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ABSTHACT 

The American 1920s is a period too often treated without 

roots and this, combined with a tendency to romanticize 

its history, has distorted the meaning of the decade. 

In order to rectify this falsification, a new conceptual 

frame of reference, the American Dream, is used to 

locate the decade as a distinct period and as a part of 

America's total civilization. The American Dream is, 

therefore, defined and interpreted, and then related to 

the decade's 'mood' which is structured around tNormalc~' 

Intolerance, Prohibition, 'Ballyhoo,' Manners and Morals. 

and 'The Revolt of the Highbrows.' The urban nature of 

the decade is vital and New York City is used to provide 

a proper forum that is in tUrn tested by reference to 

s even novels (CALL IT SLEEP, A TREE GRQ'o;V~ IN BROQKLYN, 

THE GREAT GATSBY, ~4NHATTAN TRANSFER, BL~TERFIELD 8, 

JEWS WITHOUT MONEY and MISS LONELYHEARTS) set in New 

York City during the period and functioning mainly as 

mirrors of social history. The. increase in the breadth 

and depth of understanding tha t results from this 

i'nterdisciplinary approach makes a valid contribution 

to the established understanding of the period because 

it clarifies the decade's complexity and concludes that~ 

the decade is still in need of revision; as the 'top of 

the world,' New York City is a valid place from which 

the American Dream can be examined~ in combination, 

the American Dream and New York City depict the 1920s 

as the front door to modern chaos: the setting of the 
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novels is powerf'ul but there is no other base with which 

it can be compared; and the novelists dramatically modify 

the historical perspective of the decade by expelling 

its surface glamour and emotionalism, establishing an 

accurately moderate atmosphere instead. The most important 

conclusion is, however, that as a result of this entire 

process, the United States of America was transformed 

from Paradise int 0 Wasteland. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In one of the most recent texts dealing with the 

1920s, Jo~~ Hoff Wilson's THE TWmfTIES: THE CRITICAL 

ISSUES,1 the state of the decade's historiography is 

dramatized by a citation attributed to the socialist, 

journalist, and politician, McAlister Coleman. As 

1 

early as 1931, Coleman had implored Clio, the muse of 

history, to be benevolent towards future generations of 

historians and their attempts to write about the decade. 

These historians, he admonished, "will be confronted with 

such a masa of contradictory evidence on the state of the 

American nation ••• as to make them believe they had 

somehow got hold of a bottle of cut Scotch, one of the 

chief products of the lauded mass production of that 

epoch. n2 Beginning with Frederick Lewis Allen's frothy, 

if informal depiction of the events between the Big Parade 

and Black Thursday,3 successive histories have devoted 

themselves to making the decade appear as intoxicating as 

possible. Along with other factors, this has resulted in 

an interpretative heritage of confUSion, contradiction, 

naivet~, and, in many cases, superficiality.4 

1. Joan Hoff Wilson (ed.), ~HE TWENTIES: THE CRITICAL 
ISSUES, (Boston, 1972), p.vii. 

2. llli. 

3. Frederick Lewis Allen, ONLY YESTERDAY: AN INFORMAL 
HISTORY OF THE NINETEEN-TWENTIES, (New York, 1964). 

4. One of the earliest exceptions to this rule was the 
Report of the President's Research Committee on Social 
Trends, RECENT SOC:IAL TRENDS IN THE UNITED STATES, two 
volumes, (Westport, Connecticut, 1970). Although many of 
its conclusions were inaccurate, RECENT SOCIAL TRENDS IN 
THE UNITED STATES, first published in 1933, is the moat 
substantial study of American society during the period. 
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F among e factors has been the tendency 

