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 Introduction  

The American Quest for Epic 

From the very first years of US independence, American writers aspired to compose an epic 

legitimizing their new-found nation. As outlined in John McWilliams’ The American Epic, to 

citizens of the early republic, “an American epic would be incontestable proof of cultural 

maturity; it would justify the sons’ rebellion against the fathers, clarify the superiority of the 

New World to the Old, and show the autonomy of a formerly colonial literature” (16). From 

antiquity epics like the Iliad and the Aeneid had chronicled the founding or development of a 

particular nation, in the process celebrating that people’s essential spirit and characteristics. 

In the modern era, even, epic endeavors were “undertaken by most emerging European 

nations as a means of coming to self-knowledge as a nation” (Bessinger, Tylus, and Wofford 

3). Indeed, James Russell Lowell summarized the prevailing American attitude when he 

revealed that among his group of literary acquaintances “it had been resolved unanimously 

that we must and would have a national literature. England, France, Spain, Italy, each already 

had one. Germany was getting one as fast as possible, and Ireland vowed that she once had 

one far surpassing them all. To be respectable, we must have one also” (qtd. in Corse 30). It 

was no coincidence that each of these nations had already produced a national epic to stake 

their national literature.1 For the United States, the surest and shortest method toward 

asserting itself as a sovereign nation was through the composition of a similar epic poem.   

                                                           
1 England: Beowulf and Paradise Lost, France: The Song of Roland; Spain: The Poem of the Cid and Don 

Quixote; Italy: The Divine Comedy; Germany: Nibelungenlied (or perhaps Faust); Ireland: The Ulster Cycle. To 
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The first efforts at an epic were made by New England poets such as Joel Barlow, 

Timothy Dwight, and Phillip Freneau, who composed patriotic verse epics on subjects 

important to the nation’s discovery (Christopher Columbus) and formation (George 

Washington, among other “Founding Fathers”). The selection of these local and 

contemporary heroes, rather than remote subjects from myth and antiquity, was born of 

necessity (Americans had no ancient history to speak of) as well as a conscious decision to 

center American literature on distinctly and quintessentially “American” heroes. As Sarah 

Corse argues, “in order to proclaim cultural independence, a nation-state must produce and 

identify a literature that differentiates it from other states, particularly the most relevant 

others—e.g., ‘Mother England’ for the United States” (9). Thus while John Milton, secure in 

his cultural heritage and primogeniture, set his British epic Paradise Lost in the prehistoric 

Garden of Eden and examined the Fall of Man, early American epics were set in proximate 

locales with familiar characters, seeking to extol the virtues of the New World and New Man 

they claimed as their inheritance.  

These epic poems—most notably Dwight’s The Conquest of Canaan (1785) and 

Barlow’s The Columbiad (1807)—were written according to the well-established strictures of 

classical epic tradition. Large in size and scope, the classic poetic epic is organized in 

rhymed and metered verse, the exact nature of which varies according to language and era. 

With its roots in the oral tradition, the ancient epic is usually a lyric form of poetry beginning 

with an invocation, in medias res, told by an esteemed community bard, whether a single 

                                                           
those named by Lowell we could add Portugal Os Lusidas; Hungary: The Siege of Sziget; and Croatia: Judita, to 
say nothing of those produced in the ancient world or later in the nineteenth century. 
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author such as Dante Alighieri or a composite poet such as Homer. The classical epic is 

always set at a remove of time. Whether in the remote past or merely a few generations 

distant, the events which transpire must be long gone so as to allow for a mythology to 

develop and to be passed down in cultural memory. As befitting their purpose, these epics 

usually feature a hero who is brave, intelligent, and perhaps of divine parentage, at once 

exceptional and emblematic of the culture that produced him.2 Typically this hero sets off on 

a quest; often a climactic battle occurs at some point during his journey. In many instances 

combat secures the sought-after object of the quest for the epic hero (as in Beowulf); at other 

times, the climactic battle results in the formation or founding of a nation (as in the Aeneid). 

Regardless, the outcome of the quest meaningfully influences the society which produced the 

epic. In such a way, Frederick Turner writes, “all epic is about the founding of a city, or a 

refounding that is also a founding” (212). Whether through quest or battle, the plot of an epic 

chronicles events of great significance to the society produced by and producing it, 

celebrating the genesis and importance of a certain self-special people.  

Dwight’s and Barlow’s early attempts to create a poetic epic about the United States 

failed to take hold, largely owing to their derivative nature and blind adherence to the 

aforementioned strictures. As McWilliams explains, “when American writers attempted to 

shape their prospect of American glory into traditional epic form, they created grave, 

elephantine poems crammed with the husks of epic convention but lacking the pressure of a 

significant credible heroic action associated with the epic since Aristotle” (2). Beyond the 

difficulties imposed by the traditional epic form, American epicists were challenged by the 

                                                           
2 As Catherine Morely notes, “the epic is critically regarded as a predominantly masculine genre” and has “long 
been considered the exclusive domain of the male literary genius, an incarnation of patriarchal values” (6).  
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brevity of American history, and, paradoxically, the vast frontier of its nation-space, which 

made it impossible to circumscribe or otherwise limn the United States as an independent and 

coherent nation-state. Those seeking to valorize the Founding Fathers were inhibited by the 

fact that the American Revolution, “no matter how heroic, had not transpired in a sufficiently 

remote past to have become a series of legends that an entire people accepted as myth” 

(McWilliams 31); on the other hand, the vast expanse of the American continent prevented 

any poet from emerging as a national voice (Phillips 45-6). Indeed, the final obstacle to the 

American epic was its crude and embryonic culture, which in turn inhibited the development 

of a “literary genius” —an American Chaucer, Shakespeare, or Milton—who could speak for 

the developing nation-state.3 

In seeking to emulate Milton and other traditional epicists, American poets were 

stymied by two developments which had altered the theme and function of the ancient epic 

genre. The first was the emergence of the mock-epic, a satirical form that used the elevated 

and heroic style of the classic to examine trivial and mundane subjects, often to a ridiculous 

degree. Despite its name, the mock-epic, as McWilliams argues, “was not intended to mock 

the epic, but to ridicule human pretense by dressing up ‘trivial causes’ in the full panoply of 

epic conventions” (67), most notably in late seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-

century satires such as Alexander Pope’s The Rape of the Lock and Jonathan Swift’s “Battle 

of the Books.” These mock-epics aped the ancient form in order to critique the traditional 

habits and values of feudal European society, suggesting that the conditions of the fallen, 

                                                           
3 Ralph Waldo Emerson, himself a later candidate for the position, regretted in 1844 that "We have yet had no 
genius in America, with tyrannous eye, which knew the value of our incomparable materials, and saw, in the 
barbarism and materialism of the times, another carnival of the same gods whose picture he so much admires 
in Homer" (qtd. in McWilliams 16) 
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modern world no longer held an epic dimension and could no longer exhibit genuine 

heroism. While the genre as such was not directly attacked, the mock-epic’s foray into 

comedy demonstrated that the epic was both an enduring form and a genre suitable for 

purposes beyond valorization and historicization.   

At the tail end of the mock-epic movement came the emergence of Romanticism in 

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which introduced a different kind of epic hero, 

not a valiant warrior legendary for his feats in war, but instead a man “young, melancholic 

(alternating between pale and stoic taciturnity and unchecked passionate outburst), and 

sensitive” (Miller 21)—best represented by characters such as Mr. Darcy, Werther, and Natty 

Bumppo, or by the real-life personae of Napoleon and Lord Byron. This romantic hero was 

marked by alienation, isolation, introspection, melancholy, and misanthropy—a stark 

departure from the heroic traits embodied by the classical epic hero. So exaggerated were his 

features that the romantic hero too became a parody, “altogether too easy to mock . . . as 

much victim as actor, and especially the victim of his self-generated, immoderate, and too 

often destructive emotions” (Miller 21). The development of the Romantic hero 

corresponded closely with that of the genre as a whole, and helped to usher in a Progressivist 

philosophy at odds with the “archaic true-heroic spirit” of antiquity. Growing emphasis on 

science, reason, and industrialization catalyzed a model of the modern man orientated toward 

progress, improvement, and civilization rather than heroism and legend. Such an attitude 

found firm footing in the American sphere, where the motif of the “New” World and “New” 

Man promised a break from the obsolete European past.  

As the United States expanded westward, a new generation of poets tried their hand at 

a national verse epic. Richard Emmons’ “The Fredoniad” (1827), Henry Wadsworth 
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Longfellow’s “Evangeline” (1847) and “Hiawatha” (1855), and Walt Whitman’s Leaves of 

Grass (1855) are generally counted as members of the genre, holding fast to the epic’s poetic 

structure while shifting to a Romantic subject matter. Yet by mid-century the age of poetry 

had given way to the age of the novel. McWilliams, for one, asserts that “once histories and 

novels became the dominant literary forms in the 1820s and 1830s, the American epic was 

far more likely to be written in prose, and probably not be valued by a wide reading public 

unless it were written in prose” (5). Thus emerged a series of Romantic novels written in 

prose but adhering to the thematic expectations of the traditional epic: James Fennimore 

Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales (1827-1841), William Gilmore Simms’ The Yemassee 

(1835); and Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851). Authors who would once have expressed 

their epic impulse through poetry now composed their work in prose; to wit, “Cooper himself 

saw the novel as a rival to the epic, and believed that authors such as Sir Walter Scott had 

‘raised the novel, as near as might be, to the dignity of the epic’” (Phillips 162). By 

midcentury, prose had become the primary vehicle for the epic, a trend that accelerated in the 

latter half of the century with works such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn. Though Walt Whitman rose to prominence with the 1855 publication of 

his volume Leaves of Grass: 

after 1865 the important continuation of the epic impulse in American literature lay 

not in the followers of Whitman, but in various prose genres . . . . One advantage of 

prose . . . was the simple and crucial fact that between 1865 and 1950, the American 

people still eagerly read prose, even if it was lengthy. An equal advantage was that 

prose had retained epos (narrative), whereas Whitman was leading heroic poetry 

toward an amassing of visionary lyrics. (McWilliams 242)  
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While the prose novel might seem incompatible with the poetic epic, John Kevin 

Newman writes that ancient epicists considered prose “a perfectly acceptable medium for 

epic narrative,” and that epic’s development from poetry to prose was “foreseen by 

Aristotle,” “implicit in the use of ‘prosaic’ vocabulary and idiom by Callimachus,” and 

evident in the work of Virgil, who was “criticized for inventing a new bad style drawn ex 

communibus verbis (‘from common words’)” (32). Though the oral, verse epic found a ready 

fit in the (mostly illiterate) ancient world, in a modern society where information was 

transmitted via the printing press, periodic magazines, and bound books, it was only natural 

that the epic form (always intended to be shared by a common people) would graduate to the 

form most hospitable to a national American audience. 

Meanwhile, the ancient epic’s thematic framework— heroism, the quest motif, 

individual valor in battle—had become similarly outmoded by the end of the nineteenth 

century, and was entirely exploded by the fin-de-siècle advent of the modern era, world-level 

warfare, and Modernism itself. More so than any other literary movement, Modernism 

created a rupture between the reality of the present and the ideals of the past. Indeed, John 

Ferguson-Whittier writes, so disruptive did the Great War prove to traditional conceptions of 

bravery, honor, and nationality that “arms and the man” became “a subject impossible to 

frame in heroic terms,” and “traditional epics [could not] be composed” thereafter (214, 222). 

Andras Unger further posits that by the publication of Ulysses in 1922 the ancient poetic epic 

had undergone a “fundamental shift” and was not only obsolete, but also “intrinsically 

foreign to, in fact, a kind of antagonist of, the modern age” (8). 
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The Modern(ist) Epic Novel  

The publication of James Joyce’s Ulysses was a watershed moment for the epic—though the 

nature of Joyce’s achievement went largely unrecognized at the time. Reviews of the text, 

which had appeared as early as its serial publication in the Little Review between 1918 and 

1920, were both awed and befuddled, characterizing the book as incoherent and chaotic, ill-

considered and perverse, scandalous and incomprehensible—in all, “very big . . . hard to read 

. . . difficult to procure . . . and unlike any book ever written” (qtd. in Johnson xi).4 To many 

readers of the time, both expert and lay, “Ulysses looked like a novel, but it also looked like 

drama, or catechism, or music or poetry depending on which page one happened to open” 

(Johnson xiii). Over 800 pages, written with a jumble of styles and techniques, rife with 

allusions, puns, and digressions, and featuring, purportedly, the longest English sentence in 

print, Ulysses was like nothing seen before. No wonder that at one time or another, the text 

has been presented as a “stark naturalistic drama, a symbolist poem, a comic epic in prose, 

even a conventional novel of character and situation” (Litz 109). Taken together, this critical 

fumbling signaled a crisis in the traditional methods of literary taxonomy, as well as the 

irrefutable onset of modernity in literature and concomitant emergence of a new form 

perfectly suited for that era: the modern(ist) epic novel.  

That Ulysses engaged in radical genre transgression was no accident, but instead a 

conscious effort at declassification, as Joyce realized that he had reached the limits of the 

possibilities inherent to traditional forms and found it necessary to break free from both epic 

                                                           
4 As Franco Moretti later wrote about the modern epic, “It is an almost supercanonical form, yet one that is 
virtually unread”; “it's very long, and very boring” (5). 



 

9 
 

and novelistic conventions in order to fully realize and express his project.5 A. Walton Litz 

holds that “it was Joyce’s intention to disintegrate the well-made novel into its origins, and 

then to perform a prodigious act of reintegration” (115). In order to read the book properly, 

he argues, one must “allow the work to establish its own intrinsic genre as we read it,” for 

“no extrinsic notion of what the novel or fiction should be can be taken as an ideal model” 

(115). In other words, the transcendent Ulysses can be held to no external or ideal model, but 

rather establishes a genre unto itself, breaking, then recasting the rules as it goes, and 

reintegrating its fragmented elements into a greater whole.  

The confused and fluid classification of Ulysses dovetailed with Joyce’s own view on 

his work, which evolved as he became more deeply aware of and immersed in the world he 

was creating. As Litz explains, Joyce, who “put little store in the traditional classifications of 

literature by type and genre”: 

seldom if ever referred to Ulysses as a ‘novel’ after mid-1918, a point in time which 

coincides almost exactly with that moment in the process of composition when 

Ulysses ceased to resemble a conventional novel of internal-external reality and Joyce 

began to pour his creative energy into the various expressive techniques of his 

schema. As Joyce gradually realized his full-scale plan of symbolic resemblances and 

correspondences, often reworking the earlier episodes to harmonize them with the 

total design, he abandoned the term ‘novel’ and began to describe his work-in-

progress as a museum of different literary kinds. (110)  

                                                           
5 Of course, Joyce’s choice of title, subject matter, and schema suggest his mission of both subverting and 
updating the epic for use in the modern age. 
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The so-called “museum” of Ulysses was home to a host of literary forms; Joyce began by 

calling it a novel, soon abandoned this for “epic,” “encyclopedia,” “maledettisimo 

romanzaccione’6 and finally settled simply for “book,” as he could find no term suitable to 

circumscribe the totality of what he had written (Johnson xvi). As a combination of forms, 

Ulysses emerged as the vanguard of the modern epic novel, a nihilistic, encyclopedic, novel-

in-appearance which collects itself from a number of overlapping traditions. Derek Attridge 

claims that in composing Ulysses, “Joyce seems to be finding a way in which to construct a 

truly serious modern epic out of the detritus of modern narrative comedy and realist and 

naturalist fiction” (14). Vincent Cheng, in turn, contends that “Ulysses may be viewed as a 

two-part performance in which the modern novel is built up and then disintegrated into its 

original components;” these “origins” and “original components,” historically and 

generically, would appear to be none other than the epic” (3). These analyses situate Ulysses 

as the quintessential modern(ist) epic novel: written in the popular form of a novel, 

accomplishing the function of the epic, yet using the incipient techniques of written language 

to represent the totality of the modern world. 

Although he was unware of it, in composing Ulysses Joyce had fulfilled the prophesy 

of György (Georg) Lukács, whose volume The Theory of the Novel was written during 1914-

1916 and published in German in 1920, but remained untranslated in English until 1971. 

Theorizing on the cusp of the Modernist movement, Lukacs saw the novel as the “art-form of 

virile maturity,” precisely because it had become the only form able to greet and encompass 

the totality of the modern world. As he puts it, the novel is the “representative art-form of our 

age: because the structural categories of the novel constitutively coincide with the world as it 

                                                           
6 Italian slang for “monstrously big novel” or “damned monster-novel.” 
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is today” (88). In contrast to the poetic epic—which Lukacs saw as static and ancient—the 

novel is a form capable of continually reinventing itself, not beholden to a fixed structure or 

genre but instead inexorably a work-in-process—as he calls it, absorbed in the “process of 

becoming”— “the novel form is, like no other, an expression of . . . transcendental 

homelessness” (41). In all, his “historico-philisophical essay” positions the novel as a 

dynamic force for the modern era, a form very much in flux, yet endowed with the power of 

possibility through its simultaneous state of being and becoming. 

In promoting the promise of the modern novel as an emerging art-form, Lukacs 

displaces the classic or ancient verse epic, which in his view belongs to a simpler, bygone 

age he considers a closed form: childlike, indifferent to architectural construction, and often 

thematically extraneous. According to Lukacs:  

for the epic, the world at any given moment is an ultimate principle; it is empirical at 

its deepest, most decisive, all-determining transcendental base; it can sometimes 

accelerate the rhythm of life, can carry something that was hidden or neglected to a 

utopian end which was always immanent within it, but it can never, while remaining 

epic, transcend the breadth and depth, the rounded, sensual, richly ordered nature of 

life as historically given. (46)  

Here Lukacs relies upon his conception of the “limited totality,” the notion that life in the 

ancient era could only be as large and complex as what was known and imagined at that 

point in time. For this reason the poetic epic, the art-form created to encompass that totality, 

was restricted with comparable scope—it could not “transcend” the “richly ordered nature” 

of that world. In the same way, the shape and scope of the epic were limited by belief in the 
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immanence and intervention of a divine being, under whose reign everything made sense and 

was developed according to plan. This meant the ancient world had a total and pre-given 

meaning, within which epicists worked to represent the organic nature of that existence. 

Because of “the complete change in our concept of life and in its relationship to 

essential being,” however, “the epic had to disappear and yield its place to an entirely new 

form: the novel” (40-1). Here Lukacs appoints the prose novel as an able successor to the 

poetic epic, a form great and malleable enough to explain and embrace the totality of the 

modern world, which relies upon a more complex system to explain cause and effect, 

meaning and happening. “In a novel,” as he puts it, “totality can be systematized only in 

abstract terms, which is why any system that could be established in the novel—a system 

being, after the final disappearance of the organic, the only possible form of a rounded 

totality—had to be one of the abstract concepts and therefore not directly suitable for 

aesthetic form-giving” (70). The removal of the deity as the prime mover of the world has 

similarly increased the complexity of modern interaction, opening a complex web of 

relationships between its human inhabitants, while simultaneously establishing a direct link 

between moral relativism and the conduct of the people therein. This line of thinking 

produces a clear schism between the ancient and modern; at its terminus, Lukacs arrives at 

his bold and trenchant statement that “the novel is the epic of a world that has been 

abandoned by God” (88).  

Lukacs’ analysis of the novel as successor to the epic poem was upheld and extended 

by the Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, who presented his essay “Epic and Novel” as an 
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address to the Moscow Institute of World Literature on 24 March 1941.7 According to 

Bakhtin, the epic and novel are antipodal art forms, inimical to one another and moving in 

opposite directions. The verse epic is a genre “that has not only long since completed its 

development, but one that is already antiquated” (3). As an antiquated form, the epic is not 

only old, according to Bakhtin, but obsolete and out of touch with modern life—as he terms 

it, a “congealed and half-moribund genre. Its completedness, its consistence and absolute 

lack of artistic naiveté bespeak its old age as a genre and its lengthy past” (14). Because it is 

a complete and static form, for Bakhtin the epic brooks no innovation or progression; “it is 

impossible to change, to re-think, to re-evaluate anything in it. It is completed, conclusive, 

and immutable, as a face, an idea, and a value” (17). Moreover, “there is no place in the epic 

world for any openendedness, indecision, indeterminacy” (16). This is not to say that the epic 

was always ineffectual and never served a purpose—only that, as Lukacs similarly believed, 

for Bakhtin the ancient epic form was a product and property of the ancient world, well-

suited for the heroic deeds and acts of that time. As he declares, “the world of the epic is the 

national heroic past: it is a world of ‘beginnings’ and ‘peak times’ in the national history, a 

world of father and of founders of families, a world of ‘firsts’ and ‘bests’” (13). Now that the 

period of “firsts” and “bests” is over, however; since the necessary “beginnings” and 

“foundings” have already transpired, the poetic epic is an inadequate anachronism, a closed 

form unable to express the totality and complexity of the present age.  

While Bakhtin does include an extended autopsy of the epic, he is most interested in 

the literary form amidst an upward arc, and therefore the possibilities inherent in the novel. 

                                                           
7   As with Lukacz’s work, Baktin’s essay was not readily available to the English-speaking public for many 
years, until its 1970 publication in the Russian journal Questions of Literature, then summarily translated into 
English in the excellent 1982 collection The Dialogic Imagination 
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Unlike that of other forms, “the generic skeleton of the novel is still far from having 

hardened, and we cannot foresee all its plastic possibilities . . . The forces that define it as a 

genre are at work before our very eyes: the birth and development of the novel as a genre 

takes place in the full light of the historical day” (3). Even the theoretical critic (indeed, as 

Joyce demonstrated, the writer himself) cannot predict what the novel might become—what 

other genres it might assume, what directions it might take—for the novel is itself the genre 

of the future. Using language similar to Lukacs’, Bakhtin declares the novel “plasticity 

itself,” in the midst of an exciting development process, for “in it is born the future of all 

literatures.” As a “genre that is ever questing, ever examining itself and subjecting its 

established forms to review” (39), the novel is the “only developing genre and therefore it 

reflects more deeply, more essentially, more sensitively and rapidly, reality itself in the 

process of its unfolding” (7).   

Central to Bakhtin’s theory is his notion of polyglossia—(1) the existence, use and 

knowledge of many languages, and (2) the expression of multiple views simultaneously or 

sequentially—which has emerged alongside the novel, and is inextricably tied to the 

increased interaction of modern European history. In particular, Bakhtin traces the 

ascendency of the novel to “a very specific rupture in the history of European civilization: its 

emergence from a socially isolated and culturally deaf semipatriarchal society, and its 

entrance into international and interlingual contacts and relationships” (11). During this 

time—roughly CE 1500 to 1800—“a multitude of different languages, cultures, and times 

became available to Europe, and this became a decisive factor in its life and thought” (11). 

Thus, for Bakhtin the novel’s especial emergence as a form is conjoined to the rise of 

liberalism, the nation, and democracy, unlike the ancient and aristocratic poetic epic that 
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epitomized a bygone world. Only that which is itself developing can comprehend 

development as a process; only the novel, which developed during the modern age, is capable 

of expressing and encompassing the modern condition. In this way, “the novel has become 

the leading hero in the drama of literary development in our time precisely because it best of 

all reflects the tendencies of a new world still in the making; it is, after all, the only genre 

born of this new world and in total affinity with it” (7). 

To Bakhtin, the novel’s ascendency was no peaceful transition; instead, he sees the 

novel as an aggressive, acquisitive, alien form which “gets on poorly with other genres. It 

fights for its own hegemony in literature; wherever it triumphs, the other older genres go into 

decline” (4). So it is that the epic and novel are inversely related: the novel’s triumph is the 

poetic epic’s decline, and the continued ascendency of the novel mirrors the sustained 

descent of the epic. Bakhtin ends his essay with a nod to Modernism and the “new phase” of 

the novel’s development, asserting that the conditions of the present era make it likely that 

the genre will undergo a rapid and unprecedented evolution. As he puts it, “our era is 

characterized by an extraordinary complexity and a deepening in our perception of the world; 

there is an unusual growth in demands on human discernment, on mature objectivity and the 

critical faculty. These are features that will shape the further development of the novel as 

well” (40). The attributes of the world mentioned by Bakhtin—“extraordinary complexity,” 

“deepening perception,” “human discernment”—mirror the fictional worlds created by 

Ulysses and the other epic novels under study in this project, which both form and are formed 

by their interaction with modernity. 

The influential theories of Lukacs and Bakhtin (written in 1914 and 1941) effectively 

bracket the Modernist movement, giving scope and shape to the novels produced therein—
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claiming that works like Ulysses, whatever it may be termed, are fruit of the novel’s 

development as the predominant literary art form of the modern era. Looking backward at the 

end of the century, Italian scholar Franco Moretti grouped Ulysses together with such 

disparate works as Faustus, Moby-Dick, The Wasteland, and Nieblung’s Ring as members of 

a “super-genre” which he called the “modern epic.” Though Lukacs and Bakhtin posited the 

epic and novels as antagonists, with the latter extinguishing the former, Moretti theorized that 

the ancient epic had not disappeared altogether, but instead metamorphosized into a number 

of modern forms, the novel among them. His 1995 volume, Modern Epic: The World System 

from Goethe to Garcia Marquez, places Ulysses at the center of this “world-system” of texts 

as the quintessential modern epic. “Epic,” he claims “because of the many structural 

similarities binding it to a distant past . . . But ‘modern’ epic, because there are certainly 

quite a few discontinuities . . . to dictate the cognitive metaphor of the ‘world text’ (2).  

Drawing from Hegel, Moretti redefines the modern epic as an encyclopedic work that 

embraces the totality of modern reality and fulfills the role that the epic once did, regardless 

of its genre. In Moretti’s view, the epic, from antiquity, was intended to serve as an 

“encyclopedic aggregate” for the culture that produced it; as he argues, “from Homer on, [the 

epic] normally functioned as a veritable encyclopaedia of society’s own culture: a storehouse 

of its essence and basic knowledge” (37). It stands to reason that, due to the increase of 

complex interaction, as well as the larger scale and scope of that interaction, the modern 

world emerges as a much larger, intricate, and therefore more difficult field to encapsulate, 

and would require a different, more plastic form to be properly represented. Like Lukacs and 

Bakhtin before him, Moretti argues that the ancient epic is ill-suited for the complexity of the 

modern age. The destablilization of genre in the modern age proceeded from the 
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destabilization of the world itself, which further stems from the relativity of time, immediacy 

of technology, increasingly fragmented interaction, and the object/subject schism. As it can 

no longer serve as an exhaustive cultural encyclopedia, the traditional poetic epic can only be 

indicative and representative of a smaller, simpler, atavistic age. 

In order to encompass the totality of the modern world, Moretti suggests, literary 

evolution has introduced a series of advanced Modernist techniques, chief among them 

bricolage, polyphony, and stream-of-consciousness. Moretti sees bricolage—construction or 

creation from a diverse range of available things—as “the motor of literary evolution,” (19), 

a “refunctionalization” of the epic text that utilizes “versatile bits” that “presuppose one 

another and support one another” (20-21). Bricolage soon leads to polyphony—the style of 

simultaneously combining a number of parts, each forming an individual melody and 

harmonizing with each other—as seen as novels such as Moby-Dick, which combines 

narrative, drama, shanty songs, passages of cetology, and a mythical quest to deliver a 

whaling saga. Polyphony, when extended to narrative strategy, leads to stream-of-

consciousness, which began as one-off technique to highlight mental distress and was 

summarily adapted to book-length prominence in Ulysses and other Modernist works. As 

Moretti explains, “stream-of-consciousness offers . . . simple, fragmented sentences, where 

the subject withdraws to make room for the invasion of things; paratactical paragraphs, with 

the doors flung wide, and always enough room for one more sentence, and one more 

stimulus” (125). “Flinging open the doors,” as it were, allows for a larger aggregate 

impression, and more widespread and detailed coverage of the interiority of a given 

character. Through stream-of-consciousness Joyce and other modernist authors are able to 
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provide a flood of stimuli perceptions alongside thoughts, written language, and memories; in 

short, to capture the totality of their characters’ world(s). 

All of these techniques converge in Ulysses, which Moretti calls “the sign of a deep 

change” as well as “the crisis of anthropocentrism.” In conferring upon Ulysses the epic 

designation, he relies upon a description of “encyclopedic narrative,” as formulated by 

Edward Mendelson:  

Each major national culture in the west, as it becomes aware of itself as a separate 

entity, produces an encyclopedic author, one whose work attends to the whole social 

and linguistic range of his nation, who makes use of all the literary styles and 

conventions known to his countrymen . . . and who becomes the focus of a large and 

persistent exegetic and textual industry comparable to the industry founded upon the 

Bible. (4) 

This is perhaps the most precise and prescient description of Ulysses, positioning Joyce as 

the bard of Ireland, with Ulysses his encyclopedic volume attending to the “social and 

linguistic range” of the nation.8 Moretti strengthens the novel’s ties to epic when asserting 

that “the epic form allows greater freedom” as a form “prone to digressions: full of episodes 

flanking the basic Action . . .and, for that very reason, favourable to experimentation” (189). 

Ulysses, a work entirely comprised of digressions, emerges as the first novel wherein, rather 

                                                           
8 For more on Joyce’s ties to Irish nationalism, see Joyce’s Ghosts (Luke Gibbons; 2015), Semicolonial Joyce 
(Derek Attridge and Marjorie Howes; 2007) And James Joyce and Nationalism (Emer Nolan; 1994). Among 
others, Ungar posits Ulysses as an Irish national epic, arguing that for Irish readers its “treatment of the 
foundation of the Irish polity would have the ; aura of epic foundational moments: Virgil's paean to imperial 
Rome in The Aeneid, the Pentateuch's commemoration of Israel's covenant with Yahweh, or the celebration of 
Portuguese national identity in The Lusiads” (8). 
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than the traditional trajectory of the epic quest or battle, “the digressions have themselves 

become the main purpose of the epic Action” (49).  

Thus the theoretical groundwork laid by Lukacs, Bakhtin, and Moretti does well to 

mark the ascendency of the novel as a vehicle for epic during the nascent period of 

Modernism—the “Big Bang of European literature,” as Moretti refers to it, “a sudden 

liberation of energies giving life to the most disparate forms” (200). Breakthrough though it 

was, Joyce’s modern(ist) epic novel was merely the most prominent of a genre already in the 

development around the world—including in the United States, where the form was co-opted 

into the American epic-making project. As Catherine Morely writes, “the polyglossic nature 

of the American epic, a fusion of new and old genres, reflects the polyvalent national scene it 

was designed to epitomise and, in a way, symbolise. As a palimpsest, the American epic 

assembled itself not only upon disparate genres of past and present but also upon the extra-

literary heteroglossia of encyclopaedism, the popular press, political commentaries and 

philosophical surveys, as well as folk-takes, legends and the rhetoric of nationalism” (55). In 

a display of prophesied genius, authors as varied as Gertrude Stein and Richard Wright 

composed novels that performed the cultural work of the epic while simultaneously offering 

a critique of longstanding American ideologies, which they saw as pernicious and obsolete in 

the twentieth century.  In all, Whittier-Ferguson argues that such modern epics, “like the 

epics that precede them in Western culture . . .  aim to assemble, on the grandest possible 

scale, a model of the world that will both represent and explain the way things are, how they 

came to be, and the position of the human subject in the scheme of things” (212).  
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The American Modern(ist) Epic Novel 

With this historical and theoretical background established, my primary object in this project 

is to explore a number of interrelated works composed by American authors that can be 

included alongside Ulysses in genre, objective, and function. I argue that this cadre of 

modern(ist) epic novels, set against the rising tide of materialism and nativism during the 

interwar period, endeavored to re-found the American nation according to liberal, plural, and 

communal values. Their authors adopted the genre of the ancient epic in order to chronicle 

the consolidation of the American nation-state, but recast traditional narratives according to 

their own Modernist purposes and values, critiquing the usual ideologies of Genteelism, 

progress, individuality, and white supremacy. In the process, their work not only helped to 

establish American Literature as a legitimate discipline, but also advanced a progressive 

vision of what its affiliated nation-state should be. In utilizing the form of the modern, prose 

epic (rather than the ancient, poetic epic, or even the Romanticist novel of the nineteenth 

century), these authors sought to break away from the fundamental ideals upon which the 

nation had been established, to critique rather than celebrate and to “re-found” rather than 

reify the United States of America.   

While the modern epic novel departs greatly from the characteristics of the ancient 

epic, many of its facets are consistent with those of its predecessor, and, importantly, the epic 

impulse—what Jeremy Ingalls terms “the composer’s intent to narrate dramatically, as 

pertinent upon a world stage and in a context of world history, a route through which the 

human spirit regenerates to durable spiritual enlightenment” (11)—is the same. Modern epic, 
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too, is of great length, both in size and scope, and has grown even longer—into the thousands 

of pages—with its emigration to the novel. The epic action often begins in medias res and 

still seeks to historicize and mythologize, to chronicle the emergence and existence of a 

given nation-state. Yet there are sundry and significant differences that accompany the 

modern epic novel, as one would expect from a rupture so pronounced as Modernism. 

To begin, rather than a period in the inaccessible past, the modern epic is usually set 

in the present or near past, often in the very same generation as the composer’s life. Theodore 

Dreiser’s An American Tragedy (1925), for instance, is based on real-life events scarcely 

twenty years past, which allowed contemporary readers of the novel, who lived within the 

same society and knew readily the persons and places therein, to easily discern the referents 

and analogues. John Dos Passos’ U. S. A. trilogy, published in three installments across the 

1930s, examines the first three decades of the twentieth century, alighting upon influential 

current events (indeed, many of the novel’s subjects were still living and read of themselves 

in the novels). Accordingly, the modern epic speaks not to the distant founding of the nation-

state, but instead provides criticism on its present and offers possibilities for its future. 

The protagonist of the modernist epic is no hero in the traditional sense; in fact, he or 

she is more accurately an anti-hero. In certain cases bawdy and witless; in others banal and 

ineffectual; in still others immoral and insipid, the modern epic hero often embodies the 

worst traits of his people rather than its best. Bigger Thomas, the protagonist of Richard 

Wright’s Native Son (1940), is an ignorant, violent young man who commits theft, rape, and 

murder before his conviction and execution. The character of Studs Lonigan, from James T. 

Farrell’s eponymous trilogy (1932; 1934; 1935) is an aimless lout who ages considerably 

over the course of the novels, yet grows no more mature before his untimely death. Rather 
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than advancing through the cycle of hero’s journey, he does not demonstrate epiphany or 

conquest or redemption; instead he, along with a host of other modern epic heroes, declines 

slowly into irrelevance or ignominy.  

The modern epic does not typically feature a quest or journey of achievement, or if it 

is a quest, it is an absurd, aimless quest with no with no discernable object. Thomas Wolfe’s 

Of Time and the River (1935) features a protagonist who embarks upon fruitless journey 

during his dissolute twenties, travelling to Boston, New York, and Europe in search of 

knowledge and meaning, seeking much and finding nothing. In Studs Lonigan, likewise, we 

follow Studs on his mundane, daily errands around Chicago; by the novel’s end, nothing 

lasting has been achieved, and certainly nothing monumental or legendary has occurred. 

Owing perhaps to its emergence during and after the horrific Great War, the modern epic is 

bereft of large-scale battles or combat (description of warfare is typically elided even in 

flashback); nor does it feature any individual bravery or exemplary behavior. To wit: Oliver 

Alden, the “hero” of George Santayana’s The Last Puritan (1936), is intelligent, athletic, and 

powerful, yet proves a sickly and cowardly soldier and dies not in battle during the Great 

War, but rather from a self-inflicted automobile accident after the Armistice. So it is that the 

plot of modern epic, like its hero, is more likely to be everyday and desultory, and ends with 

a whimper rather than a bang. 

Finally, as Lukacs remarked, the novel is the “epic of a world abandoned by god,” 

and the modern epic therefore is marked by nihilism, cynicism, and a sense of futility 

regarding that world. The absence of deity leaves the modern epic with no invocation, 

supernatural ability, or evidence of divine favor. Rather, the modern epic attends to concerns 

of the pragmatic and present day, and especially critiques the political dimension of the 
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modern nation-state.9 The exact replication and dissemination of the epic in novel form was 

surely a factor in the creation of coherent nation-states across vast territories during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, especially for those empires consisting of unlike peoples 

from different regions who came to consider themselves fellow citizens. Benedict Anderson, 

author of Imagined Communities, likewise links the “development of print-as-commodity” as 

the “key to the generation of wholly new ideas of simultaneity” and further to the emergence 

of “horizontal-secular, transverse-time” societies which enabled the nation-state (37). This 

emergence—of secular societies across space and time—only grew more pronounced with 

the advent of mass-market publication in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as 

millions of common readers in public libraries and public schools were exposed to “national” 

literature therein, and alongside their compatriots considered it their own. 

 This was indeed the case for the modern epic novels of the American interwar 

period, which helped to create a national literature where there had once been only several 

pools of regional letters, and to simultaneously provide an iconoclast vision of the nation, 

both in terms of authorship and content, to contest and decenter the dominant strain of 

postbellum nativism. As William C. Spengemann argues, “by conferring unwonted literary 

status upon America’s most idiosyncratic stylists . . . the modern tradition provided what 

Americans had been looking for ever since the Revolution, a corpus of patently non-British 

masterpieces that could be arranged to create a national literary history” (163). The surge of 

American Literature during the ‘20s and ‘30s was readily apparent, whether measured in 

                                                           
9 Again Ulysses sets the mold for the characteristics of the modern epic. As Unger argues, “The ‘epic hero’ is 
passive in Ulysses, and the ‘epic action’ is inconclusive. The treatment of Irish nationalists is mockingly 
irreverent. Ulysses does not focus on a radically formative intervention in the world, on the serious--that is, 
nonparodic--actions which the epic should celebrate” (8). 
 



 

24 
 

book sales, cultural influence, or Nobel Prizes. In 1915 Van Wyck Brooks prefaced his 

America’s Coming-of-Age with the observation that “in American literature something has 

always been wanting, that a certain density, weight, and richness, a certain poignancy, a 

‘something far more deeply interfused,’ simply is not there” (109).  By 1941, however, the 

same Brooks was obliged to admit that “in literary capacity, in vigour of style, in the number 

of our novelists, poets, and critics, we are obviously in the midst of a revival” (11), and to 

confess that when “one thinks of talent, and even genius, the present seems to me beyond all 

question one of the brilliant epochs (10-11). While in 1820 the British critic Sydney Smith 

could sneer “In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American book? Or goes to an 

American play? or looks at an American picture or statue?” one hundred years later, 

American works had become international bestsellers and prizewinners. In this way, the 

interwar emergence of American Literature was less a renaissance than a naissance, the birth 

of a respected, standalone discipline which also announced the emergence of the United 

States as a modern, coherent, and pluralistic nation-state. One hundred and fifty years after 

the nation’s independence, after dozens of failed attempts to cultivate a national epic and 

genius, the United States had finally had a developed a literature to legitimize the itself on 

the international scene. Yet it was not a single bard who composed an epic poem to 

glamorize the legendary deeds of the past, but, crucially, a diversity of voices—men and 

women, of differing creeds and races, from all corners of the country— that had spoken 

unsparingly of the obsolete ideology of the past, and offered a glimpse of progressive 

modernism through the democratic form of the epic novel. 

In the pages that follow, I will explore four epic novels published during the 

Modernist period, roughly corresponding to a similar period in which the United States came 
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of age as a modern nation. The chapters have been ordered by date of composition, not by 

date of publication, for I consider the composition process more important than the 

publication process, and assuredly a better representation of author’s milieu and mindset than 

whichever year might be designated as its official “publication” date.10 Such a structure also 

allows me to trace the development of American literature in concordance with socio-

historical dimension of the nation-state, and to properly balance the scales between early and 

late Modernism, the Roaring Twenties and Great Depression, and democracy, communism, 

and fascism. 

Chapter 1: Beyond the Genteel: The Revisionist Ideology of Santayana’s The 

Last Puritan  

George Santayana exists as a liminal figure in American letters, at once an outsider due to his 

immigrant heritage and belonging to the mainstream due to his professorship at Harvard and 

excellent record of philosophy. So it is that his epic novel, The Last Puritan, expresses this 

bifurcated existence in the split characters of Oliver Alden and his cousin Mario Van De 

Weyer. Oliver, the titular hero of the epic, is born into money and with Anglo-Saxon roots; 

the chapter titles tell of his ancestry, boyhood, and pilgrimages abroad. He represents the old 

order of ideal: duty, moral absolutism, and romance—in other words, the typical American 

ideology. Yet he is ineffectual and paralyzed by doubt. His journeys are circuitous, his 

education fitful. He dies not a hero’s death in war but instead alone and by accident, in 

ignominy, leaving no progeny behind. Santayana characterized his novel as “the essential 

                                                           
10 The Making of Americans, an instructive example, was largely composed between 1903 and 1911, excerpted 
in Transatlantic Review in 1924, published in limited-run in 1925, abridged and published in in 1934, and 
finally published, widely and in full, in 1966. The definitive Dalkey edition was not published until 1995. 
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tragedy of the late-born Puritan,” which is also to say the essential tragedy of late-born 

Puritanism, the dominant ideology of American life and literature well into the twentieth 

century. Instead of the expected American epic, he offers a compelling argument for an 

alternate literary theology to govern the new mode of American life. As might be expected 

from the title, the novel emphasizes the ultimate impotence of the ascetic, regional, New 

England school, in favor of the cultural, ideological, and cosmopolitan hybridity represented 

by “Vanny.”   

Chapter 2: The Unmaking of American Progress: Complication and Subversion 

in Stein’s Modern(ist) Epic 

Gertrude Stein's novel begins with a telling anecdote: “Once an angry man dragged a father 

along the ground through his own orchard. “Stop!” cried the groaning old man at last. 

“Stop!” I did not drag my father beyond this tree.” Such a story demonstrates the weight of 

the past in American life, the gravity of its founding mythology on Americans, and the 

struggle between generations to progress beyond their progenitors. When Stein goes on muse 

about the “rare privilege” of being an American, she seems to set up a historical epic 

exploring “what it means to be an American,” filled with a Protestant ethos, possibilities for 

advancement, and the usual bootstraps bromide.    

Yet Stein delivers not a straightforward historical epic, but rather a more complicated 

exploration of how mythologies are made, arguing that they are more artificial than natural, 

more constructed than born. The novel’s title, “Making of Americans,” seems to suggest a 

two-faceted meaning: both the way in which Americans are made, and also that which 

Americans have made. In order to counter and complicate—which is to say reinvent— the 

usual progress of epic, Stein utilizes a host of Modernist fictive techniques, specifically her 
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strategies of recursive repetition, limited vocabulary, and the use of the present participle as 

the dominant verb tense of the novel. The effect of these techniques prevents the narrative 

from directly progressing; in Stein’s account of America, things are always in-the-making, 

but are never fully made. Thus, while the novel appears to be an epic of American settlement 

and development—the subtitle is “Being a History of a Family's Progress,” its development 

therein is not linear but recursive, and the supposed “progress” is ironic, for just as much is 

lost as gained. The story of the Hersland and Dehning families, from immigration to 

settlement to citizenship, is the epic of America, but not any version that has been told 

before.     

Chapter 3: A Modernist Symphony: The Futile Individual in Dos Passos’ 

U. S. A. 

Dos Passos’ USA Trilogy is a collective epic that takes the traditional epic structure and by 

shattering it, then reassembling the fragments, pushes its reach to the limits of the nation-as-

whole. Instead of a single epic hero seeking and conquering an invading army or embarking 

upon a quest, Dos Passos introduces twelve heterogeneous protagonists and sends them 

through the paces of everyday life during the interwar decades. The tales of these characters 

intersect and overlap; it becomes difficult to discern whose story it is, or even what story is 

being told. (It may be the story of America itself, with the nation itself serving as collective 

protagonist).  

Beyond narrative fragmentation, Dos Passos democratizes his epic by use of a host of 

narrative techniques: of foremost importance are his utilizing four stylistically different 

segments within his text; and incorporating into his prose the patter and rhythm of the new 
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media of the time: radio, cinema, and the newsreel. Such polyvocal elements simulate the 

composition of a diverse community and update the ancient, analog epic into the modern 

multimedia era. In all, Dos Passos is writing the epic of a communal nation—the modern 

United States of America—a scope that dovetails with his politics and progressive vision of 

the American nation-state. 

Chapter 4: A Rent in the Curtain: The Subversion of American Apartheid in 

Wright’s Native Son 

In order to chronicle the epic of an African-American “native son,” Richard Wright creates 

an anti-hero, Bigger Thomas, situates him in an impoverished black ghetto, and sets him 

upon a quest across the color line. The novel’s “hero” is the antithesis of the usual epic hero: 

he is not brave or exemplary; he is of low intelligence and morals; he emerges as a product of 

his racial oppression and his environment, trapped like the vermin he kills in the tiny box of 

life available to him. Far from a grand mover, the system of white supremacy has lent him 

little agency of his own: the ability to commit petty crimes and to inflict violence on those 

closest to him. Far from an accident or anomaly, Wright suggests, Bigger is representative of 

the young African American man who attempts to survive under racial segregation. 

Yet when he receives an opportunity to work as a chauffeur for a rich white family, 

he accepts it, embarking upon a quest to achieve freedom, humanity, and visibility. His 

accidental killing of Mary Dalton spurs him to self-recognition and insightful rebellion 

against the system of racial apartheid that has confined him to a life of poverty. Though 

Bigger is surrounded by strange white faces, he outwits his pursuers and shifts suspicion 

elsewhere; when he is captured, even, he retains his pride and refuses to repent for his 

supposed crimes. By the novel’s end he is sentenced to death, but heads to the chair with his 
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head high, for the first time cognizant of himself and empowered by an egalitarian 

relationship with his white friend, Jan Erlone. Through the fear, flight, and fate of Bigger 

Thomas, Wright offers a pointed subversion of the entrenched system of white supremacy, 

endeavoring to replace it with genuine interpersonal interactions where blacks and whites see 

each other as human beings.   

Taken together, these four chapters speak toward a common epic impulse to refound 

or reorient the American nation in light of a modern era of human existence. Utilizing new 

fictive techniques and perspectives, the modern epicists reviewed in this study reinvented 

perhaps the most ancient form of national storytelling: looking forward rather than backward, 

critiquing rather than celebrating, and seeking improvement rather than reinforcement of 

existing values and institutions. Though their works may not have succeeded in dislodging 

the United States, their progressive interventions were influential in their time, and remain 

relevant to this day.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

30 
 

 

1 

Beyond the Genteel: The Revisionist Ideology of Santayana’s The Last Puritan  

 

 

 

 

 

In this chapter, I posit The Last Puritan as a modern epic written to oppose and extinguish 

the Genteel Tradition in American arts and letters. While ancient epics traditionally sought to 

reify the values of their attendant nation-state through the victorious quest of an epic hero, 

George Santayana's novel instead seeks to condemn the current order and undercut its 

influence, demonstrating how the Puritan impulse has proven inimical to and incompatible 

with the modern United States. Santayana thus utilizes the epic form in an effort to re-found 

the American nation-state, in the process encouraging the emergence of a diverse and plural 

society.  

Consistent with his own pronouncements on the subject, and concordant with the 

views of other cultural critics such as H. L. Mencken and Van Wyck Brooks, Santayana 

decried the pernicious influence of Puritanism. From the beginning American culture was 

dominated by New England, which was in turn characterized by its close and emulative ties 

to its mother country. Throughout the nineteenth century American writers bemoaned this 

cultural dependence, calling for the emergence of a homegrown literary genius who might 
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establish the legitimacy and sovereignty of American Literature. Meanwhile, the American 

literary establishment was controlled by a number of prominent New England editors and 

publishers, blue-blood, Anglo-Saxon, and well-educated men who valued literature that was 

edifying and pure, highbrow, conservative, and, in the minds of its detractors, derivative and 

insipid as well. This Genteel Tradition proved an overwhelming cultural force, limiting 

innovation and inhibiting the development of an organic and democratic national literature.  

In his novel, Santayana bifurcates his own life experience into the characters of his 

protagonists, Oliver Alden and Mario van de Weyer. Oliver, the novel's titular “last Puritan,” 

is sober, duty-bound, and of British lineage, positioned as the epic hero of New England and 

representing the dying strain of that tradition. Though blessed with extraordinary 

intelligence, athleticism, wealth, education, and opportunity, Oliver is of no use to modern 

society. He belongs in another era; he is old wine in a new bottle. Even as the ne plus ultra of 

New England, for him there are no battles to fight, no monsters to slay, no lands to conquer. 

By breeding he is prohibited from displaying emotion or pursing his own happiness, his 

considerable skills and training valuable only to his lonely enterprise of sculling and 

scholarship. Unfamiliar and uncomfortable with technology, stooped over to carry the weight 

of his family fortune, Oliver is destined, like the culture that produced him, to peter out. By 

the novel’s end, when he dies in an automobile accident after the cessation of the Great War, 

he has proven to be a futile and sterile epic hero, and Santayana has effectively forecast the 

fate of the United States were the Genteel Tradition to hold sway.  

On the other hand, the exotic Mario Van de Weyer emerges as a vibrant alternative to 

Oliver, and by the novel’s conclusion has taken on the mantle of hero. A Catholic of mixed 

Italian ancestry, “Vanny” is quick with a joke, eager with money, and at ease with 
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technology, a “ladykiller” whose spirit shines brightly in contrast with Oliver's dullness. 

Even Oliver recognizes Vanny as “more American” than himself, and better suited for life in 

the modern, materialistic United States. It is telling that Vanny survives the novel as a war 

hero; it is he who commissions the character “George Santayana” to write the tragedy of 

Oliver's life. It is ironic, as well, that the modern American Vanny finds no place in his 

adopted country and must take up life in Europe, as did the author George Santayana. 

In this way, I argue, Santayana has composed an epic novel which does the cultural 

work of a fable, both extinguishing the inhibiting Genteel Tradition and re-founding the 

modern United States according to liberal values. By removing Oliver and putting Vanny in 

his place, Santayana reveals the ultimate futility of an American culture based on highbrow, 

Anglo-Saxon roots, and proposes instead a vigorous and dynamic nation full of such modern 

men, a nation that might proceed forth on its own merit instead of looking backward to 

England for approbation. Along with the other epic novels under study herein, The Last 

Puritan stands as a significant contribution toward re-founding the United States of America. 

  

 

In the summer of 1911, American philosopher George Santayana took a long overland 

journey to speak before the Philosophical Union of the University of California at Berkeley. 

Considering the isolation of the province and the relative rusticity of its inhabitants, “it would 

have been nothing extraordinary,” he remarked, if “material preoccupation had altogether 

absorbed people’s minds, and they had been too much engrossed in living to reflect upon life, 

or to have any philosophy” (“The Genteel Tradition” 200). Such intellectual desolation was 
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not the case, however; as his invitation proved, Californians had a keen interest in the life of 

the mind (201). Santayana went on to link this impulse to the broader American initiative 

toward a national ethic, praising the United States for its early and essential philosophical 

bent while pinpointing a related problem: whereas in “Material aspect” the nation had leapt 

ahead, erecting magnificent skyscrapers while traversing a set of Niagara Rapids, the 

American Intellect had been floating gently in the backwater, an inhabitant of the colonial 

mansion constructed centuries earlier (201). In this way, Santayana proclaimed, America is 

“a young country with an old mentality,” “an old head on young shoulders,” “old wine into 

new bottles,” a nation which, due to the dominance of conservative and censorious New 

England intellectuals, had never moved beyond what he termed “the Genteel Tradition” 

(201). However much the nation had progressed in population, influence, and wealth, “the 

hereditary spirit still prevails; America is one hundred years behind the times” (201). 

Although Santayana was one of the first to highlight the pernicious legacy of the 

colonial past, he was not alone in observing America’s keen cultural deficit. During the first 

half of the twentieth century, a number of prominent American thinkers, in surveying the 

inchoate state of American arts and letters, attributed this deficit to the outsized influence of 

New England and its inhibiting Puritan ethic. Van Wyck Brooks, perhaps the foremost 

literary critic of the age, held in The Wine of The Puritans (1908) that the Puritan idea—

“with all its virtues adapted to a special and temporary situation”—was insufficient to 

address problems posed by the advanced state of cosmopolitan civilization (92-3). In his 

1915 essay “America’s Coming of Age,” Brooks posited that on account of New England 

writers an “immense, vague cloud-canopy of idealism” had “hung over the American people 

during the nineteenth century” (39-40). In a later volume, detailing perhaps his strongest 
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remarks on the subject, he wrote that “the New England not only of the present but of the 

past—that Cambridge and Concord a hundred years ago,” was nothing more than “whited 

sepulchres, full of dead men's bones” (16). He went on to malign the old New England 

writers as “hypocrites and liars” insofar as they had presented a “different picture”—that of 

white chapels and pious villagers—the vision of an American Zion settled by God’s chosen 

people (16). 

Santayana and Brooks were joined in their contempt by the iconoclast cultural critic 

H. L. Mencken, who in his 1915 essay, “Puritanism as a Literary Force,” railed against 

“pious mountebanks,” “national rectitude,” “Comstockery,” and “prevailing pecksniffery and 

sentimentality,” among other crimes against passion—in all, “that rigour of our conventions 

of religion and education which is turning us to stone” (222). He believed these cultural 

characteristics derived from a particular strain of New England Calvinism which he labeled 

the “Puritan impulse”: “a single manifestation of one of the deepest prejudices of a religious 

and half-cultured people—the prejudice against beauty as a form of debauchery and 

corruption—the distrust of all ideas that do not fit readily into certain accepted axioms—the 

belief in the eternal validity of moral concepts—in brief, the whole mental sluggishness of 

the lower orders of men” (226). Mencken, too, in surveying the history of American 

literature, dismissed the Puritan-inspired stylings of renowned American writers, from the 

“harsh Calvinistic fables” of Nathaniel Hawthorne to the “pious gurglings” of Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow; from the insipid poetry of William Cullen Bryant to the “tea-party 

niceness” of William Dean Howells; from the “maiden-like reserve” of James Lane Allen to 

the underwhelming work of Joel Chandler Harris, whom Mencken did not exclude on 

account of geography, but instead declared a “Southern Puritan” (206). From his survey he 
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concluded that “the Puritan’s utter lack of aesthetic sense, his distrust of all romantic 

emotion, his unmatchable intolerance of opposition, his unbreakable belief in his own bleak 

and narrow views, his savage cruelty of attack, his lust for relentless and barbarous 

persecution—these things have put an almost unbearable burden up on the exchange of ideas 

in the United States” (202). 

So it was that by 1915, nearly 150 years after the nation’s founding, the foremost 

figures of three disciplines—literature, philosophy, and culture—arrived at a similarly bleak 

conclusion: American literature, American philosophy, American aesthetics, and American 

ideology—in all, American intellectualism—was stillborn, strangled in the womb by its 

Puritanical cords. While the other men took up long careers as domestic critics and pundits, 

campaigning from their pulpits in a vain effort at reform, Santayana elected to quit America 

altogether, in part to enjoy the life of a retired professor, in part to escape the enfeebling 

atmosphere of New England. Within a year of his Berkeley address he had resigned his 

position at Harvard; in 1912, he embarked on a lengthy tour of Europe that soon became a 

permanent self-exile. 

Although the United States was soon out of sight, it was not fully out of his mind. In 

fact, Santayana had been considering the Genteel Tradition for quite some time, sublimating 

his most salient thoughts into a work of fiction in development since the turn of the century. 

The circumstance of his Berkeley speech was no expedient or catalyst, for it would be 

twenty-five years before these views were brought to public forum. Yet when his novel was 

published it engrossed the nation, rising atop the bestseller list and effecting a cultural 

renaissance that promoted his visage to the 3rd February 1936 cover of Time. That novel, the 
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first and only he composed, was The Last Puritan: A Memoir in the Form of Novel, a modern 

American epic that endeavors to extinguish the Genteel Tradition in American life. 

While today The Last Puritan has been largely forgotten, in its time the novel had a 

massive influence as bestseller and Book-of-the-Month club selection, and was considered by 

many the capstone to a prevalent anti-Puritan movement. That Santayana, perhaps the 

foremost philosopher in American letters at the time, felt it necessary and proper to compose 

a lengthy novel on the subject was a noteworthy occurrence; that his novel pricked a popular 

vein is more remarkable still, and indicates the striking of a significant chord in the American 

zeitgeist.11 But to fully understand why Santayana believed the Genteel Tradition so inimical 

to American intellectualism, we’ll need to briefly delineate how American Literature arrived 

to him in such a pedestrian state. 

Echoes, Not Voices: American Literature in Leading Strings 

The 1640 Bay Psalm Book is popularly recognized as first book printed in what would 

become the United States, courtesy of indentured locksmith Stephen Daye in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts. Dissatisfied with the Hebrew translation of Psalters they had brought from 

England, Pilgrim elders commissioned “thirty pious and learned Ministers” to embark upon a 

new translation of the book of Psalms, to be sung to familiar British melodies (one is 

reminded of Santayana’s “new wine in old skins” saw, even at this early date). Beyond issues 

of translation, John Cotton, Richard Mather, and other elders wanted to create an edition 

native to the American soil and “worthy of the act of independence (religious and otherwise) 

                                                           
11 For more on Santayana’s contemporary influence, see laudatory reviews in The New York Times (Edman), 
North American Review (Erskine), and the Journal of Higher Education (Ott). “Leisurely as it is,” Harry Eyres 
wrote in a 2007, retrospective review, “it packs a surprisingly hard punch . . .  A more sustained attack on the 
American puritan ideal has never been penned.” 
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in which they were engaged” (Olsen). Yet the fledgling colony, for all its ambition, had no 

equipment to produce literature; in order to make its “independent” edition, Rev. Josse 

Glover raised funds to import a press and printer from England. Thus from the very 

beginning was the American literary effort a cultural ward: headstrong, with an impulse to 

assert itself as “native” and “unique,” yet indebted to its British heritage and infrastructure if 

it wished to produce anything of quality.  

