the desire for freedom versus the
pressures to conform.

- Empowerment: As the story progresses, Anna learns to assert her independence,
challenging the norms of her time and carving out a place for herself in a world that often
seeks to limit her.

Morality and Ambiguity

The novel also examines the nature of morality and the gray areas that often exist in



human relationships.

- Complex Characters: Smiley crafts characters who embody both good and bad traits,
forcing readers to reconsider their definitions of morality. Elias, for example, is both an
ally and a potential adversary for Anna.

- Choices and Consequences: Each character's decisions have far-reaching implications,
highlighting the interconnectedness of their lives and the moral weight of their choices.

Historical Context

A Dangerous Business is steeped in the historical realities of the American West during
the 1850s. Smiley's meticulous research brings authenticity to the narrative, allowing
readers to immerse themselves in the era's challenges and triumphs.

The Frontier Experience

The novel paints a vivid picture of life on the frontier, capturing both its beauty and its
brutality.

- Settler Life: The daily struggles of settlers, including food scarcity, harsh weather, and
conflicts with indigenous populations, are woven into the storyline.

- Economic Opportunities: The lure of prosperity drives many characters to pursue risky
ventures, leading to both success and failure.

The Role of Community

Community dynamics play a crucial role in shaping the characters' experiences.

- Support Systems: The friendships and alliances formed among characters provide a
sense of belonging and support amidst the challenges of frontier life.

- Conflict and Cooperation: The novel also explores the tensions that arise within
communities, highlighting the balance between cooperation and competition among
settlers.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Jane Smiley employs a range of literary techniques that enhance the storytelling
experience in A Dangerous Business.



Character Development

The depth of character development is one of the novel's standout features. Smiley allows
readers to witness Anna's transformation as she encounters various challenges.

- Internal Conflicts: Anna’s internal struggles are portrayed with nuance, making her
journey relatable and compelling.

- Dynamic Relationships: The interactions between characters are rich and complex,
revealing the intricacies of human relationships.

Imagery and Symbolism

Smiley's use of imagery and symbolism adds layers to the narrative.

- Nature as a Character: The landscape of the American West is depicted not just as a
setting but as a character that influences the plot and the characters' fates.

- Symbols of Freedom: Various symbols throughout the novel—such as the open sky and
the wilderness—represent Anna's quest for freedom and self-realization.

Critical Reception

A Dangerous Business has garnered attention from critics and readers alike, praised for
its rich storytelling and thought-provoking themes.

Positive Reviews

- Engaging Narrative: Many reviewers have commended Smiley for her ability to weave a
captivating story that holds readers' attention from start to finish.

- Depth of Themes: Critics have highlighted the novel's exploration of complex themes
such as gender roles and moral ambiguity as particularly relevant and impactful.

Areas of Criticism

While the novel has received generally positive feedback, some critics have pointed out
areas for improvement.

- Pacing Issues: A few readers felt that certain sections of the novel dragged, impacting
the overall pacing of the story.

- Character Depth: Some characters, while intriguing, were considered underdeveloped
compared to the protagonist.



Conclusion

In A Dangerous Business, Jane Smiley has crafted a rich and engaging narrative that
explores the intricacies of life on the frontier through the lens of its characters' journeys.
The novel's themes of gender, morality, and community resonate deeply, providing a
reflective commentary on both historical and contemporary issues. With its vivid imagery
and complex characterizations, A Dangerous Business stands as a testament to Smiley's
skill as a storyteller and her ability to capture the essence of human experience. As
readers follow Anna's quest for independence and self-discovery, they are reminded of the
enduring struggles and triumphs that define the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Jane Smiley's 'A Dangerous
Business'?

The central theme of 'A Dangerous Business' revolves around the complexities of human
relationships, the search for identity, and the consequences of choices made in a rapidly
changing world.

How does Jane Smiley incorporate historical elements
into 'A Dangerous Business'?

Jane Smiley weaves historical elements into 'A Dangerous Business' by setting the
narrative in a specific time period and incorporating real historical events and figures to
enhance the authenticity and depth of the story.

What role does the setting play in 'A Dangerous
Business'?

The setting in 'A Dangerous Business' plays a crucial role as it not only provides a
backdrop for the characters' actions but also influences their decisions and reflects the
societal norms and challenges of the era.

Who are the main characters in ‘A Dangerous Business'
and what are their motivations?

The main characters in 'A Dangerous Business' include a diverse cast, each driven by
personal motivations such as ambition, love, and the pursuit of freedom, which lead them
to navigate the dangers of their environment.

What literary techniques does Jane Smiley use in 'A
Dangerous Business'?

Jane Smiley employs various literary techniques in 'A Dangerous Business', including rich
imagery, symbolism, and multiple perspectives, to enhance the narrative and provide



deeper insights into the characters' psyches.

How does 'A Dangerous Business' reflect contemporary
societal issues?

'A Dangerous Business' reflects contemporary societal issues by addressing themes such
as gender roles, class struggles, and the impact of economic changes, mirroring the
challenges faced in today's society.

What critical reception has 'A Dangerous Business'
received?

The critical reception of 'A Dangerous Business' has been largely positive, with reviewers
praising Smiley's storytelling, character development, and the novel's thought-provoking
themes.

In what ways does Jane Smiley challenge traditional
narrative structures in 'A Dangerous Business'?

Jane Smiley challenges traditional narrative structures in 'A Dangerous Business' by
employing non-linear storytelling and multiple viewpoints, allowing readers to experience
the story from different angles and enhancing its complexity.

What can readers expect in terms of character
development in 'A Dangerous Business'?

Readers can expect significant character development in ‘A Dangerous Business', as
Smiley intricately explores each character's journey, revealing their growth, struggles,
and transformations throughout the narrative.
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Explore Jane Smiley's thought-provoking novel "A Dangerous Business." Discover how it intertwines
history and intrigue. Learn more about its captivating narrative!
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