to insist upon periodization. The 1920s, therefore, 

become anything that occured between 1919 on the one hand, 

and either 1929 or 1932 on the other. This malpractice 

was so common that, before the 1950s, the decade was 

seldom, if ever, defined in other than chronological terms. 5 

Consequently, the 1920s was too often treated as a decade 

without roots. Subsequently, it has been one of the major 

tasks of the revieionists to show that the period not onlY 

had a present, but also a past, and, perhaps more importantl~ 

a f'uture. 6 

Another significant agent influencing the general 

inability to deal adequately with the 19208 has been the 

failure of its interpreters to appreciate the quite 

simple fact that the period is not an easy one to package 

and preserve. The 1920s were dynamic. But they were 

also multifaceted and have been subject to diverse 

critical interpretation. After cautioning that calm 

study of the period is virtually impossible, and that less 

5. Full treatment of this argument can be found in 
Professor Henry F. May's now standard "Shifting Perspectives 
on the 1920s," MISSISSIPPI VALLEY HISTORICAL REVIEN, 
Volume XLIII, Number 3, (December, 1956), pp.405-427. 
May's article should be supplemented by reference to Burl 
Noggle t S "The Twenties: A New Historiographical Frontier," 
JOURNAL OF AMERICAN HISTORY, Volume LIII. Number 2, 
(September, 1966), pp.299-314. 

6. Two of the most significant works i~ this respect are 
Arthur Mann's provocative study, LA GUARDIA, A FIGHTER 
AGAINST HIS TIMES, 1882-1933, (Chicago, 1969), and Leon 
Baritz' highly competent assessment, "The CultUre of' the 
Twenties," in Stanley C oben and Lorman Ratner (eds.), 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF AN AMERICAN CULTURE, (Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey, 1970), pp.150-178 
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si studies are needed, Henry May holds that "the 

cultural battles of the twenties have been fought again 

and again. Successive writers have fo~~d it necessary 

either to condemn or to praise the decade, though what 

they have seen to condemn or praise has differed~,7 The 

outcome of this compulsion is that there has been little 

in the way of consistency or overall coherence. 

There is, however, a critical consonance that the 

1920s, conflict, and controversy, are interchangeable 
8 synonyms. This consensus is wholly legitimate. Indeed, 

in an age that William E. Leuchtenburg characterizes as 

"the first serious attempt lb:l.7 Americans to make their 

peace with the twentieth century,,,9 the convention that 

the period ~epreae."lted a tt deep chasmlt 10 is both natural 

and appropriate. There was a sharp breach between 

agrarianism and urbanism, but the parties to this schism 

have been misleadingly oversimplified. Formed by 

small-town, rural, White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, the first 

7. May, on. cit., p. 41 6 

8. This claim 1s substantiated by Henry May and Burl 
Noggle in particular (see footnote 5). Further 
verification of this point can be found in John D. Hick's 
"Research Opportunities in the 1920s," HISTORIAN, Volum.e 
XXV, (November, 1962), pp.1-13. Hicks argues thit nearly 
every aspect of the 1920s is open to serious questioning 
and that there is need for new and independent research 
in terms of what has already been accomplished, as well as 
what has not. 

9. Cited by Richard Lowitt, "Prosperity Decade, 1917-
1928, It Chapter 14, pp.231-263, in William H. Cartwright 
and Richard I.Watson (eds.), INTERPRETING AND TEACHING 
AMERICAN HISTORY, (Washington,-D.C., 1961 ), p.232. 

10. May, op.cit., p.416 
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alliance is said to have made the decade an intolerant 

one. In juxtaposition, the second group was city

oriented, ethnically diverse, and customarily accredited 

with the period's experimentation and radicalism. The 

existence of the schism is indisputable. What is 

questionable, however, is the basically urban-rural 

division of the parties involved. This important point 

has eluded most of the decade's interpreters, even though 

the scholar who first polarized rural against urban, 

Louis Wirth,11 subsequently revised his stand by acknowled

ging that urban and rural were non-polar concepts. 12 

Instead, the 1920s should be seen as a battleground 

involving what Spiller and others ident ify as lithe curious 

separation between America as a geographical, political, 

and social entity, and America as a state of mind. u13 

It is, therefore, necessary to advance a new conceptual 

a~alysi8 for evaluating the decade. For this purpose 

the most accurate anchor is the American Dream which 

appraises the decade at the same time that it makes the 

11. Louis Wirth, ttUrbanism as a Way of Life. t1 THE AMERICAN 
JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY, Vol~~e XLIV, Number 1, (July, 1938), 
PP.1-24. 