While the most successful, the Massachusetts Bay Colony was only one among many 

colonies on the American continent, and vied for significance along French efforts in 

Montréal and New Orleans, Dutch colonies in New Amsterdam, Spanish settlements near 

San Agustín, and other British outposts in Maryland, Virginia, and Carolina. Yet from this 

mélange of influences, it was the Puritan strain of the Anglo literary tradition that proved 

dominant, as Philadelphia, then Boston emerged as publishing hubs and sites of formal 

academic study, and the bulk of prominent literary works were composed in New England. 

Colonial poets Anne Bradstreet, Edward Taylor, and Michael Wigglesworth hailed from the 

Northeast, as did, a generation later, Great Awakening ministers Cotton Mather, Jonathan 

Edwards, and George Whitfield. Even minority writers such as Phillis Wheatly and Samson 

Occam lived and composed in Massachusetts, and wrote in proper British literary forms, 

careful to frame their works according to the Puritan aesthetic and tradition. Among 

American colonies New England gave the most persistent expression of literary ambition; as 

Benjamin Spencer reports, within a few decades of the Mayflower’s arrival “chroniclers like 

John Higginson and Thomas Thatcher were already proclaiming the need of ‘a compleat 

history of the united colonies of New-England’ so that God might have fitting praise for the 

care of his people and that present and future generations might understand their divine 
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heritage” (1).12 Meanwhile the colonies had developed an educational ambition to match; 

between 1630 and 1690 “one person in every group of forty families” was of university 

provenance (Tuttle 4), which alongside the establishment of local universities and libraries 

(both public and private), lent currency to Santayana’s notion of the eastern colonies as a 

fervent site for the study of arts and letters In all, the period of American colonial literature 

was dominated by New England, which was in turn dominated by its close ties to the heritage 

of Great Britain.   

Immediately after the American Revolution, the newly formed republic set about 

raising a national consciousness, which required both the creation of a distinct American 

culture and the rejection of the British. Such a task proved difficult for the thirteen colonies 

operating under the new Articles of Confederation, for each counted its citizens from 

disparate traditions and different governance, and the geographical distance between 

settlements was great. As Sarah Corse writes in Nationalism and Literature, the newly 

formed republic of America was “from almost the beginning a conglomerate of diverse 

people with diverse languages, cultures, and traits. The building of the nation required a 

cultural unification, the establishment of an indigenous American ‘tradition,’ not simply 

political independence” (27). In some ways—due to its unique native flora and fauna, its 

geographical isolation from Europe, and its purportedly egalitarian sociopolitical system—

the United States was well positioned to develop an indigenous “tradition,” especially as the 

nation looked westward and began to incorporate newly discovered “native” elements into its 

                                                           
12 Thus suggesting that New England even at this early date conceived of itself as a coherent and discrete 
body, strongly correlating with the “unanimity of epics” to celebrate the “special relationship between the 
epic people and their god or gods” (Miller 250). 
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own.13 In the area of high culture, however, independence was much more difficult; to 

procure an element of refinement the United States could look neither inward nor westward, 

and was forced to rely upon its British tradition to guide its art, architecture, cuisine, and 

music.  

This debt was no more evident than in the fledgling field of American literature, 

which was written in the English language, using British literary forms and often printed by 

British presses, the vestige of a parent-child bond not easily broken.14 As Noah Webster 

wrote in an 1807 letter to Joel Barlow, of the infantilizing British influence, “we shall always 

be in leading strings till we resort to original writers and original principles instead of taking 

upon trust what English writers please to give us” (qtd. in Spencer 28). Aspiring epic poet 

Phillip Freneau similarly despaired at his nation’s plight, inquiring in his 1787 poem 

“Literary Importation” whether “we [can] ever be said to have wisdom and grace/ Unless it is 

brought from that damnable place?” (qtd. in Pattee 408). In short, the American literary 

apparatus was inextricably indebted to that of the British, its quest for a distinct and vibrant 

national literature so hopeless that even in 1825, fifty years after independence, the aspiring 

poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow15 was told “it would be a century at least before the 

nation could ever dream of native professional litterateurs” (Pattee 409). 

The notion of a “national literature” itself was relatively novel concept, originating 

with German Romantic theorists of nationalism who “first promulgated the now accepted 

                                                           
13 Indeed, one of the few distinctive elements of American culture was the presence of Native Americans, as 
immortalized in early epics such as James Fennimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales and Longfellow’s 
“Hiawatha.” 
14 Domestic output was also suppressed by the lack of an international copyright throughout the nineteenth 
century, which allowed the American market to be flooded with cheap reprints of British books. 
15 Longfellow himself was a crucial figure in New England’s subsequent move to claim cultural superiority as a 
national surrogate in the mid-nineteenth-century. 
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idea that literature is defined by its national affiliation and should embody the unique 

characteristics of a nation” (Corse 7). Though such an ideology originated in Europe, 

American writers were themselves well aware of the urgent need to develop their own 

literary tradition. James Russell Lowell, a poet from Massachusetts, summarized the 

prevailing attitude in the early part of the nineteenth century when he revealed that among his 

group of literary acquaintances “it had been resolved unanimously that we must and would 

have a national literature. England, France, Spain, Italy, each already had one. Germany was 

getting one as fast as possible, and Ireland vowed that she once had one far surpassing them 

all. To be respectable, we must have one also” (qtd. in Corse 30). Fellow writer James Kirke 

Paulding, a member of the fabled Knickerbocker Group, similarly felt that “America could 

never be truly independent . . . till we make our own books, and coin our own words—two 

things as necessary to national sovereignty, as making laws and coining money” (qtd. in 

Spencer 57). Paulding and Lowell demonstrated a keen awareness of American literary lack, 

an abiding irrelevance which was amplified by international commentators like the British 

critic Sydney Smith, who in the 1820 Edinburgh Review sneered at the prospect of American 

Literature: “In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American book? Or goes to an 

American play? or looks at an American picture or statue?” (qtd. in Burt 127). Through the 

first fifty years of the republic, one could only conclude that Lowell, Paulding, Smith, and 

Freneau were correct: the initial American effort to establish a national literature had proven 

fruitless.  

In that moment the task may have seemed insurmountable, but this initial setback 

was, from a broader perspective, to be expected. The United States was the first former 

colony to embark upon a quest to develop a national literature, and “like every colonial 
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literature,” American theorist V. F. Calverton explains, “American literature inevitably 

suffered from all the handicaps of such a heritage: intellectual inferiority, artistic 

imitativeness, and cultural retardation” (1). In his 1932 volume The Liberation of American 

Literature, Calverton retrospectively identified the four major stages of national literary 

development that every former colony must go through, and prescribed a path toward 

achieving a sovereign and respected literature:  

first, the stage of determined adaptation, in which the colonials attempt to adapt their 

original culture to the new environment, stressing continuity between the old and 

new; second, the stage in which the colonials begin to become conscious of 

themselves, national-minded, as it were, and in which the new conditions have 

already begun to modify the old traditions to such an extent that differences become 

more important than resemblances, inaugurating the third stage in the process, the 

struggle for freedom from the mother culture becomes apparent and resolve in favor 

of a national culture takes on a definite turn; in the fourth and final stage the colonial 

literature, if the colony grows of itself and the environment provides it with sufficient 

strength definitely to sever its umbilical connections with the mother country, 

manages to create a national literature of its own. (2) 

While he intended his hierarchy to apply to colonies across space and time, the example of 

the United States proved an excellent case study for Calverton’s heuristic, as it was the most 

prominent colony to pursue a national literature and progressed rapidly through its initial 

stages. The first stage—“determined adaptation”— had been achieved within years of 

American independence, and the second—“self-consciousness” and “national-

minded[ness]”—within the first fifty. By 1840 or thereabouts (when attempts at a national 
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verse epic had been exhausted, and those in prose were in the ascendency16) the “struggle for 

freedom” had taken hold, and American “resolve in favor of a national culture” had taken a 

definite turn. Using the same parent/child metaphor—“umbilical connections,” “mother 

country”—as had Americans a century earlier, Calverton foresaw a contingency between the 

third and fourth stages that required the former colony to spend an extended period 

“grow[ing] of itself” and “gain[ing] sufficient strength” before it might “manage to create a 

national literature of its own” (2). Indeed his analysis was correct in this case: American 

progress through the third stage of postcolonial literature lasted nearly the entirety of the 

nineteenth century. 

 The third-stage effort to develop a vibrant and coherent national literature was 

significantly retarded by two factors that made American arts and letters factional and 

derivative for one hundred years after its birth. The first obstacle was regionalism, chiefly 

due to westward migration, geography, and entrenched cultural differences which kept 

populations small, removed, and isolated, with fealty to their region rather than to the overall 

“nation.”17 As Corse argues, until the Civil War, forces for disintegration were “at least as 

strong as those which fostered unity,” for “the widely varying conditions in America, 

especially between North and South, meant that while there was a strong national feeling, 

there was also little assurance that the national would triumph over the regional—particularly 

once the external British threat was gone” (27). At least until mid-century (and, in some 

regions, for quite some time thereafter) Americans classified themselves along the 

                                                           
16 See John McWilliams, The American Epic: Transforming a Genre: 1770-1860 
17 Much of this can be traced to US heritage as a loose confederation of thirteen distinct colonies. Americans 
throughout the nineteenth century retained a tendency to define themselves by their state, as Virginians or 
Pennsylvanians first and foremost, rather than by the national demonym American. 
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North/South binary, a secondary signifier of nationhood which surpassed any unitary force. 

(If the United States was in fact comprised of two nations—as was proven by the deep 

schism that emerged during the American Civil War—how could the U.S. be said to have a 

“national culture” or “national literature”?) Even after Reconstruction, the purportedly 

reconciled American nation was complicated by the influx of European and Asian 

immigrants arriving to both coasts, as well as distended by internal immigration striving ever 

westward; insofar as the diaspora of U. S. citizens was technically Americans, they still 

considered themselves a collection of local inhabitants and cultures rather than one coherent 

body of people.18 Thus was the national impulse stymied throughout the nineteenth century, 

both politically and in literature, by a combination of forces geographic, linguistic, and 

cultural. 

In the absence of a prevailing and all-encompassing national literature, the first 

century of the United States saw the emergence of a number of regional literatures, of which 

the New England strain asserted dominance, becoming a stand-in for national culture and 

serving as the second main factor of inhibition. In particular, the close cultural ties between 

New England and England threatened to make cultural independence impossible. Initial 

attempts to produce a national epic, which was seen as the shortest and surest method to 

establishing a national literature, were often conflated with a specific region of the country 

rather than given broad national appeal; it comes as no surprise the first American epics to 

emerge were often situated in New England.19 As John McWilliams explains, “because New 

                                                           
18 Along similar lines, consider that common usage of “The United States is” did not outstrip that of “The 
United States are” until about 1890. 
19 Notable examples included “The Conquest of Caanan” (Timothy Dwight; 1785); and “The Columbiad” (Joel 
Barlow; 1807), and “The Curse of Kehama” (Robert Southey; 1810). 
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Englanders like Dwight and Barlow were known to have written epics of supranational 

themes, the era of Puritan plantation came to seem regional for a national epic” (25). As well 

as a common site for the lyrical epic, New England asserted itself as the dominant seat of 

literary criticism in early journals such as the Monthly Anthology (later the North American 

Review; Boston: 1803–11), Yale Review (New Haven: 1819), The Knickerbocker (New York 

City: 1833-1865), and The Dial (Cambridge: 1840–44). The last of these journals warrants 

specific attention as the print host of Transcendentalism, surely the most prominent literary 

movement of the antebellum period. At its head was Ralph Waldo Emerson, whose 1837 Phi 

Beta Kappa address, “The American Scholar,” is widely considered the “American 

Intellectual Declaration of Independence.” In issuing a call-to-arms for prospective American 

scholars, Emerson argued that, among other errors, “we have listened too long to the courtly 

muses of Europe”; “the spirit of the American freeman is already suspected to be timid, 

imitative, tame”; “the scholar is decent, indolent, complaisant”; and that “the mind of this 

country, taught to aim at low objects, eats upon itself” (91). Emerson’s solution for this 

intellectual lethargy was a combination of patience and self-reliance; given time, he predicted 

that “a nation of men will for the first time exist” once “the study of letters shall be no longer 

a name for pity, for doubt, and for sensual indulgence” (92). 

After the Civil War New England took even firmer hold of the American mantle with 

the decline of southern literary influence and the emergence of the Genteel Tradition during 

the Gilded Age. Aligned with the movement toward Victorian sensibility in England, the 

Genteel Tradition was embodied by an elite group of New England intellectuals who sought 

to shape and define American high culture. These men shared a similar profile: white, well-

bred, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant, occupying the aristocracy of American literary life. 
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Among their numbers were publishers and academics, editors and critics, poets and writers: 

Thomas Bailey Aldrich20 (Atlantic Monthly), George William Curtis (Harper’s Weekly), 

Richard Watson Gilder (Century Magazine), Charles Eliot Norton (The Nation), and above 

all William Dean Howells, the “Dean of American Letters.” As the critic Vernon Parrington 

later remarked, “it would have been of no great concern to the rest of the country if New 

England had set up a cultural dictatorship over American letters,” except that New England 

was “not content to follow its own path to sterility, but was bent on dragging the country with 

it” (52). Through their positions at highbrow journals and Ivy League universities, this small 

but influential group established itself as the “court of final jurisdiction over American 

letters” (Parrington 53),21 dictating American literary taste in order to censor “bad” literature 

(particularly literary realism), and promote “good” literature, which they felt should 

“transport readers from the real world to one of ideal truth and beauty and to teach ‘proper’ 

manners to members of the middle and upper classes” (“Genteel Tradition”). Genteel 

emphasis on idealism, truth, propriety, and beauty was a devious method of cultural 

gatekeeping, for, as John Tomsich explains in A Genteel Endeavor, “above all it was a 

reflexive culture, a culture thrown up in defense against the mobility of America, moved 

around, and moved up. For the American masses, whether native-born or immigrant, genteel 

culture offered nothing at all” (24). Thus the highbrow became equated with the New 

England school of genteel literature. White, Protestant, Anglo-Saxon men of influence were 

                                                           
20 The Atlantic Monthly of the 1880s under Aldrich was at once excellent and timid, as Aldrich refused to open 
its pages to the more controversial political and economic issues of the day and also barred articles on 
religion. “As an unintended symbol of his own remoteness from the world, he corked up the speaking-tube 
that was his only link with the outside” (Tomsich 22). 
21 For more, see Ellery Sedgwick’s A History of the Atlantic Monthly, 1857-1909: Yankee Humanism at High 

Tide and Ebb. 
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able to regulate literary and moral standards, maintain social hierarchies, and encourage 

conservative political reform. 

The Genteel Tradition held sway not only in the literary marketplace but in America’s 

schools and universities as well. As Van Wyck Brooks reported at the turn of the century, 

Puritan cultural ideals were circulated by American school-teachers, “most of whom are 

either New England born or trained, and all of whom drift back at least in spirit from year to 

year to the head waters of American culture, taking home with them the old traditions and 

ideals, and thus keeping New England alive in distant parts” (90). In addition to upholding 

New England culture, school-teachers promoted the Genteel Tradition through the reading 

curriculum of their grammar school classrooms, which “deliberately abet[ted] the New 

England provinciality . . . by offering the most provincial parts of Bryant and Whittier” 

(Brooks 88).22 The preferential dictates of curriculum extended to the university level as 

well, where late nineteenth-century literature courses “embodied the earliest judgments of the 

American canon, prominently featuring the so-called Big Ten writers: Irving, Cooper, 

Bryant, Emerson, Hawthorne, Longfellow, Whittier, Holmes, Lowell, and Poe” (Corse 32). 

Of these canonical “Big Ten,” nine share the familiar profile of a white, well-bred, Anglo-

Saxon man from New England—which is to say that the Genteel canon-makers instituted a 

canon featuring literature remarkably similar to that produced in England, the very culture 

they were purportedly working to break free from. It was one thing to be dominated by 

foreign influences, yet quite another to be hamstrung from within. Malcolm Cowley, for 

                                                           
22 For further discussion on American school curricula, especially the role of textbooks in disseminating 
ideology, see John Guillory’s Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formation 
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example, recalled that many of his Lost Generation of literary radicals “considered genteel 

culture more oppressive than its English counterpart” (Tomisch 4). 

Given the derivative nature of the nation’s “best” works, it’s little wonder that 

commentators like Fred Lewis Patee, in surveying the “epic nineteenth century of America 

with its vitality and its pushing vigor, its battles and its buildings, its conquering of a raw 

continent, its moral conquests and its wealth,” found it “truly hard to explain why its men of 

letter were content to be echoes and not voices” (Pattee 412). This lack of original 

ambition—the crime of imitating the authors of England—was particularly apparent when 

joined to America’s failure establish an organic literary genius, an epic bard or author to 

compete with those celebrated in Europe. As Benjamin T. Spencer writes: “Even at the end 

of the [nineteenth century] the identity of the ‘only begetter’ of American literature had still 

not been established . . . Whatever the progress toward a native American literature . . .  even 

its most sanguine proponents could scarcely argue that a Master Genius . . . had arrived” 

(81). The confluence of these factors marked the quest for national literature as having made 

little progress during the nineteenth century. Local, unimaginative, and mired in the third 

stage of its development, American literature: 

had become the refuge of a stale mentality, emptied of all ideals save beauty, and that 

beauty become cold and anemic. Its taboos were no more than cushions for tired or 

lazy minds. The idea of morality—with its corollary of reticence—and the ideas of 

excellence were well enough in the abstract, but become empty conventions, cut off 

from reality, they were little more than a refuge for respectability, a barricade against 

the intrusion of the unpleasant. (Parrington 54) 
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Such was the American literary climate at fin-de-siècle, when George Santayana began 

drafting what would become The Last Puritan. In order for the nation to move forward, in 

order to create an independent, national literature truly representative of the diverse and 

modern nation that the United States was rapidly becoming, the Genteel Tradition would 

have to be expelled. 

The Modern Epic of New England 

By the time of his Philosophical Union address, George Santayana had himself become a 

member of the Genteel Establishment, not by birth and breeding, but by immigration, 

acculturation, scholarship, and employment. Born Jorge Agustín Nicolás Ruiz de Santayana 

y Borrás, in 1863 in Madrid, Santayana spent much of his early childhood in Spain, 

immigrating to the United States in 1869 to join his mother and siblings.23 The family settled 

on Beacon Street in Boston, where Santayana attended the Brimmer School and Boston Latin 

School, and later Harvard University where he studied under William James and Josiah 

Royce, graduating Phi Beta Kappa with a degree in philosophy in 1886. He spent the next 

two years on a Grand Tour of Europe, travelling the Continent and studying philosophy in 

University of Berlin. In 1889 he returned to Harvard, summarily received his Ph.D., and 

became a respected member of the Harvard faculty for two decades thereafter.  

                                                           
23 Santayana’s parentage is a complicated matter best detailed in footnote. His mother, Josefina Borrás 
Sturgis, had previously married a Boston merchant named George Sturgis, who died in 1857. She then met and 
married Santayana’s biological father, Agustín Ruiz de Santayana, in 1862. In 1869, in order to fulfill a pledge 
to the deceased Sturgis, Josefina immigrated to the US with the surviving Sturgis children; George and his 
father remained in Ávila until 1872, when they crossed the Atlantic to join the rest of the family. In 1873 
Agustín, apparently incompatible with life in America, returned to Spain, where he spend the remainder of his 
days. Thus George Santayana has roots in both Latin and Anglo ancestry and spent long stretches of his 
childhood without his either his mother or father present.   
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This immigrant identity, much of which was sublimated into the experience of his 

protagonist in The Last Puritan, positions Santayana as a liminal figure—both insider and 

outsider, Anglo and Latin, gentleman and scholar—like predecessors Crevecoeur and 

Tocqueville, a visitor from Europe uniquely positioned to observe and critique American 

society.24 Although a number of personas can be ascribed to Santayana, one fertile approach 

is to count him among the millions of immigrants who crossed the Atlantic to join their 

families in the United States. By necessity he became adept at assimilation, learning English, 

Anglicizing his first name, and attending superlative, upper-class schools, while all the while 

his last name and heritage betrayed that he was not a native New Englander. Such issues of 

race, class, and status were exacerbated during his time at Harvard, then as now the epitome 

of Anglo America and academic seat of the Genteel Tradition. 25 As Dan Miller writes in 

“Harvard, We Have a Problem,” Santayana, in response to the stuffy and straight-laced 

Puritanism he encountered, deliberately positioned himself as a foreigner on campus, as, for 

example, when while teaching he purposefully began to dress completely in black and wore 

an exotic European cape (Miller “Harvard”). In marking himself as “an alien to all cultures 

and all philosophies,” Miller posits, “Santayana was able to free himself from both the overly 

‘genteel’ humanism and formulaic traditional philosophy he might otherwise have 

unthinkingly defended out of traditional allegiance” (Miller “Harvard”). 

Regardless of his ambivalence Santayana thrived during Harvard’s Golden Age of 

Philosophy, and was arguably America’s foremost philosopher during his tenure, an 

esteemed professor and prolific author of such influential texts as The Sense of Beauty 

                                                           
24 Santayana never naturalized into the United States, and retained Spanish citizenship throughout his life. 
25 This may also provide an inkling as to why he migrated to Italy, in many ways the diametric opposite of 
Protestant New England. 



 

50 
 

(1896), his first book-length monograph and perhaps the first major American work on 

aesthetics, and The Life of Reason (1905-1906), a five-volume study that marked the high 

point of his career. He wrote poetry as well: while a student at Harvard (“A Short History of 

the Class of ‘82” and “Lines on Leaving the Bedford St. Schoolhouse”); during his 

professorial career (his first book, Sonnets and Other Verses was published in 1894); and 

when he had retired to Europe, inspired by the Great War (“A Premonition” (1913); “The 

Undergraduate Killed in Battle” (1916); and “The Darkest Hour” (1917)). Santayana was 

eminently quotable,26 conducted vibrant lectures, and was beloved by students; throughout 

his life he translated long fragments of Horace, Racine, and Leopardi, among others. All this 

to say that while George Santayana was a consummate man of arts and letters throughout his 

illustrious career, he displayed neither interest in nor aptitude for fiction, emerging as an 

especially unlikely novelist after some twenty-five years in retirement abroad. As his self-

character inquires in The Last Puritan’s Prologue, “Why should I, of all people, abandon 

philosophy in my old age and take to composing history?” . . . “I’m no novelist” (6, 10).  

William G. Holzberger provides the essential context for Santayana’s forty-five-year-

long process of composition, explaining that Santayana first began writing in 1889 (when he 

was twenty-five), taken with the idea of a novel centered on the college life of two young 

men, “a good boy and a bad boy,” who “were to have an interesting and salutary effect on 

one another” (232). Aided by travel and experience, he drafted the first few chapters but 

“apparently felt stymied and could not devise an effective plot,” and so abandoned the 

project in favor of philosophy, teaching, and other pursuits (232). He did not resume work on 

                                                           
26 Among his most memorable: “The family is one of nature's masterpieces” and “Those who do not 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 
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the novel until perhaps 1920, by which time he had left the U.S. and settled in Italy. Writing 

intermittently while in self-exile during the Twenties and early Thirties (he was himself now 

in his fifties and sixties), Santayana made progress on the lengthy novel, the first draft of 

which was completed on 31 August, 1934 (Holzberger 232). Published in the UK in 1935 

and the US in 1936, The Last Puritan reached its audience forty-seven years after Santayana 

had begun the novel, its first-time author a distinguished seventy-two. 

Had the novel merely offered a shallow chronicle of college years, one might dismiss 

The Last Puritan as a thin and thinly veiled work of knee-jerk transcription, quickly written 

and easily forgotten. That Santayana returned to his unfinished work thirty years later 

indicates that he felt the project still relevant, both important to others and worthwhile to 

himself, seasoning the novel, as he did, with accumulated wisdom, perspective, and 

experience in order to create a comprehensive profile of the late-born Puritan. Though he had 

already written letters, notes, essays, even books on the subject of America, Santayana was 

nevertheless compelled to emerge from retirement to launch a protracted jeremiad against the 

Genteel Tradition. Put another way, though Santayana had composed sundry philosophical 

texts decrying Puritanism, he felt so strongly on the matter that he channeled his thoughts 

into the popular form of the novel so as to effect the broadest possible influence on his 

American audience.  

The Last Puritan, then, stands as the culmination of Santayana’s career in philosophy, 

an epic endeavor in itself and encyclopedic chronicle of the desiccated and dying nation of 

New England. As Jeremy Ingalls expounds in The Epic Tradition:  

the distinctive factor in epic is not merely its size though, as Aristotle observes, a 

certain magnitude is to be expected. Neither is the distinctive factor a matter of 
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metrics, though sustained vigor and multiple skills in language are requisite. That 

which evokes and determines epic composition, in its magnitude, its eloquence, and 

its complex narrative structure, is a definable range of questions concerning human 

behavior and human destiny. (11) 

And, as Frederick Turner writes in Epic: Form, Content, and History: 

epic has increasingly come to be defined in terms of its composition and form, and as 

we have seen this emphasis has tended to fragment the concept epic and weaken the 

term itself. The stress in this book is on the content, subject, and meaning of epic, 

what its story is and what it is about. If form and compositional method define epic, 

either literary epics are not really epic, or orally composed epics are not. In the view 

of this book, form and compositional technique should be seen as serving, rather than 

determining, the content and genre. (24) 

Though The Last Puritan qualifies as an epic undertaking according to Ingalls’s and Turner’s 

parameters, a number of textual factors additionally signal Santayana’s motivation to create 

an epic novel. To begin, Santayana consciously frames his narrative as epic by scaffolding a 

five-act arc—Ancestry, Boyhood, First Pilgrimage, In the Home Orbit, and Last 

Pilgrimage—which suggests the quest motif of a religious pilgrim, a journey in the vein of 

Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress or Lord Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. Moreover, the 

novel’s focus on Oliver Alden’s “Ancestry and Boyhood” is the sort of expository preamble 

common to heroic tales, tracing the lineage of the hero in order to establish his extraordinary 

exploits in youth. As Dean Miller writes, in epic the “temporal sequence is displaced or 

collapsed, beginning with the immediate entrance of the heroic child, or even infant, into a 

pattern of precocious behavior” (85). This “precocious behavior” is evident even before 
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Oliver is born, as his fetus is given gallant agency when the narrator describes how Oliver’s 

“little organism, long before birth, had put aside the soft and drowsy temptation to be a 

female” and instead “decided to live alone, unmated, unsatisfied, restless, and masculine” 

(Santayana The Last Puritan 75).27 His decision is framed in heroic terms, as having chosen 

“the more arduous . . . adventure,” by dint of “a certain courage,” and “a certain recklessness 

about the future” (75). It is telling, too, that his mother ascribes his sex to divine 

intervention—in this case the unseen hand of Providence—for delivering her the preferred 

male child, more “suitable” for the task to come.  

The novel’s Prologue begins with an invocation of sorts, as the narrator, a 

fictionalized version of Santayana himself, summarizes a conversation he conducted with 

longtime friend Mario Van De Weyer (“Vanny”) after the Great War. Chatting at a café in 

Paris, the duo reminisces about the people and places they have known, eventually turning to 

discuss the tragedy of their friend Oliver Alden, who has lately “fallen in war,” and who of 

all those victims was “nearest to [them] both” (6). Out of nowhere, Vanny suggests that 

Santayana “ought to write Oliver’s Life,” something he believes Santayana might “take 

wicked pleasure in describing” (6), and to which the narrator/author, after small series of 

protests, eventually agrees. Such a framework calls to mind the invocation of epic, either by 

the storyteller or chorus, promising to relate the legendary deeds of a hero from the distant 

past. In addition, by establishing this framing device Santayana cleaves to one of the abiding 

and distinguishing marks of  Western classical epic—“that it is in double quotes (at least)” 

                                                           
27 For all his progressive philosophy, Santayana was lamentably retrograde in his attitudes toward women and 
minorities, displaying flagrant misogyny in his published work as well as anti-Semitism in his private 
correspondence. 
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(Turner 38). The Last Puritan is not really the chronicle of Oliver Alden, then, but the fable28 

of Oliver Alden told through the eyes of “George Santayana,” the self-created perspective of 

the author himself. In doing so, the author positions himself as the amanuensis of Puritan 

culture, conveying its essential truth based on experiential knowledge,29 yet telling his story 

through a frame, from a remove of time and place, consistent with Edward Mendelson’s 

conception of the epic as an “encyclopedic narrative” usually written in exile from the nation 

it purports to represent (1274). 

Santayana introduces his self-character as a longtime Alden family friend as well as a 

Harvard professor who had taught Oliver and considered him “the most gifted of my pupils 

in my last days at Harvard” (Last Puritan 6).30 In this way The Last Puritan adheres to the 

truism that “almost every ‘Western’ epic in the classical tradition begins with, and returns to, 

a direct reference to the author, narrator, or singer of the tale” (Turner 37). The novel does 

indeed return to Santayana in the end, when in the Epilogue the narrator/author likens 

himself to Homer in his brief Epilogue. Responding to Vanny’s charge that the narrator 

Santayana has artificially elevated the speech of his characters, he replies that “I have made 

you all speak the lingo natural to myself, as Homer made all his heroes talk in Ionian 

hexameters” (Last Puritan 600-1). So it is that even outside of the epic hero and quest, 

                                                           
28 As “fable” is the assigned genre of the text according to Santayana the character (602), it’s likely that 
Santayana the author is modernizing the fable form in the same way he does the epic. The Last Puritan 

features no animals, but seems, like traditional fables, to be told in order to highlight human follies and 
weaknesses, and does communicate a moral at the end of the novel. 
29 The Last Puritan’s subtitle is “A Memoir in the Form of a Novel” 
30 Santayana has a little fun with himself later on in the narrative, when Oliver and Mario discuss the possibility 
of taking one of Santayana’s philosophy classes at Harvard. “Good Lord,” Vanny says, “I can see all I want of 
him outside . . . Besides he has expressly warned me off his own lectures; he says it would be highly dangerous 
for me to become more civilized than I am” (431).  
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Santayana has imbued his novel with a series of epic accoutrements: self-reference, an 

invocation, pilgrimage as structure, and allusions to epics past.  

The Last Puritan’s protagonist and titular character is Oliver Alden, “last” in both 

senses of the word: final and ultimate. His Christian name Oliver proceeds from Oliver 

Cromwell, the Puritan zealot who led separatist armies during the English Civil War, while 

his surname Alden is an allusion to John Alden, an original settler on the Mayflower and 

patriarch of Puritan lineage.31 This combination of these seventeenth-century figures does 

well to establish Oliver Alden’s Puritan bona fides, coloring him equally American and 

British, both fierce and proud, with bloodlines tracing back to New England’s foundation. 

While Cromwell and Alden may be the protagonist’s progenitors in a hereditary sense, his 

name is also associated with another brace of references that readers of the time would have 

been familiar with: Oliver Optic and Oliver Twist. As Peter Conn outlines in his “Paternity 

and Patriarchy,” between 1855 and 1897, Massachusetts author William Taylor Adams wrote 

over one hundred books under the pseudonym “Oliver Optic.” These short books, bearing 

titles such as Breaking Away; or, The Fortunes of a Student, and The Yacht Club; or, The 

Young Boat-Builder, were intended for the edification of young men and chiefly “celebrated 

the rise of impoverished but talented boys from deprivation to respectable comfort” (277).32 

At the same time, Santayana’s protagonist calls to mind another famous Oliver, the orphan 

Oliver Twist, the plucky hero of Charles Dickens’s 1838 novel who triumphs through 

diligence and altruism. Oliver Alden, then, is the aggregate of these positive associations, 

                                                           
31 “Oliver had the privilege of being descended from those famous pilgrims, Priscilla and John Alden, “who had 
genuinely come over on the Mayflower” and were “immortalized by Longfellow in his household classic, The 

Courtship of Miles Standish” (72). 
32 In so doing, Optic’s novels, as well as those of contemporaries such as Horatio Alger, helped establish the 
American myth of the rags-to-riches, self-made man, ironically the precise opposite of the well-born Boston 
gentleman archetype embodied by Adams. 
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blessed with material and hereditary advantages as the spiritual descendent of Oliver 

Cromwell and John Alden, as well as the talent, industry, and ingenuity of Oliver Twist or 

one of Oliver Optic’s heroic boys. Merely from the protagonist’s name, then, The Last 

Puritan promises to deliver a capital Bildungsroman of a New England scion, perhaps the 

story of how a young boy grew to become a fine and upstanding gentleman. In other words, 

at first blush the novel appears to function as did the ancient, poetic epic: valorizing and 

glorifying the societal values of New England—the Genteel Tradition—through the 

legendary exploits of a transcendent hero.  

Yet Santayana undercuts all these associations and expectations, delivering not the 

expected quest of achievement and enlightenment, but instead the fruitless tragedy of a sad, 

sterile, late-born Puritan. The Last Puritan does not chronicle the founding of New England 

society, as had poetic epics of the early Republic. Neither does it offer a retrospective 

celebration of its culture and values, as had the popular novels of the Gilded Age. Instead, 

Santayana’s epic undertakes the crucial cultural work of extinguishing the Genteel Tradition 

(as did Brooks, Calverton, Mencken, and other critics of the age), so that the United States 

might mature as a literature and nation. The Last Puritan is not only an indictment of the 

Genteel Tradition but also, as Conn remarks, a timely novel for the American interwar 

period, as it “recapitulates a contest over authority in terms particularly relevant to the 1930s, 

using puritanism as a mechanism to investigate the problematic nature of America’s 

patriarchal politics and mythology” (276).  

In this way Santayana’s revisionist epic brings about the defeat of the highbrow, 

conservative, moralistic, ascetic, blue-blood and old-guard United States (represented by 

Oliver), in the process arguing in favor of the liberalism, pluralism, passion, and materialism 
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of the nation it could be (Mario). Most epics and epicists set out to compose a work 

celebrating the founding of a nation and glorifying its heroes and values. Santayana, on the 

other hand, comes to bury New England, not to praise it. In doing so, he creates an epic novel 

that removes the dominant and inhibiting influence of that region, thereby paving the way for 

a national literature representing the modern United States of America. 

 

Oliver the Undertaker: The Sad, Sterile “Hero” of Santayana’s Epic  

Santayana begins The Last Puritan by skewering the Boston Brahmins,33 a caste of old, 

wealthy New England families of British Protestant origin, painting these latter-day pilgrims 

as aristocratic and ascetic, self-important and parsimonious. While Santayana takes pains to 

censure the twisted system that might produce such creatures, he particularly savages 

Oliver’s uncle and mother as spiritual forbearers from whom Oliver Alden, the titular “last 

puritan,” is descended.  

Nathaniel Alden, Oliver’s uncle, is “a lank and rigid gentleman in black, with a small 

head and pinched features and little steel-blue eyes” (15). Though a young man in 1870, he is 

strict and curmudgeonly, having “put on old age in his youth” (15)—a line taken almost 

verbatim from Santayana’s 1911 address, when he had used it to refer to the malaise of 

American culture as a whole. As a Boston gentleman living off rental income he has no need 

for employment; his favorite pastimes are attending funerals and sitting behind closed blinds 

in his spartan Beacon Hill home. Breakfast—“with its solemnity, ill-humor, and unappetizing 

                                                           
33 The derogatory term was coined in an 1860 Atlantic Monthly article by the physician and writer Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Sr., in allusion to the highest ranking caste of people in the traditional Hindu system of 
castes. 
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profusion of food”—he appreciates, for it “incapacitates you . . . for doing anything 

unconventional the rest of the day” (27). Nathaniel disapproves of exercise, novels, and base-

ball, among other frivolities, and considers the best Americans not its national heroes, “all 

more or less spectacular madmen, leading the people astray,” but instead “thrifty respectable 

citizens of the old British stock” (19). His only “weakness” is purchasing the bad art of local 

painters, not because he likes the art or wishes for it to decorate his home (for with few 

visitors and the blinds perpetually drawn, such artwork will never see the light of day). 

Rather, he buys up bad art because he considers it his “public duty . . . to encourage art in a 

new country,” especially the kind of art that is least deserving of purchase (20). Duty-bound, 

sanctimonious, abstemious: a more withering and withered caricature of the Puritan seems 

hardly possible.  

Nathaniel’s essential Puritanism is brought into relief when compared with the 

vivacity of his younger half-brother, Peter Alden, who befriends cab-drivers, frequents 

poolrooms, and mentions the word “fun” at a funeral, sending the attendees into a “startled, 

pained, indignant” hush” (27). For the indignity of telling his brother that he envies the 

ability of local “muckers’” to “have” their “best girl” (30), Peter is nearly disinherited and 

sent to a wayward boys’ camp in Wyoming. He later goes into peripatetic international exile 

when he accidentally kills a night watchman with the College Bible he had been dared to 

steal from the Harvard chapel, the symbolism as thick as the Good Book that proved the 

murder weapon. For all its false piety, tragedy is common in the Alden family. Nathaniel and 

Peter’s father, for instance, who had “grown rich on uncertain and miserable payments wrung 

from the poor,” was murdered by a “moneyless tenant” for showing “firmness in exercising 

his indubitable right to collect his rents” (17). He dies suddenly, but not without leaving a 
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substantial trust for his sons, who inherit both his millions and miserliness, the same Puritan 

legacy bequeathed to his grandson Oliver. 

 From matrilineal descent Oliver is the product of his grandfather, Dr. Bumstead, a 

renowned physician of mental illness, and Bumstead’s daughter, Harriet, who marries Peter 

Alden not out of love but of duty—though she, ever the anti-somatic, remarks that it would 

have been a better arrangement were she Oliver’s only parent, if only “nature could have 

managed it” (71). Pretentious and supercilious, Harriet counts herself a Daughter of the 

Revolution and member of the unofficial New World aristocracy. She, too, traces her 

ancestry back to distinguished origins, claiming her maternal grandmother to be an Adams, 

“not one of the Adams’s of Quincy, but belonging to a branch of the family joining the 

Quincy branch earlier” (106). Mistress of a spacious hilltop manor in Connecticut, she finds 

it too taxing not only to perform housework, but even to manage the household staff, a task 

which she delegates to her German majordomo. Mrs. Alden has pretentions as a literati and 

intellectual; a visitor, if she would brook any, might find her “sitting in an upstairs bedroom 

with Living Age or the Atlantic Monthly open but unread on her lap” (90). She believes that 

the higher classes have an obligation to reproduce freely in order to maintain the superiority 

of high society, and asserts, as well, that the United States is a fortunate nation, “for in 

America the immigrant working classes lived apart in their own districts and tenements, like 

Jews in a Ghetto” (89).  

As these are Oliver Alden’s forebears, it comes as no surprise that the young scion is 

the epitome of the dying strain of New England Puritanism: from the beginning duty-bound, 

serious, and single-minded. As such, he is uniquely positioned as the epic hero of New 

England, the sort of fabled “last Puritan” who might mount a quest or take up sword to win 
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the glory of his society. Ultimately, however, Oliver “peters out”—as had been prophesized 

by his Uncle—and Santayana, consistent with his previous pronouncements, attests that the 

Genteel model embodied by Oliver is obsolete and incompatible with modern American 

society, to be extinguished and replaced with a more progressive model before the nation can 

advance.  

I have discussed already the protagonist’s miraculous, purposeful birth as evidence of 

his heroic fiber, but it bears repeating that Oliver exemplifies the Puritan ideology even in 

utero: arriving punctually, having taken in stride his “grave duty,” his “darker and . . . ruder 

duty” to enter the world when expected. (75). Brought up under the stern and exacting watch 

of his mother and governess, Oliver as a boy is no less disciplined, a child but never 

childlike, arriving fully-formed as a reasonable and mature being, “refined and sober by 

nature” (91). In the parlance of the epic hero, “the passage from childhood to adult maturity 

is “heroically” overleaped; growth and physical prowess are not achieved gradually but 

immediately, or at least at a greatly accelerated pace” (Miller 85).34 For his stupendous 

maturation Oliver can credit the rigorous Puritan training implemented by his mother, who 

considers bodily affection repulsive, uncomfortable, and unhealthy—a product of the 

ignorance and foulness of lower classes, and therefore denied to her son on grounds of 

refinement and decency. In this vein Mrs. Alden forbids Oliver to play polo (“an extravagant, 

dangerous foreign game” (116)) and the use of “effeminate” chair cushions; she requires her 

son to visit the dentist every six months—it’s “every civilized person’s duty to have his teeth 

cleaned and examined” (100-101)—and to always wear a waistcoat, for propriety, warmth, 

and utility—because he will “need the pockets” (130). To the last of these commandments, 

                                                           
34 Indeed the novel spends only six brief chapters on the entirety of his childhood and adolescence. 
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Oliver responds not by complaining or sulking, as a child might, but by pragmatically 

making a count of his existing pockets and submitting that surely, sixteen will suffice.   

But these small triumphs of the spirit are few and far between. Oliver, by nature and 

nurture, develops into the Ultimate Puritan: stoic, dutiful, prudish, guilty, and ascetic. He 

hates “pleasure,” and “what is called having a good time” (371). He “doesn’t like women” 

(375); “doesn’t know what a woman is” (408); and is incapable of “what the novelists call 

love” (575).35 He cannot express himself emotionally, whether in joy (he neither smiles, 

jokes, nor laughs throughout the course of the novel) or rage, (not “a sentiment which he 

supposed himself capable of, or could allow himself to express in words” (349)). He comes 

to despise his possession of and access to money, “which personally he cared so little for and 

felt to be such a burden” (540). Instead, from an early age Oliver regards life as a “trap,” 

learning that “life was essentially something to be endured, something grim” (96). To align 

with this paradigm he develops a tenacious fealty to “duty,” whether in school: “The lesson 

went on to the end; never did it cross Oliver’s dutiful mind to fret or to break off” (96); as an 

athlete: “You must take exercise; and if you are wanted for a team or a crew, you must serve, 

and in order to serve properly, you must surrender the greater part of your time, energy, and 

interest” (445); in “love”: “This was the right family for him. And the right thing for him to 

do would be to marry Edith.” (459); as a soldier, “The United States came into the war, there 

was conscription, and it became his duty to go home and enlist” (540); and finally as a 

citizen: “I am an American, and as much as I love England, it is my duty to live at home” 

(569). In doing so, he sets aside any consideration of personal happiness or ambition; the 

                                                           
35 As Miller explains, “The celibate hero is, if not absolutely typical, certainly very common in the heroic 
mythotype” (110). 



 

62 
 

exemplary Puritan is called to obey his inborn conscience, not to act from impulse or self-

serving initiative. 

In other communities these facets might be considered character flaws, but in the 

nation of New England, they are exemplary features. Oliver is exactly the sort of youth his 

society sought to produce, a Boston Brahmin of the highest caste transfigured into flesh. As 

his Aunt Caroline observes, “I hear you are a sort of hero, in games of course, but also in 

other things (458). Born of Nordic heritage and Anglo stock, heir to a fortune, privately and 

prudently educated, raised with refined manners and class distinction, skilled at rowing and 

swimming, and blessed with a surprisingly rich singing voice, Oliver is, again, the ultimate 

Puritan. As he realizes himself, he has “every advantage on his side: age, money, athletic 

prowess, solid education, tried character, the will to do right. Yes, perhaps if he could see 

himself in a truthful mirror, he might even appear to be handsomer, taller, stronger, with a 

franker and sweeter smile” (292).  

Oliver, then, emerges as a complicated hero in the romantic mode, his character 

bracketed by the heroic conceptions of Weber, Freud, and Goethe. As Weber held regarding 

“charisma,” Oliver possesses a certain “quality of individual personality” in comparison to 

his peers, “by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with 

supernatural, superhuman, or at least exceptional powers or qualities” (Miller 59). In his 

isolation and “beleaguered ego,” he also retains “something of Freud's invention of the 

individual against society,” which Dean Miller argues is “a drama all too frequent in the epos 

. . .  the conflict between “I” and “they,” of ego against superego” (62). Finally, he, like 
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Goethe’s36 Young Werther, is an introspective and sensitive hero, gracefully disappearing 

from the earth when faced with unrequited love. Even in this pitiful state he cannot feel 

emotion, however; as he realizes when proposing to Rose, were they to marry “we should be 

playing a disgusting farce—the Sorrows of Werther with the sorrow left out” (478). 

Beyond these conceptions, Oliver’s most direct allusion is to the epic hero Siegfried, 

one of the central heroes of the Middle High German epic poem Nibelungenlied.37 Siegfried, 

the crown prince of Xanten, is in many ways the German equivalent of Hercules; his heroic 

background includes killing the dragon Fafnir; besting Brünhild, the queen of Iceland, at 

various feats of strength; and winning lands and riches from the brothers Nibelung and 

Schilbung. Though Siegfried gains glory through war and marriage, he is eventually stabbed 

in the back by a cowardly spear flung by his rival, Hagen, and dies a hero’s death. As a child 

Oliver was told these stories by his governess, Irma, who later (along with Mario) jokingly 

bestows upon him the nickname “Siegfried”; as Mario explains, “the humour of that rather 

pleased him, he almost took to it seriously” (589). We see Oliver adopt the metaphor when 

attempting to weigh his meaning to others and self-justify his lack of vitality: “Besides, 

Mario is not the only one [who values me]. There’s Irma. I’m her Siegfried. And Tom Piper, 

I’m his hero too. And Cousin Caleb Wetherbee, who gave me the gold watch and thinks God 

has chosen me to be a second Messiah” (355). The assemblage of references here positions 

Oliver as the epic hero of New England—a combination of Siegfried, Werther, Oliver 

Cromwell, John Alden, Jesus Christ, and Oliver Twist—well poised to fulfill his life’s 

destiny, to redeem his nation or to set off on a quest to gain an object of worth. Oliver’s 

                                                           
36 Goethe, who was read to Oliver as a child, is mentioned twenty-four times in the text. 
37 Der Ring des Nibelungen, a four-cycle opera by the German Composer Richard Wagner, is based on the 
Nibelungenlied and is featured among Franco Moretti’s subjects in his Modern Epic (as is the work of Goethe). 
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childhood and adolescence seem a mere prelude to the epic to follow, a heroic task worthy of 

the excellence bred within him. 

Yet when during high school he is given the opportunity to set off on a yachting 

odyssey with his father, he hesitates, blanches, and demurs, citing duty to his family and to 

his football team. When he does venture abroad the subsequent summer, instead of remaining 

in England or branching off to parts unknown, he returns to the comfortable rhythm of life at 

Williams College, then Harvard University, where he spends most of his time studying or 

sculling, alone. The truth is that for Oliver Alden there are no dragons to slay, no maidens to 

save—nothing substantial remaining for him to do, really, so tame and genteel has his life 

become. Like his uncle Nathaniel, he is destined to live a life apart, dwelling in a dusty 

mansion and peering out through the blinds to judge lower persons as they scurry after their 

mean pursuits. He cannot, like John Alden, immigrate to the New World and conquer a 

continent, for there are no worlds to discover, no explorations to undertake. He can neither, 

like Oliver Cromwell, lead a fervent uprising against the crown, for he has no deep-seated 

convictions, and to do such a thing would be uncomely, besides.38 He cannot even, like the 

character(s) of Oliver Optic and Oliver Twist, struggle to scratch out an existence or work his 

way toward self-improvement, for everything has been granted unto him already; he was 

fully-formed from birth, and “his later years would only have been pallid copies of his earlier 

                                                           
38 The Alden family has “a pew in the Unitarian Church,” but doesn’t often attend (191); Oliver himself 

believes that “Christianity and all the other religions are so childishly false that I wonder how some people can 
put up with them” (570). 
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ones” (585).39 In turn he considers a career as a philosopher, a pastor, a professor, before 

concluding that “indeed it was very hard to say what he ought to do” (496). 

Oliver Alden, like the insular New England culture in which he was raised, is fatally 

unsuited for the modern world. Not only does Oliver believe he “wasn't very happy or useful 

in modern society,” but he also “couldn’t conceive of any other” kind of world and 

considered such talk “rather fantastic” (526). The sum of his life occurs in a small sliver of 

New England; when he does depart his “home orbit,” as Santayana terms it, he departs for 

the comparable climes of Eton and Oxford in England, and settles into an academic, 

aristocratic society quite similar to his own. On the global voyage he embarks upon after 

graduation—Santayana summarizes it with two paragraphs in the text—Oliver finds he 

cannot escape that culture he has grown up in: “go where he might, to Egypt, to India, to 

China, to South America, the foreground had always been an Anglo-American ship’s 

company or an Anglo-American hotel” (507). Like the Boston Brahmins, when confronted 

by foreign, “adulterating” influences Oliver seeks his own kind, surrounding himself with the 

familiar and retreating further inward. The journey itself only teaches him “how inevitably 

centered and miserably caged he was in himself” and how he exists “socially and morally in 

his home world” (507). 

Oliver’s character and disposition, incubated within the Puritan tradition of New 

England, demonstrate a fundamental incompatibility with the modern world—the same 

problem that Santayana observed in the Genteel-dominated field of American arts and letters, 

                                                           
39 As Dean Miller writes, after the epic hero “reaches physical maturity, no further development is necessary, 

and both sexual and social maturation are reduced to minor significance” (85). 
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above all a “reflexive culture, a culture thrown up in defense against the mobility of 

America” (Tomsich 24). To distinguish themselves the Brahmin elite emulated the old 

English gentry, maintaining their caste through intermarriage, dress, manner, and 

deportment, in the process establishing an American aristocracy with themselves at the head. 

Such a culture was essentially static and conservative—dedicated to maintaining the status 

quo and preventing any unpleasant change from occurring. While members of the genteel 

establishment threw up defenses against immigration, sexuality, and class mobility, Oliver’s 

conservatism is best manifested in his relationship with old money and technology, two of 

the foremost flashpoints as the U. S. moved into the twentieth century. 

Commercialism was from the start as American as was religion. Though the 

Mayflower Puritans were the first colonists to arrive in New England, they were soon 

followed by settlers from the joint-stock venture of the Massachusetts Bay Company, which 

formed in order to turn a profit from the colonization of their chartered area. As Calvinists, 

the Puritans subscribed to the doctrine of predestination and the prosperity gospel, which 

held that, as John Calvin had divined, God has predestinated some to salvation, and others to 

destruction. The best, and perhaps only, method by which one could discern one’s eventual 

fate was by surveying how much one had been “blessed” by the Lord while on earth, usually 

by assessing material wealth and possessions; by this measure, those who were rich were 

destined for heaven, while the poor would be sentenced to hell. As such, many Puritans 

pursued a strategy of cutthroat commercialism, like Oliver’s grandfather, who, as Oliver 

reminds himself, “had been a terror, a ferocious Calvinist, amassing a fortune by grinding the 

faces of the poor, and consigning them afterwards to hell-fire. There’s where our money 

comes from” (355). Thus in squeezing rental income from poor tenants, Grandfather Alden 
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raised his heavenly station (and that of his progeny), in the process ensuring the poor under 

his watch would be “consigned” to “hell-fire.” With this legacy it is no wonder that Oliver 

considers his fortune a burden. As Oliver remarks, ““Isn’t it dreadful? . . . It seems so 

arbitrary that I should have it, and it’s hard to know what I ought to do with it. At present I 

spend only a small part, and the money simply accumulates and doubles the responsibility” 

(459). Indeed, Oliver looks upon his fortune “ascetically and sadly” (380), and achieves 

peace of mind only when he has drafted a binding version of his will, considering it a 

blessing that upon his death he is able to rid himself of the custodial “duty” of possessing 

such a fortune.  

Oliver’s Puritanism is also challenged the advent of technology in the modern world, 

most clearly symbolized by his discomfort with the automobile, the decidedly un-Genteel 

mode of transportation which threatened to shake up the idyllic order of New England, as 

Thoreau had foreseen when a locomotive thundered past at Walden Pond some decades 

earlier. In the book’s initial 1870 episode, Oliver’s Uncle Nathaniel characteristically prefers 

the aristocratic comfort of a chartered hack to the democratic rabble of horse-car lines, where 

one might come into contact with “gross foreigners” or Catholics (24). Oliver’s Aunt 

Caroline, of the same generation, nicely sums up the Genteel sentiment about automobiles: 

There was something glorious in driving out, well dressed, in your open landau, with 

a smart high-stepping pair, a coachman and a groom high on the box, and a little 

frilled parasol to keep the sun from your nose. What’s the pleasure of driving in a 

closed carriage and so fast that you neither see nor are seen? . . . They are destroying 

all the dignity of life. (456-57) 
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Oliver, though chronologically some fifty years younger, was “born old” and is admittedly 

“old-fashioned” (581), and wants no part of an automobile either (he prefers sculling alone, 

via his own locomotion, on the Charles River). He does purchase a swank car as a gift for his 

cousin, only to see his good deed go punished when Mario sails abroad and the car returns 

into Oliver’s possession. The sudden re-gift forces him to consider how best to rid himself of 

the vehicle, touching off an existential crisis, as “his economic conscience recoiled from the 

waste of selling a new car for the price of an old one; on the other hand his genteel 

conscience recoiled from expressing that fact baldly; and his total consciousness skipped 

over the difficulty” (446). The nuisance of having to use such a car, in turn, produces the 

fantasy of finding a bucolic village where he can “live among simple, earnest, truth-loving 

people, full of unselfish enthusiasm for the things of the mind” (447). It is both foreshadowed 

and ironic that Oliver is eventually killed in an automobile accident, crushed by his own car 

when he attempts to swerve to avoid oncoming traffic.  

The inability of Oliver, the ultimate Puritan, to form a sound and progressive 

relationship with money and technology is representative of the New England ideology 

according to which he was raised, and which, with its trappings of bloodlines and propriety 

and duty, proved fundamentally inimical to modernity. The cosmopolite Peter Alden, for one, 

regards New England’s British heritage as having a pernicious influence on American 

progress: 

“Look at England. England is always dying gently, cheerfully, the executioner 

succeeding to the government. Catholic England—the England that was a part of 

Europe—died at the Reformation. Romantic England died with the Stuarts. 

Commercial, naval, Protestant England died the other day with Queen Victoria. Yet 



 

69 
 

something survives—something inferior, but for the moment capable of existing. We 

may now have another England that is a part of America. Why drag the weight of 

those vain affections? Let the dead bury their dead.” (287) 

In this passage Peter frames England as amidst a long, gentle, but ultimately terminal 

trajectory, taking to the grave the “England that is a part of America,” which with its “vain 

affections” he considers dead weight. Why should the United States be held back by the 

cultural dominance of the inferior and unevolved vassal state of New England? Ironically, it 

is his own son Oliver who was born, bred, and destined to drag along this dead weight, and 

he who is asked to perform the burial ritual.  

Still and all, Oliver is presented with a number of opportunities to rise above his 

lifeless heritage and assert himself, to build an exogamous legacy and transcend his insular 

genteel life. The first is through potential romantic liaison wherein he might infuse new 

blood into the Puritan stock, producing a line of vibrant descendants into the twentieth 

century and beyond. Throughout his youth and adolescence there is no indication of romantic 

interest, a peculiar absence for a handsome and curious boy. His first twinge of sexual 

awakening, in fact, is for “Lord” Jim Darnley, a young British sailor in the employ of his 

father. 40 Eventually, though, Oliver settles his attention upon two Anglo-American women: 

Jim’s daughter, Rose Darnely, and Oliver’s cousin, Edith Van De Weyer. Though he pursues 

marriage with each through extended petition and philosophical deliberation, he does so out 

of duty rather than desire, and his overtures are ultimately fruitless—his line will extend no 

further. Edith rebuffs his professed love as merely “imagined” and concludes that “on our 

                                                           
40 Santayana considered himself a homosexual in the mold of A. E. Housman, “although I was unconscious of it 
at the time” (qtd. in Cory 40). His similar characterization of Oliver further characterizes the inwardness and 
sterility of New England men and culture. 
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best side were are really too different for complete sympathy” (502). On the other hand, Rose 

concludes that she and he are too similar—“a pair of ascetics without faith”—and likewise 

denies his suit (571). Even without respect to marriage Oliver is incapable of sexual 

congress, not by election but by his Puritanical nature. An illustrative episode occurs during 

wartime furlough when he is petitioned by a Frenchwoman willing to submit herself in 

exchange for the money she needs to live on. Grateful for his generosity, the Baronne 

delivers a “frank warm, lingering kiss to his mouth,” which she designed as “irresistibly 

voluptuous and overwhelming” in seduction, but instead evokes “a shiver of loathing” and 

“instantaneous . . . disgust” in Oliver, turning him into “a statue of ice, a pillar of granite” 

(556).  Ultimately Oliver dies not only single and childless, but presumably a virgin as 

well—a stark contrast from the lothario Mario, who shacks up with a famous opera singer 

and is expelled from Harvard when caught in flagrante delicto. His Puritanism has kept him 

from sin, yes, but has also prevented his propagation.  

