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Chapter 1: The Conventional Reading and Its Problems
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The conventional reading of Riders of the Purple Sage positions it as an adventure story with a romantic subplot, in which a gunfighter saves a woman from a corrupt religious community. This reading is supported by the marketing copy of every edition published since 1912, by the plot summaries in every literary reference work, and by all five film adaptations.

It is approximately half right.

The other half, the half that the adventure-story framing systematically obscures, is the story of a woman who is, at the novel's beginning, already exercising more autonomous moral judgment than the community around her thinks is appropriate, and whose autonomous moral judgment increases throughout the novel despite sustained institutional pressure to surrender it.

Jane Withersteen does not wait for Jim Lassiter to arrive before she starts making choices. She has been making choices, at significant personal cost, before the novel begins. She has sheltered Bern Venters, a young man whom Elder Tull and the Mormon community regard as a corrupting influence, against direct community instruction. She has refused Elder Tull's repeated proposals for marriage despite understanding exactly what her refusal costs her in community standing and material security. She has maintained her independence as a property owner in a community that regards female independence as a form of disorder.

These choices — made alone, before any gunfighter arrives, in full awareness of their costs — constitute the moral spine of the novel. Lassiter does not create Jane's capacity for moral courage. He witnesses it.


Chapter 2: The Evidence in the Text
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Jane Withersteen's first appearance in the novel establishes her immediately as a character with property, history, and prior commitments. She owns Withersteen House and the surrounding ranch. She has employees who are loyal to her personally. She has standing in the community that is independent of any male protector.

Her first moral act in the novel's timeline — sheltering Venters — predates Lassiter's arrival. When Lassiter does arrive, it is Jane who decides to trust him, on the basis of her own judgment, against the explicit advice of the community. When the pressure from Elder Tull intensifies, she does not retreat to safety; she escalates her defiance.

The novel's climactic sequence requires Jane to make a choice that the adventure-story framing tends to misread: she chooses to go with Lassiter not because she is being rescued but because she has determined, on moral grounds, that the community she was born into has forfeited its claim on her loyalty. This is a significant act of self-determination for a character operating in 1871 Utah.

Grey's female characters across his body of work are consistently more capable of this kind of moral self-determination than the Western genre's reputation allows. Madeline Hammond of The Light of Western Stars arrives in New Mexico and masters ranch life on her own terms. Carley Burch of The Call of the Canyon makes the central romantic choices of the novel without deferring to male guidance. Helen Rayner of Desert Gold acts independently to reach her brother in dangerous circumstances.

These are
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