The second opportunity to transcend his genteel culture arrives with the advent of the 

Great War, which many young men around the world saw as a proving ground for their 

bravery and verve. Oliver, despite his heroic provenance, proves no warrior. Unlike others—

namely Mario—who join the service with the first shots are fired, Oliver remains a safe 

distance away, ensconced at Oxford as an impartial American. Eventually he is guilted into 

enlisting for the foreign ambulance corps, yet the “constant sight of the dead and wounded, 

when it did not turn his stomach or make his head swim, cut cruelly into his conscience” 

(539). After the United States enters the war, Oliver is conscripted into a non-combat role as 

an aide-de-camp, office worker, and superintendent, but even in these roles he proves a 

terrible soldier, “weary, faded, slow . . . always suffering from coughs and colds, 
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sleeplessness, or dyspepsia” (551), so ill-suited for battle that he is sent away from the 

trenches even in time of need. Oliver may be strong and tall, intelligent and athletic, but he is 

no Achilles, Siegfried, or Odysseus. He is the antithesis of the ancient epic hero, who 

characteristically “deals in death, and for the most part . . . accepts that death will be his 

inescapable portion” (Miller 120).  

According to Miller death is “the currency in which heroism deals,” and “some deaths 

are more acceptable than others. The best of all is the great battle death. . . . The heroic ‘good 

death’ is supposed to be violent, a sword death—and it is voluntary (121). Oliver survives the 

war, dying not a hero’s death, not a violent, “good” death by sword or bullet, but from a 

clumsy automobile accident which occurs several days after the Armistice. Oliver, “in trying 

to avoid a collision, ran into a milestone. His car turned turtle; he was caught under it and his 

neck broken” (585). There is barely a nick on his body; no external injuries, hardly a bruise. 

While in many epics the scene of the hero’s death is the climactic moment, Oliver’s accident 

is no more than a postscript to the war, and an after-thought for the book as well. His death is 

no matter, for there was never an abundance of life in him. He belonged to a dead and dying 

race. 

Santayana’s epic novel, then, delivers not the glorious triumph of the best hero that 

New England has to offer, but instead the wasted tragedy of a late-born, old-fashioned 

Puritan (581), a “moral aristocrat” and spiritual descendent of Emerson.41 Though much is 

given to Oliver, he does nothing with it. In sum and truth, he was blessed with a melodious 

voice, yet cursed by the inborn conviction that it was improper to sing out loud. As 

                                                           
41 By popular legend, Oliver’s room in Divinity Hall at Harvard was previously inhabited by the undergraduate 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (416). 
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Santayana the character summarizes in the novel’s Epilogue, Oliver “was the child of an 

elderly and weary man, and of a thin-spun race; from his mother he got only his bigness and 

athleticism . . . a moral nature burdened and over-strung, and a critical faculty fearless but 

helplessly subjective—isn’t that the true tragedy of your ultimate Puritan?” (602). After 

reading the manuscript which purports to become The Last Puritan, Santayana and Mario 

agree that Oliver’s story should not be published as history but “as a fable” (602), a narration 

intended to enforce a useful truth—in this case, that the Genteel Tradition, however essential 

to the preservation of New England culture, is incompatible with progressive ideology and 

the modern American nation-state. 

 

Mario Van De Weyer: the Modern American 

Were this the only message of The Last Puritan—that the Genteel Tradition, an obsolete and 

inhibiting ideology, must be snuffed out—it would be a tragic tale indeed, and one might 

accuse Santayana—as many did—of rampant pessimism, of unfairly criticizing the 

cloistering status quo without offering any way forward. A nuanced reading of the novel, 

however, provides an alternate solution, for though Oliver is the fatalistic end of the Puritan 

line, his cousin Mario emerges as a new breed of American for a new era of the American 

nation-state. Thus, while The Last Puritan is an epic novel about the unfounding of the 

Anglo-dominated United States of the past, it meanwhile functions as an epic of the founding 

of a vibrant, modern, pluralistic nation inhabited by representative citizens—the United 

States of America to come. 
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Mario Van de Weyer is introduced nearly halfway through the novel, but upon his 

first appearance it is as if the book, previously composed in black-and-white, has suddenly 

burst into color. Santayana describes him as: 

a self-possessed young gentleman . . . observant and perfectly calm. His top hat, 

slightly ruffled, was tilted at a comfortably rakish angle . . . his hands deep in his 

trouser pockets, his sensitive nose high in the air. He surveyed the movement on the 

platform as if it didn’t exist, and there were nothing there but a carpet spread for the 

scene in which he was about to take part. Accident might play whatever card it chose, 

he was there to trump it. If the clarion of doom had suddenly sounded, he wouldn’t 

have blinked, but quietly drawn his hands out of his pockets, removed his hat, and 

said: “Hello! Here’s the Day of Judgment, so often announced, really come round at 

last. It’s likely to be an uncommonly big show. How perfectly ripping.” (288) 

Mario’s easygoing confidence and self-assurance are a startling contrast to Oliver’s 

paralyzing indecision and duty-bound doubt. He similarly possesses a jaunty demeanor at 

odds with his straitlaced surroundings, regarding even the end of the world not as tragedy but 

as an opportunity for frivolity and mirth. For Mario, poised atop the “carpet spread for the 

scene in which he [is] to take part” (288), all the world’s a stage, and he merely a player in it. 

His vitality and insouciance are evident not only from the narrator’s perception, but also by 

the reactions of the novel’s characters, who welcome his vigor and gaiety, especially against 

the bleak Puritan backdrop. Within two or three days of meeting Mario, Oliver’s fraternity 

brothers at Williams College “enthusiastically elected [him] an honorary member” of the 

Lambda Pi Chapter, so taken were they with “the talk, the feasts, and the pranks that [Oliver] 

had for some time cast off as childish” (405). Rose Darnley, who found Oliver’s suit empty 
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and passionless, did so in juxtaposition with the accidental love-making of Mario. As Mario 

realizes, Rose loathed [Oliver] not for himself . . .  but because he was interposed between us, 

because even his memory will keep me from making up to her” (593).  

Mario is, crucially, a polyglot, a Catholic, and a cad—the opposite of Oliver, the 

antithesis of the Genteel ideal. Joyful, rebellious, quick and progressive, it is he who takes to 

the automobile, he who volunteers as an airman during the Great War, he who freely spends 

money for enjoyment and lithely dances around moral indelicacies that would have lain up 

Oliver for a month. A telling episode occurs when Mario first arrives to United States and 

walks down the street of New York City without a tie, his top shirt button undone, “a 

Continental liberty unheard of in America” (387). For his own part it is no matter, simply a 

decision made out of comfort on a warm day, and indeed Oliver remarks that Mario “didn’t 

seem to mind attracting attention; perhaps he positively liked it” (387). Mario soon notices 

however, that owing to Puritan propriety he “seems to be disgracing” his “excellent cousin” 

(387), whereupon Vanny relents and allows Oliver to purchase a tie to make him proper 

again. 

Central to his “exotic” character is Vanny’s ethnicity; lacking English blood, he is 

looked down upon by pure-stock Boston Brahmins such as Nathaniel and Harriet Alden. As 

Mario explains, tongue in cheek, “you see I’m half Italian and half American, and I ought to 

be half a Neapolitan beggar-boy on a door-step picking fleas from his rags and half a cowboy 

spitting tobacco: and I tell Mr. Rawdon-Smith he can’t expect me to be as good as if I were a 

pure Nordic and a true blue Briton” (289). Here Mario cheekily alludes to his presumed 

deficiency by blood, as aligned with perceived racial hierarchies of the day which held 

Italians alongside the Irish as inferior breeds that must be prevented from adulterating Anglo-
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Saxon civilization.42 According to his father’s wishes Mario is sent to Eton for training as a 

proper English gentleman, but despite the fervent efforts of his headmasters there, “he hadn’t 

grown at all into the English model, but away from it . . . He still looked the sporting youth, 

but not in the homely, hard-working, sailor fashion of the Anglo-Saxon; he seemed exotic, 

only half human, a faun or amiable demon, very delicate in his strength, strangely agile and 

supple, as if of another race, and incalculably capricious” (384). This description juxtaposes 

the essential characteristics of two strains of American ideology: on the “Latin” side amiable, 

delicate, agile, supple, capricious; on the “Anglo-Saxon” homely, hard-working, and 

nautical—an apt description of the soon-to-die Peter and Oliver Alden and Jim Darnley. It is 

clear which Santayana prefers and prescribes. 

When Mario takes a transatlantic steamer in order to matriculate at Harvard, Oliver, 

the lifelong American, takes pains to “meet his young cousin, this strange American who had 

never been in America, at the moment when he set foot for the first time on his official 

fatherland” (379). In preparation for his cousin’s visit Oliver books him in a Manhattan hotel, 

reasoning that he will be able to show Mario the ropes, only to find that Vanny has already 

arranged for accommodation in the rooms of the beautiful and famous opera singer he has 

met aboard. Mario, it turns out, takes naturally to the American climate, wondering at the 

sights and sounds and finding amusement in everything. By contrast, Oliver “felt heavy and 

clumsy in mind and in body, older but less experienced. Instead of introducing his foreign 

cousin to America, he was allowing the newcomer to explain America to him, to take him to 

new places, to show him new people, and to become a link between Oliver himself and many 

                                                           
42 Between 1900 and 1915, 3 million Italians immigrated to America, the largest nationality of new immigrants. 
The 1924 Immigration Act restricted immigration from Southern Europe and Eastern Europe, specifically 
reducing the annual quota of Italians from 200,000 to 4,000. 
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a homely thing disregarded before” (402). In the span of a few days Oliver’s insular world 

has been exploded by the arrival of vivacious Mario, who “explain[s] America to him” by 

forcing Oliver to encounter the “new places and new people,” the homely things he has 

disregarded—that is, the vast portion of American invisible to the discriminating Brahmins 

of Beacon Hill.  

As he gets to know his cousin better, Oliver becomes repeatedly envious of Mario’s 

ability to live both deeply and in the moment. As he ruminates: 

There might be something enviable in Mario’s capacity to enjoy life on so many 

levels and identify himself with people of so many descriptions. It might be enviable 

to be interested and excited by realities, even when they were unpleasant or 

dangerous or horrible. Enviable, thought Oliver, if you wish to be happy; but 

impossible if you wish to do right, to make yourself and the world better. (508) 

In light of this envy Oliver attempts, “as a good Puritan should,” to reassert his sovereignty 

whenever the cousins are together, “partly through the ascendency of his conscience, and 

partly through the ascendancy of his purse” (388). But Mario cares not a fig for scruples, and 

even less for Oliver’s inherited fortune. Ill-suited for modernity, Oliver struggles to surmount 

life’s obstacles and can only speculate “how much better Mario would manage, if he were in 

my place” (458).  

While others might become caught in the “trap” of life, Mario, “quick and clever” is 

able to “cheat the hangman, and slip [his] young head out of the noose, just as the noose was 

going to tighten” (447). Of the book’s main characters only Mario survives beyond the war; 

it is he who suggests Santayana compose the life history of Oliver, and he who offers final 
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judgment on the manuscript in the novel’s epilogue. The very fact that Mario and Santayana 

survive to debate and recount Oliver’s story signifies a weakening in the predominance of the 

Anglo-American strain; as it was, the Great War amounted to such a sudden rupture for the 

bulk of that generation. By the end of The Last Puritan Santayana has mercifully killed off 

the obsolete Anglos (Peter, Jim, Oliver), thus allowing the better-adapted “Latins” (Mario, 

himself) to thrive in their place. I have previously explained how Santayana bifurcated his 

own experience into the characters of Oliver and Vanny, striving to keep the emotional truth 

while altering names, places, and facts to shift his story in chronology. From this viewpoint 

we can consider Oliver the portion of himself that Santayana left behind in the United States, 

and Mario that part of Santayana that immigrated with him to Italy. Given Santayana’s 

outward views and self-regard, he has submitted Mario as the blueprint for the sort of 

American citizen that might thrive in the modern world, even if the stifling Puritan climate 

necessitates that he must do so abroad for the present. 

The epic hero of The Last Puritan should have been Oliver: sober, genteel, intelligent 

and well-bred. But in modern society his repressive Puritanism is, as it was for American 

Intellectualism, a millstone around his neck, subordinating his life to duty and preventing his 

head from lifting to sing. Throughout the novel Oliver diminishes, wavers, and finally, 

gratefully, expires. In his absence Vanny emerges as the hope of the modern nation. His is 

the bloodline that is propagated; he earns glory as a soldier; to him go the novel’s last lines. 

While “Oliver was like Siegfried”—the prophesied epic hero—Mario is “the little bird that 

came to wake him up from his boy-dreams and teach him a thing or two about life.” (426). 

Mario is a modern American: multi-ethnic and materialistic, at ease with class and money, so 

full of vim and swagger that he might devise a lively poem or song off the cuff, as he does to 
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mock Oliver’s self-important scholarship on the “secret significance of Longfellow’s poetry” 

(406). When surveying his life, Oliver can only conclude that “Mario was more American, 

more modern, than Oliver himself” (509).  

In order to move beyond the Genteel Tradition and into the twentieth century, the 

United States needed to produce and encourage dynamic young men like Mario Van de 

Weyer. How unfortunate that he, like Santayana and many from Mario’s “Lost Generation,” 

had already quitted the country for a more accommodating milieu. 

New Wine, Old Skin: Santayana’s Victorian Sensibility  

The central irony of The Last Puritan is that while it may have satirized the Genteel 

Tradition in message and theme, the novel itself was composed according to the dictates of 

Victorianism and Genteel Literature. As Santayana described to a friend, “it is written 

fluently, intelligibly, in pleasant English, and the characters are ‘the very nicest people’ that 

is, rich and refined, or at least cultivated” (qtd. in Aaron 135). The Last Puritan is an old-

fashioned, genial, and elegant novel, dealing with recognizable times and places and real 

people, full of philosophical digression and high-minded dialogue. Santayana as a first-time 

novelist is quite conventional, utilizing a straightforward past-tense, third-person narration, 

and linear and uninterrupted chronology. Furthermore, the novel takes care not to violate 

Victorian sensibilities, eschewing curse words and overt references to alcohol or sex, and 

steering clear of potentially touchy subjects such as politics, economics, homosexuality and 

religion—it well could have been printed in Aldrich’s Atlantic Monthly. All of which is to 

say that for all his yeoman work in clearing away the cobwebs smothering American 

Intellectualism, in composing The Last Puritan, George Santayana largely satisfies the 
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practices and judgments of the Genteel Establishment and does little to advance the field of 

American Literature into the modern era. 

Fictionally speaking, The Last Puritan is a novel in stasis, belonging more to the 

vibrant literary scene of 1936 when it was published, but to the stagnant climate of 1889 

when it was commenced. Though the novel purportedly covers the half-decade between 1870 

and 1920, it demonstrates little change or progress and is remarkably untouched by the 

influence of Modernism. The effort to compose an American epic would be picked up by one 

of Santayana’s Harvard students, who in 1903 began assembling an encyclopedic novel of 

her own. That epic, Gertrude Stein’s The Making of Americans, would prove influential in 

countering the United States’ pioneering mythology of providential progress, and figured as a 

similarly crucial volume in the progressive movement to re-found the United States.  
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2 

The Unmaking of American Progress: Complication and Subversion in Stein’s 

Modern(ist) Epic 

 

Key: 

TMA: The Making of Americans 

“PaR”: “Portraits and Repetition” 

EA: Everybody’s Autobiography 

ABT: The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas 

 “TGM”: “The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans” 

 

 

 

Gertrude Stein frames The Making of Americans, her Modern(ist) epic novel, around the 

most American of themes: progress. In fact, given its subtitle—Being a History of a Family’s 

Progress—the novel promises to chronicle both what Americans make and how they are 

made, as well as the advancement of a family across the nineteenth century. The first section, 

in particular, seems to reinforce this epic ambition, telling of the immigration and 

assimilation of the Hersland and Dehning families as they make their way westward across 

the continent, become rich and successful through hard work, and eventually intermarry, 

conceivably to continue the making of more Americans. The remainder of the novel Stein 

proceeds to deliver, however, resists this narrative of progress, both in content and form. 

Making is written in the present participle, a tense that makes the action subjective and 
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distant, preventing linear reading progress. Moreover, Stein utilizes continual repetition, 

idiosyncratic punctuation, and a flattened syntax in order to argue that the succession of lives 

is not linear but instead recursive. The novel itself refuses to adhere to typical strictures of 

plot, constantly undercutting the hegemony of narrative, and the meager plot that does 

emerge demonstrates the desolation of “success” in American life—how the progress that is 

achieved often arrives as a Pyrrhic victory. Significantly, Stein also questions her own role as 

author and mythmaker, declaring herself prejudiced and self-conscious and highlighting her 

struggle to create a universal history of everybody and everything. In doing so, The Making 

of Americans promulgates a new vision of America for a modern twentieth century. In order 

to prosper in the coming age, Stein argues, the United States must turn away from its lust for 

material progress and instead cleave to liberal principles, embrace its societal diversity, and 

attend to the human and humane challenges which had been swept aside during its century-

long rush for prosperity. 

“This Thing Which is an American Thing” 

On October 24, 1934, Gertrude Stein arrived in New York Harbor and embarked upon a six-

month lecture tour across the United States. Stocky and unadorned, with a butch haircut, 

masculine shoes, and a Robin Hood-esque hat, Stein was preceded by her eccentric 

reputation—both as a personality and an author. The reporters who met her dockside half-

expected her to speak in the disconnected and unintelligible prose for which she had become 

famous, but were “pleasantly surprised when she arrived and talked in sentences and was 

straightforward, witty and laughed a lot” (Gambino). Indeed, in the words of Bennett Cerf, 

her future publisher, Stein spoke “as plain as a banker” (Gambino). 
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At the time, Stein was a curiosity to the American public, best known as the peculiar 

hostess of a vibrant Parisian salon that counted among its famous guests Pablo Picasso and 

Henri Matisse, Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ezra Pound, Thornton Wilder, 

and Carl Van Vechten—in other words, as the Muse of Modernism, the literary lynchpin who 

made others’ work possible. According to Wanda M. Corn, a leading Stein historian, “she 

might have been a name prior to [her] trip, but it was a name without substance, because very 

few people had actually seen her” (qtd. in Gambino). If few had seen her, few as well had 

read her body of work. As Stein later lamented in Everybody’s Autobiography, “it always did 

bother me that the American public were more interested in me than in my work. And after 

all there is no sense in it because if it were not for my work they would not be interested in 

me so why should they not be more interested in my work than in me. That is one of the 

things one has to worry about in America” (EA 51). Stein was right to worry about being 

“paraded around like a freak,” for everywhere she went she spoke to packed houses eager to 

say they had seen her.43 By the time she’d finished the tour, however, delivering 74 lectures 

in 37 cities over 191 days, Stein—playing both the prodigal daughter and grandmotherly 

genius—had become a bona fide American literary celebrity, widely read and having 

successfully concluded an agreement with Cerf’s Random House to publish just about 

anything she wrote. When she left America to sail back to France on May 4, 1935, Stein had 

been canonized as one of America’s most influential writers, a position wherein she has 

resided ever since. As the Chicago Daily Tribune declared after she returned to Paris, “No 

                                                           
43 An October 29, 1934 headline announced that “Gertrude Stein, Not a Freak, Limits Her Audiences to Five 

Hundred.” As Terry Castle has noted, “freak was one of several words used from the eighteenth century 
forward to disclose lesbian identity without saying it out loud” (qtd. in Goble 127). 
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writer for years has been so widely discussed, so much caricatured, so passionately 

championed” (qtd. in Gambino). 

For Stein, the tour was the fruition of a decades-long struggle to interest the American 

public in her work. In his “Gertrude Stein in the American Marketplace,” Bryce Conrad notes 

that prior to 1933 Stein had published only four books in the U.S., “and in each case Stein 

had had to deal with small presses that not only lacked any viable advertising and distribution 

channels, but also typically demanded that she herself pay the printing costs” (215-16). 

Accordingly, though popular among European literati, Stein’s abstruse experiments in 

Modernist prose reached few American readers. Her 1909 Three Lives, for instance, sold 

fewer than 100 copies in the six months following its publication; Tender Buttons, in 1914, 

was a “major setback for her serious recognition in America” (216); so dismal was the 

reception for Geography and Plays, in 1922, that most of the 2,500 printed sheets were not 

bound and sold for decades. After 1928’s Useful Knowledge sold barely 200 of 2,000 copies 

in its first three months, she was “promptly dropped by the press” (217), and forced, in turn, 

to reevaluate her approach to gaining the American market.44 As Conrad writes, “for some 

thirty years, she had labored to earn critical and public acknowledgment . . . Nearly sixty 

years old in the summer of 1932, Stein could not but feel that her achievement had gone 

unrecorded by history” (223). In order to gain recognition for her work, Stein decided to pen 

a more “accessible” book using a prose method she termed “audience writing,” to be 

                                                           
44 Though she may have doubted her marketing approach, there’s no evidence that Stein’s self-confidence 

wavered, given that she, with typical bombast, considered herself “the writer who had taken the first definite 

step away from the nineteenth century and into the twentieth century” (ABT 54). and believed “without 

exaggeration, that my stuff has genuine literary quality, let us say the only important literature that has come 

out of America since Henry James,” (qtd. in Leick 63).  
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published serially in the Atlantic Monthly, at the time the preeminent literary magazine in the 

United States. The book, she hoped, might use the “pseudo-objectification of another’s 

perspective and voice to announce herself as the most significant literary figure of her time” 

(Conrad 223), appealing to a broad demographic of readership and consequently winning her 

recognition in the American marketplace. 

The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas was the groundbreaking product of this 

commercial strategy. Written in only six weeks, in the guise of the first-person perspective of 

her long-time partner, the irreverent biography chronicled the life of Stein through the lens of 

Toklas, offering the reading public a glimpse into thirty years of the couple’s private life at 

27 Rue de Fleurus. Vivid, narrative-based, and accessible to the lay reader, the book became 

an immediate bestseller and “seemed to exemplify the incorporation of the pre-war avant-

garde into a much broader, and more mainstream, modernism” (Lewis 105). Toklas became a 

publishing phenomenon as well. Its first American edition of 5,400 copies sold out in just 

nine days, and thereafter became so profitable that Stein was ironically labeled by some as 

“too commercial.” In the following year Stein followed up on her success with another 

popular work, the libretto to American composer Virgil Thomson’s opera Four Saints in 

Three Acts, which made a sold-out, six-week run on Broadway. (Gambino). With the 

publication of these popular and commercial works, Stein had attained her long-desired 

foothold in the American market, but at the expense of her artistic integrity, rankling the 

same egotism that had compelled her to proclaim, in 1930, that “I am working for what will 

endure, not a public . . .  lack of popular success in America is the last of my worries” (qtd. in 

Schmidt). By 1934 she had gained the public fame and name recognition she purportedly 

eschewed. But the vast majority of her readership were still unacquainted with the vast 
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majority of her earlier, more difficult work, a discrepancy she hoped to correct during her 

American tour. 

If the primary intent of the tour was to introduce the real Stein to America, the tour 

had the concurrent effect of introducing the real America to Stein. Though she was born in 

Pittsburgh and raised in Oakland, Stein had immigrated to France at 28, in 1903, and spent 

the previous thirty-two years away from the country that she still considered hers.45 Much 

had changed in that time—not least the electricity now lighting the billboards in Times 

Square, which spelled out “Gertrude Stein has Arrived” as she was chauffeured to her nearby 

hotel. At first she had only committed to a few lectures in the Northeast, but once word of her 

visit got out, invitations came pouring in from across the nation, and she extended her stay, 

first for weeks, then eventually for months, to far-flung places such as Ann Arbor, 

Indianapolis, Oklahoma City, and her childhood home near San Francisco Bay. As she later 

wrote, “I was tremendously interested in each state I wish well I wish I could know 

everything about each one” (Bones). As detailed by Karen Leick in Gertrude Stein and the 

Making of an American Celebrity, in order to reach those places she was unable to visit in 

person, Stein agreed to a national radio interview which she “intentionally scripted to 

entertain” while attempting to show “her democratic and open-minded understanding of 

Americans” (172, 171). Travelling with her constant companion Toklas, Stein was exposed 

to many highlights of modern American life, among them a Yale-Dartmouth football game, 

tea with Eleanor Roosevelt at the White House, a tour of Edgar Allan Poe’s University of 

Virginia dorm room, and a conversation about the future of cinema with Charlie Chaplin. But 

she was interested in the minutiae of America as well—the clapboard houses and drugstores, 

                                                           
45 “America is my country and Paris is my home town” (qtd. in Bones). 
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oysters and honeydew melon, the checkerboard of Midwestern farms, which she compared, 

from her airplane window vantage, to a Cubist painting. Reporters following Stein 

emphasized her striking “Americanism” throughout the tour; common Steinian anecdotes 

about driving her Ford as an ambulance during the Great War, in turn, “made her a patriotic, 

all-American spokesperson” (Leick 176). Indeed, perhaps the most iconic portrait of Stein, a 

photograph taken in February 1935, features a stolid Stein posed before an unfurled 

American flag, “transformed by Van Vechten’s lens into something permanent, weighty, and 

emphatically American, like a female addition to Mount Rushmore” (White). Beyond its 

publicity value Stein’s American lecture tour functioned as a homecoming parade: a public 

repatriation, an assertion of herself as a significant American writer, and a reclamation of the 

citizenship and nationality that had lain dormant while she was abroad. 

Crucial to the aims of Stein’s tour were her public lectures, the later publication of 

which she hoped would broaden her readership and attract even more attention to her more 

difficult works. Stein typically spoke to an audience of five hundred at universities, colleges, 

and museums, and selected from a rotation of six prepared lectures on broad subjects such as 

“What Is English Literature?” “Pictures,” “Plays,” “Portraits and Repetition,” and “Poetry 

and Grammar.” As Gambino reports, “at her very first lecture, attended by members of the 

Museum of Modern Art, and routinely thereafter, she entered the stage without introduction 

and read from her notes, delivered in the same style as her confounding prose,” before 

opening the floor for questions (Gambino). Because she read from prepared lectures and 

therefore utilized her “prose voice” instead of her more popular and accessible “audience 

voice,” Stein’s audiences, by and large, did not understand her lectures, leading to such 

headlines as The New York Times’s “Miss Stein Speaks to Bewildered 500.” Despite their 
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bewilderment most enjoyed listening to her talk, and were especially charmed by the 

question-and-answer segments which allowed them personal access to the celebrity. As one 

attendee declared afterward, “she is a very pleasant woman, you can’t help liking her . . . we 

don’t mind Miss Stein publicizing herself; it’s a good show, and she has a good time, and 

why not?” (qtd. in Leick 178).  

The sixth lecture in her rotation, “The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans,” 

detailed the composition process of the novel she had written between 1902 and 1911. Stein 

considered the novel her literary masterpiece, a work that predated Ulysses in Modernist 

experimentation and achievement but languished in obscurity due to the intransigence of 

narrow-minded publishers.46 It was true that, due to its checkered publishing history, 47 few in 

the United States or abroad had the opportunity to read The Making of Americans 

unabridged, and many of those few who had attempted the feat failed due to its daunting 

prose and length. Thus it was only natural, from a commercial perspective, that Stein would 

devote a number of her talks to boosting interest in her overlooked masterpiece, in hopes of a 

securing a complete and buzzworthy edition of the novel—this on the heels of the stunning 

success of the uncensored and restored American Edition of Ulysses earlier that year. Yet this 

alone does not account for her decision, and for the selection of The Making of Americans in 

                                                           
46 '“But who came first,” she queried, “Gertrude Stein or James Joyce?” (Schmidt 604). 
47 This history deserves a bit of elaboration, if only to explain why the unabridged novel was practically 
unavailable in the United States during her lifetime. Upon the novel’s completion in 1911, Stein contacted 
English publisher Grant Richards, who expressed interest but ultimately passed, as did the dozens of 
publishers whom Stein doggedly pursued, on both sides of the Atlantic, over the next few years (Meyer xxxvi). 
At the behest of Hemingway, Ford Madox Ford’s transatlantic review published nine lengthy excerpts in 1924; 
a year later, Robert McAlmon’s Paris-based Contact Press agreed to a limited edition of 500 copies, a mere 
100 of which were reserved for the American market. Hoping to capitalize on the success of Stein’s 

Autobiography, Harcourt Brace issued a much-abridged (roughly half-length) edition in 1934, but though 

sales were brisk in conjunction with her upcoming tour, reviews were mixed, and it gained little traction 
among the public. A full version of The Making of Americans remained out of print until a limited edition was 
issued by Something Else Press in 1966. 
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particular, for Stein had sundry other works—Q. E. D., Three Lives, and Tender Buttons, to 

name a few—that might have similarly or additionally profited from the lecture-tour 

spotlight. Why, for the subject of her American lecture tour, did Gertrude Stein choose to 

highlight the composition process of a seldom-read novel she had composed nearly thirty 

years earlier? Why, among all her works, did Stein proclaim the abstruse and overlooked 

tome “a very important thing and everybody ought to be reading at it or it” (EA 99)? 

The answer is inextricably tied to the development of the modern United States itself, 

and interlinked with Stein’s biography, personhood, and ideology, all of which are evident in 

the content of her lecture. Though few of Stein’s speeches were recorded, we fortunately do 

not have to rely upon hearsay accounts of “The Gradual Making of The Making of 

Americans,” for the text of her remarks was later printed (along with her other speeches) in 

the 1936 Lectures in America, a volume she hoped would spark public interest toward 

reading the novel itself. In her lengthy address, Stein frames The Making of Americans as not 

just a Modernist masterpiece, but an American epic as well, asserting that the novel is an 

“essentially American thing,” a work of art crucial toward a deep and accurate understanding 

of the American experience.  

Stein began her remarks by excusing her formality, explaining that “I am going to 

read what I have written to read, because in a general way it is easier even if it is not better 

and in a general way it is better even if it is not easier to read what has been written than to 

say what has not been written” (“TGM” 241). With her audience still digesting that knotty 

skein of thought, she proceeded to provide details of the book’s genesis, which came in 1901 

or 1902, when she “began again to think about the bottom nature in people” (“TGM” 243). 

At that time, Stein had yet to immigrate to France; her extensive experience with 
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Americans—in her twenty-seven years stateside she lived in Pittsburgh, Oakland, and 

Baltimore, and studied at Radcliffe College and Johns Hopkins— had bred in her the habit of 

closely observing people, wherein she discovered that “many things come out of each one 

and as one listens to them listens to all the repeating in them, always this comes to be clear 

about them, the history of them of the bottom nature in them, the nature or natures mixed up 

in them to make the whole of them in anyway it mixes up in them” (“TGM” 243). From the 

strength of this discovery she “became very interested in resemblances, in resemblances and 

slight differences between people” and “began to make charts of all the people I had ever 

known or seen, or met or remembered” (“TGM” 245). As she concluded, “I got very 

wrapped up in all this. And I began writing The Making of Americans” (“TGM” 246). 

Stein’s prefatory remarks characterize The Making of Americans as a book rooted in 

her everyday American experience, prompted by and comprised of the daily repetitions and 

resemblances of Americans she had encountered, through which she hoped to unearth the 

“bottom nature” of Americanness. At the same time, Stein reveals her encyclopedic (and 

epic) ambition, in that she “listened to all” and “began to make charts of all the people I had 

ever known or seen, or met or remembered,” another method by which she hoped to “write 

the history of every one” (“TGM” 214). In this light, the novel’s title makes perfect sense, for 

Stein is concerned not only with that which is said, produced, and generated—in other words, 

“made”—by Americans (“The Making of Americans”), but also with the process by which 

these products, and Americans themselves, are “made” (“The Making of Americans”). 

Moreover, Stein’s stated motive to write The Making of Americans dovetails with Jeremy 

Ingalls’ claim that “that which evokes and determines epic composition, in its magnitude, its 

eloquence, and its complex narrative structure, is a definable range of questions concerning 
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human behavior and human destiny” (Ingalls 11)—in this case, Stein’s desire to unearth the 

“bottom nature” of Americans. 

Beyond the American inspiration for the book, Stein claimed that her process of 

composition was itself an American enterprise—that her “sense for combination within a 

conception of the existence of a given space of time” was a singularly “American thing”: 

The assembling of a thing to make a whole thing and each one of these whole things 

is one of a series, but beside this there is the important thing and the very American 

thing that everybody knows who is an American just how many seconds minutes or 

hours it is going to take to do a whole thing. It is singularly a sense for combination 

within a conception of the existence of a given space of time that makes the American 

thing the American thing, and the sense of this space of time must be within the 

whole thing as well as in the completed whole thing.  

I felt this thing, I am an American and I felt this thing, and I made a 

continuous effort to create this thing in every paragraph that I made in The Making of 

Americans. And that is why after all this book is an American book an essentially 

American book, because this thing is an essentially American thing. (“TGM” 257-58) 

In this passage, Stein connects the procreant impulse of “combination within conception,” 

through the conduit of her personhood, to the ultimate output of the “completed whole 

thing.” In other words, she asserts that the instinct to amass and assemble is an “important” 

and “very American thing”—the very same inborn feeling she followed in composing her 

novel, and another nod toward the epic motive at the heart of her effort. Furthermore, the 

stirring passage frankly declares her allegiance—“I am an American”—and asserts by 

transitive property that her Americanness is the primary factor empowering the production of 
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such a novel. In her narrative, then, Stein emerges as the native, epic chronicler returned 

from exile, bearing a long national book aiming at a totality and purporting to represent the 

United States (Mendelson 1274). This declaration, in the context of her American tour, was 

certainly rhetorically expedient; one would presume, after all, that in the midst of her 

homecoming Stein would be brimming with patriotism, and that broadcasting this feeling to 

her American audience might advance the populist aims of her tour. In tracing to the very 

genesis of her novel, however, her remarks further posit that at the exact moment when 

Stein’s Americanism would logically be at ebb tide—her 1902 decision to quit the United 

States for France—she was instead compelled by the vivacity of her American feeling to 

create “an essentially American book” in order to get at the “bottom nature” of the nation she 

had just departed.   

In the final passage of “The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans,” Stein 

muses on Americanism itself, conflating her composition process with the tenets of everyday 

Americanism, and linking both with “[continual] movement” and “space of time”—essential 

and formative qualities of the United States.  

 I am always trying to tell this thing that a space of time is a natural thing for an 

American to always have inside them as something in which they are continuously 

moving. Think of anything, of cowboys, of movies, of detective stories, of anybody 

who goes anywhere or stays at home and is an American and you will realize that it is 

something strictly American to conceive a space that is filled with moving, a space of 

time that is filled always filled with moving and my first real effort to express this 

thing which is an American thing began in writing The Making of Americans. 

(“TGM” 258) 
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According to her explanation, The Making of Americans is an effort to express “a space that 

is filled with moving, a space of time that is filled always filled with moving.” The 

remarkable quality of her authorship, Stein asserts, is in “conceiv[ing] a space that is filled 

with moving,”—a literary achievement “strictly American,” like other quintessential 

American things (cowboys, movies, detective stories) that are themselves “continuously 

moving.” This quality is naturally present in anybody “who is an American,” including 

“anybody who goes anywhere or stays at home”—surely a reference to Stein herself, the 

American gone abroad who is “always trying to tell this thing” through the medium of her 

novel. “Continuous moving”—that “essentially American thing” expressed by Stein in The 

Making of Americans—is further illuminated by the novel’s subtitle: Being a History of a 

Family’s Progress. Progress, then, is Stein’s preferred shorthand term for the “very 

American,” “strictly American,” “naturally American,” “singularly American” thing that she 

believes inhabits the heart of every American, domestic or abroad, the singular virtue that has 

proven the essential fiber of the developing nation. Indeed, Stein’s emphasis on the 

exceptionality of American “progress” follows typical epic formulation, wherein the epicist 

recounts “the basic principles of the founding of a polity’s laws and rituals” and “provides by 

example a set of fundamental virtues, values, and vices” in order to celebrate a chosen people 

as unique and exalted among other nations (Turner 344). 

In the length of “The Gradual Making,” Gertrude Stein offers no plot points, 

character names, or other details about The Making of Americans—despite her lengthy, 

expository meandering, a neophyte attending her lecture would have gained no clearer idea 

about the novel’s content at all. Given the subtitle of the novel, though, as well the emphasis 

Stein placed on space of time, combination, and continuous movement throughout her 
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lecture, one might well expect The Making of Americans to chronicle the progress of an 

American family across time and space. Given Stein’s Americanism, one would imagine, as 

well, a valorization of the national progress that made the modern United States; a paean, 

perhaps, to America’s Protestant Work ethic and Pioneer Spirit. Informed that the novel 

features an immigrant family, one would anticipate its successful assimilation into American 

society according to the prevailing “melting pot” dictum of the time period. Upon learning 

that the titular family became wealthy through means of capitalism, one would naturally 

presume the arc of the novel’s narration: the arrival of God’s chosen people to the Atlantic 

shore, how they conquered the wilderness and realized their Manifest Destiny by Westward 

Expansion across the North American continent. In the context of early twentieth-century 

discourse, one might even expect the novel to explore the White Man’s Burden of extending 

liberty to those benighted around the globe, and the duty of that predominant race to continue 

the march of Anglo-Saxon civilization. Even today, one glimpsing the novel’s cover image—

two young white women swaddled by a pair of American flags, gazing toward the promise of 

the horizon—would expect to find therein an epic celebrating the foundational values of 

American society: an epic novel, as had epics before, regaling the deeds and adventures of 

heroic or legendary figures from the foundation of a nation.  

Yet in The Making of Americans, as in other things, Gertrude Stein delights in 

subverting expectations. Her Modern(ist) epic resists the notion of progress, both in content 

and technique. Stein’s use of the present participle renders the action subjective and distant, 

while her continual use of fragmented repetition suggests that “progress” is not linear but 

instead recursive. The novel itself refuses to adhere to typical strictures of plot, constantly 

undercutting the hegemony of narrative, and that little plot which is delivered shows both the 
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desolation of “success” in American life, and how such progress is more often a Pyrrhic 

victory. Significantly, Stein also critiques her own role as author and mythmaker, allowing 

her frequent metafictional meditations to overtake the action while complicating her role as 

historio-cultural archivist. Refusing to deliver a straightforward, bird’s-eye narration, Stein 

advances the Modernist conception of history as a process of repeated self-criticism and 

reconstruction. In this way, Stein’s epic does not valorize foundational American values but 

undercuts them, calling into question the dominant strain of American ideology at the turn of 

the nineteenth century. Composing a modern anti-epic that casts off narrative, progress, 

evolution, and plot, Stein promulgates a diverse and complex vision for the American 

twentieth century to come. 

“The Bootless Chase of Complete Felicity”; “The Never Latent and Irresistible 

Force” 

Progress has long been at the heart of American ideology. Beginning with the Puritans, who 

“embarked on a divinely appointed errand in the wilderness,” Americans “have believed 

themselves to be providentially chosen for a special mission”—namely, to prosper, multiply, 

and serve as a model of civilization: “a city on a hill”—for the “eyes of all people” 

(Moorhead 145). Though many peoples assume themselves to be exceptional, James H. 

Moorhead argues in Many Are Chosen: Divine Election and Western Nationalism that “the 

American sense of mission is unique . . .  partly because America was born with this ideology 

and has continued to live by it ever since: from John Winthrop’s Arabella sermon, through 

the American Revolution” to the present day (167). Reginald Horsman echoes this 

assessment, explaining that “it is not uncommon for a people to think of themselves as 

chosen, but it is much rarer for a people to be given apparent abundant empirical proof of 
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God’s choice. God’s intentions were first revealed in the survival and prosperity of the tiny 

colonies, elaborated by the miracle of a successful revolution against the might of Great 

Britain, and confirmed by a growth that amazed the world in the sixty years after that 

conflict” (3). This early and fervent success, when combined with Americans’ trust in 

democratic institutions and belief in the inherent superiority of Anglo-Saxons, fueled a 

powerful ideology of progress that has dominated American ideology. 

As early as 1782, before the United States officially become a sovereign nation, its 

citizens subscribed to the ideology of edifying progress, believing that the fruit of their 

industry would prove as bountiful as it was inevitable. J. Hector St. John de Crevecour, 

writing as “Farmer John” in his Letters from an American Farmer, noted the direct link 

between hard work and success, remarking that “here the rewards of his industry follow with 

equal steps the progress of his labour; his labour is founded on the basis of nature, self-

interest; can it want a stronger allurement?” (70). Note Crevecoeur’s emphasis on the value 

of material self-interest, the bedrock of an emerging capitalist system, as well as the promise 

of “rewards” that surely follow with “equal steps” the progress of labor. Later in his Letter 3, 

he espouses the American creed of progress as a divine covenant, framed as a promise 

delivered by America’s Great Parent to prospective immigrants: 

If thou wilt carefully educate thy children, teach them gratitude to God, and reverence 

to that government that philanthropic government, which has collected here so many 

men and made them happy, I will also provide for thy progeny; and to every good 

man this ought to be the most holy, the most Powerful, the most earnest wish he can 

possibly form, as well as the most consolatory prospect when he dies. Go thou and 

work and till; thou shalt prosper, provided thou be just, grateful and industrious. (90) 
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Crevecoeur affirms material success as the result of a simple equation: if one works, one will 

prosper. In addition, he posits a legacy of wealth—that which will “provide for thy 

progeny”—as not merely desirable, but rather the “most holy, powerful, and earnest wish [a 

man] can possibly form” (90). That is, the primary objective of every American is to achieve 

enough prosperity that his children are better off, a principle of perpetual generational 

progress superintended by God.  

Though straightforward and inevitable when tendered in Crevecoeur’s formulation, 

the promise of achieving happiness through material success proved illusory for many early 

Americans, who had striven dutifully and well but made little progress when measured 

against their peers. Another foreign visitor, Alexis de Tocqueville, observed during his 1831 

tour of the United States that Americans are “for ever brooding over advantages they do not 

possess,” and are obsessed with “the bootless chase of that complete felicity which is forever 

on the wing” (622). This “bootless” chase, evident especially at this early date, was 

exacerbated by the siren call of “free” land on the westward frontier, through which any 

discontented American seeking “complete felicity” could assuredly achieve material 

success—provided he was willing to labor for it. Soon the narrative of westward migration 

became a cultural imperative, as immortalized by Horace Greely’s 1865 New York Tribune 

editorial, in which he exhorted those disaffected to “Go West, young man, and grow up with 

the country.” Millions did. As they picked up and moved westward, settling on farms and in 

frontier towns, the country grew along with them, and the line of settlement progressed 

across the continent, bringing material success with the transformation of natural resources 
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into wealth.48 In turn, each successive generation, finding its prospect constrained by the 

advancement of the previous, was compelled to light out for the Territory, hoping to strike it 

rich through hard work and providence.   

On a broader level, mass westward migration was framed in terms of societal 

“improvement”—the continual transformation of untamed wilderness into profitable 

civilization—and as an indicator of God’s continued providence for the American nation. In 

other words, just as Calvinists could predict the destination of their souls by surveying their 

blessings, Americans could reliably measure the progress of their society by the evidence of 

its material success. As the American sociologist William Graham Sumner held in the 1880s, 

“human progress is at bottom moral progress, and moral progress is largely the accumulation 

of economic virtues” (Hofstadter 61). Williams explains further:  

The creation of wealth by the continuing exploitation of natural resource helped 

engender a state of mind in which material progress became the sole measure of 

society. Money was the talisman that would open the door to personal elevated social 

status, the key to political influence, and the portal of cultural eminence. Wealth to 

many frontier settlers and to many Americans after them was the primary objective in 

life. A hardened materialist attitude, long associated with the United States by people 

from other lands, is traceable in part to frontier affluence. (384) 

This hardened materialist attitude proved infectious, not only for pioneers but also for the 

larger American business community, whose commercial engine needed to be continually 

stoked by the opening of new markets for the disposal of surplus crops and goods. Because 

                                                           
48 Unmarked (both by Stein and contemporary commentators), was the Removal and oppression of the Native 
Peoples of the continent, whose supposedly felicitous absence enabled much of the “progress” and “success” 
of American civilization.   
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“the continuous westward drain of surplus labor kept wages up and living standards high”, 

Americans found confirmation for their faith in hard work and progress, convinced that the 

United States would soon be the greatest power in the world on account of its economic and 

political institutions and vast wealth of resources (Billington and Ridge 385-6).  

Beyond the common ideology of personal wealth and economics, the gospel of 

American progress was writ large on the geopolitical arena as well, where the United States’ 

expansionist agenda manifested itself throughout its first hundred years. As early as The 

Federalist #10, James Madison argued that the new nation must “extend the sphere” in order 

to provide greater security through a diversity of interest groups. His presidential successor 

James Monroe asserted American predominance over the entirety of the Western Hemisphere 

in his 1823 Monroe Doctrine, holding that European powers must no longer interfere in the 

affairs of the New World, henceforth under American purview. John Quincy Adams, for his 

part, believed that “for the common happiness of them all, for their peace and prosperity . . . 

the whole continent of North America appears to be destined by Divine Providence to be 

peopled by one nation” (qtd. in Horsman 87). And, while acts of Congress allowed pioneers 

to gobble up terrestrial land, “as Boston merchant William Sturgis admitted, the men of 

maritime affairs were no less ‘covetous and ambitious’; The navy, for example, asserted in 

1829 that all west coast harbors belonged to the United States. (qtd. in Williams 85). The 

sentiment expressed by Madison, Monroe, and Adams became bundled under the corollary 

term of “Manifest Destiny,” coined by John O’Sullivan in an 1845 New York Morning News 

editorial in which he arrogated “the right of our manifest destiny to overspread and to possess 

the whole of the continent which Providence has given us for the development of the great 

experiment of liberty and federated self-government entrusted to us” (qtd. in Brinkley 352). 
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Here we observe the familiar touchstones of American Progress: “liberty,” “possess[ion],” 

“Providence,” self-government, and, above all, “development”—the “right” to “overspread” 

in order to advance the “great experiment” of American democracy. 

The doctrine of American progress was promulgated not only by businessmen and 

politicians, but also by leading American artists, authors, and intellectuals such as Walt 

Whitman, “that poet of the common man” who declared that expansion generated 

“unparalleled human happiness and national freedom” (qtd. in Williams 87). Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, for his part, concluded that “our whole history appears to be a last effort of Divine 

Providence on behalf of the human race” (qtd. in Williams 87). The religious leader Josiah 

Strong, most forcefully, argued that all previous historical events “only appear to have 

purpose and value when viewed in connection with, or rather as subsidiary to . . . the great 

stream of Anglo-Saxon emigration to the west” (qtd. in Hofstadter 179). These widespread 

attitudes toward progress were best exemplified in an influential 1872 painting by John Gast, 

aptly titled American Progress, which features a panorama of wagons, stagecoaches, and 

trains traveling steadily westward across the American prairie, led by the angelic floating 

figure of Columbia and trailed by log cabins, telegraph wires, and acreage under plow. In the 

darkened forefront of the panting are Native Americans and wild game, receding from the 

frame to allow the advancement of white society. 

Gast’s varnished portrayal belied the thorniness of the Indian Question, one of 

America’s most vexing concerns during the early years of the Republic. It was taken for 

granted that American expansion was natural and necessary, but what should be done about 

the native peoples whose presence impeded the juggernaut of American progress? During the 

colonial period tribes in New England and the Atlantic Seaboard were decimated and 
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subjugated through warfare and disease, largely clearing native resistance prior to U.S. 

independence, while in the 1830s, the United States government utilized the Indian Removal 

Act as a strategy to “relocate” tribes and ensure Lebensraum49 for white settlers in much of 

the Southeast. Between warfare and removal, the vast majority of natives had been pushed 

beyond the Mississippi by mid-century, clearing the way for untrammeled Anglo settlement 

and civilization. This steady march westward, represented both in art and reality, reconfirmed 

racial beliefs of the time, which held that Americans, in their outward thrust, “were 

encountering a variety of inferior races incapable of sharing in America's republican system 

and doomed to permanent subordination or extinction” (Horsman 6). 

Indeed, though deriving from disparate ethnicities and diverse nations, the American 

people had in short order formed a racial identity they considered coherent and predominant. 

As Reginald Horsman writes in Race and Manifest Destiny, “By the late 1840s most 

Americans either thought of themselves as the descendants of English immigrants, speaking 

English, bound together by a common culture and a talent for government, or they thought of 

themselves as a superior, distant ‘American’ race, drawn from the very best of the stocks of 

western and northern Europe” (301). Just as New England’s Genteel Tradition dominated 

much of American culture, Anglo-Saxon ethnicity came to dominate racial discourse and 

American self-conception, as the so-called American race, representing Anglo-Saxon blood 

and English speech, manifested itself in appearance and culture. As the united body of 

pioneers moved westward, “the emphasis was on the American Anglo-Saxons as a separate, 

                                                           
49 German for “room to live.” Though the official policy did not reach its full nationalist fruition until its 

implementation under Nazi Germany, the concept that a “healthy and vigorous people of superior race 
possessed an inherent and mystical right to displace unhealthy and feeble peoples of inferior races” was 
embraced by American imperialists during the territorial expansion of the nineteenth century. 
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innately superior people who were destined to bring good government, commercial 

prosperity, and Christianity to the American continents and to the world” (Horsman 2). 

This viewpoint improbably caught fresh fire with the 1859 publication of Charles 

Darwin’s On the Origin of the Species. Though Darwin’s theory expounded upon 

evolutionary biology, its implications were soon adopted by leading racial thinkers of the 

day, who seized upon the most popular catchwords of Darwinism—“struggle for existence” 

and “survival of the fittest—and “applied them to the life of man in society” (Hofstadter 6). 

In particular, Social Darwinists such as John Fiske and Edward L. Youmans held that what 

was true for animals and individual human actors was surely true for societies as a whole, 

theorizing that each of the races was locked in a competitive struggle for survival. American 

imperialists pointed to Darwin’s subtitle, The Preservation of Favored Races in the Struggle 

for Life, as evidence that “the whole spirit of the naturalistic world-view seemed to call for a 

vigorous and unrelenting thoroughness in the application of biological concepts” (Hofstadter 

171). In other words, leading racial discourse held that the supremacy of the Anglo-Saxon 

race was not only natural due to its intellectual and material superiority, but beneficial for the 

human race in that it eradicated those societies least fit for survival and accelerated the 

positive evolution of the species. “Whatever the difficulties the Americans might have to 

surmount,” Herbert Spencer reasoned, they might “reasonably look forward to a time when 

they will have produced a civilization grander than any the world has known” (qtd. in 

Hofstadter 48). The equally sanguine Teddy Roosevelt asserted in The Winning of the West 

that “American development represents the culminating achievement of this mighty history 

of racial growth” (qtd. in Hofstadter 175). At least through its first hundred years, then, the 

United States was propelled by its doctrine of inexorable progress—commercial, moral, 
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cultural, and racial—intertwined to produce a society unparalleled in human existence. The 

prevailing view was that, “whatever its destiny, [the Republic] must proceed” due to the “law 

of nature, the human longing for the change and for the new, the never latent and irresistible 

force of progress” (Williams 126). 

The “never latent and irresistible force” of American Progress arrived at a cul-de-sac 

in 1890, however, when the United States Census Bureau reported that, since no discernable 

line of settlement could be traced, it would no longer track the westward migration of the 

U.S. population, in effect declaring the frontier closed. While the accuracy of this grand 

pronouncement may have been overstated (there were, of course, many pockets of land with 

few or no Anglo settlers), “the psychological effects of the Census Bureau's announcement . . 

.  far outweighed material evidence. To some, the nation’s era of expansion, with all that it 

meant, was over, and an age of adjustment to life of closed boundaries was at hand” 

(Billington and Ridge 387). The Bureau’s announcement was taken up by historian Frederick 

Jackson Turner, whose massively influential Frontier Thesis was introduced at the 1893 

Chicago World’s Fair. Turner, drawing from longitudinal study of Western civilization, 

theorized that “the existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance 

of American settlement westward explain American development,” and that the American 

frontier was responsible for “restless, nervous energy,” “practical, inventive turn of mind,” 

“coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness,” “masterful grasp of 

material things,” and the “buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom” (37). With 

the frontier closed, these essential American qualities seemed in jeopardy. The long years of 

acquiring and developing the domestic, continental empire were over; as William Howard 

Taft, then Secretary of War, lamented, the United States had now “accumulated a surplus of 
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capital beyond the requirements of internal development” (qtd. in Williams 132). For all its 

tremendous material gains, the engine of American Progress had seemingly ground to a halt, 

not for lack of will, but for lack of land. Henceforth Americans would contend not to build 

civilization from wilderness, but instead to outstrip the efforts of each other, perhaps leading 

to a series internecine wars as had occurred in Europe. In this way the closing of the frontier 

might fulfill the prognosis of Sumner, who held that men ultimately “draw their living from 

the soil, and the kind of existence they achieve, their mode of getting at it, and their mutual 

relations in the process are all determined by the proportion of population to the available 

soil . . . The foundation of human society is the man-land ratio” (qtd. in Hofstadter 56).  

Thus, during the first decade of the twentieth century, when Gertrude Stein sat to 

compose The Making of Americans, the established narrative of American progress, which 

had been the nation’s unquestioned ideology for centuries, had suddenly been called into 

question. With the dawn of modernity, the doctrine of inexorable and edifying progress—

economic, political, and racial—seemed obsolete. Yet the nation knew of no other ideology, 

no other American way of being. As William Appleman Williams writes: 

The essence of American culture had come to have less to do with the transformation 

of avowed intentions and ideals into institutional arrangements, and the related 

exploration and cultivation of those ideas, than with the avoidance of such human and 

humane challenges through the pursuit of growth. The culture had been unable, after 

almost 300 years, to develop any conception of success—or fulfillment—except the 

idiom of the endless chase itself. It was all a footnote to Madison: ‘extend the sphere.’ 

Americans thought, talked, and devised policy for the glories of the future whatever 

the troubles, limitations, and failures of the present. They appeared constitutionally 
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unable to settle for developing and enriching their existing empire. They defined 

development and enrichment as ever more growth—ever more empire. (124-25) 

In the “endless chase” for the “glories of the future,” Americans had avoided “human 

and humane challenges,” instead diving headlong into “the pursuit of growth,” an end in and 

of itself. The time was ripe, then, for Gertrude Stein’s Modern(ist) epic, The Making of 

Americans: The History of a Family’s Progress, which promised to examine the micro-

history of a typical family, through which she might get at the very heart of what it meant to 

be American. In doing so, Stein penned an epic which explored the narrative of inexorable 

and edifying progress. The results were quite a departure from what her audience might have 

expected.  

A “Literary White Elephant” 

The Making of Americans is a Modern(ist) epic,50 an anti-narrative, anti-novel with 

tremendous ambition—to represent the “bottom nature” of every person. However, as Sarah 

Wilson observes, “in the process of expressing the complexity of the individual, Stein found 

herself continually expanding the scope of her text” (176). The narrator predicts that:  

Soon then there will be a history of every kind of men and women and of all the 

mixtures in them, sometime there will be a history of every man and every woman 

who ever were or are or will be living and of the kind of nature in them and the way it 

comes out from them from their beginning to their ending, sometime then there will 

                                                           
50 By no means am I the first to suggest the epic designation. Václav Paris, in his dissertation Everyday Epic: 

Evolution, Sexuality, and Modernist Narrative—itself featuring a chapter on TMA as modern epic—provides a 
partial list of recent criticism specifically featuring the “epic” label, from Barret Watten’s “An Epic of 
Subjectification: The Making of Americans; to Deborah Mix, who claims that the novel tries “to carve out a 
place for [immigrant experience] within American literature, and particularly within the field of the epic”; to 
Barbara Will, who introduces The Making of Americans as “Stein’s massive, 925-page epic”; to Sacvan 
Bercovitch, who uses The Making of Americans as exemplary of a new form of the American epic in his chapter 
“Poetry for the Machine Age”; to Myra Jehlen’s synopsis which dubs the work an epic” (Paris 56).  
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be a history of each one of them and of the many millions always being made just like 

them, there will be sometime a history of all of them, there will be a history of them 

and now there is here a beginning. (TMA 176) 

In this passage the narrator conceives of the massive project of the written history of 

everyone and everything—one senses this is the book she would like to compose herself—

but, given the impossibility of that task, instead embarks upon a mere “beginning” to that 

work. In “The Gradual Making,” Stein further explains that because her work was of the 

twentieth century, “it was natural that in writing The Making of Americans I had proceeded to 

enlarge my paragraphs so as to include everything” (“TGM” 226). Stein’s effort to “include 

everything” characterizes it as an epic undertaking according to Northrup Frye’s notion of 

epic as “encyclopedic aggregate,” and dovetails as well with Franco Moretti’s critical 

analysis, which holds that epic, “from Homer on, normally functioned as a veritable 

encyclopaedia of society's own culture: a storehouse of its essence and basic knowledge” 

(37). Stein’s inquisition into the “bottom nature” of American life grounds The Making as an 

effort toward creating a “storehouse” of the most “essential” and “basic” knowledge she 

might uncover about Americans. 

Though situated, in this context, as an epic encompassing everything, The Making of 

Americans is more specifically intended to serve as a national epic of the United States—as 

Stein claimed, “an American book an essentially American book”—written to chronicle how 

and of what Americans are made. Yet rather than a detailed account of American history, 

Stein chooses to represent the totality of the American experience through the intimate 

portrayal of one family. In this way her novel falls under Edward Mendleson’s definition of 

“encyclopedic narrative,” a genre which “attempt[s] to render the full range of knowledge 
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and beliefs of a national culture, while identifying the ideological perspectives from which 

that culture shapes and interprets its knowledge” (1269). Because encyclopedic narratives are 

“products of an era in which the world’s knowledge is vastly greater than any one person can 

encompass,” he explains, they “necessarily make extensive use of synecdoche” (1269). 

Writing on the cusp of the modern era, and confronted with the immense expanse of the 

United States, Stein uses the Dehning and Hersland families as synecdoche for American 

middle-class culture, framing her exploration as parcel of the long, all-encompassing book 

that will one day emerge. As she forecasts, again regarding her desired project, “sometime 

there will be written a long book that is a real history of every one who ever were or are or 

will be living, from their beginning to their ending, now there is a history of the Hersland and 

the Dehning families and every one who ever came to know them” (TMA 285). Stein’s effort 

at encyclopedic representation becomes further atomized when she focuses her analysis on 

the individual level, zeroing in on specific characters in the book, often with a spotlight and 

for pages at a time. As she claims, “Every kind of history about any one is important then, 

every kind of way of thinking about any one is important to those who need a whole history 

of every one” (TMA 193). In this way The Making of Americans satisfies Frederick Turner’s 

pronouncement that the epic genre “purports to be comprehensive for its culture. It is about 

the parts of a culture, like any story, but it is also about the whole” (341). The Making of 

Americans explores American culture on escalating levels of individual, family, nation, and 

world, achieving its encyclopedic ambition by beginning from the “bottom nature” and 

projecting its revelations upward. 

The Making of Americans is not merely an epic novel, but a Modern(ist) epic novel—

perhaps the first and greatest of its kind. As mentioned earlier, The Making of Americans is 
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widely available and critically lionized, yet rarely read—“This is another odd feature of the 

modern epic: it is an almost supercanonical form, yet one that is virtually unread” (Moretti 

5).51 Melanie Taylor characterizes The Making of Americans as a “literary ‘white elephant,’” 

suggesting that “any attempt to read the whole text as though it were a conventional narrative 

is likely to be a mind-numbing and frustrating experience” (28). On this point, and consistent 

with the modern epic’s undermining of the epic quest motif, The Making of Americans is an 

anti-novel, or at least anti-narrative, eschewing traditional storylines and plot trajectories in 

favor of a digressive and recursive polyglossia. As Taylor suggests, attempting to read the 

novel as a conventional narrative is sure to be a frustrating exercise, for it meanders and 

oxbows, straying from the “plot” for pages at a time, to an extent that whatever story-threads 

can be grasped are soon lost in sea of meta-discussion and repetitive deviation.  

Yet the novel’s abundant digression is not an authorial flaw, but instead a feature. In 

her “Portraits and Repetition,” originally published as a part of Lectures in America, Stein 

places her novel next to other prominent Modernist masterpieces, observing that “in the three 

novels written in this generation that are the important things written in this generation, there 

is, in none of them a story. There is none in Proust, in The Making of Americans or in 

Ulysses” (“PAR” 184).52 Rather, these Modern(ist) epics eschew notions of completedness 

and closure, as outlined by Franco Moretti’s extensive analysis of the genre in Modern Epic: 

                                                           
51 Indeed, even professional literary critics had considerable difficulty in reading the novel. BL Reid, in his 

review, wrote that “the complete Making of Americans is, I am convinced, unreadable for the normal mind. I 

have read every word of the shorter version (I think I have—it’s hard to make sure), but I am not proud of the 

accomplishment, and I doubt that a score of people could be found to have done even that” (qtd. in Weinstein 

37). And Edmund Wilson, in his review, confessed that “I have not read the book all through and I do not know 

whether it is possible to do so” (59). 
52 Taylor disagrees Stein’s grouping, asserting that TMA stands alone in Modernist style and digression. 
“Despite this claim for a shared innovativeness of form,” she writes “there is a difference in style that 
distinguishes Stein’s text not just from the novels of Joyce and Proust, but also from anything else produced by 
writers of either gender during this period” (27). 
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From Goethe to Garcia Marquez. As Moretti argues, “the unity of this form does not lie in a 

definitive conclusion, but in its ability to begin again. A unified world is not necessarily a 

closed world . . .  The digressions have themselves become the main purpose of the epic 

Action” (48-49). Later, on the topic of Modernist digression, he goes on to describe the epic 

as “a form prone to digressions: full of episodes flanking the basic Action. Marginal 

episodes—and, for that very reason, favourable to experimentation” (189). Stein’s centrifugal 

form is quite favorable to experimentation, as there is no central action to speak of, and the 

milestones that are provided (births, deaths, marriages) are of little dramatic tension and 

quickly dispensed with—often with an abrupt line, as when the narrator interjects to appraise 

the reader that the Herslands’ baby “got sick and died of something” (TMA 670). In his 

discussion of the topic Paris observes that Making cleaves to Moretti’s model, arguing that 

“although Moretti does not deal with Stein (or any U.S.- or female-authored text) in Modern 

Epic, his description of modern epic’s distinctive generic form is surprisingly Steinian” (62). 

That is, in its propensity for digression and “its ability to begin again,” The Making of 

Americans serves as a prototype for the modern epic genre. 

One of the primary digressive threads unraveling throughout the book is that of the 

narrator-character, of whom little is revealed except that he or she has taken on the 

monumental task of writing an epic novel. “Why should anything any one keep on going if 

not ever at any time anything any one will be a whole one” the narrator asks, continuing to 

wonder “what is the use of anything or everything keeping on going if not at any time I will 

not be having a sensation that any one anything will be a whole one” (TMA 521). The 

narrator’s monumental burden backs Paris’s notion that “in a world where traditional epic 

actions have become unrealistic, giving way to narrative inaction, the leftover epic burden is 
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often displaced onto the author” (61). The same “I” narrator, who periodically interrupts to 

pull back the curtain on her writing process, positions herself as both author of and witness to 

the epic novel unfolding, breaking from tradition of previous epicists. As Jeremy Ingalls 

writes in The Epic Tradition, “by the 20th century an even further shift occurs: some epic 

composers take, as the narrator's viewpoint, neither the role of guide nor the role of 

representative initiant but approach the narrative as observers who are themselves part of the 

audience witnessing the epic action” (44). As creator and composer of the epic, Stein’s 

narrator is herself “part of the audience witnessing the epic action,” both observer to and 

active participant in the act of American mythmaking. Thus, while The Making of Americans 

is the “history of a family’s progress,” it is just as much a history of the chronicling of a 

family’s progress, with the narrator a character just as essential as those named in the text. 

The narrator’s famous pronouncement that “I am writing for myself and others” (TMA 289) 

indicates the audience and scope of the ambitious project. 

The extent to which narrative perspective mirrors her own personal experience has 

been the subject of a vigorous scholarly debate since the novel’s publication. Textual clues 

from The Making of Americans suggest that Stein herself identifies with the narrator, or at 

least that she and the narrator have a similar life trajectory. Midway through the novel, the 

narrator digresses into a curious note on liberty in American life, in this case reflecting on the 

nature of vocation. As she writes: 

in our american life where there is no coercion in custom and it is our right to change 

our vocation as often as we have desire and opportunity, it is a common experience 

that our youth extends through the whole first twenty-nine years of our life and it is 
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not till we reach thirty that we find at last that vocation for which we feel ourselves fit 

and to which we willingly devote continued labor. (TMA 437) 

For Stein, who to that point had failed in attempts to study psychology and medicine, the 

“common experience” of “chang[ing] her vocation,” must have felt a particular right of her 

American life; that she had recently found her vocation as a writer, to which she “willingly 

devote[d] continued labor” must have been a coming-of-age moment—indeed, The Making 

of Americans might be considered a Bildungsroman, not on part of the characters, but for the 

narrator. Stein nevertheless proceeds to rationalize her earlier time spent in fruitless pursuit:  

It must be owned that while much labor is lost to the world in these efforts to secure 

one’s true vocation, nevertheless it makes more completeness in individual life and 

perhaps in the end will prove as useful to the world, and if we believe that there is 

more meaning in the choice of love than plain propinquity so we may well believe 

that there is more meaning in vocations than that it is the thing we can first learn 

about and win an income with. (TMA 437) 

This passage offers a retroactive justification for her “labor lost to the world,” arguing 

that the search for meaningful vocation offers “more completedness in individual life” than 

winning an income from “the thing we can first learn about.” Specifically, Stein’s notion of 

finding her true vocation as a writer when reaching thirty echoes Ingalls’ claim that “in 

generally literate societies, even as in preliterate communities, age thirty years seems to be 

the psychologically probable moment at which talents inclined to epic vision begin to focus 

their powers of reflection and communication fully upon the adult rebirth experience” (75). It 

is no coincidence that Gertrude Stein herself turned 30 in 1904, around the time she began 

composing The Making of Americans. Given her above statement on her “choice of love” in 
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“finding at last that labor for which we feel ourselves fit,” we might consider the “adult 

rebirth experience” in the novel as the “psychologically probable moment” at which her 

talents became “inclined to epic vision.”  

Finally, like other modern epics, The Making of Americans is set in the near and 

memorable past,53 instead of some remote and legendary past, as was common with ancient 

or traditional epics. As Theodore L. Steinberg explains in his Twentieth-Century Epic Novels, 

“Writers write for the present, and epicists use the past to illuminate the present. That past 

may be largely legendary; it may convey the collective mythology of the community. Even 

so, it opens that mythology to examination” (48). In order to openly examine the ideology of 

inexorable material progress, Stein composed The Making of Americans—“a long national 

book, aiming at a totality . . . and written in exile from the nation it purports to represent” 

(Mendelson 1274)—as a Modern(ist) epic, using the near past of the nineteenth century to 

illuminate the obsolescence and incompatibly of that ideology with the emerging United 

States of America. 

“Endlessly the Same and Endlessly Different” 

While epicists traditionally celebrate the values of their society, Stein, composes an epic that 

both in form and content undermines the American ideology of inexorable progress, in the 

process subverting its attendant doctrines of national exceptionalism, economic primacy, and 

racial evolution. Stein’s most apparent formal subversion is her refusal to create or cleave to 

the linear and coherent narrative that American readers had come to expect. As Jayne L. 

Walker writes in The Making of a Modernist, the novel “systematically violates the readerly 

                                                           
53 Although there are no dates or specific references provided in the text, given the date of composition, as 
well as biographical connections and contextual clues, the action of The Making of Americans likely spans the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. 
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expectation that the structure of a novel should roughly correspond to the succession of 

events in the story it narrates” (49). In particular, the novel’s subtitle—“Being a History of a 

Family’s Progress”— “establishes a reading paradigm that is entirely frustrated by the 

progress of the book. The expectation of a literary family history, built of events and 

conversation and plot, is thwarted by the movement of The Making of Americans towards 

abstraction and the interiorization of the narrative consciousness” (Pike 139). Kelley Wagers 

agrees, arguing that “Stein’s subtitle promises a history of family progress, but the record of 

three generations in two American immigrant families . . . is more circular than progressive; 

this story of ‘the old people in a new world, the new people made out of the old’ seems often 

incidental to the book’s more radical formal innovations” (29).   

Indeed, the novel’s plot is decidedly “more circular than progressive”; while The 

Making of Americans begins with the seemingly straightforward chronicle of the immigration 

of the Dehning and Hersland families, it soon abandons their story in favor of a series of 

abstractions and digressions, the meta-narrative of the narrator’s attempt to deliver the story. 

When each digression is exhausted, Stein promises time and again to return to the original 

story—to “begin again,” this time from another vantage in order to better relate their 

events—only to immediately devolve into another digression or abstraction. Throughout a 

thousand pages a few narrative touchstones emerge as continual refrains, but by novel’s end 

the plot has been lost completely, and its threads remain untied. In short, the novel is anti-

narrative; its plot does not progress. As Alyson Brickey explains in “A Text in Process”: 

The syntactic structure of The Making of Americans . . . eschews what Helena Michie 

calls ‘the “and then” sentence at the heart of historical writing,’ a linguistically 

identifiable sequential ordering that results in the explication of a linear, historical 
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narrative (Michie 2009, 277). Because we understand history as a series of linear 

events that progress toward some identifiable end point or culmination (war, a shift in 

power, revolution, etc.), historical writing remains dependent on this type of 

paratactic sentence construction. ‘And then’ allows meaning to orderly accrue along a 

causal chain, creating a unilinear narrative sequence that works to fix events that can 

often more accurately be described as existing in a state of chaos, or flux. 

The novel’s refusal to adhere to “a unilinear narrative sequence”—or, put another way, 

straightforward “historical narrative”—models an alternative mode of historiography, 

deliberately obstructing the accepted ideology of progress, which held that the United States 

was inexorably advancing toward its destiny as a “civilization grander than any the world has 

known” (Hofstadter 48).  

Stein’s evasion of progress on the narrative level must be coupled with her 

obstruction of progress at the sentence level, most prominently demonstrated by the continual 

repetition common to her syntactic structure. The narrator’s obsession with repetition stems 

from Stein’s own observations, through which she hoped to arrive at the “bottom nature” of 

every one. As she detailed in “The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans,” Stein 

“began to get enormously interested in hearing how everybody said the same thing over and 

over again with infinite variations but over and over again until finally if you listened with 

great intensity you could hear it rise and fall and tell all that that there was inside them, not so 

much by the actual words they said or the thoughts they had but the movement of their 

thoughts and words endlessly the same and endlessly different” (“TGM” 213). Nearly every 

passage in the novel features sentences that “rise and fall and tell all,” winding their way 
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recursively back to where they began, as in the following typically roundabout passage on 

the subject of repeating itself:  

Perhaps not any one really is a whole one inside them to themselves or to any one. 

Perhaps every one is in pieces inside them and perhaps every one has not completely 

in them their own being inside in them. Perhaps each one is in pieces and repeating is 

coming out of them that is certain but as repeating of pieces in them. Repeating is 

always coming out of each one that is certain, in all moments of despairing that is 

certain, that every one always is repeating. That every one always is repeating is a 

certain thing” (TMA 519).  

The passage returns to a number of repeated phrases—“perhaps”; “every one is in pieces”; 

“repeating is coming out of them”; “everyone always is repeating”—that express a coherent 

idea, but a closer examination reveals small discrepancies between each iteration. So it is that 

Stein’s repetitions are not an exact duplication, but instead, as Stein had observed, “the same 

thing over and over again with infinite variations,” “endlessly the same and endlessly 

different.” Her novel takes on the quality of these sentences, conveying her thoughts through 

subtle, recursive fragments, in the same way that her observations had marked people and 

their lives unfolding.   

This varied recursion forms the backbone of The Making of Americans, a formidable 

technique that arrests readerly progress and makes a straightforward, linear reading of the 

novel impossible. Contemporary reviewer Willis Steell likened the novel to “a maze of 

thousand pages . . .  one step forward and half a dozen backward” (qtd. in “Gertrude Stein in 

Critical French Eyes” 33); Marianne Moore observed that we “hasten slowly forward by a 

curious backward kind of progress” (48). In this way Stein posits an alternate mode of 
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narrative development wherein events repeat themselves again and again, with slight 

variation and no discernable progress, a heuristic at diametric odds with the ideology of 

inexorable American progress common to the time. In The Making of Americans “repetition, 

not a linear sequence of discrete events linked in a chain of causality that manifests progress, 

is the form and force of history” (Walker 43), and for much of the text, “any sense of 

development is derived incrementally through a process of accretion and minor alterations in 

the otherwise limited vocabulary and phrasing” (Taylor 28). With her propensity to “begin 

again,” Stein submits a recursive model of development as the “bottom nature” of every life, 

and further suggests that Americans—especially after the closing of the frontier—have no 

providential blueprint for growth, and are in fact doomed to repeat the mundane, middle-

class lives of their progenitors, with subtle variations. Katherine Anne Porter likens the 

experience of reading the novel to walking into “what seems to be a great spiral, a slow, 

ever-widening unmeasured spiral rolling itself horizontally . . . then you discover it is not a 

circle, not machine-like repetition, the spiral does open and widen, it is repetition only in the 

sense that one wave follows upon another” (35-6). Porter’s metaphor of coursing waves is an 

apt one, in that waves are at the same time different and alike: knit from the same material, 

following a fixed course, and marking their progress only at the glacial pace of erosion. So 

too does the novel regard successive generations of Americans as tiny, replicate whitecaps 

hurtling themselves forth with all the momentum they can muster, only to dissipate when 

slammed against the beachhead of the world, their remnants receding into the sea. 

Even further, at the “bottom nature” of her individual words, Stein contests and 

disrupts the ideology of inexorable and edifying progress. The Making of Americans is 

largely written using the present participle, a verb tense that distances the novel’s action from 
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its inherent consequences while simultaneously emphasizing the on-going-ness of said 

action. The aggregate use of present participle suspends the narrative in the continuous 

present, as in the following passage from the first chapter of the book, which explores 

American attitudes toward marriage: 

In American teaching marrying is just loving but that is not enough for marrying. 

Loving is alright as a beginning but then there is marrying and that is very different. 

In many towns there are many in each generation, decent well to do men, who keep 

on in their daily living and never come to any marrying. They all do a little loving. 

Everybody sometime does a little loving. (TMA 68) 

Here the narrator uses the present participles “teaching,” “marrying,” “loving,” and “living” 

as adverbs, adjectives, nouns, and verbs; when combined with the lack of punctuation, the 

clauses blend together, inhibiting a fluid reading of the passage. Extensive use of the 

continuous present, as Brickey explains, “in concert with Stein's other linguistic devices such 

as run-on sentences, a distinct lack of punctuation, the consistent repetition of clauses, and 

her affinity for coordinating conjunctions, results in a dislocating and often overwhelming 

reading experience” (5). The narrator’s grand pronouncements, such as “marrying is just 

loving,” are stated as a flat fact, with no regard for chronology or detail, and presented as a 

categorical— “they all,” “everybody sometime”—that purports to encompass the American 

experience, rendering each successive generation of Americans timeless and faceless—

interchangeable, in other words.54 As Lisa Ruddick states, in this way “the continuous 

present offers not only homogeniation but also . . . defies the closures of linear time by 

setting everything in motion . . .  Its emphasis is on process: characters do not simply ‘finish’ 

                                                           
54 Stein similarly undercuts the importance of distinctive nationalism by refusing to capitalize the demonym 
“American” throughout the text. 
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something, for example, but ‘do finishing’” (86). In flattening and conflating various parts of 

speech, Stein’s prose emphasizes process over progress and homogeneity over distinction; 

the novel’s action is constantly performed, yet is never finished.  

The stagnating influence of the present participle is notable enough in this brief 

passage, but when accumulated over a thousand pages has a tremendously deadening effect 

on the narrative. The Making of Americans features an onslaught of prose with few divisions, 

visual breaks, or narrative milestones by which to mark one’s place, often “dislocating” the 

reader and making it “difficult to remember one’s place within a linear succession of events, 

whether or not those events are presented as narrative” (Stephens 145).55 The difficulty of 

Stein’s prose both arrests the reader’s progress and functions as statement on the relationship 

between time and history. Though the narrator endeavors to chart the progress of three 

generations of a family throughout the nineteenth century, the novel’s plot advances 

chronologically only at the macro level. Rather, on the word, phrase, and sentence levels, the 

culminating effect of Stein’s formal prose techniques causes the narrative to double back, 

leap forward, or simply tread water in the present for pages at a time, effectively rendering 

linear historical chronicle impossible. To this end Brickey writes that Stein’s insistence on 

the present participle critiques the “teleological process of history” (5), while Alex Goody 

posits that said usage “further emphasizes that knowledge, in this text, is not a static state but 

a temporal process occurring within the ongoing present of the discourse” (52). Events 

significant and climactic in other novels are dispatched with a terse sentence in The Making 

of Americans; and that which is recorded is subject to either repetition with variation or 

outright revision. Meanwhile, the peculiar usage of punctuation, syntax, and verb tense calls 

                                                           
55 In this way reader must mimic the narrator’s constant refrains of “as I was saying” and “to begin again,” 
struggling to locate threads of narrative amidst constant digression and interruption. 
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attention to the volatile nature of the prose itself, testifying to the strategic mutability of 

narration. Thus Stein, as narrator and author, reveals herself as playing the role not of 

objective historical chronicler, but self-conscious and biased myth-maker, an indirect critique 

of leading nineteenth century accounts of history. Taken together, Gertrude Stein’s formal 

subversion at the global, sentence, and word levels offers a significant challenge to the 

dominant ideology of American material progress—and to the mythologizing, hagiographic 

mode of national epic chronicle prevalent up to that point. 

“The Rare Privilege of Being an American”; “The Death-Like Monotony in 

Action” 

Working hand-in-hand with its form and function, the content of The Making of Americans is 

decidedly revisionist, opposing the ideology of American progress by narrating the ultimate 

failure of the Hersland and Dehning families. Though the novel is at heart anti-narrative and 

stymies the story’s development at every turn, over its thousand pages the abandoned plot-

strands combine to detail how the families’ quest to succeed in American terms is subverted 

by the fundamental inadequacy of that belief. In doing so, Stein suggests that the ideology of 

inexorable American progress, prevalent and popular throughout the nineteenth century, is 

both obsolete and inimical to the formation of a dynamic modern nation.      

The opening anecdote of The Making of Americans, in conjunction with Stein’s 

explanation on the topic, establishes its anti-progressive theme, detailing the oedipal and 

generational struggle inherent to American life. The novel’s first lines disclose a fundamental 

material struggle: “Once an angry man dragged his father along the ground through his own 

orchard. ‘Stop!’ cried the groaning old man at last, ‘Stop! I did not drag my father beyond 

this tree.’” (TMA 3). This brief fable, itself a reworking of a parable in Aristotle’s 
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Nichomachean Ethics,56 introduces the fierce, essential conflict between generations—

especially dramatic given the setting and stakes. In Stein’s version, the “angry” son, in order 

to take possession of his inheritance, must complete the family ritual of dragging his father 

through the fruit-bearing orchard. Despite the discomfort of the experience, the father 

protests only when he crosses the threshold of the progress he made with his own father, 

marking a milestone tree, which he has committed to memory, as the furthest point he is 

willing to go. Taken as a common oedipal rite, the parable seems to comment on the 

difficulty of generational progress in light of the obstinacy of elders.  

When placed in the novel’s broader context, however, the episode complicates the rite 

of oedipal succession by invoking the westward advance of Americans across the continental 

frontier, in particular the internal migration of sons beyond their fathers’ domain. Unlike in 

other nations, the availability of “free” land beyond established settlement allowed American 

sons to elide the common oedipal struggle, as they could simply make their own life out 

West rather than contesting or inheriting their fathers’ accomplishments. Taken as an 

American figure, the son in the parable is one of many American sons who will easily 

succeed the works of his father. He need not defeat his father according to natural oedipal 

conflict, but can simply leave his father next to the tree and proceed onward with his own 

life. As Clive Bush writes, “the process of The Making of Americans is the rejection of 

inheritance, an externalized autobiography” (38). Progress, in other words, is straightforward 

and natural for any young American—provided one can leave the past behind.  

To bolster the connection, Stein goes on to link the anecdote to the American sphere, 

explaining that “it has always seemed to me a rare privilege, this, of being an American, a 

                                                           
56 For more on the Aristotelian proverb, see Richard Bridgman’s Gertrude Stein in Pieces, Oxford UP (1971), p. 
66-67. 
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real American, one whose tradition it has taken scarcely sixty years to create. We need only 

realise our parents, remember our grandparents and know ourselves and our history is 

complete” (TMA 3). Stein’s introduction personalizes the conflict, characterizing herself as 

“a real American,” who values the tradition of “real America,” which has existed for scarcely 

sixty years. While the statement is delivered with a note of irony, it is nevertheless the 

narrator’s earnest belief: that the history of a nation can be “completed” in so short a 

timeframe, if Americans might simply “know ourselves,” “realise our parents,” and 

“remember our grandparents.” Stein’s figure of sixty years is a curious one, given her early 

1900s composition, a date more than a century after the independence of the United States. 

Evidently the tradition she refers to is her personal and family tradition—itself a 

quintessentially American experience—for it was in 1841, almost exactly sixty years before 

her composition, when Stein’s grandfather Meyer immigrated to the United States from 

Germany. The notion that a strong American tradition may be built in only sixty years is only 

reinforced when the narrator announces the subject of the tale to come: “The old people in a 

new world, the new people made out of the old, that is the story that I mean to tell, for that is 

what really is and what I really know” (TMA 3). In her first pages, then, Stein establishes the 

novel as a personal, immigrant, and American epic—in sum, the chronicle of how Americans 

are made and what they make in doing so: The Making of Americans. To further this theme 

Stein characterizes Americans as “new people made out of the old,” something that the 

author herself “really know[s],” presumably from the personal experience that made her 

family American in just three generations. Thus, at the outset of the novel, as Barrett Watten 

argues, “Stein expands the terms of Oedipal succession, rewriting its heroic narratives of 

progress” and offers an “implicit critique of the Oedipal narrative” (97). This effort is to 



 

121 
 

prove a common theme in The Making of Americans, as Stein composes an Modern(ist) epic 

“implicitly critiquing” and “rewriting the heroic narrative” of American progress. 

In place of her own family Stein substitutes the Dehnings and Herslands, promising to 

relate, according to the subtitle, “A History of Their Progress.” She begins, as most 

genealogical accounts do, by tracing the families’ origins—in this case to Europe—

explaining how “these four women and the husbands they had with them and the children 

born and unborn in them will make up the history for us of a family and its progress” (TMA 

4). The “four women” and their husbands are the first generation of immigrants, the 

grandparents who crossed the Atlantic in search of a better life—what Stein terms “the last 

beginning” (TMA 39). A passage set in the mind of the elder David Hersland elucidates the 

thinking behind their decision. “There was no reason they shouldn’t go and get rich there . . . 

the neighbors had all gotten so rich going to America, there was no reason they shouldn’t all 

get rich too there, yes it would be very nice then, to have them all go and get rich there” 

(TMA 37). Hersland’s thought-process reveals the penetration of the American mythology of 

material progress into the Old World, echoing Crevecoeur’s promise to the prospective 

immigrant—“go thou and work and till; thou shalt prosper”(90). In pursuit of their assured 

prosperity in the New World, the Dehnings and Herslands sell their businesses and all their 

possessions, embarking upon a long overland wagon journey. The grandfather, in an allusion 

to the opening anecdote, repeatedly turns back from their progress, unable to endure “all the 

things he was leaving” (TMA 39), and must be “coaxed into the wagon with the children,” 

whereupon he finds he has gone “too far, there was not now any more going back for him” 

(TMA 41). After a long journey the family eventually “came to the city by the water where 

they would find the ship that was to take them to that new world where they were all to make 
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a fortune” (TMA 39). Thus the first act of The Making of Americans sets the Dehnings and 

Herslands on a mythopoetic, archetypal journey of immigration from Old World to New. 

Once the families arrive in the United States, they similarly and summarily realize 

their ambitions and become paragon of immigrant success—as Stein writes, “things went 

very well for them. The sons made money for them, the daughters worked and then got 

married to men whom they found making money around them” (TMA 41). Though they 

experience a few setbacks and troubles, “on the whole it was a substantial progress the family 

had made in wealth, in opportunity, in education, in following out the mother’s leading to 

come to the new world to find for themselves each one a sufficient fortune” (TMA 42). As 

Ruddick notes, “the ‘progress’ of the family is defined in strictly bourgeois terms” (42); each 

family’s “advancement” comes from wealth, opportunity, and education, a program designed 

to make money and elevate their status, realizing the materialist American ambitions 

common to the bourgeoisie. 

From Bridgeport, the coastal city in which they arrive, the families take different 

routes to American prosperity. While the Dehnings become wealthy and move to a nearby 

country estate, the Herslands migrate to the western town of Gossols. Stein offers a portrait 

of the family patriarchs some years after arrival, resplendent in their material achievement. 

Henry Dehning is described as: 

a man successful, strong-featured, gentle tempered, joyous and carrying always his 

fifty years of life with the good-nature of a cheerful boy. He enjoyed the success that 

he could boast that he had won, he loved the struggle in which he had always been 

and always conquered, he was proud of his past and of his present worth, he was 

proud in his three children and proud that they could teach him things he did not 
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know, he was proud of his wife who was proud of such very different things. (TMA 

12) 

Here Dehning is characterized as a vibrant American businessman, loving “the struggle in 

which he had always been and always conquered,” boasting about “the success . . . that he 

had won,” and “proud of his past and of his present worth.” His counterpart David Hersland, 

in turn, is described as a man whom “everybody had heard of . . . and everybody says . . . is 

alright”; “the richest man they ever had in Gossols,” renowned because he “made his money 

out there . . . by his own work” (TMA 24).  That narrator further reports that “he had made a 

big fortune. David Hersland was in some ways a splendid kind of person (TMA 34). 

The descriptions of the families’ patriarchs make explicit connection between 

monetary fortune and self-worth—an explicitly American ideology. Dehning and Hersland 

are considered successful, by themselves and others, exactly because they have made money, 

and are well-known and well-respected by “everybody” for the same reason. These broadly 

held opinions are a callback to the American conception of worth, especially on the frontier, 

where “material progress became the sole measure of society. Money was the talisman that 

would open the door to personal elevated social status, the key to political influence, and the 

portal of cultural eminence. Wealth to many frontier settlers and to many Americans after 

them was the primary objective in life” (Billington and Ridge 384). Furthermore, the likeness 

of Dehning and Hersland, both in character and achievement, paints them as men who have 

succeeded according to a straightforward formula: struggle, work hard, and conquer. It’s no 

accident that the men consider their success in evolutionary terms, subscribing to the 

“survival of the fittest” doctrine promulgated by Social Darwinists such as Herbert Spencer. 

Through struggle and industry the men have risen to the top, making substantial progress 
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according to their ambitions. Yet it’s clear that their characters are more so caricatures of 

enterprising immigrants, their industry and verve exaggerated for effect. As Clive Bush 

writes of Dehning and Hersland, “in the combined characteristic of ‘strength’ and 

‘beginningness’ Gertrude Stein etches a fine satire of the American paternalist businessman” 

(Bush 42). 

The material progress achieved by the Herslands and Dehnings is summed up by a 

phrase that soon becomes a Steinian refrain: “right rich American living.” The complex 

phrase, repeatedly used to describe the families throughout the text, carries with it a number 

of signifiers: “right” implies correctness, but also hints at a sense of moral rectitude; “rich” 

refers to monetary wealth, of course, but also carries a connotation of depth and quality; 

“American” ascribes qualities particular to that nation and its culture. “Living” is a powerful 

Steinian gerund; its verbal state expresses motion and progress, while its noun state 

communicates permanence and fixedness; put together, they denote permanent progress and 

continuous success. In all, “right rich American living” does well to describe the status of the 

Dehnings and Herslands as immigrant families who have become wealthy by fervent 

subscription to American ideology. The second act of The Making of Americans, then, relates 

an immigrant success story, exactly as the novel’s subtitle has advertised— a history of 

family’s progress, chronicling how a number of newly made Americans came to inhabit their 

“right rich American living,” extolling their industry and virtue in progressing so far and so 

fast.  

In the pages to follow, however, Stein submits this same ideology to interrogation, 

and begins to explore the vexing question inherent to material prosperity: how long can such 

progress be sustained? By critiquing the notion of linear development and inexorable 
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progress at both the individual and national level, The Making of Americans also calls into 

question the foundation of the United States, offering an alternate model of development 

more suitable to the emerging nation-state as it proceeds into the modern twentieth century.  

 The Hersland family, having made its fortune in the western city of Gossols, finds 

that its sudden ascendency to “right rich American living” has put it in a precarious social 

position. While David Hersland, the patriarch, “spent his days with rich men for he had his 

business with them” (TMA 89), his wife and children, isolated in their ten-acre property on 

the frontier, find it difficult to establish relations with their neighbors. “More and more,” the 

narrator explains, “there was no visiting for them with the richer people who were the natural 

people for them to have as friends around them” (TMA 89). Indeed, “they were living, the 

father and the mother and the three children . . . and the servants and governesses and 

dependents they had with them, in the ten acre place in that part of Gossols where no other 

rich people were living. Here they lived a life that was not the natural way of being for them 

here they had around them only, for them, poor queer kind of people and these came to be for 

them all the people they had in their daily living” (TMA 89). Stein’s description of the 

Herslands’ circumstance does much to characterize the stratified nature of life on the frontier. 

In American daily living, it seems, “poor” and “queer” go hand-in-hand, and it is only 

“natural” for people of means to associate. Stein elaborates on this connection, detailing how 

some of the families surrounding the Herslands “were families of women, some of them were 

made up of some good ones and some who were not good to earn a living, there were 

families where it was a little hard to understand how they were living, nobody did any 

working, nobody had money that belonged to them” (TMA 97). The status of frontier families 

in Gossols is, like that of individuals, framed solely in terms of material wealth. Those 
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families with money are labelled “good ones”—as opposed to “some who were not good to 

earn a living,” thereby directly equating material achievement with quality and character, as 

in the phrase “right rich American living.”  

Thus it is that Mr. Hersland takes pains to rear his children according to “right rich 

American living” so that they might inherit his fortune and propagate his material progress. 

To refine Alfred, Martha, and David, Mr. Hersland employs a series of governesses. Perhaps 

with aristocratic ambitions he first hires “a real foreign woman, a real governess with a 

concentrated being, with german and french and who was really a musician” (TMA 239). 

Later, reasoning that “it was better that the children should have american training” (TMA 

240), he appoints “a big blond woman” with “red cheeks”; “she was not a musician and she 

did not know any french and german and she had had only an ordinary education and she 

knew nothing about spending her time in reading” (TMA 244). Hersland’s effort to inculcate 

his children with a proper “American” training continues when he notices a teenaged Martha 

leaving the house to socialize with her lessers and “suddenly remember[s] then she should 

not go out of an evening, that was no way a daughter of his in his position should be acting 

and then he would tell her he would see to it that she should stay home” (TMA 423). When 

this proves insufficient, he even hires someone in order to “look after her and make her the 

kind of educated person that it was right he should have for a daughter” (TMA 423). In order 

to safeguard their material progress and position, Hersland attempts to inculcate a Darwinian 

ideology in his children so that they may be similarly devoted to the “struggle in which he 

had always been and always conquered’ (TMA 12). 

Meanwhile, back in Bridgeport the Dehnings experience similar difficulty in 

consolidating their material progress into the sort of perpetual prosperity promised by 
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American ideology. Henry Dehning, while a “a harsh man, hard to his wife and to his 

children” proved successful at rising from immigrant poverty: he “came to America quite a 

poor person with brothers and sisters and a mother and a father all quite poor like him and he 

was quite a nice one then and he came to be quite a very rich one” (TMA 613). Under his 

harsh rule his family enters into the middle-class prosperity he had sought: as Stein writes, 

“The Dehning family living was a successful, generous, pleasant, reasonably important very 

rich american living” (TMA 641). Here the adjectives “pleasant” and “reasonably important” 

undercut the “very rich American living.” Merely having money, Stein indicates, is a 

middling feat, worthy of no particular acclaim. She goes on to damn their wealth with 

excessive praise, piling adjectives onto their life in Bridgeport: “The Dehnings then were 

living, very pleasantly, quite entirely decently, not very aggressively, pretty freely, quite 

contentedly, fairly advancedly, thoroughly generously, quite gayly, pretty entirely cheerfully, 

right very rich american living” (TMA 622). Again, the adjectives “pleasantly,” “decently,” 

“contentedly,” and “cheerfully,” along with their attendant qualifying adverbs, characterize 

the Dehnings’s “right rich american living” as humdrum and middlebrow; in this instance, 

the refrain is punctuated with the adverb “very,” at the same time emphasizing the immensity 

of the Dehnings’s wealth and bringing it into line with the other qualifiers. Stein’s 

description excoriates the humdrum, Pyrrhic victory of pursuing wealth in America—how 

must it feel, Making posits, to have left one’s home, struggled for years, and finally made a 

fortune, only to find one’s family living “fairly advancedly,” and “pretty entirely cheerfully”?  

For the Dehnings, an additional cost of achieving American prosperity has been the 

loss of their heritage; as Kelley Wagers writes, “Stein first presents the devastating 

achievement of ‘right rich american living’ . . . with the Dehning family’s practices of 
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obscuring their old world” past (30). The Dehnings’s home, for example, appears “like a 

large and splendid canvas completely painted over but painted full of empty space” (TMA 

28). As nouveau riche, the Dehnings occupy their “city house” with the “nervous restlessness 

of luxury,” and attempt to fill the mansion with “unreasoning extravagance,” of which Mr. 

Dehning complains to little effect, “for the rebuke came from conviction and not from any 

habit of his own” (TMA 28). Among the Dehnings’s “good solid riches” are “a parlor full of 

ornate marbles placed on yellow onyx stands,” “chairs gold and white of various size and 

shape,” and, most notably, “glass-covered book-cases and paintings of well washed peasants 

of the german school” (TMA 28). Perhaps the Dehnings fill their halls with paintings of 

German peasants as a reminder of their abandoned heritage, an act of obscuring supported by 

their insistence on scrubbing away the memory of their Old World past: “always everywhere 

there were complicated ways to wash, and dressing tables filled full of brushes, sponges, 

instruments, and ways to make one clean” (TMA 28). In realizing American material 

progress, then, the Dehnings, like the Herslands, have exchanged their immigrant identity for 

the tawdry trappings of the bourgeoisie—as Sarah Wilson claims, The Making of Americans 

is “a paradigmatic melting-pot text . . . a story of immigration [that] becomes the occasion for 

Stein’s radical modernist deformation of conventional narratives” (165). 

So it is that even in their extravagant prosperity, the Dehnings and Herslands have 

succeeded only in achieving the sort of bland and common success that Stein frames as 

“ordinary middle class tradition.” “You see,” she explains, “It is just an ordinary middle class 

tradition we must use to understand this family’s progress,” (TMA 34). In their quest for 

material progress, the titular families have become slave to “sordid material unaspiring 

visions,” “always monotonous . . . and to be always repeated,” with  “no fine kind of fancy 
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ways inside us, no excitements to surprise us, no new ways of being bad or good to win us” 

(TMA 34). For all the wealth they have built, the Dehnings and Herslands are squarely 

middle class: comfortable, ordinary, and boring—doomed to predictably repeat the lives of 

others. In this way Stein’s epic undermines the ideology of inexorable and edifying progress, 

suggesting that American fixation on material progress produces not “the greatest civilization 

the world will ever know,” but merely a wide range of middle-class mediocrity. “What 

makes Gertrude Stein's book revolutionary,” Norman Weinstein argues, “is that it is the 

narrative of an actual family's progress in America over a span of generations. The subject 

matter is mundane, commonplace, middle-class, and frankly banal” (28); “if the essence of 

middle-class living is revealed in monotony and repetition, the essence of American living is 

disembodiedness, dislocation, temporal discontinuity, unrooted-ness” (39). 

The final act of The Making of Americans focuses on the third generation of 

Herslands and Dehnings, sons and daughters of immigrants who have grown up fully 

American and according to American ideology, poised to inherit the material progress 

achieved by their fathers. Instead they fall into disillusionment, futility, and oblivion, sending 

the arrow of familial progress on a downward arc. As Jayne Walker writes, in the sphere of 

monotonous, middle-class tradition “none of the children's lives presents a striking record of 

continuing ‘progress.’ Martha Hersland’s marriage fails; and the marriage of Alfred Hersland 

and Julia Dehning is not a happy one. Neither Alfred nor David Hersland continues the 

material success of their father’s generation. David achieves a high degree of sensitivity and 

understanding, but he dies young, without having done much of anything” (TMA 45). The 

disappointment of the third generation testifies that even with (or because of) America’s 

material advantages, societal progress is far from assured; that the living of Americans is not 
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all divinely providential or exceptional; and that failure in American life is as common as 

success. In this way Stein’s modern epic undermines the ideology of American Manifest 

Destiny, positing that there is nothing inevitable or sanctified about the economic success of 

the United States, especially as its era of untrammeled expansion has come to an end. 

Though the third generation is brought up in American prosperity, they fail to adopt 

the bourgeois consciousness instilled by their parents. As a child, for instance, Martha 

Hersland goes to public school near her family’s estate, “where the children living in the 

small houses near them went too to get their instruction and Martha was of them then of all 

of them the poor people near them” (TMA 404). Rather than assert herself in the competitive 

struggle of achievement, Martha begins to identify with her “lesser” associates, and in 

socializing and going to school with those surround her grows to become a “young woman of 

the feeling and the living of poorer people” (TMA 420). By falling in with poorer people, 

Martha puts the lie to the notion that those of means naturally and exclusively associate with 

others of their kind. And, in preferring the “feeling and the living of poorer people” to her 

familial “right rich American living,” Martha disrupts the ideology of materialism and linear 

progress, realizing the spiritual poverty of “the right rich American family living,” which 

Clive Bush terms “a space of nightmare, where no one talks to each other, no one listens, and 

no one comes directly in contact with experience” (53). 

Her brother Alfred, the Dehnings’s eldest son, becomes the family’s next hope to 

continue its steady generational progress. Instead of inheriting his father’s business, he is sent 

to Bridgeport back east to attend college. Alfred proves no scholar, however; by “the second 

year that he was living in Bridgepoint and studying he was really feeling loving in him, he 

wanted then to quit studying and earn a living in a business so that he could then soon be 
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marrying and this was very troublesome then to his Hersland aunt with whom he was then 

staying” (TMA 593). After persuading his mother to his point of view, the lovesick scion 

meets and engages Julia Dehning, catalyzing a union of families that promises to cement 

their perpetual prosperity. Indeed, given that The Making of Americans promises to narrate 

the development of the Herslands and Dehnings, their joining in marriage seems the climax 

the novel has been working toward, in which their union might solidify the material progress 

both families have made. 

Yet Stein, as always quite blunt and literal, writes simply that “Alfred Hersland 

married Julia Dehning. They were not successful together in their married living” (TMA 

602). The reason for their failure remains, as is the case with much in the novel, unstated, but 

may have to do with the issue of Alfred’s dishonesty, which apparently comes to light 

sometime after their wedding: “Mr. Dehning came to think that Alfred Hersland was not an 

honest enough man to have in the Dehning family daily living. Julia Hersland was quite 

certain that Alfred Hersland was not an honest enough one for any Dehning family living. 

The Dehning family were certainly quite honest ones for daily living. Alfred Hersland 

certainly was not quite such an honest one in some of his daily living” (TMA 649). The exact 

nature of Alfred’s dishonesty (infidelity? embezzlement? mendacity?) is undetailed,57 but 

perhaps proved damaging enough to eventually derail their marriage toward subsequent 

divorce and death: “they went on being living in married living with each other and then they 

were not and then they had more living in them and then one and then the other was ended in 

being living” (TMA 671). Their marriage is marked as not only unsuccessful but unfruitful as 

well, for although “they had a baby and it was quite a strong well one,” it “did not live to be a 

                                                           
57 At one point Alfred is given a sizeable loan by Mr. Dehning; and he does remarry soon after his divorce, but 
what caused or came of these events is, like much of Stein’s work, frustratingly opaque. 
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very old one. It got sick and died of something” (TMA 670). The failure of Alfred and Julia to 

produce offspring places an end stop to the American notion of inexorable generational 

progress, and further undermines the novel’s title of The Making of Americans. In the end, 

the Dehnings and Herslands have made none. 

The third generation’s final hope is in young David Hersland, Stein’s purported “hero 

of the novel” (Weinstein 43), who though “quiet, hard working, understanding that being 

living is existing,” comes to be “disillusioned and a dead one at an early age,” perhaps at his 

own hand (Weinstein 43-44). Growing up in the shadow of his father’s legacy, young David 

aspires to achieve similar prosperity and advance the Hersland line; as Stein explains, “some 

are ones needing being one succeeding in living . . .  David Hersland was such a one, he was 

one needing being one succeeding in living” (TMA 879). During his struggle to achieve 

material progress, however, David becomes disillusioned with the family’s right rich 

American living (TMA 483-84), and “came to be a dead one before he came to be at the end 

of the beginning of his middle living” (TMA 740). The cause of David’s death is not 

expressly disclosed, but may be gleaned from examination of an earlier passage in which 

Stein muses on the nature of “young ones”: 

Young ones sometimes think they have it in them, this thing, some young 

ones kill themselves then, stop living then, this is often happening, young ones 

sometimes, very often even, think they have in them this thing but they do not have it 

in them, mostly not any young one, as a complete realisation, this thing, they have it 

in them and it is sometimes, very often then an agony to them.” (TMA 484) 

According to Stein, young ones “very often” realize that “they do not have it in them,” and 

“kill themselves then,” for “it is sometimes, very often then an agony to them.” As with 
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many of Stein’s pronouns, the exact meaning of “it” is unclear, but given the positioning of 

the passage, as well as its apparently universal reference, the formulation seems applicable to 

David Hersland—the “it,” in this case, being the devotion to Darwinian Manifest Destiny 

that drove his father’s success. Realizing the emptiness of “right rich American living,” he 

becomes disillusioned and takes his own life in agony.   

In epic terms, as the hero of Stein’s Modern(ist) epic, young David proves the 

quintessential modern epic hero: late-born, insipid, and ill-suited for the modern world. 

Moreover, his life seems designed for failure from the outset. For David there is no quest to 

complete, no wars to fight, no empire to conquer; he has already become an American; his 

family is ensconced in wealth; the frontier is now closed. Faced with these circumstances, it 

is only natural that David Hersland dies young and unsuccessful, like his fellow protagonists 

Oliver Alden and Bigger Thomas. As Clive Bush argues, “for a brief moment David 

Hersland almost breaks free,” of the tyranny of American ideology of material progress; his 

example suggests that “success may be disengaged from necessity,” in that he refuses the 

“crude socialization of Darwinian struggle” and inverts that “traditional American 

propaganda for the terms of social visibility” (53). But ultimately he despairs of his fate and, 

in realizing there is no alternative in American life, ends his own life and with it the Hersland 

line, the ultimate repudiation of his namesake’s ideology and vision for his family. As Lisa 

Ruddick declares, “The death of the hero is a last blow to the family’s linear success story” 

(TMA 128). 

Taken together, the failure of the third generation is a direct rebuke of the American 

ideology of inexorable progress, further exacerbated by the demise of the patriarch Mr. 

David Hersland, who “at the ending of his middle living . . .  was beginning not succeeding 
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in living, he was beginning losing his great fortune” (TMA 474). The “right rich American 

living” sought and fought for by Old World immigrants has all but dissipated, leaving Martha 

an apostate, Alfred divorced and sterile, and David deceased. As Jayne L. Walker notes, 

“what begins as a ‘History of a Family’s Progress’ actually ends with the Hersland family's 

failures and partial extinction” (qtd. in Ruddick 127). Ironically, the cause of the Herslands’ 

failure is the same desire for material success that had originally possessed them, what 

Katherine Anne Porter referred to as “ “‘the spare American emotion,’ ‘the feeling of rich 

American living’—rich meaning money, of course” (35). As she observes, “we feel in it the 

vitality and hope of the first generation, the hearty materialism of the second, the vagueness 

of the third. It is all realized and projected in these hundreds of portraits, the death-like 

monotony in action, the blind diffusion of effort . . . The billion times repeated effort of being 

born and breathing and eating, and sleeping and working and feeling and dying to no 

particular end that makes American middle-class life” (35). For Porter, as for Stein, “hearty 

materialism” and “death-like monotony,” not continual progress and felicitous prosperity, 

have proven the hallmark of middle-class life. Locked on Tocqueville’s “bootless chase of 

that complete felicity” the Herslands and Dehnings, as well as hundreds of fictional portraits 

and their millions of real-life equivalents, have arrived at the same cul-de-sac as did the 

American nation, struggling with “blind diffusion . . . to no particular end.” 

Toward the “Human and Humane” 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the United States had reached the extent of its domestic 

territory. Manifest Destiny had been realized; the frontier was closed; and further progress 

would necessarily be directed inward, toward the “human and humane” facets of society 

neglected during the period of relentless expansion. As Paris notes, “We could posit the same 
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about Stein’s work, that beginning again at the end of the frontier (the Oakland where there is 

‘no there there’), Stein turns back from a linear progress, and the westward movement of epic 

more generally” (64). Gazing eastward from her childhood in Oakland, and westward from 

her adulthood in France, Gertrude Stein offers an epic vision for the emerging American 

nation-state, valuing process over progress, cosmopolitan over provincial, and diversity over 

orthodoxy. 

First, Stein’s epic proposes a new model of historiography, contesting the notion of 

continuous material progress as the default ideology of the United States. As Walker writes, 

the novel’s complete title, The Making of Americans: Being a History of a Family's Progress, 

“seems to align the novel with the optimistic view of history as a revelation of human 

progress that dominated most eighteenth- and nineteenth-century historiography” (43). Yet, 

as established in this chapter, Stein undermines this “optimistic view” both in form and 

content, disrupting the progress of both her reader and characters. In dislodging the narrative 

mode of development, she “provides an alternative model for creating national identification 

through historical writing . . . requir[ing] readers’ active participation in the always-

incomplete production of a national collectivity” (Paris 23). Stein’s readers, struggling to 

form plot and meaning from the polyglossic maze that is her novel, directly experience the 

notion of history as “always incomplete and underway” (Wagers 24) rather than a 

straightforward unfolding of preordained events, the predominant American understanding at 

the time. Viewing The Making of Americans as a Modern(ist) epic also Stein places at the 

vanguard of Modernism, which “in place of a continuous organic unfolding in life . . . saw 

discontinuity, wrong turns, and dead ends” and “rejected conceptions of personal progress as 

cumulative and viewed it rather as a process of repeated self-criticism and reconstruction” 
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(Kern 41). The numerous digressions, punctuations, and recursions of The Making of 

Americans certainly cast doubt on the conception of cumulative progress, aligning the novel 

with the more complex view of history which emerged during the twentieth century.   

In the same vein, The Making of Americans contests the eugenic and Social Darwinist 

ideology that dominated American intellectualism during the nineteenth century. Prominent 

historians such as Theodore Roosevelt “cast national development in evolutionary terms, 

with struggle and violence the keys to success,” arguing that these qualities were “not simply 

the path the United States should follow in the future; it was also the path that had made the 

United States great in the first place” (Sharp 225). Stein’s epic asserts that the violent 

struggle inherent to material progress often proves self-defeating or fruitless, and as proven 

by the third generation of the Hersland family, may come to a tragic end. As Paris writes, The 

Making of Americans “did originate within an evolutionary structure of thought with eugenic 

implications for what it means to be made “American,” but this structure, like the family 

progress narrative, is not borne out by the course of the text” as the novel becomes “less and 

less certain about the developmental progress of any given evolutionary change” (82, 74). 

Beyond the criticism of evolutionary progress implicit in her narrative, Stein takes pains to 

specifically contest this ideology, as in the following a passage wherein she denounces Social 

Darwinists by type and Herbert Spencer by name:  

This kind then that I am now describing . . .  are opportunistic, highly rationalising, 

unimaginative, having no instinct for meaning in anything but regarding only the 

meaning of use in things, having no instinct for quality in people but wanting 

completely to understand and use them . . . such a one has attacking being but no 

activity in attacking, such a one has embraced a creed from the sense of succeeding, 
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of rational opportunism, it is then a moral conviction in this one, this one then has no 

imagination for facts or people but one can build a complete system for living and if 

such a one had a good head on him, such a one is mostly successful enough in living. 

Herbert Spencer was such a kind of one. (TMA 365) 

Here Stein charges evolutionary theorists such as Herbert Spencer as “rational opportunists” 

striving to “build a complete system for living” but “having no instinct for meaning in 

anything.” This same ideology, counting among its subscribers Henry Dehning and the elder 

David Hersland, is repudiated by their children, who are modern in education, living, and 

feeling (TMA 266). In this way, The Making of Americans argues that “progressive evolution 

and its attendant parameters of thought are nineteenth-century conceptions” (Paris 86), 

dismantling “Victorian ideas of evolution along with the bourgeois plot” (Ruddick 126).  

The Making of Americans endorses the value of failure and diversity in the 

development of the modern American nation-state. That demise of the Hersland and 

Dehnings families is not only indicative of the obsolescence of material progress as ideology, 

but a feature of American modernity as well. Dan Visel, in “The Failing of Americans,” 

writes that for Gertrude Stein “failure seems to be a condition of modernity . . . as American 

as capitalism” (88). As Stein herself reports in Everybody’s Autobiography, contra the 

prosperity gospel of the time, “I used to be fond of saying that America, which was supposed 

to be a land of success, was a land of failure. Most of the great men in America had a long 

life of early failure and a long life of later failure” (86).58 The Making of Americans 

represents characteristic modern failure, both in the author’s repeated failure to chronicle the 

“history of a family’s progress” and the failure of the third generation to achieve continuous 

                                                           
58 Indeed Stein’s own biography supports this notion, if her repeated early efforts to find a popular audience 
may be taken as failures, and her career, from Toklas onward, success. 
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material progress. Along the same lines, the novel fires a volley against the stifling, 

monotonous tastes and dictates of the American middle-class—a trend that amplified during 

the era of mass standardization, production, and consumption—as when the narrator pens the 

following passage on the joy of purchasing unorthodox everyday objects: “It is very 

wonderful how much courage it takes to buy bright colored handkerchiefs when every one 

having good taste uses white ones or pale colored ones, when a bright colored one gives you 

so much pleasure you suffer always at not having them (TMA 463). Stein’s iconoclast 

aesthetic argues for individuality in the face of monotony; similarly, in relating the obscuring 

of the Dehnings’s heritage, her novel warns against the assimilationist rhetoric of American 

ideology, which held that immigrants must subsume their distinct identities in the service of 

hegemonic Anglo-Saxon progress. Stein’s criticism of whitewashed, middle-class monotony 

aligns her epic with the work of Randolph Bourne, whose “influential writings argued against 

the ‘melting pot’ of American progressivism and instead for a cultural pluralism. Bourne 

advocated a vision of America not as an Anglo-Saxon nation but as the first cosmopolitan 

and transnational country” (Morrisson 19). 

In all, The Making of Americans, as an American Modern(ist) epic, mounts a 

significant effort toward refounding American society according to values of Modernism, 

pluralism, and liberalism, reorienting the nation toward the “human and humane challenges” 

it eschewed in its “bootless chase” of material prosperity. Gertrude Stein touted her novel as 

“a very important thing and everybody ought to be reading at it or it,” yet on account of its 

length and difficulty, The Making of Americans was received with little effect. The quest to 

refound America would later be taken up in a popular epic trilogy composed by John Dos 

Passos, who sought to move the United States away from its self-reliance on “hearty 
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individualism” and toward a vibrant communalism that might well serve its large and diverse 

body of citizens. 
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3 

A Modernist Symphony: The Futile Individual in Dos Passos’ U. S. A.  

 

 

 

This chapter explores the foundational American ideology of “rugged individualism” 

vis-à-vis John Dos Passos’ modern(ist) epic, U. S. A., which sought to refound the nation 

upon collectivist grounds. Owing to its economy, geography, and democratic form of 

government, the United States had enshrined individualism as a cultural imperative, 

valorizing the self-made, self-reliant man who proved successful without regard for society. 

Throughout the nineteenth century this model was exemplified by the solitary, self-sufficient 

farmer and frontiersman, as well as in American literature, where the dominant figure was, as 

R. W. B. Lewis posited, “an individual emancipated from history, happily bereft of ancestry, 

untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race.” With the closing of 

the frontier and transition to a mass, industrial economy, however, the twentieth century saw 

the hegemony of the individual imperiled; the United States had become a nation of alienated 

fragments in search of prosperity. 

Dos Passos’ epic, both in form and content, chronicles the effort to gather these 

fragments into a collective body, offering a thousand-page encyclopedia of life in the United 

States between 1900 and 1930. Rather than focus on a single individual’s journey throughout 

this era, Dos Passos divides the action between twelve main characters and four different 
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narrative modes, utilizing modernist techniques such as collage, bricolage, and stream-of-

consciousness in an attempt to render the totality of American experience. The main 

protagonist and epic hero of U. S. A. is the United States itself, and the novel offers an 

account of the nation’s heroic quest to achieve cultural maturity through wealth or war. Yet 

Dos Passos demonstrates the obsolescence and incompatibility of individualism in the 

modern world, chronicling the futility of erstwhile self-reliant characters within in a climate 

in which “the main destroyer has become the individual’s industrialized, capitalistic 

environment” (Smith 336). 

While sympathetic toward collectivism generally and the Communist cause 

specifically, U. S. A. does not offer this movement a full-throated, rose-tinted endorsement, 

but rather chronicles the failure of such ideology to take hold as its proponents struggled to 

consolidate its theory into reality. In highlighting the futility of the collectivist effort, U. S. A. 

(alongside the other epics here under study), provides testimony to the resilience of 

traditional ideology in the American consciousness, and the difficulty of re-founding a nation 

once established, even given the diligent cultural work of progressives and revolutionaries 

alongside the modern epic genre. In light of the enduring failure of its characters to achieve 

success, U. S. A. leaves the reader, both original and contemporary, with neither a satisfying 

ending nor hope for future progress toward the goal of a plural and egalitarian society. 

 

 

 

 

Rugged Individualism: An Essential American Ideology 



 

142 
 

On October 22, 1928, Herbert Hoover delivered the penultimate speech of his presidential 

campaign, to a partisan audience overflowing Madison Square Garden. “Principles and Ideals 

of the United States” proclaimed that through “decentralized self-government, ordered 

liberty, equal opportunity and freedom to the individual, our American experiment in human 

welfare has yielded a degree of well-being unparalleled in all the world” (Hoover “Rugged 

Individualism”) Audacious though it was, Hoover’s pronouncement proved difficult to 

refute, given the previous eight years of untrammeled economic growth that had christened 

the decade “The Roaring Twenties.” Beyond the robust performance of the Dow Jones and 

GDP, the average American needed only look at his own home, vehicle, and pocketbook to 

confirm the nation had reached the summit of prosperity—largely, Hoover claimed, due to 

individual initiative and the happy absence of government. Thus it was to a credulous mass 

that Hoover preached the gospel of self-reliance and “rugged individualism,” reaffirming its 

conviction that the United States had been “founded upon the conception that only through 

ordered liberty, freedom and equal opportunity to the individual will his initiative and 

enterprise spur on the march of progress” (Hoover “Rugged Individualism”). 

That Hoover presented himself as the champion of American individualism was as 

personal as it was rhetorical—six years earlier, he had literally written the book on the 

subject, a seventy-two-page paean entitled American Individualism (1922). At its outset 

Hoover proudly declared “I am an American individualist,” offering his own life as stirring 

testimonial that material success originated from within. Raised a Quaker in the American 

West, he was the archetypal self-made man: the very first student at Stanford, a mining 

engineer, and eventual millionaire through business interests in Australia. In his public career 

Hoover served as chairman of the American Relief Administration and Secretary of 
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Commerce under Calvin Coolidge, wherein he superintended the prosperity of the U. S. 

throughout the Twenties. Individualism, he claimed, “has been the primary force of 

American civilization for three centuries” (63); individualism, in his view, was “the only safe 

avenue to further human progress” (13); individualism alone, he posited, “admits the 

universal divine inspiration of every human soul” (26). Seeking, perhaps, to tie the outcome 

of an eventual election to his persona, he further argued that “democracy is merely the 

mechanism which individualism invented,” and that “democracy arises out of individualism 

and prospers through it alone” (48). Individualism, then, was to Hoover the very foundation 

of the United States, the bedrock of proceeding American values such as equality, 

democracy, and progress. 

The American public agreed. Thanks largely to the fruits of American prosperity, 

Hoover won the 1928 election by the staggering Electoral College count of 444 to 87, a 

victory that seemed the cement the ascendency of “rugged individualism” as the defining 

feature of the twentieth century. Indeed, American life under the Hoover Administration was 

a laissez-faire fantasy, with free-market economics, limited government intervention, and an 

emphasis upon individual achievement. Yet less than a year into his term the United States 

fell into a deep Depression, plagued by mass unemployment, bank failures, and a landscape 

dotted by hundreds of shanty towns derisively nicknamed “Hoovervilles.” In the face of 

crisis Hoover doubled down, raising tariffs and taxes and encouraging voluntary reform, 

trusting all the while in the power and initiative of the American individual to right the ship. 

When the dip became a trough, Hoover changed course— launching several federal 

programs to stimulate growth and distribute aid—but it was too little, too late. At the peak of 

the Depression, American unemployment was 25%, 5,000 banks had failed, and debt as a 
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proportion of GDP had doubled. With the economy nearing rock bottom, Hoover lost his 

1932 re-election campaign by the even more lopsided count of 472 to 59. 

If Hoover’s demise had served as referendum on the primacy of American 

individualism, the burgeoning popularity of Socialist, Communist, Fascist, and Collectivist 

ideologies threatened to altogether abolish it. Besieged by hostile forces at home and abroad, 

the American system of democratic capitalism seemed in serious jeopardy. What is now 

historical footnote was then anxious reality; there was sustained and serious talk of violent 

overthrow, of nationalizing industry, of global confederation or anarchy. At the same time 

the world was rapidly changing, with startling leaps in technology, the increasing 

interconnection of daily lives, and lingering fallout from the Great War, a natural 

consequence of widespread militant nationalism that both ended the age of empire and 

inaugurated the modern era. Amid this climate John Dos Passos, the most influential 

American novelist of the Thirties, published The 42nd Parallel (1930), 1919 (1932), and The 

Big Money (1936), three novels richly detailing the intertwined lives of Americans in the first 

decades of the twentieth century. When combined and reissued—simply, yet significantly—

as U. S. A. in 1938, the novels comprised a trilogy unprecedented in scope and significance: a 

Modern(ist) epic novel that chronicled the United States’ journey from quaint isolation to 

fervid modernity, in the process deposing American individualism in favor of a dynamic 

strain of plural collectivism. 

The illegitimate son of a half-Portuguese lawyer and much younger woman, Dos 

Passos was born in 1896, raised in Chicago, and educated at Choate and Harvard. Like many 

of his compatriots he volunteered in the foreign ambulance corps during the war; as part of 

the fabled “Lost Generation” that subsequently settled in Paris, Dos Passos made literary 
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acquaintance with Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Gertrude Stein, kindling what 

had been an inchoate penchant for arts and letters. As early as 1916 while still an 

undergraduate, Dos Passos had published his iconoclast beliefs in the national forum of The 

New Republic, issuing the fusillade essay “Against American Literature,” wherein he 

maligned the field as “wholesome rice-pudding fare” and “def[ied] anyone to confine himself 

for long to purely American books without feeling starved, without pining for the color and 

passion and profound thought of other literatures” (269).59 On the strength of his war 

experience he began a career as a novelist, publishing One Man’s Initiation (1920) and Three 

Soldiers (1921), then achieved commercial success with the Modernist masterpiece 

Manhattan Transfer (1925), which attacked the materialism and callousness of contemporary 

life in urban America. By 1930 he was one of the most promising authors of the new 

generation; by 1938, and the conclusion of his epic trilogy, he was regarded by such 

luminaries as Jean-Paul Sartre as “the greatest writer of our time” (173).  

As with the genius of its author, the experimental innovation of U. S. A. was roundly 

praised. Released over a period of six years, the trilogy featured a “four-way conveyer 

system” of organization, including a prose narrative divided among twelve named 

protagonists, sixty-eight Newsreels (a blend of song lyrics, newspaper headlines, and street-

speech), fifty-one passages from the Camera Eye (stream-of-consciousness reminiscence 

from the author’s perspective), and twenty-six biographies (featuring such “Great Men” as 

Woodrow Wilson, Henry Ford, and the Wright Brothers, but also cultural figures like 

                                                           
59  In calling American literature “a rootless product, a cutting from England's sturdy well branched oak tree, 
nurtured in the arid soil of the New England colonies,” the essay takes a nationalist and anti-Puritan stance 
alongside those of contemporaries Van Wyck Brooks, H. L. Mencken, and George Santayana, as discussed in 
Chapter 1.  
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Rudolph Valentino and Isadora Duncan and labor leaders “Big Bill” Haywood and Eugene 

V. Debs). This quilt of disparate parts, knitted with meticulous care over the course of some 

thousand pages, arrived as a landmark achievement in American literature, with a who’s who 

of literary critics marking its brilliance. Granville Hicks knew of “no contemporary 

American work of fiction to set beside U.S.A.” (167); Lionel Trilling claimed “it stands as the 

important American novel of the decade, on the whole more satisfying than anything else we 

have” (157); T. K. Whipple argued that “probably no other American novel affords a picture 

so varied and so comprehensive”(151); Edmund Wilson called it “by far the most 

remarkable, the most encouraging American novel which I have read since the War” and 

predicted “it may well turn out to be the most important novel which any American of Dos 

Passos’s generation has written” (85, 84). Though acclaimed and widely read, the trilogy 

won no significant awards and was never a bestseller, partially due its realistic but 

unwholesome subject matter, partially due to Dos Passos’s politics, and partially on account 

of a plot trajectory that offered no happy ending—indeed, no satisfying ending of any kind. 60 

 A few perceptive early critics, in surveying the novel’s astounding scope, 

encyclopedic ambition, and essential Americanness, framed their analysis in terms of the epic 

genre. Matthew Josephson, writing for The Saturday Review, titled his review “A Marxist 

Epic,” commenting that “it is a matter of little surprise, that the account of Dos Passos’s 

troop of American characters in no way resembles a Horatio Alger fable” (110).61 Whipple, 

for his part, observed that “Dos Passos has reduced what ought to be a tale of full-bodied 

                                                           
60 U.S.A. has garnered some retrospective praise, ranking 23rd on its list of the 100 best English-language 
novels of the 20th century according to the Modern Library, and 58th on a similar list compiled by The 

Guardian.  
61 In the text Dos Passos engages more directly with the Algerian ideal in the form of J. Ward Moorehouse, a 
“self-made man” who is held up for reproach rather than praise. 



 

147 
 

conflicts to an epic of disintegration” (qtd. in Trilling 159). Implicit in this commentary was 

the recognition that Dos Passos, on account of the vast complexity of the modern United 

States, had devised a vast, complex, and modern system of Realist representation, and with it 

a new mode of epic tailored for the Modernist era of literature. No American book had 

covered as much time and territory; none had chronicled such a wide diversity of experience; 

nothing else had encapsulated, with such detail and immediacy, the collective experience of 

an entire nation. So it was that Alfred Kazin’s On Native Grounds (1942) hailed U.S.A. as “a 

national epic; the first great national epic of its kind in the modern American novel; and its 

triumph is not the pyrotechnical display that the shuttling between the various devices seems 

to suggest, but Dos Passos’s power to weave so many different lives together in narrative” 

(353). In interlacing contiguous lives and devices, Dos Passos had created a tapestry of 

illustrative Americans, common and famous, past and present, aligning U. S. A. with 

Frederick Turner’s view that epic, “with its branchy plotlines and its large role for human 

action and freedom” (14), “tries to give a sense of the vastness, the cosmic scale, of its story” 

(342), and gathers “the scattered myths, legends, and fairy tales into a coherent architectonics 

and connected them with real history and a real place” (212). 

 Indeed, U. S. A. was to serve as the defining American text of the interwar 

period, the “Great American Novel” and quintessence of the Modern(ist) epic. To bind the 

constituent novels of the reissued trilogy, Dos Passos composed a brief prologue and 

concluding narrative bracketing the text. In surveying the nation, he concluded that:  

U.S.A. is the slice of a continent. U. S. A. is a group of holding companies, some 

aggregations of trade unions, a set of laws bound in calf, a radio network, a chain of 

moving picture theatres, a column of stockquotations rubbed out and written in by a 
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Western Union boy on a blackboard, a public-library full of old newspapers and 

dogeared historybooks with protests scrawled on the margins in pencils. U.S.A. is the 

world’s greatest rivervalley fringed with mountains and hills, U.S.A. is a set of 

bigmouthed officials with too many bank accounts. U.S.A. is a lot of men in their 

uniforms buried in Arlington Cemetery. U.S.A. is the letters at the end of an address 

when you are away from home. But mostly U.S.A. is the speech of the people. (2-3) 

Of this impressive litany it was the American people for whom and about whom his 

epic was written; Bernard De Voto observed that, above all, “Dos Passos was interested in 

depicting mass man, the mass experience obliterating the individual” (129). In response to 

the plight of the individual in the mass, modern United States, Dos Passos composed a 

collective epic designed to destroy the obsolete ideology of self-sufficient individualism and 

gather the fragmented nation into a coherent whole. As a work of fiction the novel was a 

success, but as member and chronicle of the interwar effort to form “one nation,” U. S. A. is 

an epic of failure, testament to the miscarriage of Marxist doctrine and the resilience of 

traditional ideology in the American consciousness.   

Individualistic Par Excellence: The Self-reliant, Self-propelling “American 

Adam”  

Although individualism is now enshrined as a foundational American value, it was a scarce 

quantity in early British America—in fact, the term did not enter the English lexicon until 

around 1840, an import from the French. As Barry Alan Shain writes in The Myth of 

American Individualism, for colonial-era Americans, “the common or public good enjoyed 

preeminence over the immediate interests of individuals” and “the autonomous self was 

thought to be at the cores of human sinfulness” (3). John Winthrop’s 1630 “A Model of 
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Christian Charity” provides a notable example of communitarian ethic, especially in the 

stirring, concluding passage that urges his fellow colonists to: 

be knit together, in this work, as one man. We must entertain each other in brotherly 

affection. We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply 

of others’ necessities. We must uphold a familiar commerce together in all meekness, 

gentleness, patience and liberality. We must delight in each other; make others’ 

conditions our own; rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, 

always having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, as 

members of the same body. (10) 

Winthrop’s plea for colonists to be “knit together” as “members of the same body” was 

reinforced by the grim reality of the Puritan predicament, as colonists eked out a subsistence 

living, surrounded by “hostile” Native American tribes and dependent upon British supply 

ships to keep their settlement solvent. The Puritan doctrines of predestination and divine 

Providence further refuted the notion of individual agency, holding that earthly blessings 

were provided by the grace of God and that humans were, to borrow a phrase from Jonathan 

Edwards’ later sermon, “sinners in the hands of an Angry God,” subject to the agony of hell 

at any moment. Thus, as Shain explains, at least into the Revolutionary era, America’s 

“vision of the good—its core understanding of human flourishing and how it is socially and 

politically best achieved—was reformed Protestant and communal, rather than secular and 

individualistic” (4). 

As the colonies grew in size and wealth, their incipient stirrings toward individualism 

were exemplified by men such as Benjamin Franklin, who eschewed the communitarian ethic 

of his day in asserting a personal sovereignty according to his gospel of self-improvement. 
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Never an orthodox Christian, Franklin was the blueprint of the American “self-made man,” 

having risen from poverty and obscurity through hard work and his rigorous daily program of 

thirteen virtues. It was to “this little artifice,” Franklin claimed, that he “ow’d the constant 

felicity of his life, down to his 79th year” (190). Beyond these personal accomplishments, 

Franklin was a prolific inventor, writer, and thinker, demonstrating the genius capability 

residing in each individual, a virtue later exalted by Transcendentalists as common to every 

man. His advice and example proved a strong influence on the nascent ruling class of the 

United States, who crafted the Declaration of Independence and Constitution according to the 

Lockean62 principles that all men were created equal and that every citizen was entitled to a 

vote in his governance. The resulting infrastructure cemented self-sovereignty at the heart of 

American ideology. In evolving from its Protestant and communal roots, the founding of the 

United States brokered a fundamental tension between the individual rights and collective 

prosperity that has proved a delicate counterbalance throughout its history.  

The primary ideological conflict in the early years of the Republic stood between 

Federalists and Democrat-Republicans, at heart the question of how much power should be 

vested in the common man. As both framers of government and guarantors of liberty, the 

Founders “realized that both our salvation and our damnation were wrapped up with the idea 

of individualism and that, ironically, the very quality that was the source of the nation’s 

greatness, the concept of autonomous selfhood, could also be the cause of its destruction” 

(Bertolini 3). In contrast to the strong central government and natural aristocracy sought by 

Alexander Hamilton, for Thomas Jefferson and his camp “society was a free association of 

                                                           
62 Locke argues that “the individual is the essential locus of value, that all individuals are born with rights and 
that the state exists to protect these rights.” (Bertolini 13). 
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equal and self-determining individuals who continued in a natural society for their common 

happiness and the satisfaction of their common needs. Political society was strictly 

contractual, limited to safeguarding the rights of its members and to realizing their common 

ends and interests” (Arieli 167). On the economic front, Jefferson declared that “agriculture, 

manufacturers, commerce, and navigation, the four pillars of our prosperity, are the most 

thriving when left most free to individual enterprise” (qtd. in Rego 6). Jefferson himself felt 

that happiness and prosperity could best be achieved through the model of well-educated, 

hard-working, and self-sovereign farmers contributing toward a republic of equal and 

independent citizens. In “Notes on the State of Virginia,” notably, Jefferson advanced the 

belief that those “who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God” (170). 

Jefferson’s conviction was echoed by intellectuals such as Alexander Campbell, a 

Scots-Irish immigrant and leader of the American Restoration movement. In a 

commencement address to the graduates of Bethany College, Campbell argued that the 

“American farmer, well educated is . . . one of the most elevated in rank . . . of all the earth's 

noblemen and lords” (360). He went on the frame the farmer’s inherent power in the trope of 

Franklin, “because his calling and his seclusion place him where he can have the most leisure 

for his own personal improvement, the most leisure to serve his country or his race in any 

important trust” (360). The gentleman farmer, importantly, was removed from the cloying, 

adulterating society of other men; “his is a position the most free from temptation to any 

species of unhallowed conformity—a position the most independent—a position that throws 

him more into communion with God and Nature than any other” (360). In Campbell’s 

formulation the farmer embodies traditional American values: independence, as a firebreak 

against temptation; conformity, as “unhallowed”; and individualism, as conduit between the 
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natural and divine—a pronouncement well in line with the prevailing ideologies of 

Romanticism and Transcendentalism. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, at 

least, the American farmer was the exalted model of self-sufficiency and temperance, the 

backbone of the Republic.  

These political philosophies dovetailed with Transcendentalism—the foremost 

American intellectual movement of the nineteenth century, and all the more influential 

because it was organic to the United States. As Paul F. Boller details in his American 

Transcendentalism, 1830-1860, “the Transcendental faith was individualistic as well as 

universalistic, because it held that each person was a unique manifestation of Universal Spirit 

at a particular time and place in the world and that his life and work, while forming part of 

the ongoing processes of the universe, took a form and possessed a quality not found in any 

other human being” (86). Though waves of adherents joined throughout the century, the 

movement traces its origins to the 1836 meeting of Cambridge’s Transcendental club, which 

counted among its adherents George Putnam, Frederic Henry Hedge, Amos Bronson Alcott, 

Henry David Thoreau, and Ralph Waldo Emerson, learned men who expressed fealty to the 

doctrine of individualism through their work and lives. “Engage in nothing that cripples or 

degrades you,” advised Alcott in his 1840 Orphic Sayings, “Your first duty is self-culture, 

self-exaltation: you may not violate this high trust” (qtd. in Boller 88). In Resistance to Civil 

Government (1849), Thoreau propounded upon the individual’s relationship to the state, 

arguing, for instance, that Americans “may be known by the development of [their] organ of 

gregariousness, and a manifest lack of intellect and cheerful self-reliance” yet the American 

government “has not the vitality and force of a single living man; for a single man can bend it 

to his will” (393; 385-6). His 1854 Walden, in turn, detailed his two-year experiment in 
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solitary living, stressing simplicity and self-sufficiency as means toward spiritual 

enlightenment and contentment. So it was that Transcendentalists recognized the individual 

as “the source of variation, novelty, and originality, and the creative act is indisputable an 

individual act. Society may stimulate, shape, modify, ignore, and repress the creative act, but 

it can never originate one” (Boller 191).  

The movement’s leading booster of individualism was Emerson, the linchpin of 

American intellectualism whose 1841 magnum opus “Self-Reliance” begins with a clarion 

call to arms: “There is a time in every man's education when he arrives at the conviction that 

envy is ignorance; that imitation is suicide; that he must take himself for better, for worse, as 

his portion; that though the wide universe is full of good, no kernel of nourishing corn can 

come to him but through his toil bestowed on that plot of ground which is given to him to 

till” (20). What proceeds is perhaps the most influential essay in American history—together 

with “An American Scholar,” an intellectual Declaration of Independence, according to 

Oliver Wendell Holmes—a broadside fired at the European influence which had dominated 

the United States in its infancy. For Emerson, a hearty individualism was key to the 

maturation of the American nation and establishment of American intellectual tradition. To 

be sure, “Self-Reliance” is filled with such yearbook-caption bon mots as “insist on yourself; 

never imitate,” “nothing can bring you peace but yourself,” and “what I must do is all that 

concerns me, not what the people think” (36, 39, 23). But a more profound reading reveals a 

deep-seated dedication to a robust vision of the individual genius residing inside each man. 

Echoing Thoreau, Emerson argues that self-expression supersedes governmental laws and 

societal dictums, that truth and meaning are found within individuals rather than institutions. 

Ultimately, he concludes that “it is easy to see that a greater self-reliance must work a 
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revolution in all the offices and relations of men; in their religion; in their education; in their 

pursuits; their modes of living; their association; in their property; in their speculative views” 

(33). Emerson’s call for individualism and self-reliance was embraced by many; with its 

growing legion of disciples the Emersonian tradition proved predominant in nineteenth-

century American arts and letters.63  

Emerson’s vision of hearty individuals and diminished institutions had been 

witnessed by two visiting Frenchmen, Michel Chevalier and Alexis de Tocqueville, who 

composed book-length studies of the nascent society during their American tours of the 

1830s.64 Chevalier’s trip of 1833-1835 spanned nearly the entirety of the United States—

Eastern Seaboard, Mississippi Valley, and the South—after which he concluded, in Letters 

on North America (1839), that Americans, “especially the Yankees, were individualistic par 

excellence” (qtd. in Shain 91-92). According to Jeremy Jennings’ “Democracy before 

Tocqueville,” Chevalier was particularly struck by Americans’ “liberty to choose a 

profession and to change it, to go about one’s business as one wished, to move from the 

center of the country to the periphery and back again,” a liberty that was “exercised largely 

independently of the authority of the state” (417). A disciple of Saint Simon, Chevalier was 

well attuned to issues of societal structure and considered individualism “the general 

characteristic of modern society . . . compatible with patriotism and the direct cause of the 

unique American forms of self-government and voluntary association” (54). More so than 

                                                           
63 Catherine Morley writes that Emerson is “cardinal as an influence upon the evolution of the epic in its 
American context” insofar as he “perceived his search for origins, for a direct link to the phenomena of the 
New World, as inextricably bound to the search for the definitive national text” (44). 
64 It was from translation of these works that the term “individualism” entered the American lexicon, deriving 
from the French individualisme, Henry Reeve, in his 1840 translation of Tocqueville's second volume of 
Democracy in America, noted “I adopt the expression of the original [individualism], however strange it may 
seem to an English ear . . . Because I know of no English word exactly equivalent to the expression” (qtd. in 
Shain 91). 
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any other quality, he posited, individualism “explained the active participation of the citizens 

in the affairs in the community . . . a creative and liberating force because of its power to 

dissolve tradition and authority and to liberate energy” (qtd. in Arieli 205).  

De Tocqueville had embarked upon his own nine-month tour of the States a year 

earlier. Officially an emissary of the French government and tasked with studying the 

American prison system, Tocqueville and his companion Gustave de Beaumont instead 

surveyed American society as a whole, notes regarding which eventually comprised the two-

volume Democracy in Society (1835, 1840). In his Individualism and Nationalism in 

American Ideology, Yehousha Arieli explains that to Tocqueville, “individualism . . .  arose 

out of the feeling that the modern man, and particular of the new bourgeoisie, that they ‘owe 

nothing to any man, they expect nothing from any man; they acquire the habit of always 

considering themselves as standing alone, and they are apt to imagine that their whole 

destiny is in their own hands’” (195). As Tocqueville migrated further inland he noted 

increasing levels of individualism, especially on the frontier, where he observed that “each 

man learns to think, to act for himself, without counting on the aid of an outside power 

which, however vigilante one suppose it, is never able to respond to all social needs. The 

man, thus accustomed to seeking for his well-being only from his own effort, rises in his own 

opinion, as in the estimation of others, his spirit expands and grows strong at the same time” 

(qtd. in Arieli 187). Thus by 1840 American individualism was recognized by both Chevalier 

and Tocqueville as the hallmark of modern society, a quality central to the economy, 

government, and ideology of the United States. 

In revisiting Tocqueville’s work some twenty-five years later, E. L. Godkin, editor of 

The Nation, introduced a supplemental hypothesis for the continued rise of American 
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individualism. Preaching in the North American Review, Godkin emphasized the role of 

westward migration, “which began soon after the Revolution, and which continues its 

operation up to the present time,” lending democracy “its first great impulse in the United 

States” and contributing “most powerfully to the spread ever since” (30-31). According to 

this view, it was geography, and not governance or culture, which had promoted the 

ascendency of individualism in the United States. On the frontier, Godkin observed: 

Each person is from the necessity of the case so absorbed in his own struggle for 

existence, that he has seldom occasion or time for the consideration and cultivation of 

his social relations. He knows nothing of the antecedents of his neighbors, nor they of 

his. They are not drawn together, in all probability, by a single memory or 

association. They have drifted into the same locality, it is true, under the guidance of 

a common impulse, and this is a selfish one. So that the settler gets into the habit of 

looking at himself as an individual, of contemplating himself and his career separate 

and apart from the social organization. We do not say that this breeds selfishness—far 

from that; but it breeds individualism. (39) 

Here men on the frontier are likened to tumbleweeds, drifting between Western towns and 

absorbed in their own selfish struggle for existence. Godkin further characterizes the 

frontiersman as asocial and ahistorical, “contemplating himself and his career separate and 

apart from the social organization” and “know[ing] nothing of the antecedents of his 

neighbors, nor they of his.” Contrary to the 1847 edition of Webster’s American Dictionary, 

which had defined individualism as “an excessive or exclusive regard to one's personal 

interest, self-interest; selfishness” (Arieli 198), Godkin in 1865 saw individualism as “far 

from” selfishness. Indeed, he went on to report, hearkening again to the model of Franklin, 
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that “the ‘self-made man,’ as he is called is looked on as a sort of type of merit and ability” 

(42-43). Such a wholesale shift in evaluation testifies to growing currency of individualism 

throughout this period, from a mark of pernicious egotism to the prideful signifier of self-

reliance, especially in commercial matters. 

The nascent individualism was reflected in early American literature as well, which 

from its emergence seized upon the archetype of the strong and self-sovereign protagonist, 

“assum[ing] that the truest Americans would also be the most individualistic, the persons 

least like their neighbors” (Baym “Creating” 220). R. W. B. Lewis’s watershed 1955 study, 

The American Adam, proposes that in the Republic era “the image contrived to embody the 

most fruitful contemporary ideas was that of the authentic American as a figure of heroic 

innocence and vast potentialities, poised at the start of a new history” (1). As verse steadily 

gave way to prose this image was increasingly featured in the Romantic novel, following 

contemporary European literature which had emphasized themes such as aesthetic rebellion, 

a return to nature, and the isolation of the artist—a perfect cocktail for an American nation 

remote and largely comprised of wilderness. As Lewis astutely notes, the dominant literary 

American figure of the nineteenth century was “a radically new personality, the hero of the 

new adventure: an individual emancipated from history, happily bereft of ancestry, 

untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race; an individual standing 

alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to confront whatever awaited him with the aid of 

his own unique and inherent resources” (5).  Lewis’s analysis emphasizes the power of the 

disconnected individual, “bereft of ancestry,” “untouched and undefiled” by “inheritance”—

just as Godkin had observed that “each person is from the necessity of the case so absorbed 

in his own struggle for existence” that “he knows nothing of the antecedents of his neighbors, 
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nor they of his” (217). In addition, Lewis marks the nineteenth-century protagonist as an 

individual “self-reliant and self-propelling,” relying upon his “own unique and inherent 

resources” rather than those of society, reinforcing Tocqueville’s notion that the nineteenth-

century American “learns to think, to act for himself, without counting on the aid of an 

outside power which . . .  is never able to respond to all social needs” (qtd. in Arieli 183). 

While the trend was too prevalent to offer a comprehensive accounting, Lewis cites a number 

of such prominent “Adamic” protagonists—Natty Bumppo, Arthur Mervyn, Wellingborough 

Redburn, Billy Budd, Daisy Miller, Isabel Archer, and Huck Finn—who embodied this 

“radically new personality” in popular novels of the nineteenth century.65 The wedding of 

Transcendental theory to American literature had produced a corpus of literature beholden to 

the American tradition of robust and self-reliant individualism.  

If the farmer had embodied American individualism in the first half of the nineteenth 

century, the pioneer took his place in the latter, as technological advancements and the 

extermination of Native Americans opened the western half of the continent to settlement. 

Soon the trope of the rugged cowboy (and his obverse, the outlaw) filled US cultural 

consciousness through dime novels and travelling shows. While the desperado was novel, the 

existence of the solitary man as cultural exemplar was nothing new; from its origins 

American mythology had celebrated the mythical figure of the pioneering individual, from 

frontiersman such as Davy Crockett and Daniel Boone to liminal figures like John 

Chapman/Johnny Appleseed and folk heroes including Paul Bunyan,66 John Henry, and 

                                                           
65 Lewis’s inclusion of female protagonists indicates that representation of American individualism was not 
limited to men, especially with the prevalence of frontierswomen in the American West.  
66 Dos Passos plays on the figure of Paul Bunyan in a 1919 Biography section of Wesley Everest, a lumberjack 
and IWW leader who was lynched in the Centralia Massacre of 1919. In likening Everest to a quintessential 
American hero, Dos Passos attaches an essential Americanness to the labor movement, and further 
underscores the helplessness of the individual against the massive cabal of lumber companies.     
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Pecos Bill. Such men, whether real or mythical, shared a host of attributes: stoic, rugged, and 

self-reliant, noble, moral, and disciplined, capable of legendary feats: in all, exemplars of the 

American individualism of the West.  

By the turn of the century, one of these figures had become President of the United 

States. Paul M. Rego’s American Ideal details Theodore Roosevelt’s Search for American 

Individualism, arguing that Roosevelt represents a transitional figure, in that “he was both 

independent and community-oriented” (79). Though raised in wealth as scion of the 

Roosevelt dynasty, “Teddy” gained a popular reputation as a larger-than-life self-made man, 

a hunter, soldier, and outdoorsman who had improved his lot and conquered the American 

West through a robust and self-reliant masculinity. In this he came to embody a particular 

strain of American individualism, “the credo of the American upper classes in the late 

nineteenth century,” which aligned with Social Darwinism in celebrating “self-discipline and 

self-reliance as vital to success and attribut[ing] the plight of the poor to individual 

shortcomings rather than to the economic system” (Rego 20). Although best known as a 

colonel or cowboy to the public, Roosevelt became the first Progressive president, subverting 

laissez-faire precedent by busting trusts, conserving natural resources, and emphasizing 

“discipline, hardiness, honor, duty, and service to the larger community—qualities that, taken 

together, are both individualistic and collectivistic but, for Roosevelt, not at all 

contradictory” (59). In this way Roosevelt emerged as a liminal figure bridging the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, forged through Western individualism yet guiding the 

country toward modern collectivism in light of increasing industrialism and the fin-de-siècle 

closing of the frontier. 
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The changing face of the economy, in particular, had done much to destabilize the 

archetype of the independent, self-sufficient working-man. In contrast to the traditional 

American farmer or craftsman, who owned his livelihood and collected the fruits of his own 

labor, an increasing percentage of modern Americans (both men and women) now worked 

for others, and no longer consumed or bartered the commodities they produced, but instead 

were given a wage in exchange for their time. The nascent principles of “scientific 

management,” promulgated by Frederick Winslow Taylor67 in his 1911 volume of the same 

name required efficient cooperation between a mass of individual workers, each of whom 

performed a simple task within a specialized sequence. This synthesis of workflow was more 

efficient overall, but necessarily led to fragmentation of the labor and thus the labor force, 

which became nothing more than a series of hands operating within larger system, as 

fungible and interchangeable as parts they assembled. The early twentieth century was in turn 

marked by greater unionization, as workers associated to bargain as a collective body, joined 

to each other by the dictates of the modern mass economy. 

Thus, just as it had during its initial formation, at the outset of the twentieth century 

the United States was again torn between competing visions of individualism and 

collectivism.  On one hand, the “doctrine of placing the self before others had become further 

naturalized and entrenched as a national ideology to define what America, and Americans, 

stood for” (Traber 3). And, especially in the economic marketplace, “American hostility to 

governmental intervention . . .  was rooted in the doctrine of natural rights, American faith in 

the self-sufficiency of the individual, and the teachings of classical political economy” (Soto 

                                                           
67 Taylor merits his own Biography in The Big Money; entitled “The American Plan,” the section emphasizes his 
industry and ingenuity while highlighting the irony of his legendary efficiency: “on the morning of his fiftyninth 
birthday . . . he was dead with his watch in his hand” (787). 
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5). On the other, the mass, interconnected nature of modern economics threatened to render 

the worker an interchangeable cog in the vast machine. Given the massive capital 

accumulation, political scandal, and increasing mechanization that occurred during the 

Gilded Age, “more and more, the American middle class was willing to question their 

longstanding devotion to individualism” (Soto 21), which they saw as benefitting the robber 

barons instead of the common man. At the sociocultural level, increasing levels of 

urbanization and immigration caused many to see “the nineteenth century’s much prized 

frontier style of individualism . . . as unsustainable . . .  because it privileged people without 

any sense of belonging, an essential for modern life” (Billington and Ridge 382). Leading 

intellectuals instead favored the assimilation of disparate individuals into pluralistic “melting 

pot” communities in order to instill a “sense of belonging” that might contribute to the post-

war nationalism that swept the United States in the 1920s.  

In the field of literature, as well, the Emersonian individualist tradition was under fire, 

contested as outdated and even deleterious to the progress of the United States. While the 

“Adamic” tradition identified by Lewis was still promulgated in works by Edith Wharton, F. 

Scott Fitzgerald, and William Faulkner, among others, popular critics such as H. L. Mencken 

and Irving Howe, and particularly Marxist critics such as V. F. Calverton and Granville 

Hicks, had begun to rail against Emersonian individualism as an outmoded trait incompatible 

with and inimical to modern society.68 Calverton, in his Liberation of American Literature, 

held that “the ideology of rugged individualism promoted a false consciousness of personal 

independence that obscured the workings of the class system and contributed to the persistent 

                                                           
68 In many ways, this opposition was the natural outgrowth of a similar effort against the Genteel Tradition, of 
which Emerson was also the figurehead. 



 

162 
 

romantic image of the individual as isolated from society” (qtd. in Mitchell 59-60). Hicks, for 

his part, believed that “Emerson’s self-reliant individualism, while perhaps a necessary and 

vital force in his time, became, in the age of the robber barons, the buttress of the exploiters 

and the opium of the masses” (qtd. in Mitchell 62). Both critics agreed that Emerson’s faith 

in “frontier individualism” had proved damaging to the nation, insofar as this once noble and 

liberating ideal was easily transformed into a justification for all sorts of viciousness: Social 

Darwinism, economic inequality, and the exploitation of labor by magnates and capitalists. 

Couching their criticism in Marxist terms, Hicks and Calverton called for the emergence of a 

proletarian aesthetic, arguing that “the faith of Emerson and Whitman belongs to the past, 

and not to the future. Their belief in the common man was a belief in him as a petty 

bourgeois individualist; our belief must be in him as proletarian collectivist” (qtd. in Mitchell 

62).  

This, then, was the contested intellectual climate of the American interwar period, in 

which Herbert Hoover emerged as influential author and President, Socialists and 

Communists threatened the status quo, and John Dos Passos composed the collectivist epic 

U. S. A. While rugged individualism had for centuries served as the bedrock of American 

society, critics like Hicks, Calverton, and Georg Lukacs saw modernity as incompatible with 

the individual—as Lukacs held in “The Ideology of Modernism,” the modern individual is 

“alienated and victimized by freedom” and “can only retreat inward (Girgus 19). As had been 

the task of epicists for generations, it fell upon Dos Passos to produce a comprehensive 

cultural text regarding the modern American nation-state, collecting its various fragments 

into a coherent body and re-founding the United States upon collectivist grounds. 

Epic as Encyclopedia: U. S. A. and the Totality of Modern Life 
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When The 42nd Parallel, 1919, and The Big Money were reissued as U.S.A. in 1938, the most 

notable change was the addition of a brief prologue, penned by Dos Passos at the behest of 

Harcourt, Brace, designed to thematically introduce the trilogy of novels. In conjunction with 

“Vag,” the epilogue of The Big Money, the prologue—simply titled “U. S. A.”—provides the 

bleak portrait of a young anonymous American, just one of millions unemployed during the 

Great Depression: 

The young man walks fast by himself through the crowd that thins into the night 

streets; feet are tired from hours of walking; eyes greedy for warm curve of faces, 

answering flicker of eyes . . . The young man walks by himself searching through the 

crowd with greedy eyes, greedy ears taut to hear, by himself, alone. (1) 

Here we encounter a young man, “alone” and “by himself,” walking through a crowd. Unlike 

the Emersonian ideal he is not self-reliant or self-content, but instead searches for the “warm 

curve of faces,” and “answering flicker of eyes,” his “ears taut to hear,” seeking, it seems, a 

personal connection with the masses milling around him. The array of references that follow 

mark the young man as Everyman, having worked as roadmender, fisherman, and dirtfarmer; 

traveled from Washington City to San Diego, New Orleans to Seattle—“one bed is not 

enough, one job is not enough, one life is not enough” (1). Yet as the crowd disperses, the 

young man is again alone, walking through the empty streets “fast but not fast enough, far 

but not far enough” (1). The nation has progressed; he has been left behind. Destitute, 

starving, perhaps delirious, he recalls with both fondness and bitterness the stories of 

prosperity with which he has been plied: “his mother’s words about longago, his father’s 

telling about when I was a boy . . .  the hired man’s yarns, the tall tales the doughboys told 
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after taps” (2). Amid this “speech that clung to the ears,” the young man’s account dissipates 

into the larger “speech of the people” (3).   

“U. S. A.” finds a formal and thematic link some thousand pages later with the brief 

terminal account of “Vag,” starring the same young man or another just like him. Streetcars 

and buses are exchanged for airplanes and automobiles, and instead of crowded streets the 

man walks alongside a dusty highway. Yet the essential story remains—a lone individual, 

“idle hands numb,” left behind by modern society (1240). In this case, the young man, poor 

and hungry, “waits at the end of the concrete . . . making a fist, thumb up,” hoping for a ride 

from a passing motorist (1238). The hitchhiker “has skinned a heel through the torn sock”; 

his “torn drawers have . . . the crummy feel of having slept in your clothes”; in his nostrils 

“lingers the staleness of discouraged carcasses crowded into a transient camp, the carbolic 

stench of the jail” (1239). His stationary figure stands in stark contrast to the cars hissing by 

and an airplane “bor[ing] its smooth way out of sight into the blue,” its transcontinental 

passengers sitting “pretty” and well-fed overhead (1239). The young man has been sold a 

story, same as before: “went to school, books said opportunity, ads promised speed, own 

your home, shine bigger than your neighbor” (1240). Yet still he waits, “with swimming 

head” and “needs knot[ting] the belly,” as traffic whizzes past, already a hundred miles down 

the road.  

The twin figures bracketing the narrative speak to the fundamental inconsonance of 

the American interwar period: the obsolescence of Emersonian self-reliance, the failure of 

Hoover’s doctrine of rugged individualism, the difficulty of achieving the American Dream 
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during the Great Depression.69 In form and content, Dos Passos’ Modern(ist) epic subverts 

the foundational ideology of exalted individualism, instead positing the United States as a 

nation of discordant fragments, riven by class, politics, and capitalism such that a few might 

advance and many must be left behind. The enduring conceit of U. S. A. is exhibited by its 

prologue and epilogue—a marginalized figure traveling alone, seeking a job, a meal, a friend, 

a lay, a place to stay, someone or something with which to connect. Though at times these 

elements do come together, they just as soon fall apart, the connections having proved 

ephemeral and haphazard, detached by centrifugal forces that push asunder all that would 

join. Yet the story continues, its characters set on by the indomitable American quest for 

prosperity: poor in purse, rich of spirit, determined to soldier on. 

U. S. A. has been termed a Marxist epic, a national epic, a Modernist epic, a collective 

epic, an epic of modernity, an epic of disintegration, and an epic of dialectical totalization —

it is all these and more: the product of an ambitious attempt to convey the encyclopedia of 

American life across three decades. Like ancient epic, U. S. A. provides a chronicle of a 

crucial period when a nation and its people came of age. As Donald Pizer writes, U. S. A. 

achieves “the traditional aim of the epic to make manifest the history and values of a culture . 

. . not by conformity to a prescribed set of epic rules, but by the author’s individual 

adaptation of the complex fictional devices that have arisen in the twentieth century for the 

depiction of the interaction of self and society” (184). Dos Passos indeed marshals a set of 

“complex fictional devices”—recursion, bricolage, stream of consciousness, among others— 

to render the relationship between American self and society, demonstrating the 

                                                           
69 Indeed the phrase “The American Dream” was coined by James Truslow Adams in his 1931 The Epic of 

America, initially characterized as "that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for 
everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement” (308). 
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estrangement and incompatibility of modernity and the cult of individualism. Even those 

characters who do achieve material success—J. Ward Moorehouse, Charley Anderson, 

Margo Dowling— find prosperity a Pyrrhic victory; at what cost, Dos Passos asks, comes 

pursuit of the American Dream?70 By the epic’s end, even the promise of Communism, 

which provides the underlying impetus behind much of the plot (and Dos Passos’ politics) 

has been discarded, its adherents Ben Cohen and Mary French imprisoned, disillusioned, or 

defeated. As the narrator comes to realize in Camera Eye 50, “we are two nations.” For all its 

postwar nationalism the United States had not coalesced, but further disintegrated into haves 

and have-nots: those who flew above with stomachs full of steak and mushrooms, and those 

who stood starving by the roadside with their thumb crooked.  

Contra the Enlightenment conception of society as an assemblage of self-sovereign 

actors with agency and autonomy, and the American ideology of self-reliance and rugged 

individualism, Dos Passos posits a model of society that relies upon a broader consideration 

of persons engaged in a collective relationship. An apt metaphor, perhaps, is the early-

twentieth-century revolution in the study of atomic forces, wherein the traditional 

understanding of matter as comprised of discrete units gradually gave way to a model 

recognizing the uncertainty and complexity of particle physics at the sub-molecular level, as 

well as the governance of four fundamental forces—gravitation, electromagnetism, strong 

and weak interaction—in regulating the larger system of the physical universe.71 In the same 

way, U. S. A. subverts the predominant ideology of mainstream American society, which had 

                                                           
70 For more on this subject, see my treatment of the Dehnings and Herslands in Gertrude Stein’s The Making 

of Americans (Chapter 2). 
71  Such events include the 1897 discovery of the electron, the 1909 discovery of the nucleus, the 1913 Bohr 
model of the atom, and finally the 1924 concept of quantum physics. 
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held individuals as beneficially distinct and alone, instead placing them into relationship as 

members of a larger body who—like or unlike, known or unknown—are brought toward 

each other as a simple and natural matter of existence. To call this relationship a union would 

be too strong; a union implies volition and identity among members, and a clear in-group/ 

out-group division that necessarily posits the union against another body. Considered as a 

human collective, however, the American nation is not a league of isolated individuals but 

rather persons interconnected by forces of which they may be unaware. Thus it is the 

contention of Dos Passos and U. S. A. that the United States must be refounded as a 

collective nation, an anthology of fragments rather than a constellation of individuals. 

The epic’s collectivist schema begins with its form, which brings together three 

individual novels into a tripartite yet composite whole that, as John C. Waldmeir observes, 

“adds an interpretive convention that parallels the role of myth” (13). Though Dos Passos 

envisioned U. S. A. as a trilogy from conception, the novels were composed during a seven-

year period and published as standalone, individual, and distinct texts, each with a slightly 

different shape, tone, and technique. Indeed much of the editorial work undertaken to reissue 

U. S. A. entailed smoothing out the novels’ stylistic differences, excising or expanding 

Newsreel sections, and standardizing the typeface, numbering, and pagination across 

volumes, so that when combined the novels might form one coherent work. The text’s overall 

form reflects its essential fragmentation, especially Dos Passos’ innovative four-way system 

of “network narration”—the Newsreel, Biography, Camera Eye, and narrative sections that 

comprise the text. As Pizer reports, “we know from other manuscript evidence that Dos 

Passos wrote each of the modes independently of the others. That is, for each unit of modal 

expression—a biography or Newsreel or Camera Eye or complete narrative—there exists a 
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separate and distinctive body of notes, drafts, and final typescript” (87). Much of the act of 

composition, then, required assembling and weaving together a number of these distinct 

segments into a collective narrative: larger, coherent, and more meaningful than the sum of 

its parts. Even within these sections we find a combination of smaller parts, especially in the 

Newsreel and narrative sections, which orchestrate a number of disparate characters and 

voices to create collaborative meaning. The Newsreels are a pastiche of song lyrics, 

newspaper headlines, and popular speech, removed from context and juxtaposed for effect, 

often combining to illuminate a particular moment, location, theme or event. The narrative 

sections, in turn, which progress chronologically circa 1900 to 1930, are divided between 

twelve named protagonists whose stories travel paths both parallel and intersecting—with 

storylines often abutting for a number of pages or entire sections. Taken together, the novel’s 

formal qualities at the level of trilogy, novel, and section speak to the overarching ideology 

of individual fragments gravitating toward a collective whole.  

The act of balancing a diversity of forms and voices was, of course, not original to 

Dos Passos and U. S. A., but a technique endemic to Modernism and to the novel itself. In 

Epic and Novel Mikhail Bakhtin proposed “heteroglossia” and “polyphony” to describe a 

narrative featuring a diversity of perspectives and voices. Borrowing from the parlance of 

music, the terms imply a harmonious concert of disparate items finding their “native 

element” in the novel, a form which “in contrast to other major genres . . . emerged and 

matured precisely when intense activation of external and internal polyglossia was the peak 

of its activity” (12).72 John McWilliams extends Bakhtinian framework to the American 

                                                           
72 In her contemporary New York Herald Tribune review Mary Ross similarly was struck by a musical 

connection, likening U. S. A. to a mellifluous composition: “out of distinct entities the orchestra 
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sphere in The American Epic, arguing that “the polyglossic nature of the American epic, a 

fusion of new and old genres, reflects the polyvalent national scene it was designed to 

epitomize” and that “the American epic assembled itself not only upon disparate genres of 

past and present but also upon the extra-literary heteroglossia of encyclopaedism, the popular 

press, political commentaries and philosophical surveys, as well as folk-tales, legends and the 

rhetoric of nationalism” (55). As the extension of this epic impulse, U. S. A. incorporates 

extra-literary elements such as the popular press (Newsreels), political commentaries (much 

of The Camera Eye), and folk-tales (Paul Bunyan and other American legends merit 

Biographies), alongside sections of narrative familiar to the novel. Finally, polyphony is a 

central component of Franco Moretti’s discussion of modern literature in his Modern Epic: 

The World-System from Goethe to Garcia Marquez. In tracing the development of epic from 

antiquity, he argues that literary evolution refuted the traditional model of “centripetal epic, 

and centrifugal novel”; “rather than nourishing polyphony, they impose a drastic reduction of 

it” (56). As evidence Moretti cites the flow, then ebb of polyphony in proto-Modernist texts 

by Melville, Whitman, and Flaubert, arguing that “the techniques are different, but the 

tendency is always the same: from polyphony, towards monologism” (73). That the 

polyphonic elements of U. S. A. combine to form a single, overarching narrative is wholly 

consistent with Bakhtin’s framework of the novel,  McWilliams’ analysis of the epic, and 

Moretti’s conception of modern literature—in all, marking it as a quintessentially modern(ist) 

epic novel. Yet U. S.A. stands alone in coupling this technical polyphony to the ideology of 

collectivism, a powerful synergy in service of Dos Passos’ endeavor of re-founding America.  

                                                           
achieves a whole which is also distinct, but complex, as the differing qualities and pitches of tone 

melt together, modifying each other, in their common pattern” (100). 
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Dos Passos achieves polyphony by adapting the modernist techniques of collage (as 

evinced in paintings by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso); montage (utilized in films by D. 

W. Griffith and Sergei Eisenstein); and bricolage (most notably exhibited in the works of 

James Joyce73) all of which strive to communicate a single complex idea through rapid or 

simultaneous juxtaposition of disparate words and images. Newsreel XXIX, for instance, 

positioned in the middle of 1919, provides a vivid snapshot of Armistice Day (November 11, 

1918) through news dispatches, column headlines, and popular song lyrics. The section 

begins with a snippet of news—“the arrival of the news caused the swamping of the city’s 

telephone lines”—directly followed by the lyrics from a French song—“y fallait pas ayallez,” 

which roughly translates to “one shouldn’t have gone for it” or, more colloquially, “shouldn’t 

a gone there.” To what or to whom the song refers is unstated, but the position of the 

recrimination suggests an immediate rebuke to the celebratory atmosphere, questioning 

whether the United States’ entering the war was worth it—whether the U. S. should have 

“gone there/ for it.” Subsequent snippets include the text from a telegram, a popular ballad, a 

statement from a former President, and the lyrics of the Star-Spangled Banner, all generally 

cheerful and laudatory of the war effort, yet interposed with news that “pandemonium broke 

loose all along the water front”; “TWO TROLLIES HELD UP BY GUNMEN IN 

QUEENS”; and “SPECIAL GRAND JURY ASKED TO INDICT BOLSHEVISTS” (562-

63). The immediate juxtaposition of negative news again undercuts the predominant narrative 

of glorious and edifying victory, especially when the passage continues with the ironic report 

that returning soldiers “went in wholeheartedly for having a good time, getting plenty to 

drink despite the fact that they were in uniform. . . . nearly caus[ing] a riot when they took an 

                                                           
73 As Joyce said of his own epic composition—equally applicable to U. S. A.—“Writing is not quite the word. 
Assembly, perhaps, is better—or accretion.” 
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armful of stones and attempted to break an electric sign at Broadway and Forty-second 

reading: WELCOME HOME TO OUR HEROES” (563). The reader’s momentary 

bewilderment—at the image of drunken solders attempting to destroy a sign welcoming them 

as heroes—is summarily drowned out by the boisterous singing of the crowd, as the text 

abruptly returns to four lines of the Star-Spangled Banner to conclude the section.  

The overall effect of this and other Newsreel passages, then, provides a multifarious 

stimulus mimicking the hectic pace of modern life, sampling from new media capable of 

simultaneously transmitting information to a mass audience. The overall feeling is jubilation 

tinged with regret, a mix of chaos and caution, patriotism with undercurrent of pacifism—

exactly the sensation experienced by the collective nation on Armistice Day, 1918. As Jun-

Young Lee argues, “the fragmented but dialectically interactive montages . . . are employed 

in this novel to give the reader the image of the whole, i.e., the totality of social relations of 

America in the early twentieth century” (11). By use of such techniques, Dos Passos is able 

to portray a large and diverse nation in a comparatively smaller and simpler novel, in the 

same way that a cinematic training montage might distill a period of several months into 

thirty seconds. Faced with the impossibility of encompassing the entirety of the United 

States, and the hopelessness of submitting a single character as synecdoche for the nation-as-

whole (as previous failed attempts at epic had posited Christopher Columbus and George 

Washington), Dos Passos instead collects and compiles a number of interconnected 

fragments, expanding the scope of his epic so as to approximate the totality of American life 

during the early twentieth century.  

Harry Levin, for instance, cites “the extraordinary scope of U. S. A.” when discussing 

whether to designate the trilogy “a national epic,” placing it alongside Moby-Dick, the 
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Leatherstocking romances, and works self-consciously in the heroic vein by Dreiser, Cather, 

and Norris (412). As a modern(ist) epic novel, U. S. A. traces its impulse to the ancient epic 

as well, which, Moretti declares, “from Homer on, normally functioned as a veritable 

encyclopaedia of society’s own culture: a storehouse of its essence and basic knowledge” 

(37). At the same time, the novel qualifies as an “encyclopedic narrative” under Edward 

Mendleson’s framework, with Dos Passos74 serving as:   

an encyclopedic author, one whose work attends to the whole social and linguistic 

range of his nation, who makes use of all the literary styles and conventions known to 

his countrymen, whose dialect often becomes established as the national language, 

who takes his place as national poet or national classic, and who becomes the focus of 

a large and persistent exegetic and textual industry comparable to the industry 

founded upon the Bible (1268). 

While the latter part of Mendelson’s definition departs from the reception and textual history 

of U. S. A., Dos Passos samples from various regions, classes, accents, and styles throughout 

the volume, attending to “the whole social and linguistic range of his nation” and “making 

use of all the literary styles and conventions known to his countrymen” (1268). Encyclopedic 

narratives should not be conflated with the genre of ancient epic, however. Though their 

works are often imitations of epics, Mendleson declares, encyclopedic authors “write about 

the ordinary present-day world around them instead of the heroic past” (1268), a statement 

that jives with the ordinary contemporaneity of U. S. A., with its close attention to mundane 

details and the scrupulous chronicle of characters’ daily itineraries. U. S. A. similarly 

                                                           
74 Mendelson argues that Dos Passos has been kept from “national author” status chiefly by the “problematic 
position” of Melville in the American canon (1268). 
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dovetails with recent work in modernist studies that “reframes the typical features of 

modernist writing—dilated, contracted, and multiple temporalities, fragmented and 

encyclopedic forms, anaesthetizing repetition, weak plots—as the result of a specific form of 

attention to everyday life” (Davis 5). These critical apparatuses combine to elect U. S. A. a 

Modern(ist) epic novel, with the knowledge capacity of the epic, the totalizing scope of an 

encyclopedic narrative, and the “fragmented and encyclopedic form” of Modernist writing. 

Thus U. S. A., from its superstructure as a trilogy of distinct novels, to the bricolage 

and montage of its sections, down even to its individual words, which Dos Passos routinely 

combines into jointed compounds,75 is formally designed to collect the discordant fragments 

of American life into a coherent epic, thereby re-founding the nation upon a collectivist 

ideology compatible with the modern world. The epic’s content reinforces its form, slanting 

against the mythologizing, Algeresque strain of the self-made man, undermining the “Great 

Man” hagiography of standard American biographies, and expounding upon the plight of the 

individual actor in the mass, modern economy. U. S. A. survives as a modernist text 

emblematic of its era, capturing the radical sentiment of interwar activists who sought to 

remake both art and nation in service of communitarian ideals.   

Re-membering the “Body of an American” 

U. S. A. features no individual hero or protagonist, as had been a staple of the ancient epic 

and indeed the prose novel. And, though Dos Passos disperses the narrative burden among 

twelve main characters, they do not operate in league, and none achieves prominence over 

the others. Instead Dos Passos composes U. S. A. as an epic “collective novel,” the most 

                                                           
75 A small sample includes such neologisms as “dinnerdishes,” “collegeboy,” “freespeech,” “dryicecold,” and 
“machinegunfire,” 
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illustrious member of a genre which emerged during the 1930s as the product of literary 

radicalism, “distinctly empowered to represent what Henri Berbusse called ‘a new 

protagonist, the most imposing of all: the masses’” (qtd. in Foley 398). Juxtaposed with the 

so-called “bourgeois novel,” the collective novel was marked by three defining features: 

“documentary links with the world of the reader,” “frequent use of experimental devices that 

break up the narrative and rupture the illusion of seamless transparency,” and “the group as a 

phenomenon greater than—and different from—the sum of the individuals who constitute it” 

(Foley 400-2). Considering its Newsreel, technical innovation, and multiple protagonists, U. 

S. A. certainly qualifies as a collective novel under this definition—indeed, it emerged as an 

exemplar of the form. But while many collective novels functioned as Communist 

propaganda designed to exalt a heroic group of proletariat, Dos Passos features no cadre of 

idealized radicals, but instead selects for his protagonist “almost the largest possible [social 

group] . . .  the United States from the Spanish War to the crash of 1929, a whole nation 

during thirty years of its history” (Cowley 140). That is, the protagonist of U. S. A. is the 

nation itself, represented not only by the twelve main characters, but by the Biographies, 

Newsreel, and Camera Eye sections, and further by the accumulation of people, places, and 

events that appear throughout U. S. A.     

In dethroning the individual protagonist in favor of a collaborative model, U. S. A. 

issues a hearty corrective to the tradition of both epic and novel, and especially to the model 

of American literature popularized by R. W. B. Lewis, among others, which held that the 

quintessential American hero was “an individual emancipated from history, happily bereft of 

ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race; an individual 

standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to confront whatever awaited him with 
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the aid of his own unique and inherent resources” (5). Lewis’s model was based not only on 

famous historical characters (Arthur Mervyn, Natty Bumppo, Huck Finn), but also those of 

Dos Passos’ contemporaries (notably Jay Gatsby and Isaac McCaslin) suggesting that these 

characters’ breed of self-reliant and self-made individualism was an American ideal well-

suited for both past and present.76 From antiquity the poetic epic had also required a single 

epic hero, almost always a young man and often so representative that the epic became 

eponymous with the hero himself, as in the case of Beowulf, Odysseus, Gilgamesh, and 

others. For these texts the epic hero was shorthand for the nation itself, both synecdoche and 

paragon,77 of divine parentage, heroic size, and tremendous intellect or skill. The epic’s plot 

characteristically tested its hero by either of two competing models: the conflict and the 

quest. As Dean A. Miller details in The Epic Hero, the most archetypal epics deliver “the 

powerful image of the physically perfect young hero dying for fame and escaping maturation 

(and thus the ‘bad death’ of an impotent and ugly old age) by achieving a ‘good death’ that 

ends his physical history in combat” (4-5). Alternatively, as Frederick Turner details, epics 

are often predicated upon “many of the appurtenances of the heroic quest: magical helpers, 

magical weapons, tests or trials, potions and elixirs, and talismans” (109). At heart of the epic 

is the hero’s trial, wherein his mettle is put to the test. Whether failure or triumph, the 

                                                           
76  Philip Barnard, Mark L. Kamrath, and Stephen Shapiro assert that especially after World War II, “as newly-
canonized works were marshaled to consolidate a special group identity, the period’s anti-Left tendencies also 
downplayed texts that were considered too socially oriented as suspiciously sympathetic to communist ideals, 
so that the “American novel” appeared to be a category that focused on isolated individuals wandering in a 
malleable environment” (Forthcoming). Though Dos Passos had renounced Communism by then, his novels 
were “still “suspiciously sympathetic to communist ideals,” and thus a prominent recipient of this sanction.  
77 In the American sphere, epics have posited characters real and fictional in this manner, from George 
Washington to Natty Bumppo, Huck Finn to Scarlet O’Hara, who respectively exemplified the characteristics of 
the American nation or region at that point in time.  
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consequence of the hero’s expedition is the foundation of a city or society, often built upon 

the same values exhibited by the epic hero throughout his trial.  

To posit the United States as the protagonist or “epic hero” of U. S. A. is to 

complicate usual conceptions of character, which depend upon mutable characteristics, 

interpersonal conflict, internal growth, and a well-defined story arc. How might an entire 

nation serve as a protagonist, much less an epic hero? To begin, we might consider the nation 

as we would an individual human protagonist, lending it similar models of character, 

motivation, conflict, and progression. Given the historical trajectory of the United States’ 

nationhood, U. S. A. might serve well as a bildungsroman or coming-of-age novel,78 

chronicling the young nation’s growth from adolescence into maturity. Poised to realize its 

great potential as a global power after a century of domestic expansion, the United States 

entered the twentieth century after swift victory in the Spanish-American War, asserting its 

geopolitical muscle with the Roosevelt Corollary of 1904, the circumnavigation of the Great 

White Fleet from 1907-09, and the completion of the Panama Canal in 1913. The first 

Newsreel of The 42nd Parallel, in fact, provides a snapshot of the cheery jingoism of the early 

1900s, citing “the advantages of abundant and cheap coal and iron, of an enormous 

overproduction of food products and of invention and economy in production” and quoting 

Indiana Senator Albert J. Beveridge, who proclaimed that “the Twentieth century will be 

American. American thought will dominate it. American progress will give it color and 

direction. American deeds will make it illustrious” (12).   

                                                           
78 Van Wyck Brooks in fact published a book bearing the exact title, America’s Coming-of-Age, in 1915, roughly 
the midpoint of U. S. A.’s timeline.  
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     Given this backdrop, the United States-as-protagonist might be party to the well-

known epic hero cycle promulgated by Joseph Campbell, which codified the journey of a 

young, powerful character in realizing his destiny. Though it was not published until well 

after U. S. A., Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) established a cultural 

universal based on the study of thousands of stories of across space and time, positing a 

“monomyth” in which “a hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of 

supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the 

hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his 

fellow man” (Miller 163). Many of Campbell’s seventeen stages do not apply to the 

conception of a collective, national protagonist, but considering the confluence of the epic 

and nation during this era, we might apply a few instructive connections: the United States’ 

traditional isolationism as the ordinary world wherein the story begins; the advent of the 

Great War as the call; and U. S. entrance into that war as the hero crossing the threshold into 

a “special world.” At this point, the epic model calls for an ordeal, death/rebirth, and a 

reward, and then for the victorious warrior to return to the ordinary world, having achieved 

his quest, often with an item of great value to his community. Campbell’s larger monomyth 

is precisely the model that epics from The Odyssey to The Faerie Queen to Moby Dick 

followed—thus it would seem only natural that the United States’ entry to and victory in the 

Great War would serve as the fulfilling quest of U. S. A., cementing the nation’s ascendency 

into the global pantheon and domestic bliss upon the Doughboys’ return. Yet like other 

modern(ist) epic novels, U. S. A. subverts the dominant epic form and narrative, positing the 

United States’ involvement in the Great War not as a triumph that ushered in an era of 

harmony and prosperity, but instead as a Pyrrhic victory that further fragmented the nation. 
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As opposed to its ancient counterpart, the genre of modern epic as a whole elides or limits 

mention of war; as John Whittier-Ferguson claims, “the Great War rendered the traditional 

framework of ‘arms and the man’ into a subject impossible to frame in heroic terms” (214). 

Instead, much of 1919, the trilogy’s middle novel, explores the aftermath of the Great War,79 

following characters old and new to France, from whence they emerge, along with the nation, 

injured, fragmented, and disillusioned, wondering at the human toll of the conflict and the 

nation’s place in the modern world.  

     The trajectory of 1919’s narrative testifies toward the disjointed postwar condition 

of the United States. Daughter, who volunteers as a nurse in the Red Cross, dies in a tragic 

and unnecessary airplane accident immediately after the war.80 Joe Williams, the itinerant 

sailor enlisted in the merchant marine, is accused of espionage and eventually killed in a 

senseless bar fight. Ben Compton, who registers as a conscious objector and agitates against 

the war effort, is sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment for his crime. And Richard Ellsworth 

Savage, a pacifist and driver in the ambulance service, is given his ouster for the 

“indiscretion” of his dissent, told that “it’s personally criminal to allow yourself the luxury of 

private opinions” (537). Even those who find themselves on the “right” side of the war do not 

ultimately profit from it—namely Charley Anderson, the ace fighter-pilot who earns a medal 

for his wartime heroism and summarily marshals his military status as currency to fund his 

fledgling aeronautics business. While he makes millions off his image and ingenuity, he loses 

his fortune through profligacy and stock-market speculation, and devolves into a drunken 

                                                           
79 As in The Last Puritan, the actual conflict of the war is noticeably absent, whereas in such ancient epics as 
The Iliad, the battle scene comprises the entirety of the action. 
80 Her senseless and avoidable death is reminiscent of the motor-car accident which kills Oliver Alden after the 
Armistice in the Last Puritan. 
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shambling mess, dying destitute and alone, having smashed up his car and lost his 

mechanical prowess. Devoted to the common purpose of winning the war, the United States 

temporarily became a coherent and unified nation, with its “heroes” fighting abroad, 

dissenters and seditionists in jail, and a government-brokered peace between labor and 

capital at home. In the 1920s, however, the nation emerged not as a unified victor, but instead 

a fractured nation with factions of disillusioned citizens, more riven than it had been pre-

bellum. As Dos Passos’ epic hero, the United States returns from its expedition bearing 

neither the spoils of war nor the grail from its quest—rather its experience leaves those 

involved incapacitated and disillusioned: the values for which they purportedly fought 

revealed as a pretense, unfit for modernity and unshared by its body of citizens.  

Dos Passos conveys this exact sentiment in the most provocative passage of U. S. A.: 

the “Body of an American” biography that concludes 1919. This stirring section literally 

incorporates the remains of his epic hero, the United States nation, into a figurative body, 

eulogizing the internment of “The Unknown Soldier” slain during the Great War. In 

providing the essential account of his life, “The Body of an American” takes the familiar 

form of other U. S. A. biographies while also borrowing documentary techniques from the 

Newsreel sections, interlacing snippets from the ceremony consecrated by President Warren 

Harding on Armistice Day, 1921. That Dos Passos posits The Unknown Soldier as a 

surrogate for the nation-at-large is made manifest by the scope and diversity of his 

description, which frames the soldier as Everyman and No-man at once. According to the 

chronicle, John Doe—“what they’d scraped up” and shoveled into a pine box—was “born 

and raised in Brooklyn, in Memphis, near the lakefront in Cleveland, Ohio, in the stench of 

the stockyards in Chi, on Beacon Hill, in an old brick house in Alexandria Virginia, on 
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Telegraph Hill, in a halftimbered Tudor cottage in Portland the city of roses” (757). 

Subsequent paragraphs detail his range of social positions (across the railroad tracks, 

exclusive residential suburb), a number of his accomplishments (crack basketballplayer, 

marbles champion, first prize in the baby parade), and a host of his menial occupations 

(among them harveststiff, hogcaller, callboy, and plumber’s helper). The scope of his 

description spans the nation geographically, socially, and economically; in many ways, “The 

Body of an American” is thematic kin of The 42nd Parallel’s “U. S. A.” and The Big Money’s 

“Vag”—with this iteration occurring in the middle of the trilogy.   

“The Body of an American” offers a devastating juxtaposition of the ideal and the 

real: byplay of the sanctimonious funeral service contraposed with the sobering reality of the 

soldier’s life and death. The passage opens by transcribing the Congressional resolution that 

provided for the Tomb. Rather than granting the legislation its intended gravity, however, 

Dos Passos undercuts its impact by omitting spaces and conflating words and phrases 

together (“wholosthislifeduringtheworldwarandwhoseidentityhasnotbeenestablished,” for 

instance) characterizing the resolution as nothing more than pious and dogmatic gibberish, 

reminiscent of Hemingway’s famous substitution of “nada” into the Lord’s Prayer in “A 

Clean, Well-lighted Place.” To further the discrepancy Dos Passos highlights the grisly 

details of the soldier’s death— “the blood ran into the ground, the brains oozed out of the 

cracked skull and were licked up by the trench rats, the belly swelled and raised a generation 

of bluebottle flies” (760)—by describing the state’s careful preparation of the obliterated 

body: how it was laid out “in a neat pine coffin,” taken home “to God’s Country on a 

battleship,” and buried “in a sarcophagus in the Memorial Amphitheatre in the Arlington 

National Cemetery” (760). The newspapers’ rosy accounts of the service are even more 
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damning, lingering on patriotic accoutrements such as the flag, color guard, and bugler, to 

which Dos Passos adds the duplicitous sanctimony of the President and politicians and 

American nobility in attendance—how “the handsomely dressed ladies out of the society 

column of the Washington Post stood up solemn and thought how beautiful sad . . . it was” 

(760). Replete with hypocrisy and false piety, the passage reveals a stark truth about the 

Great War: young men’s bodies are merely commodities consumed by the American war 

machine. It comes as no accident, either, that Dos Passos concludes the passage with the 

portrait of Woodrow Wilson—who campaigned for re-election in 1916 on a solemn pledge to 

keep the United States out of the war—placing “a bouquet of poppies” upon the casket (761). 

This pivotal scene, conducted on the third anniversary of the Armistice, speaks to the 

futile and concerted postbellum effort to scoop up the war’s detritus and shape it back into a 

coherent body—to reincorporate the nation as one united republic, in other words, by draping 

Old Glory around the patriotic loss of its young men. Posited as a national hero, the re-

membered “body of an American” is displayed for the nation’s reverence, praised and pinned 

with Allied medals of valor marking his sacrifice. Such a nation-building effort necessary 

relies upon the connotation of the anonymous body as authentically American, with the 

idealized body to serve as sacrifice for and blood price to the war effort. Regarding the 

pertinent question of how this particular John Doe was selected from the “plenty other pine 

boxes stacked up,” Dos Passos relays a conversation occurring at the “tarpaper morgue at 

Chalons-sur-Marne,” wherein military officials conspire to “make sure he ain’t a dinge . . . 

guinea or a kike,” while wondering “how you [can] tell a guy’s a hundred percent when all 

you’ve got is a gunnysack full of bones, bronze buttons stamped with the screaming eagle 

and a pair of roll puttees?” (756). In featureless death and anonymity, the Unknown Soldier 
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can be publicly reconstituted as “fully” American—in this case, purely white and completely 

valiant, for the obscuring of his biography ensures the obverse cannot be proven. This 

soldier–the “incorruptible skeleton” and “scraps of dried viscera and skin bundled in 

khaki”—is the enduring embodiment of the United States and the returning hero of its epic 

quest, immortalized for public observation in the nation’s capital.  

 

Wealth, not War: The Futile Pursuit of the American Dream 

The “Body of an American” provides ample evidence of the devastating effect of American 

involvement in the Great War, which both destabilized individuals and fragmented the 

nation-as-whole. Yet armed conflict, catastrophic though it was, comprised only two years of 

the three-decade period covered in U. S. A. It is regarding the remainder of the era, during 

which Americans purportedly experienced peace and prosperity, that Dos Passos offers his 

strongest condemnation of its foundational ideology, relating with deft, journalistic detail the 

plight of the American individual in the modern mass economy. As James Steel Smith 

argues, “In U.S.A. war and its authorities still twist and crush individuals, but now the main 

destroyer has become the individual’s industrialized, capitalistic environment—its 

impersonal mechanization of man's activities, the profit motive, the speedup, ruthless 

competition, the supremacy of the values of the market place, the absence of channels for 

humane, non-profit-making impulses, the inevitable boom and bust” (336). Throughout the 

nineteenth century the individual economic imperative was foremost among American 

ideologies, as lack of labor and westward expansion meant a good chance at success for those 

open to industry and adventure. As the nation accelerated toward modernity, however, a 

welter of factors conspired to constrain the individual’s autonomy: the vertical integration of 
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corporations during the Gilded Age; the “closing” of the frontier and cessation of 

homesteading by 1890; the mechanization, standardization, and automatization of 

manufacturing under “scientific management”; and the tenure of business-friendly 

Republican administrations from 1870-1892, 1896-1912, and 1920-1932. In combination, 

these factors inaugurated a system of mass industrial capitalism in which the individual 

became an interchangeable worker in a complex machine, yet was still burdened with the 

societal expectation that he ought to assert himself and “rise from the ranks.”  

It is this discrepancy between ideology and reality that U. S. A. seeks to correct, 

positing the nation as a collection of fragments searching for meaningful connection. Such a 

framework is essentially Marxist in nature, but updated in light of the dictates of the modern 

mass economy, which has propounded the alienating effect of capitalism on both worker and 

individual. For perspective we must return to the work of Georg Lukacs, who expounds upon 

the profound effect of modern economics in The Theory of the Novel. In transitioning from 

the verse poem (monologic) to the prose novel (dialogic or polyglossic), the epic form 

experienced alienation through fragmentation, just as material goods were no longer crafted 

wholesale by a single artisan, but instead manufactured piecemeal by a mass of workers on 

the assembly line. At the same time, as the nation’s mode of self-chronicle migrated from the 

verse epic, which could “give form” to the totality of life in the ancient world, to the novel, in 

which “the totality of life is lost and hidden in ‘all the fissures and rents’” of modernity” (qtd. 

in Lee 12), its sense of encyclopedic completeness was necessarily lost.  Lukacs attributes 

this totalizing sentiment of modernity, in part, “to the rise of industrial capitalism in which 

fragmentary disruptions between life and essence and between matters and forms have 

shattered the organic unity of the epic world” (Lee 12). It is in this sense that U. S. A. 
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functions as the “epic of modernity, the epic of the fragmented and reified world of industrial 

capitalism” (12). A Marxist consideration of modern epic, then, emphasizes the disjointing 

effect of the novel-form, which exists in a much larger, but less complete world. Dos Passos 

counteracts this effect by utilizing fragmented but dialectically interactive narrative devices 

which, as Barbara Foley suggests in Radical Representations, invite the reader to “participate 

aggressively in constructing [this] totality, helping the reader to overcome the reification and 

fragmentation of modern society” (11). Lukacs further posits this “loss of totality” as a 

“transcendental homelessness,” wherein the novel’s hero and heroine must mount a search 

for that which might make it whole. As the protagonist of U. S. A., it is the American nation-

state itself that searches for the “transcendental and abstract totality of life,” seeking to unify 

itself by gathering the fragments scattered by the capitalist economy. At the most atomic 

level, this effort at unification necessitates bringing individuals into contact with the 

“capitalist phenomena of alienation and reified fragmentation, caused by commodity 

fetishism, [which] turn modern society into a collection of alienated, fragmented, and lonely 

individuals” (Lee 173).  

In the vein of Campbell’s monomyth, U. S. A. chronicles the national effort to assert 

maturity through wealth rather than war. While “The Body” exemplifies the sacrifice of 

American soldiers during wartime, the constituent narrative sections illustrate the plight of 

individual characters from each decade, each of whom attempts to realize the American 

dream of material wealth within the capitalist system. The first testament of arrives by way of 

Fainy MacCreary—“Mac”— born in a Connecticut factory town where his father works as a 

nightwatchman and his mother a washerwoman. Soon his father loses his job, his mother dies 

of illness, and Mac is made apprentice to his uncle, a printer in Chicago. There he learns not 
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only the rudiments of the printing trade but the rudiments of Communist doctrine: “the first 

print Uncle Tim set up on the new machine was the phrase: Workers of the world unite; you 

have nothing to lose but your chains” (24). Following his uncle’s bankruptcy, Mac is forced 

set out on his own. What follows is some hundred pages of picaresque proletarian odyssey, 

as Mac takes a series of odd jobs across the United States—book salesman, pearl-diver, 

crate-smasher—riding the rails, sleeping in alleys and doorways, and eating whenever he can 

scrounge some change. In the course of his travels Mac hooks up with the IWW to publish a 

radical newspaper in Goldfield, Nevada, where relations between striking miners and owner-

backed militia have reached a crisis point. Ill-treated and destitute, he forsakes his wife for 

the cause, traveling to Mexico and joining Madero’s revolutionaries. Mac’s narrative, 

comprising roughly the first half of The 42nd Parallel, details the fragmented, alienated, and 

itinerant life of an unattached young man in the capitalist system of the United States. As 

Pizer writes, Mac “represents the vestigial and almost anachronistic role of the American 

radical in the emerging push toward a capitalist hegemony during the first two decades of the 

new century” (117). Were U. S. A. another kind of collective novel, Mac would be its hero, 

his conversion to Communism the climax of its narrative arc, and its conclusion the triumph 

of the proletariat over of the oppression of the bourgeoisie. Instead, he settles down outside 

U. S. borders to a simple life with a Mexican woman, and his story is soon eclipsed by a host 

of others—marking him as a mere and interchangeable cog who has freed himself from the 

heartless machine of American society.  

Joe Williams takes center stage in 1919, illustrating the plight of the wartime worker, 

purportedly as crucial to the Allied cause as the doughboys in the trenches—in Dos Passos’ 

narrative just another spare part chewed up and spit out by the war machine. The novel 
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begins in Buenos Aires as he deserts his command, dumping his uniform, “with a 

cobblestone wrapped up in it, off the edge of the dock into the muddy water of the basin” 

(364). Joe’s time ashore is short-lived, however, for he signs on as a mercenary sailor in the 

merchant marine, trafficking limes between England and the Caribbean. Aboard he works a 

host of menial tasks; he is mistakenly arrested as a spy; pay is short (when it arrives at all); 

once his wallet is full soon empties on alcohol and cheap whores. For a time he resides in 

Norfolk with a woman named Della, finds steady work, and swears he’ll mend his ways and 

settle down. But just as soon he’s asea again, an aquatic vagabond travelling from port to port 

in search of work and a good time, until he is eventually killed in a bar-brawl while 

squabbling over a woman. Joe is the benighted version of Mac, travelling as far as his money 

will take him, restless and rootless, forever on the wing, but without the benefit of Marxist 

ideology or class consciousness. Though he works hard and has skill as a sailor, his agency is 

of no value in the modern economy, and he is consigned to work hand-to-mouth for the profit 

of others.  

The Big Money features Charley Anderson, whose childhood and adolescence 

garnered a single segment in The 42nd Parallel, and whose wartime service as an airman is 

unmentioned for the duration of 1919.81 Raised in Fargo by a German Socialist garage-

owner, he proves adept at mechanics at an early age; his narrative picks up as he returns from 

war, newly minted as a fighter-pilot ace and eager to make a fortune in the aeronautics 

business. Trading on his ingenuity and Croix du Guerre, he enters the ground floor of the 

nascent industry and leverages his propeller patent into a plush position at a company in 

                                                           
81 His decision to enter into the service demonstrates his indifference toward both patriotic and radical causes. 
Ignoring the advice of Benny Compton, who reminds him that “it’s the duty of every radical to go to jail first,” 
Charley simply capitulates: “Aw, hell, I guess I’ll go to the war” (353) 
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Detroit, becoming a millionaire and member of the society class, marrying well and 

hobnobbing with politicians. At the apex of The Big Money Charley has “risen from the 

ranks”; he has made “it” and realized the promise of the title. Yet the remainder of the novel 

is a chronicle of his dissolution, as he squanders his wealth on stocks, drink, and women. His 

dénouement sees him lose his flying ability and kill an escort in a motor accident, rendering 

him overweight and lame—a biting irony given the mechanical skill that made him a fortune 

in the first place. He dies alone, of peritonitis, but not before his brother and girlfriend have 

turned his pockets inside-out (the final check he writes bounces). The rise and fall of Charley 

Anderson serves as cautionary tale that success comes at a price—especially for those who 

rise quickly. Rather than follow the proletariat conscience instilled in him, he has betrayed 

his class in search of material prosperity, and well earned the just fruits of his reward.  

Taken together, the lives of Mac, Joe, and Charley, in league with the young men 

depicted in the prologue and epilogue, paint a bleak portrait of the individual in the modern 

United States, “destroyed . . . killed, brutalized, mechanized, or made humiliatingly 

powerless”  as Smith remarks, “by the system in which they find themselves” (336). These 

men live desperate, fragmented lives without long-term employment or familial attachments, 

their paths drawn only by the pursuit of pleasure and the American Dream. As characters 

they do not grow, but rather relocate and stagnate. They strive alone, autonomous and self-

reliant—the paragon of American individualism—yet fail to thrive in modern society, for the 

model they follow is outdated and inaccessible.82 Through U. S. A., Smith argues, Dos Passos 

has “made it clear that he feels very unhappy about the individual’s chances of survival in a 

                                                           
82 As “Vag” reflects bitterly in the novel’s epilogue, “went to school, books said opportunity, ads promised 
speed, own your home, shine bigger than your neighbor” (1240). 
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modern industrial society, and he has painstakingly described . . . all the factors he sees 

operating against the independence and growth of the individual” (337). Rugged 

individualism, a foundation of American ideology, no longer serves the common man, but 

instead has been coopted to constrain his agency, then condemn him as a failure when he 

does not succeed. 

The foil to these characters, and the only character who finds enduring success across 

the trilogy, is J. Ward Moorehouse, a social striver and public relations man who “wishes 

from the first to succeed within the conventions of the American success myth and by means 

of the platitudes of American popular belief” (Pizer 125). Born on the 4th of July, 

Moorehouse reads Success magazine as a youth; from humble beginnings as the son of a 

stationagent in Delaware, he steadily works his way up the economic ladder, marrying 

heiresses as much for their connections as their love, continuing “to fulfill the letter of the 

Alger myth as he works hard in Pittsburgh, acquiring a mastery of the public-relations 

business while preserving himself sexually as he waits for the right girl” (Pizer 131). During 

the war he serves as a “dollar-a-year man” for the federal government; afterwards, as a 

“mediator”—namely, a shill and propagandist—to resolve “misunderstandings” between 

labor and capital. Though Moorehouse is not posited as a villain per se, his slick, well-

mannered public persona—his polished dress, his mien of a “southern senator,” his self-

styled moniker, a clear imitation of J. Pierpoint Morgan—mark him as the antithesis of the 

poor, proletarian young man with whom Dos Passos’ sympathies clearly lie.  

In the final two novels Moorehouse has no narrative section of his own, but is instead 

characterized through the stories of the women who surround him—his secretary, Janey 

Williams, and the duo of Eveline Hutchins and Eleanor Stoddard, who become close friends 
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after decorating his mansion. That is, once established as a “key man,” Moorehouse takes on 

the mythical qualities of the “great men” of American lore, neither seen nor heard from 

directly, but characterized by others’ innuendo and imagination—as Janey observes upon 

their first meeting, “this must be J. Ward Moorehouse whose name she ought to know” (253). 

As U. S. A. unfolds he becomes less a flesh-and-blood character than a narrative conduit 

through which the epic action is conducted, the other characters illuminated by his presence: 

Mac, who briefly meets him in Mexico and terms him a “smooth bastard”; Dick Savage, who 

becomes Moorehouse’s second-in-command; and Joe, through his sister Janey, who “works 

for J. Ward Moorehouse, the public relations counsel, you know . . .  He does propaganda for 

the Morgans and the Rockefellers” (354). By rendering his most consummate character 

peripheral to the narrative action, Moorehouse emerges as more myth than man, bolstering 

the contention that the Algeresque figure is ephemeral and historical—Moorehouse is a 

legendary American in the vein of Benjamin Franklin, Davy Crockett, or Abraham Lincoln.  

In this way, Moorehouse’s story resembles the Biographies throughout U. S. A. that 

periodically portray the “Great Men” of American history. The first few biographies, 

scattered within The 42nd Parallel, are straightforward and typical enough, chronicling the 

lives of then-famous, if left-leaning men: Eugene Debs, Luther Burbank, Bill Heywood, 

William Jennings Bryan—as Iain Colley writes,  “the epic Americans of the Biographies are 

classic and monumental, each fact. . . picked to assume its place in a definitive summation” 

(113). But with the midway introduction of Minor Keith, the banana baron, and especially 

into 1919, the biographies become “more than ‘mythic poetry’ of the national culture” 

(Colley 96). Rather than offering varnished praise to the nation’s heroes, Dos Passos 

undercuts the “self-made man” myth by detailing the hereditary advantages of many famous 
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scions—for instance when he characterizes Keith as “a rich man’s son, born in a family that 

liked the smell of money” (211). The passage goes on to highlight the high cost of Keith’s 

relentless drive to become “Emperor of the Caribbean,”—his exploitation of labor, ruthless 

laying of rail, and stubborn refusal to die—in the end asking “why [Keith had] that uneasy 

look under the eyes . . . in all the pictures the newspapers carried of him when he died?” 

(214). A similar message is delivered in the biography of Thomas Edison, “The Electric 

Wizard,” which markedly shifts when Edison moves to New York, “already the big market 

for stocks and ideas and gold and greenbacks” (259). As the passage continues, Dos Passos 

issues a caveat “(this part is written by Horatio Alger)” (260), before proceeding to wax 

poetic on Edison’s litany of patents and inventions, his famous work ethic and ingenuity, the 

compulsion of the man, who “at eightytwo worked sixteen hours a day trying to find a 

substitute for rubber” (261-2). Subsequent exposés of venerated Americans like Teddy 

Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Morgan83 press the point further, culminating with the 

aforementioned “Body of an American” which limns the lie of heroic sacrifice. As Leo 

Gurko argues, “of all the extra-fictional techniques in U. S. A. the biographical vignettes link 

Dos Passos most closely with the proletarian novelists” (58). Caustic and trenchant, Dos 

Passos’s biographies undermine the usual hagiography of the United States’ “great men,” 

demonstrating that the uneven balance of opportunity and good fortune are reserved for a 

few, and that even these must exhibit unscrupulous, often monomaniacal behavior to remain 

atop the economic ladder.   

                                                           
83 According to Virginia Spencer Carr, so trenchant was the sketch that ”the former president of Harper & 
Brothers Thomas B. Wells, now a stock-holder and advisor, used his influence to stop production if Dos Passos 
did not consent to excise” the section from the book (286). 
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Taken together, the narratives of fledgling young men and established “great men” 

testify toward the insufficiency of the individual in the modern economy, and the extent to 

which the changing face of the twentieth-century United States has made traditional 

ideologies obsolete. Like the young men in the prologue and epilogue, Americans are from 

birth set upon a quest to retrieve the grail of prosperity, egged on by Algeresque tales of rags-

to-riches success, who through will and industry made themselves into Great Men. Such a 

narrative discounts the extreme odds faced by characters like Mac and Joe Williams, who 

might have been self-sufficient farmers or craftsmen in other times; overlooks the trajectory 

of entrepreneurs like Charley Anderson, who having realized “The Big Money,” will likely 

backslide and squander their good fortune; and overemphasizes success stories like J. Ward 

Moorehouse, who through subterfuge and ingenuity might build an empire, but must do so by 

betraying the working man. Thus the narrative passages demonstrate that the notion of 

America as the supreme land of opportunity is, as Colley asserts, a:  

profound illusion, that the actual freedom of the individual is limited, and that 

whether or not he succeeds in ‘making it’ he is lonely and doomed. Those who 

decline to make it suffer materially; in any case, they compromise; their humanity is 

diminished by victimisation and by their personal inability to realise their principles. 

Those who succeed sacrifice so much in doing so (82).  

In rejecting the founding ideology of individualism, U. S. A. submits that there must be a 

better, fairer system for American society to function—that by uniting the millions of 

alienated fragments into a coherent body, the nation might be re-founded upon an ideology of 

beneficial collectivism.  

“Pathetic and Relentlessly Futile”: The Miscarriage of Marxist Ideology 
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Given U. S. A. as an modern epic exploring the plight of the individual American, a likely 

solution would feature the union of the nation under the umbrella of Communism or 

Socialism—the foremost alternative ideologies of the age—which promised a salutary and 

equitable society for all Americans. During the 1930s especially, such a proposal was not 

only of the far-left vanguard, but widely on the lips of the common people—including the 

characters of U. S. A., who openly debate its merits throughout the novel. Dos Passos’ 

sympathies are clearly with the individual against the system;84 and for a time he, like many 

contemporary artists and intellectuals, believed Communism could provide a path forward—

that organized collectivism could supplant the obsolete and inimical system of capitalist 

individualism. Though never an official member of the Party, Dos Passos earned a number of 

Communist credentials, especially during the decade from 1925-35: in 1926 he joined the 

board of the Communist magazine The New Masses; in 1927 he was arrested for protesting 

the conviction of Sacco and Vanzetti; in 1928 he spent several months in the U. S. S. R., 

studying the Communist system; in 1931 he travelled with the Communist-sponsored Dreiser 

Committee to Harland, Kentucky to cover a coal-miner’s strike; and in 1932, he voted for 

William Z. Foster, the American Communist presidential candidate.  

Indeed, Dos Passos’ dalliance with Communism was most pronounced during the 

composition of The 42nd Parallel and 1919, which at first blush offer the tantalizing 

possibility of a grass-roots, collectivist revolution. The first two volumes of U. S. A. express 

the promise of communist camaraderie, introducing three radical characters whose ideologies 

are set against the bourgeoisie coterie of Eleanor Stoddard, Eveline Hutchins, Richard 

                                                           
84 When asked in a Paris Review interview whether “in almost all of your work, then, there has been some 
opposition between individuals and systems,” he extended the query by replying “Always.” (The Art of Fiction 

No. 44). 



 

193 
 

Ellsworth Savage, and J. Ward Moorehouse. Mac, as previously discussed, undergoes a 

collectivist awakening throughout The 42nd Parallel; by the end of that novel, he has joined 

the Mexican socialist revolution, working as a printer for a communist newspaper. 1919 

introduces Ben Compton, a Brooklyn Jew who reads Das Kapital, joins the Socialist Party 

and works to become “a wellsharpened instrument” for the cause (725). From his pacifist 

conviction he agrees to serve a ten-year prison sentence to avoid the “capitalist war”— the 

sort of brave, tragic, and ultimately futile gesture regularly glorified in Communist 

propaganda of the period. In The 42nd Parallel we meet the epic’s final new character, Mary 

French, the daughter of a poor doctor in a Colorado mining town who comes to the 

Communist cause while covering a strike for a Chicago newspaper. Beyond these narrative 

elements, the first two volumes are studded with reverential biographies of radical luminaries 

such as Eugene Debs, Big Bill Heyward, Joe Hill, Jack Reed, and Randolph Bourne, setting 

their fervent brand of Americanness against famous plutocrats like Carnegie, Hearst, Keith, 

and Morgan. Were U. S. A. a collective novel or Communist propaganda, the epic would 

necessarily feature the ultimate victory of these characters (perhaps, even in defeat), ushering 

in the collectivist future of the United States while exposing the treachery of class-traitors 

(such as Moorehouse and Dick Savage) the emptiness of materialism (Charley Anderson and 

Margo Dowling), and the vacuity of bourgeoisie life (Eveline, Eleanor). 

Yet by the end of their trajectories, the Communist characters have succumbed as 

well to the system, delivering no victory, no glory, and no promise of change. Mac abandons 

his agitation to marry and settle down as a storekeeper in a sleepy Mexican town; though he 

still drinks to Obregon, he also hopes to get rich through a “contract to supply stationary to 

some government department” (278), thereby betraying the admonition of his radical Uncle 
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Tim, who told him to “read Marx . . . study all you can, remember that you’re a rebel by birth 

and blood . . . And don’t ever sell out to the sons of bitches, son; it’s women’ll make you sell 

out every time” (40). If Mac is the erstwhile radical who recedes with the advent of 

modernity, Ben Compton is only too typical of a new breed of revolutionary, burning 

brightly to little effect. Imprisoned for sedition on his twenty-third birthday, Compton 

emerges to a post-war world harsh and hostile to Communism. Given only a single narrative 

section under his name, he next appears as part of Mary’s story, shivering and strung-out, 

hounded by unseen enemies who seek to thwart his work. They strike up a relationship and 

conceive a child; he believes marriage “would distract him from his work and that they were 

young and there’d be plenty of time for that sort of things after the revolution” (1144). She 

cares and provides for him; they quarrel about the efficacy of their respective efforts; he 

departs in anger, never to be heard from again. Mary, forced to write her rich mother to pay 

for another abortion, moves on to her next desperate cause—the Sacco-Vanzetti trial—and to 

the latest in a string of men who take advantage of her body and generosity. As The Big 

Money concludes, Mary is rushing off to a relief committee meeting and organizing a protest 

meeting for a murdered comrade, a brace of minor and hopeless causes that even if 

successful will make no difference in the larger landscape. Rather than imbued with 

desperate glory, the efforts of Communist organizers like Ben and Mary are, as Gurko writes, 

“pathetic and relentlessly futile. Every strike to which Mary French attaches herself fails, 

every cause into which she throws herself . . . loses. Her love affairs are with second-rate 

men and end in frustration or betrayal” (55). Even U. S. A.’s biography sections surrender 

their advocacy over time, as The Big Money highlights the lives of entertainment figures like 



 

195 
 

Rudolph Valentino and Isadora Duncan rather than the prominent radicals who emerged 

during the period.  

Thus the narrative arc of U. S. A. mirrors the trajectory of Dos Passos’ personal 

convictions, which by the mid-‘30s had undergone a pronounced shift in ideology as he grew 

convinced that far-left radicals were doing more harm than good. Much of this skepticism 

emerged from the discrepancy between ideology and reality revealed by his firsthand study 

of Communism implemented in the U.S.S.R. His estrangement was cemented by his witness 

of the Madison Square Garden Riot of 16 February 1934, wherein some 5,000 Communists 

infiltrated and disrupted a Socialist rally, acting on the Party strategy of branding non-

Communist socialists as the enemy. Rather than collecting fragments of American society, 

then, the far-left movement was actually effecting further balkanization amidst itself, much 

less the nation-at-large. Dos Passos’ disillusionment with Communist tactics became 

complete during the Spanish Civil War, when “he became convinced that the Communists, 

while supporting the Republicans, had secretly murdered his friend Jose Robles Pantoja 

because he knew too much about their aim to take over the Spanish government if the 

Republicans could defeat the rebel forces of Franco” (Ludington 38).  Kenneth Lynn, 

alternatively, argues that the central experience in Dos Passos’ political education was not his 

actual experience with Communists, but instead “the titanic labor of creating U.S.A. The 

trilogy changed the man who wrote it, imbuing in him a new respect for ‘the ground we stand 

on,’ a new awareness of historical continuity, a new appreciation of the complexities of 

human motivation. History was not escapable after all, nor was it as simple as it had seemed” 

(Lynn v). 
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Whatever the catalyst for his evolution, by the publication of U. S. A. as a standalone 

volume in 1938 Dos Passos had all but abandoned Communist ideology as a solution for the 

plight of the individual within the system. Reflecting upon a bygone era during an interview 

with The Paris Review, Dos Passos remarked that: 

 We’ve gone through a period when the industrial society has been very rapidly 

solidified. The communist way is just one way of solidifying. What it seems to me 

they have done is to take the capitalist system and kind of freeze it, including a great 

many of its less agreeable characteristics, freeze it and turn it over completely to 

bureaucratic control” (The Art of Fiction No. 44). 

 Rather than breaking or subverting industrial society, the “Communist way” had instead 

solidified it—frozen the nation’s fragmented inequality through bureaucratic control and 

party regulation. In U. S. A. party influence does not free the proletariat from the crushing 

system, but instead saddles its members with a dogmatic ideology and responsibility that 

inhibit progress. The fates of Mac, Ben, and Mary suggest that Communism is not the answer 

for the travails of the individual—that instead it might solidify their plight, offering the 

double-burden of being oppressed by society and misled by the party. As Leo Gurko writes, 

of the individual in Dos Passos: 

 From the start he is doomed to a losing battle. The battle is never wholly lost; it goes 

on continuously, perpetually. But it is not to be won, nor is the pressure of society to 

be equably borne. Without hope of victory or even possibility of a draw, the 

autonomous existence of the individual is denied; without autonomy, he cannot grow 

into the fullness of stature, into the richest possibilities of his own nature that alone 

can make him memorable (62). 



 

197 
 

U. S. A. is suffused with the inevitability of futility—its characters, both Communist and non-

, downtrodden by a system that valorizes individualism but features an ever-narrowing path 

for the individual’s success.  

What, then, does this modernist epic ultimately offer its reader? In totality, U. S. A. is 

an epic of failure, a chronicle of the futile effort to re-found the nation during the interwar 

period, detailing how the United States, rather than collecting itself, grew increasingly 

splintered—as the Camera Eye concludes after the Sacco and Vanzetti trial: “all right, we are 

two nations” (1157). Dos Passos provides testament, as well, to the inertia of fundamental 

American ideologies, positing that the notion of individualism is so powerful as to resist even 

radical and concerted collectivization at the systemic level. Instead, U. S. A. conveys “an 

acute disaffection with life in America during the first thirty years of the century, without . . . 

proposing any specific blueprint for remedy or reform” (Gurko 59). So dismal is the prospect 

of improvement that Dos Passos not only fails to “mark out the path to an ideal world, [but] 

even doubts that it is possible” (Gurko 59). Apt, then, that the conclusion of The Big Money 

brings together the novel’s remaining characters, who having heretofore inhabited separate 

worlds convene to attend a cocktail party at Eveline’s flat in New York. This final, 

culminating scene gestures toward the fruitful synergy implied by the smaller encounters 

throughout the trilogy, the common collectivist notion that coherence brooks consequence 

and the sum is greater than its constituent parts. Rather than a climactic intersection of the 

novel’s plotlines, however, the party fizzles, with Margo making a superficial cameo, Eveline 

offering halfhearted lip service to the plight of striking miners, and Mary decrying the 

abhorrent “waste” of the entire affair. When the night ends the characters again scatter to 

their separate and disparate lives, with the party serving, Foley writes, as “a parody of 
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narrative endings that tie up all the loose threads, since it is neither the product of narrative 

momentum nor a means to narrative resolution” (428).  

Thus U. S. A. not only departs from the usual proletarian novel, which traditionally 

“ended on a rising note” (Gurko 48), but also subverts the convention that “epics come to a 

decisive end” and feature a satisfying dénouement that “is not just a formal or literary 

characteristic, but a basic and literal element of content and plot” (Turner 119). Contra the 

totality of the ancient world, in which the epic hero’s monumental action is rewarded with 

closure, in U. S. A. “the characters, though some of them meet, lead unrelated and 

insignificant lives, and not one of their stories has, in an artistic sense, an ending” (“Unsigned 

Review” 91). So indeterminate is the novel that one contemporary reviewer charged Dos 

Passos with “giv[ing] himself to that naturalistic creed which denies the existence of ends in 

life, and hence refuses to make endings in fiction” (“Unsigned Review” 91). The review is 

accurate in one regard—outside of Moorehouse, perhaps, the characters’ lives are ultimately 

“insignificant,” and Dos Passos does “refuse to make endings” for his characters, excepting 

those deceased. Yet this claim overlooks the role of the United States itself as the epic’s 

protagonist. Short of subjugation through warfare or dissolution through treaty, how could 

the chronicle of America come to an end? U. S. A. is the story of the nation, after all—a 

three-decade snapshot of an epic journey that continues to this day.  

As Dos Passos outlines in a moving passage to conclude the prologue, the nation is a 

vibrant character in a story of its own making. Though the proverbial young man seeks a 

greater connection during his journey across the American continent, he “was not less alone” 

in any of his multiple endeavors: camping in Yellowstone, swimming off the red rocks of 

San Diego, canoeing Sundays on the Quinnipiac, or riding up dry mountain canyons. Instead, 
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he finds company and comfort only in the American vox populi—in the memories relayed by 

his mother and father, the stories of his uncles, the lies of schoolchildren, yarns of the hired 

man, and tall tales of the doughboys. It is the abiding words of the people that provide him 

nourishment and connection, meaning and inspiration—in all, he is invigorated by “the link 

that tingled in the blood; U. S. A.” (2). 

Minorities on the Margin 

U. S. A. purports to be a comprehensive epic, drawing together a number of disparate 

elements to approximate the totality of modern American life. In service of his extensive 

scope, Dos Passos’ narrative features an admirable diversity of protagonists along a spectrum 

of class, gender, and geography. However, belying the actual composition of the nation, each 

of these characters is white, and those “few black and Latin characters” who do appear, as 

Foley explains, are “portrayed through a mutually reinforcing racist and homophobic 

discourse that presupposes the reader’s assent” (193-94). Margo’s Cuban husband Tony, for 

example, is emasculated throughout the text and eventually revealed as a homosexual; the 

novel’s black characters, in turn are variously prostitutes, servants, or thieves when they 

seldom appear. In contrast, the novel’s white characters are granted (limited) agency, as well 

as the ability to dream, strive, and otherwise make their way through the novel’s pages, 

however futile their efforts may ultimately be. To this end, in U. S. A. a disquieting question 

goes unasked and unanswered: If even privileged white Americans are crushed and alienated 

by the mass capitalist system, what fate befalls the nation’s oppressed black and brown 
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persons? Thus U. S. A. asserts and reifies the white experience as the epicenter of American 

existence while literally marginalizing minority figures to the periphery of the narrative.85 

Thankfully, the interwar period also witnessed the emergence of the Harlem or New 

Negro Renaissance, a cultural phenomenon that brought mainstream recognition for African-

American arts and letters, in the process making visible a number of black writers who 

claimed artistic authority to represent themselves and their experiences. At the tail end of this 

movement, Richard Wright composed the modernist epic Native Son in order to highlight and 

subvert the systemic racism and entrenched white supremacy that had characterized the 

ideology of the United States. In analyzing this text and its impact, the upcoming chapter will 

show how he mounted a significant challenge to the status quo, attempting to refound the 

nation on grounds of liberty, equality, and humanity, thereby extending its promise to all 

Americans.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
85 It is notable that each of the authors heretofore under study (Santayana, Stein, Dos Passos), are in some 
way minority authors by ethnic heritage (Spanish, Jewish, and Portuguese, respectively), yet selected white 
figures and families as central actors and representatives of the nation.  
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A Rent in the Curtain: The Subversion of American Apartheid in Richard Wright’s 

Native Son 

 

 

 

This chapter explores the subversion of American apartheid86 in Richard Wright’s 

Native Son, which is posited as a modern(ist) epic that chronicles the quest and 

transformation of Bigger Thomas. From its inception the United States was founded on the 

ideology of white supremacy, a doctrine promulgated through Southern slavery and Northern 

segregation that served to exalt whites while debasing blacks. After emancipation, the 

ideology was perpetuated through a number of interrelated measures: a Southern “etiquette” 

and “custom” that required the deference of blacks, Jim Crow laws that reserved the best of 

society for whites, and residential segregation that ensured blacks were “bottled up” and kept 

from contact with whites. As a result of such policies, whites’ God-ordained, “God-like 

Supremacy” was cemented as a bedrock of American society, and their subjectivity was 

considered “the only important perspective, the one that makes a difference, the one that has 

                                                           
86 I draw my use of the “apartheid,” which is normally reserved to describe the racial segregation of South 
Africa, from the work of bell hooks, who repeatedly uses the term to emphasize the legal disparity of the 
system instituted throughout the United States. As she argues, “even though legal racial apartheid no longer is 
a norm in the United States, the habits that uphold and maintain institutionalized white supremacy linger” 
(168) 
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historically reaped the benefit of recognition within the context of white North America” 

(Yancy 6).   

Thus, Bigger Thomas’s 1930s Chicago is what Frantz Fanon calls “a world cut in two 

and occupied by two different species,” with whites above and blacks below (qtd. in 

Schotland 4). The novel establishes this dichotomy in its opening act: while powerful and 

authoritative whites own businesses and fly airplanes, blacks are docile and subservient, 

likened to rats trapped within a dilapidated maze. Bigger Thomas emerges as the modern 

epic hero of the Black Belt, a dissolute and desultory young man who nevertheless serves as 

exemplar and champion of his people. Rather than pay “mute tribute” by remaining in his 

“prescribed corner” of Chicago, Bigger embarks upon an epic quest to cross the color line 

and commit a crime by which he might offer “a symbolic challenge to the white world’s rule 

over” him and his people (Wright Native Son 458).  

When he crosses the threshold into the strange white world, Bigger encounters Mary 

Dalton, a white woman who serves as both the grail of his quest and the monster guarding 

her treasure. Then, as now, the white woman embodied success and the American Dream, 

and Mary herself looms as “the desirable and inaccessible symbol of white power and 

culture” (Guttman 173) as well as the personification of “the white privilege that oppresses 

him” (Giles 88). For Bigger, who had previously fantasized about possessing Mary, their 

encounter offers an opportunity for him to grasp white civilization and dignity, substitute 

himself in place of the white man, and overthrow the white supremacist society which has 

confined him to poverty and subservience. Tough the act of killing itself is a tragic accident, 

in short sequence he wins their battle of wills, suffocates her, silences her gaze, and 

dismembers her dead body.   
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Bigger is transformed after the completion of his quest and returns to the South Side a 

victorious warrior with the newfound ability to “see”—both to gaze upon black and white, 

and to observe how others are blind to reality. Through this vision he is freed and empowered 

and escapes the shame and sanction he once felt—indeed, he has taken the first meaningful 

action of his life and begun to live as whites do. Though captured, tried, and sentenced to 

death by white authorities, he undergoes a final transformation while waiting for his 

execution, becoming an unrepentant demigod who asserts his crime must have been both 

warranted and good. As prophesied at the novel’s outset, Bigger will die, but he will die in 

victory, having claimed an identity and consequential life, and a having completed an epic 

journey through the depths of his unknown self. Native Son concludes by offering a blueprint 

for progress and racial reconciliation, arguing that the key to modern advancement is the 

simple yet radical act of removing our various masks and blindnesses and “seeing” each 

other as fellow human beings. 

An Unfortunate Blindness: The Reception of Native Son 

A few weeks after the publication of his bestselling novel Native Son (1940), Richard 

Wright was invited to lunch at the Dutch Treat Club, a society of illustrators, writers, and 

performers that met every Tuesday in New York City. Among such prominent company 

Wright was the only black man, but was treated warmly; as one member reported, “there was 

no reference, condescending or otherwise, to the guest’s color” (Rascoe 87). Indeed, so 

besotted was the club that after lunch Wright was given a rare spontaneous ovation and the 

opportunity to say a few words, though as a guest he “need not make any speech unless he 

felt like doing so” (87). To the club’s delight Wright ambled on stage and took to the 
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podium, the embodiment of Negro87 achievement in American arts and letters, a kind and 

intelligent young man with a “fine” face who stood in diametric opposition to his brutish 

protagonist, Bigger Thomas (87). 

Gazing over the room, Wright considered his audience, few of whom had read the 

novel, yet many of whom were “rejoicing in his success, eager to do him honor” (87). Native 

Son had sold nearly a quarter million copies in two weeks, and had been met with nearly 

universal acclaim, with Wright hailed as “another Alexandre Dumas” (“Chicago Defender” 

54) and “the creator of our better world and our greater art” (Sillen 52). Now, having gained 

access to a club whose membership included such literary luminaries as Ogden Nash, 

Bennett Cerf, and William Chenery, and which would later admit Walter Cronkite, Edward 

Murrow, and four U. S. presidents, Wright had the pulpit to promulgate any message he 

pleased—a polemic on the appeal of Communism, perhaps, or the sort of jeremiad on racial 

discrimination that suffused Native Son. Having toiled in anonymity for years, Wright must 

have been tempted to seize the microphone and make a speech, much in the same way that 

his mouthpiece-character, the labor lawyer Boris Max, offered an impassioned plea for 

Bigger’s life that exhausted seventeen pages over the last third of the novel. In the end, 

however, Wright “faltered,” and in his “embarrassment” and “confusion” remarked simply, 

“with the nicest air of camaraderie,” that “I hope you have the chance to meet Bigger 

Thomas, if you have the time” (Wright “Rascoe-Baiting” 90). 

This anecdote, as reported firsthand by American Mercury writer Burton Rascoe in 

his review of Native Son, is illuminating in a number of ways. To begin, it reveals the breadth 

                                                           
87 I will principally use “Negro” and “black” instead of African-American in this chapter, as these were common 
parlance of the time and used extensively by Wright and other involved parties. 
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of social segregation during the time period, even within the supposedly progressive echelons 

of literary society, populated by exclusively white clubs to which Wright could visit but not 

belong. Rascoe’s story, as well, speaks toward the benighted and misguided liberalism of the 

period—ironically a central subject of Wright’s novel—which would offer a hearty 

congratulation for Negro literary achievement without actually reading the work in question. 

It is telling, too, that the most prominent and commercially successful Negro writer of the 

period could only offer the timorous hope that such an audience would eventually read his 

work. Even at tail end of the Renaissance that brought New Negro arts and letters into the 

view of mainstream readers, Wright had low expectations for the reception of his 

masterpiece, fully aware of the limited reach his work might have within the Anglo literary 

community. 

But most of all the episode conveys the ignorance and “blindness” of all parties 

involved, a perfect storm of unfamiliarity and misinterpretation that quickly devolved into a 

bout of internecine sniping. For Rascoe, a literary critic for the American Mercury, took 

Wright’s remarks as literal, shuddering at the author’s invitation to meet Thomas and 

asserting that “the moral in Native Son is utterly loathsome and utterly insupportable as a 

‘message’” (Rascoe 88). And Wright, in turn, resented the implication that he had “tried to 

insult the members of the Dutch Treat Club,” and fired back with a letter to the editor88 that 

accused Rascoe of being a “Negro-baiter” by “twist[ing] the statement and mak[ing] it mean 

something else” (Wright “Rascoe-Baiting” 90). And further, said editor chimed in to report 

that “nowhere in his review did Mr. Rascoe imply that this novelist ‘insulted’ anyone. 

                                                           
88 Wright exhibited a lamentable tendency to publicly fire back at his critics, as he did in “I Bite the Hand that 
Feeds Me,” a response to David L. Cohn’s unfavorable review in the Atlantic Monthly. 
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Neither can we find in it the remotest suggestion of ‘Negro-baiting’” (90). So it was that 

everyone involved in the affair missed the larger point, and none covered himself in glory, 

and a moment which could have been Wright’s coronation instead left a bitter taste that 

ruined everyone’s appetite. 

The Dutch Treat Club episode and its aftermath, writ large, mirror the reception and 

scholarly debate surrounding Native Son, which from its publication to the present has 

generated a considerably larger amount of heat than light. Few novels have been so 

thoroughly celebrated and vivisected; few novels have been as impactful; few novels have 

withstood charges of essentialism and prurience and outright immorality. As Irving Howe 

declared, “The day Native Son appeared, American culture was changed forever” (“Black 

Boys and Native Sons”). Early white reviewers alternately praised it as “the most powerful 

American novel . . .  since Grapes of Wrath” (45) and maligned it as “a blinding and 

corrosive study in hate” (Cohn 77). Within the black community, so staggering was Wright’s 

achievement that Negro contemporaries Ralph Ellison and James Baldwin were compelled to 

compose lengthy treatises on the subject (“The World and the Jug” and Everybody’s Protest 

Novel, respectively), both recognizing Wright’s brilliance and declaiming Native Son as a 

shallow and crudely drawn work of propaganda. In the years since its publication, literary 

criticism on Native Son has been unusually contested, with critics not merely accusing each 

other of misreading the novel, but calling offenders ignorant and “blind.” An initial volley 

came from Donald B. Gibson, who contended in 1969 that “the difficulty most critics have 

who write about Richard Wright’s Native Son is that they do not see Bigger Thomas. They 

see him with their outer eyes, but not with the inner eyes, ‘those eyes with which they look 

through their physical eyes upon reality’” (35). In 1988, Joseph T. Skerrett Jr. argued that 
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“critics’ grasp of the novel as protest fiction has blinded them to the meaning of Native Son 

as the culmination of Wright's first phase as writer” (104). Most recently, in 2015 Ian 

Afflerbach asserted that “criticism has also remained blind to the relationship between 

[Dorothy Canfield] Fisher’s liberal politics and her equivocal reading of the novel” (92). This 

sampling of dissension and aspersion demonstrates the persistent generational dispute over 

the critical reception of Native Son, as even those reading the same text in the same tradition 

fundamentally disagree about the meanings and implications of Wright’s work.   

When placed in this context, the misunderstanding between Rascoe and Wright seems 

all too natural. Confronted by a racial divide and a provocative text, the two men could not 

help but mistake each other, so different were their minds, lives, and worlds. And yet, a 

closer examination reveals that the men were not so dissimilar after all. Rascoe, like Wright, 

grew up in a mid-sized city in the rural South, exhibited his literary potential at an early age, 

and migrated north to Chicago in search of better opportunity. Wright, like Rascoe, spent 

formative years writing in Chicago before decamping to New York, where he published a 

number of smaller works before they crossed paths in 1940. The pair worked in journalism 

and literary criticism, and both had long and distinguished careers in the highest levels of arts 

and letters. While sixteen years and “the color line” surely separated them, given their mutual 

admiration for quality literature and esteem for Wright’s genius,89 there was no reason for the 

men to not have made acquaintance, and a travesty that they lived such remote and disparate 

lives as to engage in a public spat over nothing. 

                                                           
89 Rascoe did concede that “Mr. Wright, in his best vein, is decidedly good” and “one of the two writers . . . 
who have ever had the ear to catch and transliterate Negro speech correctly” (87, 89). 



 

208 
 

Though such a racially stratified and alienated world did exist in 1940, and both 

Rascoe and Wright played their respective roles therein, the incident at the Dutch Treat Club 

did not occur due to natural antipathy between parties, but was rather a product of forces 

conspiring to keep black and white apart and at odds. As Native Son suggests by way of the 

burgeoning friendship of Jan Erlone and Bigger Thomas, this blindness between races, no 

matter the eugenicist doctrine of the day, was (and is) constructed and conditioned, not a 

natural and inevitable fact of the American world. In fact, despite the strong forces of hatred 

allied against such a relationship, Native Son suggests the antagonism bred between races can 

be overcome—even amidst a horrific act of violence—when black and white persons interact 

and learn to see each other as fellow human beings. Indeed, in the novel Wright lays blame 

for racial strife largely at the feet of venerable institutions like the law, the media, and the 

Dutch Treat Club, which inflame prejudice and conspire to establish vertical hierarchies 

keeping whites above and blacks below. Native Son links American supremacist apartheid 

with a host of aligned forces: the invisible hand guiding structures of power; walls, both 

literal and metaphorical, that make foreigners of neighbors; virulent racial stereotypes 

promulgated by the media; and erroneous discrimination based on language, appearance, and 

culture. Most of all, Wright attributes the serious misunderstandings between races to the 

various blindnesses, both willful and unconscious, that keep black and white from seeing 

each other as human beings.  

Indeed, blindness is the controlling metaphor of Native Son, a conceit so 

paradoxically visible that all eyes are drawn to its use. Blindness is present in the criminal 

justice system and encouraged by the media; blindness is brought on by the weather and 

darkness and inculcated by the novel’s first-person narrative. Blindness is exhibited by the 
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white, liberal Daltons: Mrs. Dalton, who is literarily blind; Henry Dalton, whose blindness 

allows him to rent-gouge Negro families under the (purportedly innocent) belief that 

“Negroes are happier when they’re together” (751); and Mary Dalton, who wistfully “want[s] 

to see” the “inside of a Negro home,” hoping the South Side’s residents are as “human” as 

the foreigners she’s encountered abroad (510). Blindness extends to the novel’s blacks—like 

Bessie and the Thomases—who are entirely unaware of any life beyond their menial, mute 

existence. Wright finds blindness even within the novel’s progressives, who though 

enlightened and “color-blind” turn away when confronted by the full impact of their 

advocacy, as in the novel’s penultimate image, wherein Boris Max “grope[s] for his hat like a 

blind man” (849), having spent weeks in confidence with Bigger without really seeing him. 

Beyond these explicit instances, blindness permeates Native Son at the sentence level, with 

nearly three-dozen mentions throughout the text, from the blinding conditions of the blizzard 

to the “many empty buildings with black windows, like blind eyes” (606); from Bigger’s 

“blind alley” of “deeper hate and shame” (783) to the “collective but blind will of a hundred 

million people” (809). 

The repeated blindness found in the narrative applies to the body of criticism on 

Native Son as well, which has largely overlooked its epic elements: its tripartite structure,90 

the prophesy guiding Bigger to his fate; his status as exemplar of his culture; the hero’s 

journey he takes across the color line; the creature he kills there; the powerful elixir he 

realizes; and his unlikely transformation to demigod in the dénouement. In The Negro Novel 

in America (1958) Robert Bone asserts that Native Son “is a modern epic, consisting of 

                                                           
90 John C. Waldmier posits that tripartite design “adds an interpretive convention that parallels the role of 
myth” and “provides a lively enough argument to enable readers to perceive an element of cosmic authority 
behind the comprehensive pattern of the genre” (13) 
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action on the grand scale” which “functions as a commentary on the more prosaic plane of 

daily living” (145). Elizabeth Schultz, in “The Power of Blackness,” argues that “Wright re-

writes Melville’s epic, parodying or intensifying—signifying on—well-known characters, 

images, and episodes from Moby Dick, to create an original African-American epic with a 

new kind of hero, one who in facing American racism is challenged as profoundly as any 

previous epic hero” (641). Perhaps the most accurate designation arrived earliest, when an 

excerpt from the novel was published in the black newspaper Atlanta Daily World on 4 

January, 1942 under the headline “An Epic of A Minority in America” (5). Yet even in light 

of these beacons few critics—especially white critics—have seen Native Son for what is: not 

only an epic, not only a modern epic, but a modern minority epic, the chronicle of a young 

black anti-hero whose quest for meaning takes him from the ghetto to a mansion and finally 

to the electric chair. In undertaking his epic journey and completing his epic task, Bigger 

Thomas progresses from blindness to sight, making himself visible, imbuing his life with 

meaning, and asserting himself as at once fully human and a young black man. 

Richard Wright composed his modern minority epic not to reify the ideology and 

values of society, as did ancient epics, but to undermine the American system of separate and 

unequal segregation—in reality, a system of American apartheid— a societal fact to which 

Americans had become accustomed and thus blind. In an afterword to the novel Wright 

expounds upon the genesis of Native Son, explaining that: 

I had written a book of short stories which was published under the title of Uncle 

Tom’s Children. When the reviews of that book began to appear, I realized that I had 

made an awful naïve mistake. I found that I had written a book which even bankers’ 

daughters could read and weep over and feel good about. I swore to myself that if I 
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ever wrote another book, no one would weep over it; that it would be so hard and 

deep that they would have to face it without the consolation of tears. (874) 

In this aim Wright succeeded, for his bestselling epic novel reached millions of white 

Americans who, as Rascoe allowed, had “kept themselves virginally aloof” from the pity and 

terror of the Negro experience, never having met a man (in print or in person) like Bigger 

Thomas before (86). By casting aside their blindness and introducing them to the hidden 

humanity of his anti-hero, Richard Wright ensured that white America, like Jan Erlone, 

would face Bigger’s plight and be moved to tears—tears of insight and injustice that would 

provide only cold consolation. 

 

 

White Above, Black Below: A God-ordained, “God-like Supremacy” 

The ideology of white supremacy was knit into the very foundation of the would-be United 

States. Africans first arrived to Jamestown in August of 1619, as cargo of an English warship 

which had itself commandeered the captives from a Portuguese slaver off the coast of Africa. 

The colony’s governor, John Rolfe, wrote that the ship “brought not any thing but 20 and odd 

Negroes, which the Governor and Cape Marchant bought for victuale . . . at the best and 

easyest rate they could” (Rolfe 243). Though the legal status of African captives was as yet 

undetermined, that they were treated as an economic good for barter is indicative of their 

relative value in the colonial hierarchy, even at this early date. The newly arrived Africans 

were largely unfamiliar to the British, who for a term were content to treat the strange-

looking people as they would indentured servants of their own race, with fixed periods of 

service and non-inherited status. Yet the economic imperative of tobacco-planting soon 
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overrode ethical concerns of slavery, and as the colony grew to depend upon the export of its 

cash crop, so too did Virginians look to import Africans, transitioning from a system of 

temporary indentured servitude to a more permanent and profitable institution of slavery. In 

1620 thirty-two blacks were counted in a census that described them as “in ye service of 

severall planters” (Bailyn 86); by 1649 there were about 300 blacks in a colony of 15,000 

people; by the end of the century, over 15,000 thousand slaves were owned by Virginians.  

It was not until 1662, however, that slavery was officially recognized in the statutory 

law of the colony. A resolution enacted in December of that year held that “all children born 

in this country shall be held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother. And 

that if any Christian shall commit fornication with a Negro man or woman, he or she so 

offending shall pay double the fines imposed by the former act” (qtd. in Bremner 53).91 In 

subsequent years a raft of laws were passed to codify what to that point had been inchoate 

custom: the superiority of whites and abjection of blacks. Among the most prominent were 

laws cementing the latter: disassociating baptism and emancipation (1667); prohibiting 

blacks and Indians from owning white indentured servants (1670); barring blacks from 

congregating in large numbers for funeral or feasts (1680); and the first law prohibiting 

interracial marriage (1691). No laws were necessary to exalt the white, as debasing the black 

would serve the same function, especially in light of their supposed heathenism and 

barbarity, and a dark skin tone associated with filth, devilry, and sin. The 1690s saw the 

bipartite civil system further entrenched when white masters were prohibited from freeing 

                                                           
91 As under English law a child received his or her status from his father, this statute marked a considerable 
break from British tradition. Of interest in this resolution is the early linking of Christianity and fornication, as 
well as geniture and race. Though the father of an illegitimate mulatto child stood to be fined for his act, 
creating an additional slave through impregnation was surely cheaper than purchasing one on the open 
market. 
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slaves unless they provided funds to exile said blacks from the colony. By the turn of the 

century, laws regarding the status of blacks were fully codified, and throughout the South, as 

in Virginia, slavery had become an entrenched and “peculiar” institution that would reign for 

one hundred and fifty years thereafter. 

The manifold increase in such legislation during this period reveals that the behaviors 

targeted by these laws must have frequently occurred, as well, and directly contradicts the 

then-popular notion that each race was designed by God and nature to occupy its own 

separate position. Indeed, the historical record speaks to a number of interracial interactions 

that developed organically and were quickly prohibited: fraternal relations between white and 

black; the presence of free, property-owning blacks trading with whites; and sexual 

intercourse between races. The last offered particularly damning evidence of natural 

interaction between races—whether due to an initial lack of British women in the colonies, or 

master-slave power dynamics, the growing number of mulatto children testify that sexual 

relations were common, if censured. As early as 1630, the white Hugh Davis was “publicly 

flogged before an assembly of Negros and others for defiling himself with a Negro,” and 

“was required to confess himself the following Sunday” (Doyle 64). Such public 

punishments were reinforced by laws girding black behavior—prohibitions on literacy, 

movement, ownership, agency—all enforced by the supreme white judicial system (blacks 

could not serve on juries or testify without white corroboration), or simply by the slave’s 

master, who was authorized to mete out any punishment short of death. The cumulative 

effect of these “Black Codes” served a dual purpose: to keep white above and blacks below; 

and to define whiteness in opposition to blackness. As George Yancy explains, whites, 

especially poor whites, were “invested psychologically and morally in this kind of whiteness, 
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dutifully juxtaposing themselves to those inferior Black bodies, safeguarding the appellation 

‘white’ as a magical category that names, fixes, and substantiates their ontological superiority 

and special status within the Great Chain of Being (scala naturae)” (3). 

The fraction of black life that could not be adequately restrained by legislation was 

governed by the development of a Southern “etiquette” which reinscribed the relative 

statuses of black and white. Slave or free, blacks were forced to perform elaborate, 

subservient gestures so that their thousands of daily interactions became imbued with a 

hierarchical acknowledgment.  As Bertram Wilbur Doyle reports in The Etiquette of Race 

Relations in the South, “upon meeting white persons, the men touched or removed their hats . 

. . and the women bowed or nodded” (13); no slave . . . was ever allowed to sit down in the 

presence of his master or mistress” (Doyle 19); and “if a Negro, man or woman, met a white 

person on the street . . .they were required to ‘give the wall,’ and if necessary to get off the 

sidewalk into the street, on pain of punishment with stripes on the bare back” (55). Such 

Southern customs were to philosopher Herbert Spencer “not only the earliest, but the most 

pervasive form of social control,” and had “the largest share in regulating men’s lives” (qtd. 

in Park xvii). Perhaps the most insidious measure of “etiquette” was the custom of interracial 

address, which cemented a formal hierarchy not only between master and slave but also 

between any member of the black and white races. As Doyle reports, “slaves addressed their 

owners, or whites of high rank, as “Master” and “Mistress”; those they did not know were 

“cap” or “cap’n”; or even the round term “boss” was substituted for “mister” (142). 

Alternatively, blacks were called by their first name only, and “boy” was the term used by 

whites to address slaves whom they did not know, or whom they did not recognize” (17). 

Slaves, Doyle reminds us, “no matter how old were always boys and girls. They never 
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become men or women” (54). Thus the Southern system of nomenclature kept blacks in a 

state of arrested development, positing them as children who must pay respect to their white 

superiors and elders.  

Perhaps the most effective measure of enforcing white supremacy was regulating the 

vision and presence of the respective races. A primary impact of racial segregation—whether 

de jure or de facto, residential or legislative—was to remove the view of black bodies from 

the public sphere. Thus Negroes were forced to live in the back quarters of the plantation or 

the outskirts of town; to sit in the balcony and back of the bus; and to enter through the back 

door of houses, businesses, restaurants and hotels. Though black labor was necessary for the 

function of white supremacist society, the black body itself could be rendered both 

subordinate and invisible, “to erase all traces of their subjectivity” and appear as “better, less 

threatening servants” (hooks 168). Indeed, perhaps the only instance in which black bodies 

were freely on display was during lynchings or other public executions, events which 

generated large crowds, photographs, and souvenir postcards, lending currency to the axiom 

that the only Negro whites wished to see was a dead one.  

At the same time that white supremacy diminished the visibility of blacks, it sought to 

control the black gaze—what bell hooks calls an “effective strategy of white supremacist 

terror and dehumanization” (168). As she reminds us, “black slaves, and later manumitted 

servants, could be brutally punished for looking, for appearing to observe the whites they 

were serving, as only a subject can observe, or see. To be fully an object then was to lack the 

capacity to see or recognize reality” (168). Stripping blacks of their gaze also stripped them 

of their humanity, of the “eye/I” that imbued their perspective with personality and 

importance, “denying the subjectivity of blacks (the better to dehumanize and oppress)” and 
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“relegating them to the realm of the invisible” (hooks 168). The regulation of black looks 

became more deeply entrenched during the Jim Crow era, when black men were punished 

(often to the death) for viewing (or appearing to view) white women, and blacks in general 

were considered insolent or uppity for looking a white person in the eye. As a defense 

mechanism blacks learned to “wear the mask,” so to speak, to put on a blank face so that 

even if they were observed in public, they would appear happy, meek, and docile to the white 

viewer. Mary Boykin Chesnut, writing in the midst of the Civil War, observed that blacks 

“go about in their black masks, not a ripple of an emotion showing” (qtd. in Patterson 208). 

Fifty years later in Harlem, Paul Lawrence Dunbar composed a poem revealing black 

consciousness: “We wear the mask that grins and lies,/ It hides our cheeks and shades our 

eyes,—/ This debt we pay to human guile;/ With torn and bleeding hearts we smile, / And 

mouth with myriad subtleties” (xxii).  

These dictates of “etiquette” and “custom” combined to create a system of unequal 

spectacle in which blacks were both unseen and unseeing, while whites reserved the perfect 

freedom to gaze. Yancy argues that this imbalance was contributor to skewed and durable 

power dynamics: “within the context of white racist America, whites inherited the privileged 

status of being the ‘lookers’ and gazers,92 with all the power that this entailed. As Jean-Paul 

Sartre noted, ‘For three thousand years, the white man has enjoyed the privilege of seeing 

without being seen; he was only a look— the light from his eyes drew each thing out of the 

shadow of its birth’” (qtd. in Yancy Xviii). Imbued with power, the white gaze became the 

seat of epistemology and objectivity. Yancy pushes this assumption further, arguing that 

                                                           
92 Another notable example is that of white plantation overseers, who were empowered to surveil and 
discipline slaves as they worked. 
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white people, like the hypothetical woman he encounters in an elevator, “might be said to 

possess the only real point of view. By ‘real,’ I mean the sense in which her perspective, her 

subjectivity, is deemed the only important perspective, the one that makes a difference, the 

one that his historically reaped the benefit of recognition within the context of white North 

America. Her perspective, her gaze, is grounded within past and present material forces that 

accord greater power to white people” (6). In this way the ability to see and the value of that 

sight were intertwined, appreciating the dominant gaze of whites and further establishing the 

white subject/ black object dichotomy.   

Together, the legislation and etiquette of public life established the ironclad 

superiority of whites and inferiority of blacks, and served an essential founding ideology of 

the United States. Indeed, the notion that the Negro was not fully a human being, not a man 

or a woman and certainly not equal to a white person, was inscribed in the United States 

Constitution, which called for “other Persons” to be counted as 3/5 for taxation and 

representative purposes.93 By the simple glance at his skin or that of the Other, the poorest, 

most abject white retained a measure of pride in knowing his status was unassailably above 

that of any black, and that any black man he encountered must pay him due deference under 

penalty of law. In this way, Yancy argues, “the black body has been historically marked, 

disciplined, and scripted” in order to “ensure both white supremacy and the illusory 

construction of the white subject as self-contained substance whose existence does not 

depend upon the construction of the Black qua inferior” (1).  

                                                           
93 This, oddly, was one case in which Southern delegates argued for black persons to be counted as equal to 
whites, while those from the north sought the opposite. That the matter was reserved for white men to 
debate and decide demonstrates the fundamental inequality that undergirds our nation and its founding.  
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The Civil War, Emancipation Proclamation, and 13th–15th Amendments threatened to 

upturn to this social order, making equal citizens of black and white under the law and 

fostering egalitarian jurisprudence in a number of interconnected spheres: enfranchisement, 

property ownership, miscegenation, and of course, the free agency of blacks. For some, the 

mixing of black and white blood and adulterating influence of Negroes on white society was 

the foremost abomination. For others, especially where freedmen were the majority, the 

specter of the Negro franchise and “Negro Domination” were preeminent, threatening to 

upend white supremacy and place whites under the rule of the very slaves they had once 

owned.  

Their greatest fears thus intertwined, white Americans took two approaches to 

preserve their sanctity and supremacy. After Reconstruction the South enacted a series of 

laws that established de jure apartheid between black and white. The notorious legacy of Jim 

Crow segregation is well known, and needs no prolonged investigation here. But the notion 

that segregation was enacted to maintain the “natural order” of society, according to the 

“separate but equal” doctrine established by Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), warrants examination 

as a specious rationale contrary to its real aims and impacts. In fact, there was nothing 

egalitarian about the intent or effect of Jim Crow, which was instituted explicitly to preserve 

the power dynamics of the old order of slavery. As Doyle explains, “the superiority of the 

white man was to be admitted by the Negro whenever the latter found it necessary to 

associate with white people. Moreover, it was expected that the Negro would adopt the old 

forms—the etiquette of slavery—as proper to his station in life and as sanctioned by custom 

and tradition” (134). Of course the “customs” and “traditions” of segregation were wholly 

developed according to the prerogative of the white man, enacted and enforced under the 
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conviction that the United States was a “white man’s country”: because “the white man’s 

welfare is thus paramount to the Negro’s” contemporaries held, “race relations are properly 

controlled by whites” (Newby 8). Such belief provided ample support for the racist reasoning 

of whites like Georgia Congressman William C. Lankford, who in 1923 proclaimed that 

“white supremacy . . . is not oppressive tyrannical supremacy, but is compassionate, God-like 

supremacy, exercised for the good of our nation, the happiness of the human race, and the 

civilization of the world” (Newby 17). White rule was couched under a broad appeal to 

nature, Providence, and benevolence—the same reasoning that catalyzed laws to prevent 

interracial marriages. Yet such acts of legislation contradicted themselves, for laws are 

always enacted to artificially deter actions, situations, and relationships that would otherwise 

occur naturally.  

In the North, which had no history of slavery and few Negroes to “keep in place,” the 

status quo reigned throughout the nineteenth century. Yet in response to the Great Migration, 

which after 1910 saw millions of black immigrants arrive from the South, whites in Northern 

cities turned to residential segregation to maintain their separation and supremacy. Here, too, 

blacks were reckoned as a contaminating danger from which white populations must be 

protected. As Farah Jasmine Griffin reports in Who Set You Flowin’, in Northern cities like 

Chicago, which gained over fifty thousand migrants between 1910 and 1920, Negroes were 

considered an encroaching plague of vermin. “One Chicago headline screamed: ‘Half Million 

Darkies from Dixie Swarm to the North to Better themselves’; the accompanying map 

portrays the migration as “‘an ever-growing darkness expanding beyond borders into white 

territory’ ” (49-50). White fears of a shift in racial dynamics were not completely unfounded, 

for many blacks had emigrated in hopes of better opportunities and a more egalitarian social 
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world, and settled into white spaces without deference for traditional customs and hierarchy. 

The militant black newspaper Chicago Defender, for instance, which had incited many 

migrants to move north as an act of defiance, published an article urging blacks to “quit 

calling the foreman boss. Leave that word dropped in the Ohio River. Also captain, general 

and major. We call people up her Mr. This and Mr. That. Keep your hand off your hat when 

you pass men. There is no law that requires you to tip your hat to a man because he is white” 

(qtd. Griffin 107). The editorial struck upon a resonant chord, for in the North there was no 

law regulating the conduct of blacks, nor legally entitling whites to superior treatment. With 

no apparent recourse to maintain white supremacy, Northern racial relations were on a 

dangerous pathway to social equality.   

The ingenious and devilish solution to this crisis was not segregation by law, but 

instead segregation by residence. If whites could not restrict the insolent, uppity behavior of 

the Negro, they would simply remove themselves from bodily interaction (except the 

necessary master/servant relationships, which would retain the accustomed “etiquette”), thus 

ensuring their superiority through separation. Among the sturdiest methods implemented in 

urban areas were racially restrictive covenants: contractual agreements that prohibited the 

purchase, lease, or occupation of a piece of property by a particular group of people. Such 

covenants were not variable or temporary, but predominantly “ran with the land” and were 

legally enforceable on future buyers of the property as well.94 Even were a non-covenant 

home willing to sell to black buyer, the agreement might be subverted by local real estate 

agents who, Eric Uslaner writes, “were the central actors enforcing segregation. Their 

                                                           
94 In this way, the development of discriminatory housing practices mirrored the centuries-earlier evolution of 
indentured servitude for whites into permanent chattel for blacks.  
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professional association’s code stated: ‘A realtor should never be instrumental in introducing 

into a neighborhood a character of property or occupancy, member of any race or nationality, 

or any individuals whose presence will clearly be detrimental to property values in that 

neighborhood’” (77). Rather than stricken as unconstitutional,95 such private-sector 

segregation efforts were upheld and amplified by the government, in particular by the Federal 

Housing Administration, established in 1934 to coordinate the government’s housing 

programs and insure mortgage loans. Beyond its official functions the FHA bolstered 

residential race segregation through promulgation of its Underwriting Manual, which “used 

race as a basis for rejection of a loan if a black home buyer wanted to move into a white 

area” (Meyer 53). Its text advised loan officers that “if a project did not provide for 

protection against ‘adverse influences’”96 then ‘the Valuator must not hesitate to make a 

reject rating.” “If a neighborhood [was] to retain stability," the manual further opined, “[then 

it was] necessary that properties continue to be occupied by the same social and racial 

classes” (53-54). Though ostensibly established to ensure “fair” housing, the FHA, as the 

NAACP’s Leslie S. Perry claimed, did “more than any other single instrumentality to force 

nonwhite citizens into substandard houses and neighborhoods” (53), and the combination of 

these factors—covenants, agents, and redlining—proved strikingly successful in creating 

racially polarized urban spaces. Between 1920 and 1930, for instance,” the proportion of 

African Americans living in almost exclusively black residential areas increased [until] more 

than half of Chicago’s blacks lived in census tracts consisting of 90 percent black population 

                                                           
95  The Supreme Court’s 1926 dismissal of Corrigan v. Buckley effectively validated the use of racially restrictive 
covenants. 
96 Adverse influences, according to the FHA, included businesses and industrial uses, lower class occupancy, 
and inharmonious racial groups. 
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or higher” (Meyer 36). By 1940, Uslaner notes, “whites and blacks in Northern cities largely 

lived in different worlds” (77). 

The effect of this residential segregation was as pernicious as it was prevalent. As 

Karl and Alma Tauber found in their Negroes in Cities, “given the high degree of residential 

segregation which obtains in the City of Chicago, white and non-white households are not 

competing in the same housing market” (24). The imbalance between supply and demand 

meant that cramped and dilapidated housing within Negro areas “can command higher prices 

than comparable housing in white residential areas” (25), further increasing poverty, driving 

down property values, and fostering violence so that segregation became correlated with 

greater rates of violent crime (Uslaner 55), itself further encouraging the poverty/violence 

feedback loop. Northern segregation efforts proved so successful that they were soon adopted 

in the South, where in the 1950s and ‘60s “the rapid downfall of legal barriers to 

desegregation of schools and other public facilities led cities in many Southern communities 

to a recognition that residential segregation can accomplish de facto what can no longer be 

accomplish de jure” (Taeuber 1). In all, such segregation in both North and South had the 

intended disparate effect on the races, reinforcing a fundamental superiority/inferiority 

binary. Newby argues that: 

for whites, segregation was not even an inconvenience; for Negroes, it made race the 

supreme fact of life. At every turn, it subjected the Negro to an invidious racial test. A 

ubiquitous racial veil circumscribed his liberties, stifled his talents, thwarted his 

ambition. He found it impossible, or virtually so, to exercise the responsibilities of 

citizenship or reap the rewards of the good life. He could not protect himself, his 
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family, his property. He could not readily achieve a position of self-respect, 

independence, virtue (Newby 19). 

It was amidst this historical context and into this environment that the Bigger Thomas 

of Native Son was born and made. Having grown up in Mississippi and immigrated to 

Chicago, Bigger is a product of the racial discrimination of both worlds, conditioned to 

inferiority and subservience by Jim Crow and further isolated and alienated by the residential 

segregation of the North. The Thomases eke out their subsistence in a rat-infested tenement 

in Chicago’s Black Belt, with Bigger’s mother taking in washing (his father was killed in a 

Southern “race riot” when he was seven) and Bigger himself engaged neither in work nor 

school, but rather idling around with a gang of similarly dissolute friends. Far from an 

accidental tragedy, the Thomas’ plight is the direct result of entrenched system of white 

hegemony that sought to debase and restrain blacks from rising in station to rival that of 

whites. Sharing a basic biography with Bigger and personally acquainted with the thwarted 

Negro experience,97 Richard Wright set out to publicize and contest this foundational 

American ideology, seeking instead to refound the nation around values of fraternity, 

opportunity, and social equality. His Native Son is the epic chronicle of Bigger Thomas’s 

quest to escape the “ubiquitous racial veil” of segregation and white supremacy that had been 

cast over Bigger’s entire existence—that supreme and foundational racial test that 

“circumscribed his liberties, stifled his talents, thwarted his ambition,” and prevented him 

from “reaping the rewards of the good life” (19). 

Bigger Thomas: The Epic Hero of the Black Belt 

                                                           
97 Like Bigger, Wright was born in the South, lost his father early in life, and migrated to Chicago in his teens.  
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Bigger Thomas, like all epic heroes, is an exemplar of the culture that produced him. 

Exhibiting his people’s most quintessential traits, the ancient epic hero served as synecdoche 

and emissary, embarking upon a meaningful quest or engaging in warfare, confronting and 

vanquishing the enemy, then returning to his people with the fruit of that quest, elevated in 

status and admired for his achievements. Traditionally the epic hero was replete with positive 

qualities: valiant and cunning, intelligent and strong, with perhaps a single, significant 

flaw—think Achilles’ heel or Oedipus’ hubris. In modern American epics, as we have seen, 

the hero is cast from an entirely different mold, especially after World War 1, which “turned 

‘arms and the man’ into a subject impossible to frame in heroic terms” (Whittier-Ferguson 

214). Thus in the modern era the would-be warrior is more often a desultory or insipid young 

man, whether the feckless Oliver Alden of The Last Puritan, the unsuccessful, suicidal David 

Hersland of The Making of Americans, or the pitiful revolutionaries of Dos Passos’ USA. The 

modern epic hero is not a demigod of extraordinary ability but a common man struggling to 

survive under a straitjacket of adverse circumstances.  

This reversal in fortune was doubly pronounced in the South Side ghettos of Chicago, 

where the young black man emerges as alienated, ignorant, and violent—the antithesis of the 

ancient epic hero. Robert Butler, in his Native Son: The Emergence of a New Black Hero, 

posits that the development of traditional heroism in black communities was stifled almost in 

utero, for “existence in the Black Belt and the urban ghettos of America was one in which 

events seemed predetermined by heredity. . . And the environment seemed under divine 

injunction to destroy” (28). In Richard Wright’s modern epic, the “hero” Bigger Thomas is 

designated a “native son” by the novel’s title, a nomination which indicates his ironic and ill-

fated provenance. “Native” calls to mind the indigenous tribes of Africa—like the “naked 
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black men and women whirling in wild dances” featured in the moving picture Trader Horn, 

which Bigger watches at a South Side theater (Wright Native Son McGill 35). “Son” speaks 

toward Bigger’s parentage: both his literal parentage, from a washerwoman and a man killed 

in a race riot,98 and his metaphorical roots in the South and of the Great Migration. The phase 

“native son” itself ironically connotes a homegrown and favorite status—the “native son” of 

a particular town or region inevitably leaves that place and rises to prominence, only to return 

as the pride of that community. With this combination of meanings, the title of Native Son 

does well to foretell that which emerges therein: the chronicle of a young African American 

seeking to rise above and beyond a life circumscribed.  

As with ancient epics, the life of Bigger Thomas is foretold by a prophecy that 

provides dramatic structure to the narrative arc and a fatal finality to its account. As Clifford 

Herschel Moore writes in “Prophecy in the Ancient Epic,” “of all the devices open to the epic 

poet by which he can foreshadow the climax in the whole or in some part of his work, 

prophecy is the simplest, and in truth it is the one means most often employed. From it we 

anticipate what shall befall our chief hero or his lesser fellows, and we follow the narration to 

its climax with heightened interest” (102). Epics like The Aeneid, the Odyssey, the 

Argonautica, and the Iliad feature a prophesy sung by a chorus or the Muses and fulfilled by 

the action’s end. In Native Son, Bigger’s prophecy is delivered not in verse by an oracle but 

in the plain prose of his mother, who tells him at the novel’s outset (early morning, in the 

novel’s timeframe) “Some of these days you going to wish you had made something out of 

yourself, instead of just a tramp. But it’ll be too late then” (452). When Bigger pleads with 

his mother to “stop prophesying about me,” she rebukes him, predicting that “the gallows is 

                                                           
98 Kadeshia Matthews writes that Bigger is also a “child of violence” on account of his father’s death (289). 
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at the end of the road you traveling, boy. Just remember that” (453). Bigger’s fate is similarly 

forecast by the forces of dominant white society, represented by State’s Attorney Buckley, 

the man who eventually prosecutes Bigger to death. As Bigger exits his family home into the 

outside world, he encounters two white men in overalls pasting a poster of Buckley to a wall. 

“The poster showed a white face. . . . He looked at the poster: the white face was fleshy but 

stern; one hand was uplifted and its index finger pointed straight out into the street at each 

passer-by. . . . Above the top of the poster were tall red letters: YOU CAN'T WIN!” (456).99 

Confronting him at the threshold is the prophecy that Bigger will lose—indeed, that he 

cannot help but lose. Bigger himself recognizes his eventuality of his fate, remarking that “he 

knew that the moment he allowed what his life meant to enter fully into his consciousness, he 

would either kill himself or someone else” (453) and telling his friend Gus that he often feels 

like “something awful’s going to happen to me. . . Naw; it ain’t like something going to 

happen to me. It’s. … It’s like I was going to do something I can’t help” (465). When his 

mother bitterly observes that “sometimes I wonder why I birthed you,” he does not protest, 

but instead allows that “maybe you oughtn’t’ve. Maybe you out to left me where I was” 

(451). Bound by his mother’s prophesy, propelled by his destructive tendencies, and 

surveilled by the vigilant eye of the law, Bigger’s life is doomed to a bad end before it 

begins,. As I. A. Newby writes regarding the black man under segregation, “A ubiquitous 

racial veil circumscribed his liberties, stifled his talents, thwarted his ambition. He found it 

impossible, or virtually so, to exercise the responsibilities of citizenship or reap the rewards 

of the good life” (19). 

                                                           
99  As Katherine Fishburn argues, “the scene is a classic Foucauldian moment in that Bigger is being graphically 
reminded that the white power-structure is watching him. As with the examples Foucault describes, the 
disciplinary gaze works here by making Bigger feel painfully visible” (209). 
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Robbed of the opportunity to “reap the rewards of the good life,” two paths remained 

for a young black man grown up in the ghetto. The simpler path was that taken by the 

majority—to obey and accept inferiority, or in other words to become invisible to the white 

man. The appropriate conduct of blacks in public had been proscribed by years of white 

supremacy: blacks should appear meek and harmless, deferential with head and eyes down; 

should reside within the color lines drawn on the map; and should accept menial labor and 

perform wage-labor in service, manufacturing, or industry. Such is the way chosen by 

Bigger’s mother, who takes in washing; Bigger’s girl Bessie, who works as a maid; and the 

Daltons’ former colored chauffer Green, who dutifully worked for the Daltons ten years 

before taking a job with the government. Though Bigger has aspirations to become a pilot—

he wistfully believes “I could fly one of them things if I had a chance” (460), that avenue is 

all but closed to a man of Bigger’s color and station. As Gus reminds him, “If you wasn’t 

black and if you had some money and if they’d let you go to that aviation school, you could 

fly a plane” (460). Contemplating the possibility, “both boys [break] into hard laughter, 

looking at each other through squinted eyes” that represent their limited field of vision (460). 

In all, as Aimé J. Ellis explains, for “Bigger and his friends . . . Chicago’s Black Belt 

afforded virtually no opportunities to gain access to industrial jobs or vocational training 

programs” (184). The market of jobs available to Bigger is only one—that required to keep 

his family’s relief—and Bigger has no agency in the decision: “he could take the job at 

Dalton’s and be miserable, or he could refuse it and starve. It maddened him to think that he 

did not have a wider choice of action” (456). Reluctantly he complies, and though he is 

provided a generous wage, room, and board, the condition of employment obligates him to 

serve a white family as round-the-clock servant, coincidentally the same white family to 
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whom he and his family pays rent.100W. Lawrence Hogue observes that as a result of this 

circumscribed life Bigger “cannot be ambitious and adventurous, all human qualities. He 

cannot dream of flying airplanes, going into the Army or Navy, starting a business, running 

for elected office, being appointed Secretary of State, or running a ship. There are no avenues 

for him to pursue happiness; there is no social space for him to articulate his humanity” (14). 

Unable to assert himself and find meaning through employment, Bigger must “articulate his 

humanity” through another method. 

The other path available to young black men is outlined in Wright’s “How ‘Bigger’ 

Was Born,” an explanatory essay the author penned to cast light on his composition process 

and the real-life origins of the novel. In the essay Wright offers a portrait of the many 

“Biggers” he encountered in the South while growing up, including the Bigger who refused 

to pay for food or rent; the Bigger who did not work; the Bigger who “violated the Jim Crow 

laws and did not apologize for it”; and the Bigger whose life was a “continuous challenge to 

others” (Wright “How” 856). In all, as Wright explains, “the Bigger Thomases were the only 

Negroes I know of who consistently violated the Jim Crow laws of the South and got away 

with it, at least for a sweet brief spell” (Wright “How” 856-7). The Bigger Thomas of Native 

Son plays the role of “Bigger” as described by Wright: he drops out of school and remains 

ignorant; he steals shamelessly and commits petty crime; he masturbates in a movie theater 

and takes employment only to feed his family. (He reflects privately, in fact, that “I’d just as 

soon go to jail as take that relief job” (473)). His life is immoral and fruitless; as his mother 

says, “Bigger, honest, you the most no-countest man I ever seen in all my life” (452). Yet 

                                                           
100 Bigger’s employment is a reprisal of chattel slavery, then, with the Daltons playing the role of kindly 
paternal slaveowner mythologized in Southern retrospect. 



 

229 
 

this dissolute lifestyle at least allows him some small agency: the freedom to roam the South 

Side, the small sums he steals, and some measure of achievement when he commits a crime. 

As he reflects after planning a robbery, “Confidence could only come again now through 

action so violent that it would make him forget. These were the rhythms of his life: 

indifference and violence, periods of abstract brooding and periods of intense desire; 

moments of silence and anger—like water ebbing and flowing from the tug of a far-away, 

invisible force” (471). 

For all his delinquency, however, Bigger does not dare commit a crime against a 

white person, an act that he and his friends consider “a violation of ultimate taboo; it would 

be a trespassing into territory where the full wrath of an alien white world would be turned 

loose upon them; in short, it would be a symbolic challenge of the white world’s rule over 

them; a challenge which they yearned to make, but were afraid to” (457-8). Bigger’s fear lies 

in opposition to the attitude modeled by one of Wright’s Bigger Thomases, who “always 

rode the Jim Crow streetcars without paying and sat wherever he pleased” (856). When 

challenged by the streetcar conductor, this Bigger “took out his knife, opened it, held it 

nonchalantly in his hand, and replied ‘Make me,’” a gesture that left the white passengers 

confounded and lent the witnessing Negroes “an intense flash of pride” (856). The Bigger 

Thomas of Native Son exhibits this this same flash of pride when contemplating or 

committing violence. When he kills a rat early in the novel, for instance, he smiles and 

laughs, dangling its carcass like a pendulum and “enjoying his sister’s fear” (450). Similarly, 

during Bigger’s sadistic confrontation with Gus in a Southside pool hall “his eyes gleamed 

hard” when he forces Gus to lick his knife-blade, whimper, and cry. But such instances of 

pride are limited to actions against animals and Negros: the young black men of the South 
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Side fear the consequences of committing such an act against a white man, and for good 

reason. As Wright explains, of the “Bigger Thomases” he knew in the South, “eventually, the 

whites who restricted their lives made them pay a terrible price. They were shot, hanged, 

maimed, lynched, and generally hounded until they were either dead or their spirits broken” 

(Wright “How” 856-7). While they may have suffered for their challenges, their example 

served as inspiration for those around them, for the Bigger Thomases of Wright’s youth live 

on in legend (and, indeed, in print), immortalized for their willingness to transgress the 

“etiquette” and “customs” established by white society. 

The mythical act of committing a crime against the white man101 becomes a rite-of-

passage for Bigger and his friends, the sort of harrowing quest that might prove their 

manhood and offer “a symbolic challenge to the white world’s rule over them” (458). In 

particular, their long-discussed robbery of Blum’s Delicatessen102 functions as “something 

big” which Bigger believes will “be a real hold-up, in more senses than one” (458). The petty 

crimes to which he and his friends are accustomed—“raiding newsstands, fruit stands, and 

apartments, always from Negroes” (457)—figure as training for the big job: “a challenge 

which they yearned to make, but were afraid to” (458). When the time comes to act, 

however, Bigger quails at the prospect—“he felt sick” and “his muscles stiffen” (479)—and 

instead catalyzes a violent scene that scuttles their plan for the robbery. In the parlance of 

epic, this is Bigger’s “Refusal of the Call,” an instance in which “the hero feels the fear of the 

unknown and tries to turn away from the adventure, however briefly” (“Hero’s Journey”). 

                                                           
101 As Wright later relates, “crime for a Negro was only when he harmed whites, took white lives, or injured 
white property” (754). 
102 Here the “white man” is actually Jewish. 
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Though he knows that he must yet commit a crime against the white man, in the moment of 

trial Bigger is too “yellow” to follow through with his initial quest. 

To disguise his fear and recoup his manhood, Bigger lashes out at a convenient target: 

Gus, who rightly recognized Bigger’s paralyzing fear of the white man. Bigger knocks him 

down, straddles him, and undertakes the phallic interplay of forcing Gus to lick Bigger’s 

knife, an act of sexual violence linked to his earlier transgression of “polishing his 

nightstick” in the movie theatre and his later suffocating of Mary Dalton during their drunken 

foreplay. Having gained a victory over Gus and his friends, his violence making him “the 

equal of them” (483), Bigger leaves the pool hall and enters an alley, wherein he “began to 

laugh, softly, tensely; he stopped still in his tracks and felt something warm roll down his 

cheek and he brushed it away. ‘Jesus,’ he breathed. ‘I laughed so hard I cried’” (483).103 For 

two whole minutes he stands staring into the distance before “he straightened and walked on 

with a single expulsion of breath” (483), an episode rededicating himself to his mission after 

his initial refusal of the call. At home he rests and recoups his strength, and arms himself 

before crossing the color line, reasoning that “he was going among white people, so he would 

take his knife and his gun; it would make him feel that he was the equal of them, give him a 

sense of completeness” (485). Though consciously he may bring weapons for his own 

protection—as he reasons, the threat of assault in white neighborhoods “was always 

possible” (485)—the epic undertones of the novel suggest that Bigger also proceeds with 

arms in order to commit the “natural” and prophesied crime that “all of his life had been 

leading” toward (542). 

                                                           
103 “Like tragedy and unlike saga,” Jeremy Ingalls writes, “epic action focuses not upon marginal but maximum 
crises in the soul” (13). 



 

232 
 

So it is that Bigger many achieve visibility and humanity only through a next and 

greater act of violence: to assert his power and masculinity by using a weapon against anyone 

who might threaten him, even and especially whites. As Skerrett asserts, “Bigger’s purpose, 

the action which this novel imitates, is the search for identity, an identity denied him by his 

social milieu and his family situation. Bigger seeks a world in which he is not an alienated 

being, a world in which he can be ‘at home.’” (109). To complete his epic quest Bigger will 

cross the color line and enter the white world, where he can commit “‘a supreme and 

meaningful act’ and in so doing, ‘create a new world for himself,’ a world in which he can 

presumably achieve the manhood denied him in the white city of Chicago” (Matthews 292). 

 

“A World Cut in Two”: White Above, Black Below  

To truly understand the significance of Bigger’s quest across the color line, we must establish 

the entrenched disparity between black and white worlds in Native Son’s Chicago. As 

delineated in the previous section, during the 1920s and ‘30s the urban North was under the 

jurisdiction of de facto and de jure residential segregation which effectively consigned white 

and black to separate and unequal spheres. As Sara Schotland explains, “in Native Son 

Wright is describing what Frantz Fanon calls “ce monde coupé en deux et habité par des 

espèces differentes” [“a world cut in two and occupied by two different species”]” (4).104 In 

the text, Bigger ruminates on the injustice of the Negro experience, revealing that “black 

people could not go outside of the Black Belt to rent a flat; they had to live on their side of 

the ‘line.’ No white real estate man would rent a flat to a black man other than in the sections 

                                                           
104 Bigger, more plainly, remarks that “White folks and black folks is strangers . . .  we don't know what each 
other is thinking” (773). 
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where it had been decided that black people might live” (678). Because of systemic 

discrimination on behalf of the white majority—note the bitter, passive phrasing of “it had 

been decided” in Bigger’s mind—“there were not enough houses for Negroes to live in,” and 

“the city was condemning houses in which Negroes lived as being too old and too dangerous 

for habitation” (678). The razing of black houses, coupled with continued immigration of 

blacks from the Jim Crow South, led to a lopsided balance of supply and demand, and to a 

further imbalance of wealth and resources, to the extent that “black people, even though they 

could not get good jobs, paid twice as much rent as whites for the same kind of flats” (678). 

To be sure there were squalid ghettoes in other northern cities, but racial segregation was 

especially apparent in Chicago because of the clearly demarcated “color line”—historically 

situated at 12th Street South— that separated black and white neighborhoods. As Mario 

Galdelsonas has shown, during this period an “invisible wall separated north Chicago from 

south Chicago, white Chicago from black Chicago,” implied by the cartographical marker 

that “the monumental north-south axes seem to come to an abrupt end at the point where the 

streets change their name from north to south, marking a significant shift in the social 

geography of the city” (Scruggs 73). The differing “social geographies” of north and south, 

white and black, were the primary cause of despondency for the latter, leading even an 

ignoramus like Bigger to despair that “they keep us bottled up here like wild animals” (678), 

yet another allusion to the cornered rat he kills in the novel’s opening scene. 

Beyond Chicago’s legal, cultural, and residential barriers, Native Son reveals a 

number of physical and figurative barriers that constrain the lives of its South Side blacks, 

from the brick walls that restrict their vision, movement, and imagination to the mobile 

forces that remind them of their circumscribed lives. When Bigger considers his limited 
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options, for instance, “his mind hit a blank wall”; similarly, when he and his brother Buddy 

talk in the streets they lean against “a red brick wall” (33), certainly a symbolic marker 

delimiting their agency. As Elizabeth Schultz observes, “the wall—or curtain—in Native Son 

. . . is white society shoved near to Bigger, beyond which he is forbidden to go” (644). 

Bigger demonstrates both awareness and resentment of this divide, repeatedly complaining 

about what he’s missing out on and declaring that “Half the time I feel like I’m on the outside 

of the world peeping in through a knot-hole in the fence” (20). That he feels “on the outside 

of the world” indicates his perceived position vis-à-vis white society; that he feels compelled 

to “peep” through the knot-hole reveals his longing to gain a measure of vision into that 

world, as well as a pained awareness of the better life he’s missing out on.  

The novel’s racial hierarchy is reflected not only in the north-south division of 

Chicago’s geography, but on a vertical dimension as well, with whites situated above and 

blacks below.105 Wright skillfully achieves this dichotomy through his description of natural 

elements such as the sun, clouds, and snow, all of which are figured as white and powerful, 

having the ability to bring cold or warmth and to move freely above the city between white 

and black sections.106 While such elemental forces manifest themselves as abstractions of 

white power throughout the novel, Wright also offers more concrete symbols in the air-space 

above Chicago: whether the imposing skyscrapers in the Loop; the “slate-gray pigeon” that 

crosses the street car tracks and “rise[s] swiftly through the air” (464); or particularly the 

airplanes that periodically soar above the city. An early scene finds Bigger and Gus gazing 

                                                           
105 One telling moment arrives late in the novel, when the shackled Bigger, being led through the streets, looks 
up to find that the Ku Klux Klan has ignited a cross that “loomed” atop a nearby building.” (760).  
106 As Joyce Ann Joyce explains, Wright “uses setting to demonstrate that the environmental forces and their 
accompanying emotional counterparts create a chasm between black and white so destructive that it makes 
both races alien to the humanity of the other” (41). 
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up at a skywriting airplane, bundling these images into the perfect symbol of white agency, 

freedom, and opportunity:  

“You can hardly see it,” Gus said. 

“Looks like a little bird,” Bigger breathed with childlike wonder. 

“Them white boys sure can fly,” Gus said. 

“Yea,” Bigger said, wistfully. “They get a chance to do everything.” (459) 

Bigger and Gus guess the airplane is “maybe a hundred miles; maybe a thousand” above 

them (460), an estimate that illustrates the extent of their subordinate mentality—both that 

they perceive the plane as unfathomably above them, and that they lack the capacity to 

conceive of the actual distance between them, which is certainly less than a mile. In the same 

way, Bigger and his friends consider whites to be all-seeing and all-powerful, “a sort of great 

natural force, like a stormy sky looming overhead, or like a deep swirling river stretching 

suddenly at one’s feed in the dark” (550). Such forces include authoritative men like State’s 

Attorney Buckley, whose vigilant, panoptic gaze surveils the Black Belt, and the wealthy 

magnate Mr. Dalton, whom Bigger pictures “somewhere far away, high up, distant, like a 

god” (607). Linking hierarchized social relations to language underscoring blacks’ restricted 

vision, the assemblage of images speaks toward the foundational American ideology of 

supremacy that has been ingrained into black consciousness: whites above and blacks below, 

both on the map and in society.107  

                                                           
107 Another telling moment occurs when the fugitive Bigger, fleeing for his life atop a roof, notices something 
“huge and round and white looming up in the dark” (694). He climbs the water tower and finds refuge there, 
only to be knocked down by the whites’ water hose, and is “swallowed in darkness” when dragged down to 
the street (699). 
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Divorced from actual exposure to and knowledge of the white world, Chicago 

Negroes’ primary perception comes from word-of-mouth and the various forms of media that 

penetrate the South Side. While some of this information is delivered through the newspapers 

and magazines Bigger references throughout the text, the most prominent medium of 

exchange is Hollywood films like The Gay Woman, which Bigger and Jack watch at the 

Regal Theatre in the expurgated version of the novel. The short film centers around a rich 

white woman whose lover is killed by a Communist, and features “scenes of cocktail 

drinking, dancing, golfing, swimming, and spinning roulette wheels,” (Wright Native Son 

McGill 33). Though brief and clearly embellished, the film makes such a powerful 

impression on its black viewers that Bigger remarks, regarding white people, “I bet their 

mattresses is stuffed with paper dollars,” and Jack returns that “a butler stands by their beds 

at night, and when he hears ‘em sigh, he gently rolls ‘em over” (Wright Native Son McGill 

33-34). In the unexpurgated version of the novel, Bigger and Jack view a trailer at the Regal 

which depicts wealthy white women—“a little collection of debutantes” (474)—cavorting on 

the beaches of Florida. Given this alluring image, too, Bigger lets his mind run wild, 

wondering “Was what he heard about rich white people really true? Was he going to work 

for people like you saw in the movies?” (476). Bigger is so engrossed by these images that 

they spill over into his viewing of Trader Horn, when the literal onscreen depiction of 

“naked black men and women whirling in wild dances” is replaced by mental images of 

“white men and women dressed in black and white clothes, laughing, talking, drinking and 

dancing” (476), in turn mirroring Bigger’s desire to transform from native savage to a smart, 

well-dressed member of the white elite (Jack jokes that if he were there, “you’d be hanging 

from a tree like a bunch of bananas” (474)). Undeterred, Bigger continues to fantasize about 
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his future at the Daltons’ recalling a popular rumor of “a Negro chauffeur who had married a 

rich white girl and the girl’s family had shipped the couple out of the country and had 

supplied them with money” (476). In all, the scene at the Regal exhibits the jealous desire of 

the dominant race inculcated in the subaltern, as formulated in Franz Fanon’s Black Skin, 

White Masks, a landmark study of the psychology of racism and dehumanization inherent in 

situations of colonial domination. According to Fanon’s analysis:  

the settler’s world is a hostile world, which spurns the native, but at the same time it 

is a world of which he is envious. We have seen that the native never ceases to dream 

of putting himself in the place of the settler—not of becoming the settler but of 

substituting himself for the settler. This hostile world, ponderous and aggressive 

because it fends off the colonized masses with all the harshness it is capable of, 

represents not merely a hell from which the swiftest flight possible is desirable, but 

also a paradise close at hand which is guarded by terrible watchdogs. (52–3). 

Though originally drawn to describe the colonial situation, Fanon’s framework also 

applies to urban life in mid-century Chicago, where the subjugated black—i.e. the “native”—

“never ceases to dream of putting himself in the place of the settler” (52); in this case, 

replacing white men like Jan as the consort of beautiful white woman. Similarly, for Bigger 

and his friends the white world is both “hostile” and a “paradise,” a place of immense wealth 

and privilege which exists beyond their vision and grasp, guarded by the “terrible 

watchdogs” of the Chicago police force.  Ellis asserts that “inserting Bigger into Fanon’s 

formulation . . .  supplies us with a psychosocial lens for understanding how Bigger and Gus 

are subjects bound to repeat and mime the legitimating norms by which they have been 

degraded” (188). Through repeated viewings of such films as The Gay Woman and Trader 
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Horn, blacks come to internalize a hierarchical notion of the roles and norms of the races, 

further cementing whites’ status as supreme subjects, and their own status as degraded 

objects.  

Bigger and his friends internalize, repeat, and mime distorted perceptions of white 

culture, as evinced by the “game” played by Bigger and Gus in one of the novel’s opening 

scenes. While loitering in the Black Belt, “anxious to do something to evade looking so 

squarely” at the problem of racism, Bigger suggests they “play” white, “a game of play-

acting in which he and his friend imitated the ways and manners of white folks” (461). In 

sequence they take turns performing roles of white authority—a general, titan of industry, 

and politicians—mimicking the language and mannerisms of remote and powerful white 

men, all the while drawing their imitations from media and their imagination. Bigger begins 

by ordering “General” Gus to “send your men over the river at dawn and attack the enemy’s 

left flank,” mentioning that he heard the strange phrase “left flank” “in the movies” (461). 

When laughing about their subsequent play-acting as J.P. Morgan and a stockbroker, Gus and 

Bigger ruminate about the nature of white discourse: 

“I bet that’s just the way they talk,” Gus said. 

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Bigger said. (462) 

Such perceptions of white culture are based on speculation and media depictions, as fanciful 

as their wild estimates of the height of the airplane overhead. As Ellis asserts, “ ‘play[ing] 

white’ reflects a symbolic appropriation and ‘internalization’ of the central attributes not 

simply of whiteness but of ‘white patriarchal power’—authority, property ownership, 

conquest, control—whereby Wright’s native sons attempt to personify powerful white men 
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as a means of escaping their own racial invisibility and impotence” (28). Indeed, Gus and 

Bigger’s periodic play-acting, (which from context, they engage in regularly), functions as an 

avenue to both revere and ridicule the men they are subject to. To this end Matthew Elder 

argues that “the topics of the scenarios envisioned by Bigger and Gus cannot be far removed 

from their conditioned understanding of the racial inequities they have been raised in 

awareness of” (34). The militant authority represented by the general, for instance, “would 

have been a constantly lurking and fearsome presence” for Chicago blacks, while “J. P. 

Morgan is understood by Bigger and Gus as representative of an economy calculated to 

prevent any social mobility in black society” (34).  

These outsized conceptions (and the boys’ repeated play-acting of them) reinforce 

blacks’ internalized beliefs of whites as supreme, remote, and omnipotent, gods inhabiting a 

world that may be accessed only in black fantasies. The entire episode serves as reminder of 

the “vast white world that sprawled and towered in the sun before them” (461), a world “as 

far away, elusive, and almost mythic as the airplane the military will never let Bigger fly” 

(Elder 34). In “Mastering the Master’s Tongue,” Lale Demiturk argues that “white skin and 

money are the two prerequisites for fulfilling” Gus and Bigger’s dreams, and that “the 

recreation of the white power structure reinforces for Bigger, rather than releases, the gap 

between dream and reality” (267).  Bigger closes their game of “playing white” with a 

summation of his feelings on racial segregation: “We live here and they live there. We black 

and they white. They got things and we ain’t. They do things and we can’t. It’s just like 

living in jail” (463). Yet Bigger himself, as Gregory Phipps remarks, is “largely unaware that 

his notion of white consciousness is stitched together from his perceptions of the 

mythological, media-generated, and material structures of American culture that he observes 
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on a daily basis” (332). Because they have little to no exposure to the reality of white life, 

Bigger and his friends attach outsized, fantastical power to their perceptions, believing the 

white men and women they encounter on posters and theater screens are the norm. So it was 

that on account of these inflated misconceptions, residential segregation, and the rigidly 

demarcated color line: 

To Bigger and his kind white people were not really people; they were a sort of great 

natural force, like a stormy sky looming overhead, or like a deep swirling river stretching 

suddenly at one’s feed in the dark. As long as he and his black folks did not go beyond 

certain limits, there was no need to fear that white force. But whether they feared it or not, 

each and every day of their lives they lived with it; even when words did not sound its name, 

they acknowledged its reality. As long as they lived here in this prescribed corner of the city, 

they paid mute tribute to it (550). 

The phrase “mute tribute” does well to describe the daily lives of the black 

proletariat, who “live in their prescribed corner of the city” and do not “go beyond certain 

limits” of their menial employment and subservience for the benefit of their white overlords. 

Gus displays an attitude typical of Chicago’s blacks, asserting “there ain’t nothing you can 

do about it,” and advising Bigger to “quit thinking about it. You’ll go nuts” (463). But 

Bigger, like all epic heroes, is exceptional among his people. As Schultz writes, Bigger is a 

“new kind of hero, one who in facing American racism is challenged as profoundly as any 

previous epic hero” (641) and feels compelled to do something—“something awful” that “I 

can’t help” (Wright Native Son 465). In contrast to the mute and meek “way” his girlfriend 

and his mother live, Bigger “did not want to sit on a bench and sing, or lie in a corner and 

sleep. It was when he read the newspapers or magazines, went to the movies, or walked 
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along the streets with crowds, that he felt what he wanted: to merge himself with others and 

be part of this world, to lose himself in it so he could find himself, to be allowed a chance to 

live like others, even though he was black” (671). Given the context of his reading 

newspapers and watching movies, the “world” Bigger wants to “be a part of” is clearly the 

white world, which offers him the opportunity to do “anything,” a “sweep that included all 

the possible activities of the world” (463).  

To gain access to the white world and “find himself,” however, Bigger must first 

cross the color line and commit a meaningful act to reclaim his identity, visibility, 

masculinity and humanity. In the parlance of Joseph Campbell’s “Hero’s Journey,” Bigger 

must cross the threshold from known to unknown, from the ordinary to the “special world,” 

all as part of his epic quest to redeem himself. In Herman Melville’s epic, the object of the 

quest is the white whale Moby-Dick, revenge upon which Captain Ahab believes will make 

his life complete. In Native Son, the object of the quest is the desired white woman Mary 

Dalton, possession of whom Bigger believes will provide a gateway to the life of opportunity 

he has been denied. Though the parallels are not exact, Wright’s updating of Melville’s quest 

motif and object reveals the diminished position of the minoritized epic hero in American 

society, where a black man like Bigger can find power and meaning only vis-à-vis his 

interaction with the supreme white world. 

To and From the Black Belt: The Triumph of Bigger’s Gaze 

When the black epic hero Bigger Thomas crosses the color line into the north side of 

Chicago, he encounters a world cold, distant, and foreign to him, its inhabitants strange and 

queerly restrained. In contrast to the cramped and bustling Black Belt, the white 

neighborhood is “quiet and spacious,” its houses “huge,” the streets “empty, save for an 
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occasional car that zoomed past on swift rubber tires” (486). With the mindset of an 

extraterrestrial explorer, Bigger finds himself amidst “a cold and distant world; a world of 

white secrets carefully guarded” (486), concluding that “this was not his world” (486). 

Reaching 4605 Drexel Boulevard, the Daltons’ mansion and site of his mission, “he stopped 

and stood before a high, black, iron picket fence, feeling constricted inside” (486). The sight 

of the imposing barrier—another of the barriers erected to keep blacks like him from whites 

like them—fills him with dread: the hope and excitement he had felt “in the move was gone; 

only fear and emptiness filled him now” (486). 

When he comes to the front gate he also arrives at his first crisis point: in epic 

parlance, the first test or trial of his quest. Conditioned and accustomed to inferiority on 

account of his race, he walks the length of the fence looking for the back gate to the house, 

reasoning that the front door is reserved for whites. He finds no back entrance and grows 

angry. “Suppose a police saw him wandering in the white neighborhood like this?” he 

wonders. “It would be thought that he was trying to rob or rape somebody” (486). His fear of 

being seen in a white space triggers a physiological fight-or-flight reflex—the same that 

caused him to pull a knife on his friend Gus—“his jaws clamped tight; he wanted to strike 

something with his fist” (486). Scarcely five minutes into his journey, Bigger is already 

tempted to lash out with violence, a conditioned response to the “feeling of fear and hate” 

evoked by the white world. Eventually he summons the courage to ring the doorbell, and is 

warmly admitted inside. What he finds causes further anger and discomfort, as he is 

“challenged” by the strange and dangerously luxurious objects of the Dalton household. The 

rug he stands upon is “so soft and deep that it seemed he was going to fall at each step he 

took” (487). The chair in which he sits is so well-cushioned that “he sank down so suddenly 
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and deeply that he thought the chair had collapsed under him” (487). The room is “lit by dim 

lights glowing from a hidden source” (487) he cannot identify. Faint piano music plays and 

abstract paintings line the wall; in all, the white world of the Daltons is “so utterly different 

from his own that it . . . intimidate[s] him” (487).  

Thoroughly discombobulated, he is introduced to the “tall, lean, white-haired” Mr. 

Dalton, who stands “gazing at him with an amused smile that made [Bigger] conscious of 

every square inch of skin on his black body” (488). As a visitor to the white world and a 

servant under examination of his would-be master, Bigger assumes the comfortable and 

ingrained comportment of the subordinate, according to the “organic conviction in him that 

this was the way white folks wanted him to be when in their presence” (489-90). Bigger 

walks “with cap in hand and shoulders sloped” (486) and stands with “his knees slightly bent, 

his lips partly open, his shoulders stooped” (489), a posture both simian and unthreatening. 

He answers questions directly with “yessuh” and “naawsuh,” and refrains from asking for 

elaboration or speaking at length. Most of all, as was the custom, he makes sure to restrict his 

vision: “he had not raised his eyes to the level of Mr. Dalton’s face once since he had been in 

the house . . . his eyes held a look that went only to the surface of things” (490). To his 

surprise he is treated kindly, offered a seat and a cigarette and a place for his cap. Although 

ill at ease with his surroundings, the job interview lends Bigger a nascent sense of comfort 

and social equality, and he begins to question his essential ingrained inferiority, especially in 

regard to the white servant Peggy, wondering, “What’s so damn funny about me? I’m just 

like she is. . .” (487).  

Just as Bigger comes to terms regarding his well-furnished position, he encounters the 

strangest and most splendid object of all: Mary Dalton, a nubile young white woman who 
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plays the role of the beautiful maiden at the end of his quest, similar to the relics and grails 

which proved central to traditional epic action.108 Then, as now, the fetishized worship of the 

white woman was well-ingrained in American society. For W. Lawrence Hogue “the white 

woman embodies success, the American Dream, and the possession of her becomes a sign of 

achievement” (16). Sondra Guttman likewise posits the white woman as “the desirable and 

inaccessible symbol of white power and culture” (173). For the black man, especially, the 

white woman was figured as both the forbidden and desired (and desired because it was 

forbidden), leading to the popular racist trope that black men were rapists with an insatiable 

appetite for white women. While pernicious and erroneous, the stereotype was well-known 

by both whites and blacks, as evinced by the detective Britten, who asks Bigger if he was 

promised sexual access to a “white woman” by Communists, and by Bigger himself, who 

simulates “abashment” at the question, knowing that “whites thought that all Negroes 

yearned for white women” (629). Beyond the simple matter of sexual desire, the white 

woman (and Mary Dalton in particular) serves as a symbol for wealth, beauty, and 

privilege—in all, as stand-in for American Anglo-Saxon society. “I marry white culture, 

white beauty, white whiteness,” writes Fanon. “When my restless hands caress those white 

breasts, they grasp white civilization and dignity and make them mine” (63). In a similar 

vein, James R. Giles figures Mary as “the young woman who personified the white privilege 

that oppresses him” (Giles 88), and for Guttman, crucially, “the will to sexually possess the 

white woman substitutes for the desire to overthrow white supremacist society” (172). In 

obtaining and possessing Mary Dalton, then, Bigger might commit the ultimate act of 

                                                           
108 Consider such objects as the emerald for Gilgamesh, the Golden Fleece for Jason and the Argonauts, the 
Holy Grail for the Knights of Arthur, etc. Ironically, in Native Son the Mary who is the object of the quest is also 
the monster who must be slain to gain the treasure.  



 

245 
 

rebellion and transgression, grasping white civilization and dignity, substituting himself in 

place of the white man, and overthrowing the white supremacist society which has confined 

him to poverty and subservience. 

Indeed, the earlier episode at the movies marks the white woman as a primary object 

of Bigger’s fantasies: Mary Dalton is the same woman ogled and fetishized by Bigger and 

Jack at the Regal Theater, a woman who, Sherley Ann Williams argues, represents the 

“American fruit forbidden the black man” (qtd. in Gercken 66). In her Black Looks: Race 

and Representation, bell hooks takes up a trenchant treatment of the historical black male 

gaze, writing that “given the real life public circumstances wherein black men were 

murdered/lynched for looking at white womanhood, where the black male gaze was always 

subject to control and/ or punishment by the powerful white Other, the private realm of 

television screens or dark theaters could unleash the repressed gaze” (hooks 118). In the dark 

and unsurveiled venue of the Regal, Bigger and Jack can gaze upon white womanhood with 

impunity, their juvenile masturbation and ejaculation evidence of their “unleashed” sexual 

desire. When a pre-film newsreel comes onscreen, Bigger’s gaze lingers on the “smiling, 

dark-haired white girls lolling on the gleaming sands of a beach” (474), and particularly on 

Mary’s legs, “running over the sparkling sands” and straining upward “until only the tips of 

her toes touched the sands” (475); as Becca Gercken asserts, “his ability to gaze upon a white 

woman without fear of punishment increases Bigger’s gratification” (66). After the Newsreel 

concludes, Gus and he joke about “rich white women [who’ll] go to bed with anybody” and 

agree Mary is a “hot-looking number”; even after the newsreel has concluded, Bigger dwells 

upon the urban legend of “a Negro chauffeur who had married a rich white girl” (476) and 

muses that “maybe [Mary’d] like to come to the South Side and see the sights some time” 
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(476). The white woman’s cultural associations and Bigger’s fantasies position Mary not 

only as a sexual object, but also as a conduit through which he might become fully American 

and accepted by white society. In his quest to bring meaning, identity, and humanity to his 

life, gaining possession of the fetishized object, Mary Dalton, would be a sure shortcut to 

success.  

Yet Bigger, “when confronted with Mary Dalton in the flesh rather than in her 

celluloid projections,” knows he cannot enact a similar gaze nor exhibit any overt sign of 

attraction, and muses “in amazement how different this rich girl was from the one he had 

seen in the movie” (DeCoste 136). As he recognizes, “this woman he had watched on the 

screen had not seemed dangerous and his mind had been able to do with her as it liked” 

(Wright Native McGill 56). No longer a safe object of desire, Mary has again become the 

forbidden fruit for the black man, and Bigger redoubles his effort to make his gaze 

unthreatening: “he looked at Mr. Dalton, then felt that he should not have looked” (493); “he 

looked at the floor and did not answer” (494). As the scene unspools Bigger is placed on 

back foot by Mary’s talk of unions and Communism, immediately recognizing that in the 

actual presence of a white woman his role has shifted from spectator to spectacle. While he 

mumbles, “his head down and his eyes glowering,” “here in her home she walked over 

everything, put herself in the way” (491, 496). In the theater, he and Jack had brazenly gazed 

upon her, laughing and punching each other in the ribs. Now it is she who “doubl[es] up with 

laughter,” she who is “looking inside of him and he did not like it” (521). 
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So begins the final, fateful battle of Bigger’s quest, a dance of death between him and 

Mary that will end in both victory109 and tragedy. As Bigger reflects, “in his relations with 

her he felt that he was riding a seesaw; never were they on a common level; either he or she 

was up in the air” (512-13). While their confrontation does echo those from traditional epics 

like the Odyssey (Odysseus v. Circe) and the Aeneid (Aeneas v. Dido), this battle is not 

fought with swords or other physical weapons, but instead through feints and thrusts of 

vision and gaze, a central axis of power dynamics in black-white relations, as each attempts 

to dominate the other by force of looking.110 While acting as her chauffeur, Bigger “watched 

her through the rear mirror as he drove; she was kind of pretty, but very little. She looked like 

a doll in a show window: black eyes, white face, red lips” (503). He notices “a remote look in 

her eyes” and feels “a keen sense of power when driving,” a power drained when he “turned 

to look at her and was startled to see that she was sitting on the sheer edge of the back seat, 

her face some six inches from his. 

“I scare you?” she asked softly, smiling. 

“Oh, no’m,” he mumbled, bewildered.” (504) 

But Mary, and especially her unpredictability, does indeed scare him, and for good reason—

black men like Bigger had been lynched for looking at white women like her. As hooks 

reminds us in Black Looks, Bigger and Mary interact not only within their own private 

ecosystem, but also within the “white supremacist structure that had murdered Emmett Till 

after interpreting his look as violation, as ‘rape’ of white womanhood” (168). Alone with 

Mary in the car, Bigger treads ever so carefully, torn between the warring desires to gaze 

                                                           
109 As with other modern epics, any victory achieved by the epic hero is more so a Pyrrhic victory. 
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upon her and to evade detection. When he watches her again it is stealthily “through the 

mirror,” (504), and when Mary is joined by Jan, her white boyfriend and seeming protector, 

Bigger’s glances cease altogether.  

Against his will she instructs Bigger to drive to the South Side, where her very 

presence penetrates the sanctity of the ghetto. As a privileged white woman Mary is free to 

play the voyeur, the tourist, gazing upon the sights from curiosity and for pleasure, 

sojourning in the foreign nation situated ten blocks from her home. Crossing the color line, 

she places her hand on Bigger’s arm and offers a soliloquy: 

‘You know, Bigger, I’ve long wanted to go into these houses. . . And just see how 

your people live. You know what I mean? I’ve been to England, France and Mexico, 

but I don’t know how people live ten blocks from me. We know so little about each 

other. I just want to see. I want to know these people. Never in my life have I been 

inside of a Negro home. They must live like we live. They’re human. . . . There are 

twelve million of them. . . . They live in our country. . . . In the same city with us. . . .’ 

her voice trailed off wistfully. (511) 

Mary’s speech situates Bigger and his kind as “them”—a distant and peculiar people akin to 

the French, English, and Mexicans. Though she wants to sample “their” architecture and 

food, most of all she “wants to see,” for her gaze to breach “a Negro home” in an attempt to 

understand how “they” live. It is for this reason that Mary and Jan cajole Bigger into serving 

as their escort into Ernie’s Chicken Shack, a black restaurant “where colored people eat, not 

one of those show places” (510). Rather than offering inducements or threatening his job, 

they persuade him through the power of their gaze: “she was looking at Jan and Jan was 

looking at her. There was no mistaking the meaning of the look in their eyes. To Bigger it 
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was plainly a bewildered and questioning look, a look that asked: What on earth is wrong 

with him?” (511). The exchange of judgmental white looks produces the usual feeling of 

alienation and shame in Bigger; in anger he “star[es] at her in a long silence . . . the first time 

he had ever looked directly at her” (512). The power of his gaze, in turn, staggers her: “her 

eyes cloud and her lips tremble,” and she “sway[s] against the car,” nearly fainting on the 

street before Jan supports her (512).   

From pathos and professional duty Bigger relents and accompanies them, subservient 

again, “look[ing] before him in such a way that his eyes would not meet theirs” (513). Cowed 

by their presence, the resentful Bigger serves as cultural intermediary while the whites eat 

fried chicken, speak in “black talk,” and sing Negro hymnals, each successively a greater 

violation of his sullen pride. As Bigger reports: 

They made him feel his black skin by just standing there looking at him, one holding 

his hand and the other smiling. He felt he had no physical existence at all right then; 

he was something he hated, the badge of shame which he knew what was attached to 

black skin. It was a shadowy region, a No Man’s Land, the ground that separated the 

white world from the black that he stood upon. He felt naked, transparent; he felt that 

this white man, having helped to put him down, having helped to deform him, held 

him up now to look at him and be amused. (508) 

Bigger’s metaphysical state—that of inhabiting a “shadowy region” and being 

simultaneously “naked” and having “no physical existence”—is a neat reversal of his role 

during the movie theater scene, when he and Jack gazed upon the two-dimensional Mary for 

own their desire and amusement.  
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When the white people have had their fill leave the party leaves the Black Belt, with 

Bigger dropping Jan off and helping the drunken Mary into the house and up the stairs. 

Suddenly they are alone in her bedroom, the exact (and organic) circumstance that the laws, 

customs, and etiquette of American apartheid had been designed to prevent. Bigger rightfully 

fears their somehow being observed, wondering “suppose old man Dalton saw him now?” 

and concluding “if her father saw him here with her now, his job would be over” (522). In his 

lust and drunkenness, however, his ingrained fear dissipates, and their gazes converge, the 

black man and white woman looking at each other square on. Her eyes close, then open, 

“look[ing] at him feverishly from deep sockets” (521). Bigger “watches her with a mingled 

feeling of helplessness, admiration, and hate” (522). She looks at him “with blank eyes” 

(523). He sees “the furtive glints of her white teeth” and that “her eyes were closed” (524). 

Their exchange of longing gazes culminates with their kissing. He lays her on the bed and 

“kisses her again,” feeling the “sharp bones of her hips mov[ing] in a hard and veritable 

grind” (524), he “tighten[ing] his fingers on her breasts,” “feeling her move toward him” 

(524). The scene clearly describes erotic foreplay between black man and white woman, a 

movement sure to culminate with miscegenation, the most abhorrent and transgressive act 

that could be committed in the racist and segregated society of interwar America. Having 

prevailed in their clash of gazes,111 Bigger is poised to seize the fetishized object at the end of 

his journey. 

But their nascent sexual intercourse is interrupted by the “silent, ghostlike” Mrs. 

Dalton, who calls out to her daughter, blind to the scene transpiring before her eyes. Rather 

                                                           
111 As Frederick Turner writes in Epic: Form, Content, and History, “the epic quest involves a great battle, which 
is either the climactic episode of the work or its entire substance. Every epic contains such a battle” (117) 
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than risk discovery, a certain death sentence for him, Bigger suffocates Mary, covering “her 

entire face” with a pillow; his eyes “filled with the white blur moving toward him in the 

shadows of the room” (525). Griffin observes that “The murder is described in very sexual 

language. He is ‘tight,’ ‘full,’ ‘about to explode.’ Her body ‘surges upward’ to meet his 

downward pushes. The final sentences might have been used to describe Bigger after he 

achieved an orgasm” (127). So it is that the act of killing is both a violent and sexual release 

for Bigger, the crowning moment of his quest for identity and meaning. During the murder, 

we are told, Bigger’s head “was cocked at an angle that enabled him to see Mary and Mrs. 

Dalton by merely shifting his eyes,” (525). With Mary dead and her mother blind, Bigger is 

free to gaze upon both white women without fear of punishment; Mary and her gaze have 

been vanquished, and he is able to look upon her as he did at the movie theater. The 

conqueror Bigger “blinked his eyes and stared at Mary’s face; it was darker than when he had 

first bent over her. Her mouth was open and her eyes bulged glassily” (527). Her gaze has 

been silenced; his is triumphant.  

“With eyes glazed, with nerves tingling with excitement, he look[s] around the 

basement” (532); all that remains is for him to dispose of the body in the furnace, on guard 

for the return of the “white blur” that might make his crime manifest.112 While ginning up 

courage to decapitate the body he stares into the fire, “looking at Mary’s white throat,” 

wistfully gazing “at the edge of the blade resting on the white skin” (531). Gercken argues 

that Wright, through the furnace scene, “reminds readers that Bigger, in his destruction of 

Mary, is replicating the oppressive gaze he feels from the dominant culture. Moreover, 

                                                           
112 His premonition is confirmed when Mrs. Dalton’s white cat, surely her spiritual avatar, is photographed 
clutching to his coat in the Daltons’ basement; Bigger is struck by the “feeling that the cat had given him away, 
had pointed him out as the murderer of Mary” (633), 
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through this replication of the initial cinematic representation of Mary as Bigger dismembers 

her, Wright places responsibility for Bigger with the mass culture—specifically, the 

movies— that pretends to give Bigger access to precisely what he cannot have: white 

women” (637). In dismembering and decapitating Mary’s dead body, Bigger assumes the 

role of epic hero—Perseus, Beowulf, Gawain—who desecrates the monster he has slain. As 

he stares into the fire and watches her body burn, it is clear that Mary Dalton, and the white 

society she represents, will hold power over Bigger no longer. 

Having completed his quest, Bigger returns to his family’s one-room apartment on 

the South Side, recrossing the “color line” threshold, exhausted and strung-out, but for the 

first time alive with possibility. He lies down beside his brother and falls soundly asleep in 

five minutes. 

“A Clear Sense of Identity”: From Cipher to Demigod 

Bigger Thomas is a changed man after his murder of Mary Dalton. In crossing the threshold, 

in completing his epic quest, “he had murdered and created a new life for himself . . . 

something that was all his own” (542). As Bigger later tells his lawyer, Boris Max, “I sort of 

saw myself after that night. And I sort of saw other people, too” (845). In the morning he 

awakes and discovers “he did not have to hide behind a wall or curtain now,” but rather has 

“a natural wall from behind which he could look at them” (542). He considers himself 

“outside of his family . . . over and beyond them” because “they were incapable of even 

thinking that he had done such a deed. And he had done something which even he had not 

thought possible” (542). As Frederick Turner explains, regarding the fruits of a successful 

epic quest, “there must be either a return or a failure to return, with a meaningful high-water-

mark of the adventure. There must be a home to return to. And there must be a gift with 
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which the hero returns, and a commemoration of the adventure that transmits it to us, the 

hearers or readers” (94). In Native Son, Richard Wright’s modern minority epic, Bigger 

returns to the Black Belt with the gift of vision without impediment or sanction, a unique 

ability that gives him power over the whites he encounters. 

With his newly unobstructed field of vision Bigger has the power both to see people 

and to look inside them. Where before he turned away in shame, he now unabashedly 

watches his sister changing clothes. He peers at his brother with a “funny” look, noticing 

how Buddy “went round and round in a groove” (544). He observes the “tired and sunken 

and darkly ringed” eyes of his mother and the “heavy and delicately balanced burden” in her 

heart (544). Not only is Bigger granted extraperceptive abilities, but he also begins to notice 

that those around him are myopic and blind. Reflecting on his time in the white world, he 

concludes that “Mary had been blind. Mr. Dalton was blind. And Mrs. Dalton was blind; yes, 

blind in more ways than one. . . . Bigger felt that a lot of people were like Mrs. Dalton, blind” 

(543). This metaphorical blindness is not limited to whites but also extends to black 

characters: Buddy, whose “eyes were defenseless and their glance went only to the surface,” 

and “did not see things”; he “too, was blind” (544) “Bessie, too, was very blind” (574). Just 

as in the moment after the murder, Bigger can see others—even into their minds and souls—

yet they cannot see him for who and what he really is, a blindness he uses to his advantage. 

“If he could see while others were blind, then he could get what he wanted and never be 

caught at it” (543). 

That Bigger has committed the ultimate transgressive crime gives him a sense of 

power—as he reflects, “what his knife and gun had once meant to him, his knowledge of 

having secretly murdered Mary now meant” (584). Whereas before the murder Bigger lived 
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timidly under the watchful eye of Buckley and the white police force, Bigger now places the 

Dalton household under surveillance—carefully observing the whites’ behavior and 

mannerisms as they attempt to solve the murder. Though clumsy and ill-considered, his 

attempt to outwit and extort the white characters with a ransom note blaming Communists 

reveals his desire to gain further power rather than pay “mute tribute” or flee the scene in 

fear. Bigger likewise learns how to manipulate the perceptions of white authorities when he 

plays the role of “dumb Negro” when interrogated by Britten, the private investigator under 

employ of Mr. Dalton. In this way, Bigger “sees” how to successfully navigate the once-

strange white world that had previously confounded and paralyzed him: “He smiled a little, 

feeling a tingling sensation enveloping all his body. He saw it all very sharply and simply: 

act like other people thought you ought to act, yet do what you wanted . . . Although he was 

trembling a little, he was not really afraid” (549). As the passage indicates, Bigger’s 

trembling is not from fear or from cold, but rather from the sense of power he had come to 

inhabit—a “new feeling [that] had been born in him, a feeling that all but blotted out the fear 

of death” (583). This newfound feeling shapes Bigger’s self-conception and aligns him Dean 

Miller’s analysis of the Epic Hero, which argues that “the great socioeconomic and political 

manifestations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries” have reinvigorated the figure of the 

folk hero, a man “little but noble in adversity” who “refuses to be defined as powerless by 

those who hold grand power and wealth, and who finally rebels against human oppression 

and adversity, thereby becoming an outlaw” (23-24). Bigger has crossed the color line and 

become an outlaw; he has kissed and killed a white woman, and he alone possesses 

knowledge of his deed: “the knowledge that he had killed a white girl they loved and 
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regarded as a symbol of beauty made him feel the equal of them, like a man who had been 

somehow cheated, but had now evened the score” (598).  

With the score evened and his confidence soaring, Bigger is filled with “a certain 

sense of power, a power born of a latent capacity to live” (589). To some extent his power 

derives from the tangible rewards of the murder: the money he has taken from Mary’s purse, 

which allows him to buy the esteem of his friends and the loyalty of Bessie. For a time he 

plays the role of big man on the South Side, spending profligately on cigarettes, drinks, and 

dinner, eyes shining and “feeling giddy and elated” (549). With Bigger’s newfound power 

comes a newfound freedom, which he exercises to experience luxuries once denied to him. 

No longer circumscribed by the color line, he dreams of leaving Chicago—“Instead of going 

to Dalton’s, he could take a street car to a railway station and leave town” (549) and tells 

Bessie “we could go to New York, to Harlem” (580). Where he once constrained by limited 

options, he can now contemplate a variable future: “The mere thought that these avenues of 

action were open to him made him feel free, that his life was his, that he held his future in his 

hands” (622). Even when his crime is discovered and he becomes a fugitive, the feeling of 

power does not dissipate, for “out of it all, over and above all that had happened, impalpable 

but real, there remained to him a queer sense of power. He had done this. He had brought all 

this about” (669). Surrounded by law enforcement, his money and agency all but 

extinguished, Bigger may no longer be free to live as he’d like, but he is yet and forevermore 

free from the fear, shame, and inferiority which plagued his previous life as a subaltern. “He 

was living, truly and deeply, no matter what others might think, looking at him with their 

blind eyes. Never had he had the chance to live out the consequences of his actions; never 

had his will been so free as in this night and day of fear and murder and flight” (670). It is the 
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act of murder—and his unapologetic embrace of that act—that proves powerful and freeing 

for Bigger, who accepts “the moral guilt and responsibility for that murder because it had 

made him feel free for the first time in his life” (701). Power, freedom, and meaning—these 

are the fruit of Bigger’s epic quest, the elixir which he drinks from “the first full act of his 

life . . . the most meaningful, exciting and stirring thing that had ever happened to him” 

(817).  

Having gained power and the freedom to exercise it, Bigger welcomes his new 

identity as the conqueror of the white world; his life is suddenly imbued with a once-hidden 

meaning, “which others did not see and which he had always tried to hide” (542). With his 

identity comes an attendant yearning for visibility as Bigger clings to “a kind of terrified 

pride in feeling and thinking that some day he would be able to say publicly that he had done 

it” (542). Indeed, soon after the murder Bigger returns to the scene of the crime, which is 

soon discovered (and summarily covered) by the media who have gathered there. The 

subsequent trial allows him to publicly take claim for what he has done, the capstone to his 

progression from invisibility to hyper-visiblity. Indeed, a neat line of media exposure can be 

traced through Native Son’s epic trajectory: from Mary’s appearance in the movie trailer to 

the murder itself;113 from the subsequent investigation, wherein a throng of reporters storm 

the Dalton residence to drum up the story, to Bigger’s manhunt, which is covered front-page 

and around-the-clock; and from his public trial to his final (if off-screen) execution, which 

will no doubt garner an extra issue of the newspaper. At each interval Bigger’s notoriety 

                                                           
113 Bigger uses “a pile of old newspapers” to cradle Mary’s head for decapitation; afterwards, the blood “crept 
outward in widening circles of pink on the newspapers, spreading quickly now” (531). Finally, Bigger literally 
“wrap[s] the head in the newspapers and used the wad to push the bloody trunk of the body deeper into the 
furnace” (532).  
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grows, and with it his own interest in his increasingly public profile. Soon after Mary’s 

murder, Bigger reads a newspaper account linking Jan to the crime and featuring Jan’s 

photograph “in the center of page one” (638). A nearby reporter walks over to Bigger and 

asks:  

“Say, Mike, you think this Erlone fellow did this?” 

“My name ain’t Mike,” Bigger said, resentfully. (639) 

Earle Vincent Bryant notes that “to the reporter, just as to so many other characters in the 

novel, Bigger has no identity, has no name. He is ‘Mike,’ America’s invisible and hence 

nameless native son” (265). In the passage Bigger is resentful not only that he is asked about 

Jan, but also that as a black man in a white world he is invisible and ignored, and “in being 

ignored, his very existence is discounted” (Bryant 263). “Resentful” that the reporter does 

not recognize the murderer in his midst, Bigger seeks to establish a unique identity of his 

own, an endeavor which is accelerated when his crime is made manifest. Suddenly his 

identity is broadcast to the public: an all-points bulletin manhunt; an editorial about his 

adolescence in the South; and the front-page publication of his photograph, as had been those 

of Jan, Mary, and the Daltons. Rather than shying away from this publicity, Bigger exhibits 

an insatiable appetite for news about himself. While a fugitive he risks discovery to steal a 

newspaper; even while jailed he asks for a paper to follow the coverage (705). Bryant argues, 

in this vein, that it was “Bigger’s desire to be seen, to be recognized as human, that propels 

him into murder” in the first place (263).  

As the novel closes, the epic hero Bigger Thomas, having gained the attention of the 

Illinois governor and the angry mob of whites outside the jail, has transcended his meager 
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circumstances and claimed both humanity and identity as a man and murderer. Elder posits 

that Bigger’s newfound identity is crucial, for as long as oppressed Black society operates 

“with out a clear sense of identity, [it] can never hope to become part of the ‘heroic narrative’ 

of America and attain its piece of the American promise, which was, at that time, reserved 

only for whites” (Elder 33). No longer an abject nullity, Bigger now considers himself the 

equal of a white person—he has killed Mary Dalton and taken her money and gaze, and now 

occupies a central place in the spotlight.  

Bigger undertakes the final step of his transformation when he embraces what he has 

done, in fulfillment of the epic prophecy that “the gallows is at the end of the road you 

traveling” (452). Considering the fate before him, he admits that “to tell the truth . . .  it 

seems sort of natural-like, me being here facing that death chair. Now I come to think of it, it 

seems like something like this just had to be” (780). This embrace of impending death aligns 

Bigger with the work of Dean Miller, who argues that the epic hero “deals in death, and for 

the most part he accepts that death will be his inescapable portion” (120-21). While Boris 

Max files various appeals on Bigger’s behalf (but not of Bigger’s volition), Bigger goes to 

the electric chair willingly— and he goes not like the desperate, cornered rat of the novel’s 

opening scene, but with a “wry smile,” as a warrior who has met his deserved end. Bigger 

realizes that he believes in himself and what he has become, and he has no compunction 

regarding his deed. As he explains, “I ain’t trying to forgive nobody and I ain’t asking for 

nobody to forgive me. I ain’t going to cry. They wouldn’t let me live and I killed. Maybe it 

ain’t fair to kill, and I reckon I really didn’t want to kill. But when I think of why all the 

killing was, I begin to feel what I wanted, what I am…” (849). Given the power and freedom 
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to do so, Bigger has begun to think for himself, to claim his own value as a human,114 to 

ruminate about “how he saw things now” (849). Bigger’s now “seeing things,” in turn, 

directly leads to the novel’s climactic “moment of heroic self-identity” (Afflerbach 108), 

wherein Bigger equates his own identity with his motivation for killing: “What I killed for, I 

am!” (849). His fervent declaration completes Bigger’s transformation from an insipid and 

invisible cipher into to a demigod with powers of bravery, knowledge, and sight. As Eugene 

Miller argues, “By having Bigger utter and apply to himself the biblical name that God gave 

to Himself, Wright makes us see Bigger as a deified human; as deified, he is a being who 

somehow encompasses all, however deformed his external appearance may appear” (Eugene 

Miller 92-3). Bigger has, like the God of the Old Testament115, become so bright and 

dazzling that his lawyer, in “despair” and “terror,” must “grope for his hat like a blind man” 

and feel “for the door, keeping his face averted” (849).  

Bigger will die, but he will die in victory, having claimed an identity and 

consequential life, and a having completed an epic: 

journey through the depths of his unknown self, through a maelstrom into a sense of 

self that offers to cancel out the antinomies that conventional modes of apprehending 

reality have told him exist between himself and the rest of the world. While he has 

only a glimmer of this kind of unification, he has approached it, and there is a 

sufficient unification of self, within himself and in his relationship with the outside 

                                                           
114 Turner writes that the epic hero “must exist not only at the boundary between known and unknown, past 
and future, but also between the animal and the human--he must embody and recall the moment when the 
animal became human” (91). 
115 Eugene Miller asserts that the transformation “affronts the Christian doctrine of incarnation by inverting it: 
Bigger, entering into his human life by asserting his own reality against ‘the other,’ becomes God--the Old 
Testament God” (58-59). 
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world, that Wright can have him exclaim, “What I killed for, I am!” (Eugene Miller 

92-3). 

Bigger Thomas will be electrocuted, like the “Biggers” before him who were “shot, hanged, 

maimed, lynched, and generally hounded until they were dead” (Wright “How” 857). But 

Bigger, like his namesakes, will also be remembered by his people as a legendary hero. 

While they “wanted to live, but . . . were more willing to tighten our belts than risk conflict” 

and “longed to believe and act as he did, but . . . were afraid” (855), the Bigger Thomas of 

Native Son “wanted to live”—and “he did” (855). 

A Model for Racial Integration and Reconciliation  

Were this the final statement of Native Son, Richard Wright’s minority modern epic might be 

read as a polemic for black supremacy and a call for violent resistance against white 

hegemony. Indeed, the dazzling climax of the novel demonstrates the inability of the white 

liberal class (represented by Boris Max) to “face” the realized potential of black power and 

identity (represented by Bigger), especially as Bigger refuses to repent for his crimes. As 

Gibson asserts: “Max’s response is to recoil in horror, for even he ultimately is unable to 

accept any definition of a man outside his own preconceived idea” (39). Neither is Max, for 

all his diligent advocacy on Bigger’s behalf, capable of “recognizing and accepting the truth 

of Bigger’s humanity” (40). After Bigger declares himself a man and murderer, Max keeps 

his face averted; when leaving, Max does not turn around, and even when addressed pauses, 

but does not look back (850). In light of the novel’s repeated interplay of vision and gaze, 

this series of gestures signifies that Max has ultimately defaulted to the accustomed and 

superior white perspective, consigning Bigger to death as a null and abject other. Yet as Max 
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turns to leave, Bigger proffers a final message of redemption, not for the man in whom he 

has confided, but instead for the man with whom he feels kinship:  

“Tell. . . . Tell Mister. . . . Tell Jan hello. . . .” (850). 

Bigger’s final words provide not only the capstone to the remarkable progression of the 

novel’s epic hero, but also a glimpse of Richard Wright’s alternate ideology for the United 

States of America. For, though Bigger declares “I ain’t trying to forgive nobody and I ain’t 

asking for nobody to forgive me,” his message to Jan certainly extends a measure of racial 

reconciliation, revealing that Bigger considers Jan not only a friend but an equal, a white man 

he might call by first name. That is, while the United States was founded on white supremacy 

through segregation, in the modern era it must move toward social equality through personal 

interaction between races.   

When Bigger first meets Jan, the latter embodies ham-fisted Communism straight out 

of agitprop, offering Bigger “a small batch of booklets” (521) and promising that after the 

impending revolution “there’ll be no white and no black; there’ll be no rich and no poor” 

(509). He is arrestingly over-gregarious, eager to shake hands and talk familiarly—whether 

Bigger desires to or not. Jan makes a painful effort to connect with Bigger and appropriate 

urban black culture, eating beer and fried chicken, singing Negro spirituals, and speaking in 

what he believes is black slang. These gestures do little to ingratiate Jan to Bigger, but rather 

leave the latter feeling foolish and self-conscious. As Guttman writes, “Jan’s and Mary’s 

clumsy attempt to create a ‘No Man’s Land,’ a place of equality, only serves to remind him 

of the circumscribed place allotted to him. When they make Bigger acutely aware of his 

black skin and his black body, they simultaneously render him invisible and transparent” 

(175). Though well-intentioned, Jan’s approach is both blind and blinding, and—because he 
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regards Bigger as both an object and a pawn—ultimately no better that historically adopted 

by whites. Thus it comes as no surprise when Bigger rejects Jan’s empty promises of 

Communism, just as he rejects Reverend Hammon’s religious overtures and the Daltons’ 

offer of higher education, as abstract and impractical ideas designed to keep the black 

population paying “mute tribute” in its “prescribed corner” of the world (550). 

Though Bigger and Jan leave on friendly terms, their wild night on the South Side 

promises to conclude their relationship. Bigger has no desire to be friends with Jan, nor to 

join him in union-organizing or Communism, which he finds confusing and fears might cost 

him his chauffeur job. And certainly Jan, in the hours after their parting, is gravely and 

irreparably harmed by the black man’s actions. The litany of Bigger’s successive wrongs is 

staggering; he reject’s Jan’s friendship, murders Jan’s girlfriend, falsely frames Jan as a 

kidnapper, lies about Jan’s conduct and whereabouts, maligns Communism as a whole, and 

threatens Jan with assault. Moreover, when Jan approaches Bigger to discuss the matter 

Bigger brandishes a gun and screams “leave me alone!” four times (605). If there were ever 

anyone entitled to write off or hate Bigger Thomas it would be Jan Erlone, whose 

rapprochement is met with violence and whose kindness is met with perfidy. When Jan 

arrives at the jail to pay a visit, therefore, Bigger is surprised and instantly on guard—he 

“springs to his feet, galvanized by fear,” and wonders “Would not Jan get his revenge?” 

(712). Yet Jan, for all the crimes committed against him, has come not condemn or avenge 

but to forgive. In a long, halting monologue—Wright describes it is “listening to a man talk 

to himself” (712)—Jan speaks not only of the past, but of the future: innocence and guilt, his 

own soul-searching, and how Bigger has opened his eyes to the larger injustices daily 

occurring to black citizens: 
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Well, you jarred me. . . .I see now. I was kind of blind. I—I just wanted to come here 

and tell you that I’m not angry. . . . I’m not angry and I want you to let me help you. I 

don’t hate you for trying to blame this thing on me . . . Maybe you had good reasons. . 

. . I don’t know. And maybe in a certain sense, I’m the one who's really guilty (713) 

After admitting his own guilt, Jan elaborates on what he has learned from the experience: 

Though this thing hurt me, I got something out of it . . . It made me see deeper into 

men. It made me see things I knew, but had forgotten. . . . It taught me that it’s your 

right to hate me, Bigger. I see now that you couldn’t do anything but that; it was all 

you had. Ever since I got out of jail I’ve been thinking this thing over and I felt that 

I’m the one who ought to be in jail for murder instead of you (713) 

Admitting his culpability, he offers a final and direct appeal toward solidarity and alliance: 

At first, I thought old Man Dalton was trying to frame me, and I wanted to kill him. 

And when I heard that you’d done it, I wanted to kill you. And then I got to thinking. I saw if 

I killed, this thing would go on and on and never stop. I said, ‘I’m going to help that guy, if 

he lets me. . . . Let me be on your side, Bigger. I can fight this thing with you, just like 

you’ve started it. I can come from all of those white people and stand here with you. (714) 

In this stirring passage Jan Erlone provides a preliminary model for racial 

reconciliation and the destruction of white hegemony. Though Jan offers to “stand here” with 

Bigger, he also admits that he “come[s] from all these white people,” copping to the default 

position of powerful men who are reluctant to see the humanity in blacks like Bigger: As 

Joyce Ann Joyce writes, of the novel’s authoritative whites, “their viewing him as a fellow 

human being would demand that they relinquish their roles as superior, godlike beings and 
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give Bigger equal status among them and their kind. This stance of superiority, lodged deeply 

and immovably in the white unconscious, lies at the root of the Daltons’ blindness as well as 

Britten’s and Buckley’s hostility toward Bigger” (87). As Jan admits in his monologue, he 

began at the same place as the Daltons, Britten, and Buckley, with a deep and immovable 

stance of superiority, blind to the nature of Bigger’s humanity and hating Bigger for his place 

in the system. It is true that as a white man Jan embodies a certain privilege; even as a reviled 

Communist, he will never be at risk of death and discrimination the way Bigger is, and his 

later offer of camaraderie is not at a great cost to him or his reputation. Yet the events of that 

night “jarred” Jan, and when he actually tried to see “deeper” into Bigger’s life, he “got 

something out of it.” Coming into actual contact with a black man, that is, was the first step 

on a journey from forgiveness to culpability, from understanding to solidarity, and hopefully 

from partnership to a personal relationship.   

The effect of Jan’s speech on Bigger is tremendous. Up to that point Bigger, in his 

own blindness, had considered all white men the same: hateful and all-powerful, to be feared 

and avoided and certainly not to be trusted. But suddenly: 

This white man had come up to him, flung aside the curtain and walked into the room 

of his life. Jan had spoken a declaration of friendship that would make other white 

men hate him: a particle of white rock had detached itself from that looming 

mountain of white hate, had rolled down the slope, stopping still at his feet. (714-15) 

It is Jan’s “declaration of friendship,” more than anything, that flings aside the “curtain” that 

separated Bigger from life, a curtain both literal (the various walls and barriers of the “color 

line” separating black and white) and figurative (a blindness, encouraged by American 

culture and the media, which prevents blacks like Bigger from “seeing” what things are 
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really like in the white world). This, in turn, is the first chink in his armor of sullen hate. For 

Bigger, 

The word had become flesh. For the first time in his life a white man became a human 

being to him; and the reality of Jan’s humanity came in a stab of remorse: he had 

killed what this man loved and had hurt him. He saw Jan as though someone had 

performed an operation upon his eyes, or as though someone had snatched a 

deforming mask from Jan’s face. (715) 

The curtain removed,116 Bigger comes to realize Jan’s humanity and express remorse for the 

first time. The speech likewise allows Bigger insight into Jan’s true nature, revealing the 

white man for who he truly is. Taken together, the passages orbit around cores of gaze and 

vision: of “seeing” the light; of viewing anew; of “deforming masks” and blindnesses 

removed. For the first time Jan and Bigger see each other as they are—as human beings 

rather than symbols or objects or abstractions—and because they finally “see” each other, 

their hate and misunderstanding dissolves: the curtain is rent, the wall splinters, and the 

longstanding system of American apartheid begins to erode.    

For Jan this is not just an empty platitude, but a deeply held belief accompanied by 

action. He no longer speaks of Communism or the coming revolution; he has brought no 

recruiting pamphlets to pass through the cell bars. Rather he fulfills his pledge to “stand here 

with you” by supporting the Negro race where it is and where it is going: he catches Bigger’s 

mother when she faints, try[ing] to lift her up” (726), and offers to drive Jack and G. H. to the 

                                                           
116 The curtain figures as yet another Biblical allusion—in this case, the veil guarding the “Holy of Holies” 
within the Holy Place of the tabernacle. Devised as a barrier between God and human, the veil was supposedly 
rent upon Christ’s death. 
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South Side, this time crossing the color line not as a tourist and voyeur, but as a friend. 

Throughout his later trial testimony, while State’s Attorney grills him in order to fan the 

flames of white hate, Jan steadfastly defends Bigger specifically and blacks overall, asserting 

that “I make no distinctions” between races (745), and that, above all, Bigger “is human!” 

(745). Bigger’s transformation, as well, is more than a fleeting feeling, but an epiphany 

accompanied by a nascent faith in Jan. When Boris Max asks “Do you believe he’s your 

friend now?” Bigger replies “ ‘Well, he ain’t against me. He didn't turn against me today 

when they was questioning him. I don’t think he hates me like the others’ ”(780). Crucial to 

this statement is Bigger’s growing belief that Jan is not “like the others”; that whites are not a 

monolith, some distant and supreme beings, but individual and fallible humans who live in 

the same world he does. 

To the very end Bigger calls his lawyer Mr. Max, granting him a title according to his 

superior status in the apartheid system of racial hierarchy. Max has ably served as confidant 

and advocate for Bigger, and for that Bigger is thankful. But they are not equals, and 

certainly not friends. When Bigger first meets Jan, he likewise affixes a title when addressing 

his superior, as he had been conditioned his entire life. By the novel’s dénouement, however, 

their interpersonal exchange has rendered such “customs” and “etiquette” pointless. Bigger 

falters, thinks better of it, and finally drops the Mr.—as Jan had repeatedly urged him—

referring to his white friend simply by his first name, as an equal. As Gibson observes, “there 

is neither irony nor condescension in his final ‘Tell Jan hello,’ nor does the last scene in the 

denotative meanings of its words and the tone project ‘hatred and fear’ on Bigger’s part” 

(37). Skerrett similarly notes that “Bigger speaks as a free man and equal human being not to 

Max, who can not, finally, look him in the eye, but to Jan. Jan has paid his dues, suffered, 
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and learned to see Bigger as a human being” (118). Indeed, it is the newfound vision of both 

Bigger and Jan that brooks mutual understanding. Both men have crossed the color line, both 

men have seen and experienced life in the spaces of the other. They have eaten and drank 

together, driven together, lusted after the same woman, and been maligned and persecuted by 

the same police. In the end there is no inferiority or supremacy, no barriers between them, 

only a deep and shared knowledge of the injustices of the world. 

Ultimately Native Son chronicles the many levels of Bigger Thomas’s epic journey. 

Physically, the native son of Chicago’s Black Belt travels from the ghetto across the color 

line to reside in a mansion, only to recross the line to be captured, jailed, and executed. The 

novel also traces Bigger’s journey from a dissolute and desultory boy to a man who claims 

humanity, identity, and possibility through a transgressive act of violence. But it is also a 

novel that performs the cultural work of the modern epic, undermining the foundational 

American ideology of white supremacy through apartheid, and replacing it with a doctrine 

suggesting that all Americans can undertake a journey toward mutual understanding and 

fraternity despite the deep-seated forces conspiring to keep black and white alienated and 

apart. The key to advancement into the modern era, Native Son asserts, is the simple yet 

radical act of removing our various masks and blindnesses and “seeing” each other as fellow 

human beings. And so we return to the humble suggestion of Richard Wright at the Dutch 

Treat Club luncheon, who hoped his audience of powerful and well-off whites might 

someday have the chance to meet “Bigger Thomas”—and given the opportunity, to 

relinquish, as did Jan Erlone, the “stance of superiority lodged deeply and immovably in the 

white unconscious,” and “give Bigger equal status among them and their kind” (Joyce 87).  
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Coda 

When I envisioned this project some two years ago, I identified a number of 

promising works I felt qualified under the designation of modern(ist) epic novel. For various 

reasons, I read and declined protracted study of Thomas Wolfe’s Of Time and The River, 

Anzia Yezierska’s The Bread Givers, James T. Farrell’s Studs Lonigan trilogy, and Theodore 

Dreiser’s American Tragedy; other epic works, like H.T. Tsieng’s The Hanging on Union 

Square and Ole Edvart Rølvaag’s Giants in the Earth, I learned of only once my research and 

composition were underway. After consideration and consultation I selected four works that I 

felt would dovetail into a project of this nature, not only because of their direct critiques of 

prevailing American ideology, but also because each of them spoke to the American sphere 

and project in their title. Indeed, The Last Puritan, The Making of Americans, U. S. A, and 

Native Son all make apparent their essential engagement with “Americanness,”—what is it 

comprised of? where does it come from? how does one acquire it?—whether in the past, 

present, or future. In broadcasting their American epic intentions, these works sought to 

highlight and subvert the obsolete (and even harmful) ideologies the United States had been 

founded upon. And I hope in the chapters heretofore that I have ably explored their endeavor 

to “re-found” the nation on dynamic, communal, egalitarian, and pluralistic grounds that 

might prove better-suited to the modern era. 

It did not occur to me until the project was well underway that each work under 

examination shared another common trait: authorship by an ethnic minority. George 

Santayana was born in Spain and retained Spanish citizenship throughout his life, 

immigrating (along with his self-character in the novel) to Italy late in his life. Gertrude Stein 

was the daughter of German Jews and grew up speaking both German and English; she, too, 
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moved abroad and eventually spent the bulk of her adult life in Europe. Though he was born 

in the United States, John Dos Passos was the son of a Portuguese man and gained notoriety 

as an iconoclast and a social revolutionary. And Richard Wright is perhaps the most 

marginalized of the set, as a black man who dabbled in Communism and eventually 

migrated, lived, and died abroad as well. Though each earned mainstream American fame 

through their works, each necessarily wrote from an immigrant or minoritized perspective, 

marked as other by their last name, skin color, sexual orientation, religion, and/ or political 

affiliation. Some embraced their “otherness,” like Stein, with her Robin Hood hat and thinly 

veiled lesbianism; and Santayana, with the black, European-style cape he donned during 

lecture at Harvard. Others, like Wright, needed hardly to emphasize their difference, as they 

wore it on their skin. In any event, the essentially ethnic perspectives of these epic authors is 

an incidence (I would not say coincidence) that merits further consideration. 

I don’t believe it’s an accident that so many influential American epicists were 

outsiders or newcomers to American society. Indeed, their marginalized perspectives may 

have catalyzed their epic ambition, inviting them to write in correction of the faults they 

more clearly observed in the foundation of the United States. In the 1920s Edward Bok, an 

immigrant himself as well as Pulitzer Prize-winning author, wondered: 

whether, after all, the foreign-born does not make in some better sense a better 

American—whether he is not able to get a truer perspective; whether his is not the 

deeper desire to see American greater; whether he is not less content to let its faulty 

institutions be as they are; whether in seeing faults he does not make a more decided 

effort to have America reach those ideals or those fundamentals of his own land 
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which he feels are in his nature, and the best of which he is anxious to graft into the 

character of his adopted land? (qtd. in Sollors 46-7). 

Bok’s query does well to highlight the “truer perspective” of the modern epicists in this 

study, who undertook a “decided effort” to reach for higher ideals, often by endeavoring to 

fix the “faulty institutions” of the American nation in which they lived. In the same vein, 

after linking minoritized modernist writers with Robert E. Park’s “marginal men” and Georg 

Simmel’s “stranger,” Werner Sollors posits that “their marginal location in a world of 

modernity may have pushed some writers who were immigrants and migrants toward 

modernism” (63). In other words modernity, as a movement predicated upon the avant-garde 

and unorthodox, may have been more natural to those already pushing the envelope on the 

margins of society.  

In this way, the marginal status of American epicists may have offered these writers 

an alternative perspective on longstanding American ideology. For instance, regarding the 

foundational American emphasis on individualism (as subverted by Dos Passos in U. S. A.), 

immigrants may have been more attuned to communitarian ethics as a result of close-knit 

enclaves they formed once arriving to the United States. As Sollors argues in Ethnic 

Modernism, “while American authors who were not ethnically marked often extolled 

freestanding individualism, ethnic writers operated under a system that has been called 

‘compulsive representation,’ for they were often read as informants about the collectivities 

they were believed to embody” (42). One might observe, as well, that modern epic authors 

acted as “informants” about cultures and bodies they inhabited and eventually wrote about, 

from the progress of Gertrude Stein’s German-Jewish family (on which her epic was loosely 

based) to the professor-narrator-character of George Santayana; or the biographical 
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similarities between Richard Wright and Bigger Thomas and the lives of Thomas Wolfe and 

Anzia Yezierska, In each case, minoritized writers were uniquely qualified to compose epics 

about issues of which Anglo-American figures may have been less unaware. We must 

consider this to their credit, and as a necessary component of the modern(ist) epic itself, 

which sought to emphasize the progressive element many immigrants and minorities brought 

to mainstream American culture. 

What does it mean that such an array of authors could write essentially American 

epics, with such very American ambitions? Edward Mendelson theorized that the 

“encyclopedic narrative” (alternatively tabbed a “national book”) was often written by 

nationals in exile from the nation they purported to represent. He groups together Dante, 

Rabelais, Cervantes, Melville, and Joyce as authors whose works were marked by “exile, 

obscurity or illegality”; each, however, was embraced as a national author by and for his 

people. This designation readily applies to epics composed by Stein and Santayana, who 

literally wrote from self-imposed exile abroad. As a corollary, might not modernist minority 

epics within the United States be figuratively written “in exile” from the margins of 

mainstream of America? The writers Mendelson mentions are easily identifiable, and even 

conflatable with their nation—Joyce as an Irishman, Cervantes a Spaniard, Dante an Italian, 

etc. In contrast, I believe the multi-racial composition of modern epic—including the works 

to which I could not attend in this dissertation—is a testament to the American “melting pot” 

ideal of the early twentieth century, which might include authors as diverse as Dreiser 

(German), Farrell (Irish), Tsieng (Chinese), and Yezierska (Polish), to say nothing of “white” 

men like Thomas Wolfe, all of whom qualified (or were claimed) as “American,”—if some 

were maligned with a hyphenated qualifier beforehand. Despite their success none of these 
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authors was considered as a national surrogate or singular genius, or acclaimed as 

quintessentially American or an exemplar of the American type in the fashion sought by 

early American epicists. Nor did (or have) any of these epicists achieve(d) the popular 

mainstream status of nineteenth-century Anglo-American authors like Cooper, Hawthorne, 

Twain, and James. 

Along the same line, Mendelson claims that “each major national culture in the west, 

as it becomes aware of itself as a separate entity, produces an encyclopedic author, one 

whose work attends to the whole social and linguistic range of his nation, who makes use of 

all the literary styles and conventions known to his countrymen for other nations, a single 

work was often recognized as a “national epic” (qtd. in Moretti 4). Yet in the modern United 

States, no single work (or single author) has even been considered a successful stand-in for 

the nation as a whole, and likewise no epic hero came to represent the American spirit. In a 

nation so massive and multifarious, how could a single work or author claim such a 

designation? Oliver Alden may be raised as the epic hero of New England, but so too does 

Bigger Thomas emerge as the hero of the Black Belt. The multiplicity of regions, ethnicities, 

and perspectives augurs a further question: of what (and whom) is an American made? Just 

as modernism introduced multiple modes of narration and chronology to what had been 

unified plotlines, so too did the modernist epic offer multiple “heroes” and quests to what had 

been the straightforward storyline of American progress and Manifest Destiny. Given this 

scope, the United States was too large and multifarious for even for thousand-page novels to 

successfully render Lukacs’ “totalizing” ambition. Dos Passos’ U. S. A.—with his twelve 

protagonists, biographies, Newsreels, and first-person memories offered as compendium—

perhaps came the closest, but while eliding much of the Great War, and without providing 



 

273 
 

the narrative perspective of a person of color. How could any single epic, writer, or hero 

encapsulate America? Better to home in on a single character or issue in order to effect some 

small movement in the nation’s foundation. (No wonder the narrator of The Making of 

Americans is compelled to repeatedly “begin again,” stopping well short of her prophesied 

“history of every man and every woman who ever were or are or will be living and of the 

kind of nature in them and the way it comes out from them from their beginning to their 

ending” (176)). 

This brings me to the second significant discovery I made in completing this 

project—that each of the novels under study (and many of those unincluded) ends in abject 

failure, often to the point of death or ruin of the epic hero. Oliver Alden is insipid, and killed 

by his own clumsiness. David Hersland commits suicide. Joe, Daughter, and Charley 

Anderson die in accidents. And Bigger Thomas, of course is captured, tried, and sentenced to 

death. This is not to say that death is in short supply in the ancient poetic epic—far from it, as 

the sagas of Achilles, Odysseus, and others will attest. Rather it is the manner of these 

heroes’ demise that marks the modernist epic as a failure. There are no glorious battle deaths, 

nor even successful lives and deaths in old age. The epics in this study are marked by short, 

futile lives and abject deaths, characters who are primarily concerned with, as I wrote 

regarding Mary French and the feeble Communists of U. S. A., “minor and hopeless causes 

that even if successful will make no difference in the larger landscape.” 

Does the micro-failure of these epic heroes reflect a larger failure of the epics 

themselves? In some regards, yes—especially if we are measuring success by the level of 

subversion, reinvention, and progress they effected. Outside of Santayana’s assault on the 

Genteel Tradition (which was already in its death throes by The Last Puritan’s publication), 
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the other prevailing ideologies survive (indeed, thrive) to this day. Americanism is still 

predicated upon individualism, and the notion of material progress, whether individual or 

societal, still holds sway as the baseline expectation for a lifespan. Certainly our system of 

white supremacy is still intact, as events of recent months (and years) have made clear. In 

this light, the epicists in the modern period were no more successful than early republic poets 

like Phillip Freneau and Timothy Dwight, who attempted to posit George Washington and 

Christopher Columbus as American epic heroes in the traditional vein, but were stymied due 

to forces beyond their control. On the other hand, in fairness to the epic authors their 

characters (and the characters’ ventures) were doomed to failure from the outset. How much 

power and visibility, for instance, could Bigger Thomas ever gain within the system of white 

supremacy before he is put to death? What, indeed, could characters as ill-fated as Oliver 

Alden and Studs Lonigan do with their lives that would register as meaningful or 

noteworthy? Modernism brought with it the possibility of a new mode of existence, and of a 

future free from cloying tradition, including the foundational ideologies that hamstrung the 

United States in the modern age. Suffice it to say that neither the American people nor nation 

made the most of that opportunity. Perhaps it was for this reason that Stein, Santayana, and 

Wright emigrated abroad to live out their lives. Perhaps it is for this reason that Wright and 

Dos Passos had serious interest in alternative of systems of governance such as Communism, 

surely the most “un-American” ideology coursing through intellectual circles at the time.  

I will conclude by bringing this study to bear on the present day, where the battle over 

American institutions, values, and ideology continues with no end in sight. While researching 

I was continually intrigued to mark the extent to which American history repeats itself. Over 

the first decades of the twentieth century, as Walter Benn Michaels observed in Our America, 
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the idea of America and American national identity changed significantly. While much of 

this was inherent in small-scale beliefs and interactions, at a national level these changes 

were reflected chiefly by the competing models of the “melting pot” assimilation against the 

pastiche of cultural pluralism sponsored by men like Randolph Bourne, who “advocated a 

vision of America not as an Anglo-Saxon nation but as the first cosmopolitan and 

transnational country” (Morrisson 19). Nevertheless, in 1924 Congress rejected both visons 

and turned off the spigot of European immigration, significantly reducing the levels of 

undesirable ethnic Americans in an effort to secure material prosperity and social cohesion 

for those seen as “true” Americans. Throughout the Twenties this policy was marked a 

success; yet the Great Depression brought an economic overhaul of American society 

without much societal change, and World War II and the Cold War that followed saw a 

hearty retrenchment of traditional social values. Current clashes over culture and immigration 

have meant a return to the contested landscape of a hundred years ago.  

Given the balkanization of our media and the internationalization of the globe, I do 

not believe it possible to compose a successful American national epic in the present day.117 I 

do not know of a significant attempt to do so, even. While Catherine Morely penned a recent 

volume on The Quest for Epic in Contemporary American Fiction (2009), her contemporary 

epicists include John Updike, Philip Roth and Don DeLillo, authors who are acclaimed in 

literary circles but hardly popular figures in American culture. Despite their brilliance, I 

would hazard to guess which of their works and characters might qualify to perform such 

                                                           
117 One exception may be the Native American epic, as such a work may celebrate and epitomize a colonized 

people who are asserting increasing sovereignty over their own literature and culture in recent decades.  
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encyclopedic cultural work in a nation as broad, diverse, and divided as this.118 Certainly a 

unifying epic would be a welcome quantity for the United States, especially for those who 

see a fractured nation with nothing but dark days overhead and ahead. After two years of 

thinking on the subject, I’m struck by a simple suggestion—that to bring about a necessary 

shift in the foundation of America, perhaps we might look a century back, to works written 

and published during a similarly anxious era that might inform our own. One would hope that 

as a nation we might profit from their failure, re-embark upon the project of re-founding 

America, and realize the progressive vision of these epics in the decades to come. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
118  It is worth nothing that each of the authors (depending on how one classifies Roth’s religion) belongs to 
the traditionally predominant category of old (or deceased) white men. 
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Re-founding America: Nation, Ideology, and the Modern(ist) Epic Novel argues that during the 

1920s and ‘30s a cadre of minority novelists employed the classic epic form in an effort to recast the 

United States according to modern, diverse, and pluralistic grounds. Rather than adhere to the 

reification of culture as in ancient, poetic epic, Modernist writers such as Gertrude Stein and John 

Dos Passos utilized recursion, bricolage, and polyphony to represent the multifarious immediacy of 

the modern world; other authors, including George Santayana and Richard Wright, created insipid or 

outrageous anti-heroes for their epics, contesting the hegemony of Anglo dominance in the United 

States. Chapter 1, “Beyond the Genteel,” argues that Santayana’s The Last Puritan subverts and 

ultimately extinguishes the sterile Genteel Tradition of New England (embodied by protagonist 

Oliver Alden), replacing it with a vibrant strain of multiculturalism (exhibited by his cousin, Mario 

van de Weyer). Chapter 2, “The Unmaking of American Progress” attends to Stein’s The Making of 

Americans, which destabilizes the longstanding American ideology of salutary progress, instead 



 
 

 

asserting that failure is the default condition of the nation, and that even success comes at a great 

cost. Chapter 3, “A Modernist Symphony,” takes up the plight of the futile individual in Dos Passos’ 

U. S. A., asserting that life in the modern United States requires a plural collectivism embodied by 

the itinerant characters of that epic novel. Finally, Chapter 4, “A Rent in the Curtain,” explores the 

subversion of American apartheid in Wright’s Native Son, tracing the epic journey of anti-hero 

Bigger Thomas, who crosses the Chicago color line to achieve self-actualization and claim meaning 

for his life. In all, I claim these epic novels sought to undermine and subvert the foundational 

ideology of the United States, contesting notions of individualism, progress, and racial hegemony 

while revitalizing the epic form for use in the modern age. The marriage of this classical form to 

Modernist principles produced transcendent literature and offered a strenuous challenge to the 

interwar status quo, yet ultimately proved a failure: the U.S. was too large and diverse, and 

longstanding American ideology was simply too fixed for the nation’s axis be entirely dislodged. 

          



 
 

 