12. Louis Wirth, "Rural-Urban Differences," in Albert J. 
Reiss Jr., ON CITIES AND SOCIAL LIFE: SELECTED PAPERS, 
(Chicago, 1964), pp.221-225, Rural-urban demarcation 
was further obscured during the 1920s by a combination 
of technological deVelopments arid the in..creasing 
sophistication of the mass media. 

13. Robert E.Spiller, Willard Thorp, Thomas J.Johnson, 
Henry Seidel Canby, and Richard M.Ludwi~ (eds.), LITERARY 
HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES: HISTORY, tLondon, 1969), 
p.206. 
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period meaningful in terms of the total craft of 

American civilization. 

In order to achieve this deSign, the origins, the 

development, and the status of the American Dream in 

the 1920s must first be defined and interpreted. This 

will then be related to the 'Mood' of the 1920s, the 

essential structure of which included: 'Normalcy,' 

Intolerance, Prohibition, 'Ballyhoo, t Manners and Morals, 

and 'The Revolt of the Highbrows. ' The urban nature of 

the d~cade is equally important. In turn, this aspect 

will be given separate attention so that the degree to 

Which the components of the decade were retained, if not 

celebrated in the urban environment, can be determined. 

For this purpose, New York City has been selected as a 

critical testing ground. Being both typical and atypical 

of what might be deemed 'American,' this particular city is 

importa~t to the 1920s in a manner that cannot be overstated, 

parochial sympathies towards Chicago notWithstanding. 

To SUbstantiate further the claims made by this stage, 

the above-mentioned elements of the 19208 will then be 

tested by reference to seven novels14 which are set in 

14. John Dos Passos, MANa4TTAN TRANSFER, Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, Fourth Printing, Sentry Edition, no given 
date. 

F.8cott Fitzgerald, THE GREAT GATSBY, Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex, England: Penguin Books Ltd., 1973. 

Michael Gold, JEWS WITHOUT MONEY, New York: 
International PUblishers, 1935. 

John O'Hara, BUTTERFIELD 8, New York: Bantam Books 
Inc., 1969. 

Henry Roth,CALL IT SLEEP, New York: Cooper Square 
Publishers Inc., 1970. 

Betty Smith, A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN, New York: 
Harper and ,Row, Inc., 1968. 

Nathanael West, MISS LONELYHEARTS & THE DAY OF THE 
LOCUST, New York: New Directions Publishing Corporation, 
1969. THE DAY OF THE LOCUST is not included in this thesis. 

Unless oth~rwise stated, all references used in this 
tnes1s are taken from the editions here cited. 
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York City during the approximate period of the 

1920s. The physical and chronological locations have, 

o~ course, played a large part in determining the choice 

o~ the novelS to be studied. Furthermore, they con~orm 

to an 'acceptable' artistic standard. vYhile their major 

~unction is, in this case, a mirroring of social history, 

it must, however, be stated that they were not selected 

to prove or disprove any of the contentions that this 

study advances .. It is the novels themselves that are at 

work, and not the critic per se. 15 

15. In the selection of the novelS, I am grateful for the 
generous advice given me by: Dr. Alfred Kazin of the 
State University of New York at Stoney Brook; Professors 
William E.Leuchtenburg, Ker~eth T.Jackson, and Joseph W. 
Ridgeley of Columbia University, New York; Professors 
John Hope Franklin, Barry Karl and Arthur Mann of the 
University of Chicago, Illinois; and Professor Robert H. 
Walker of George Washington UniVeI"sity, Washington, D.C. 
The ultL~ate responsibility for the opinions expressed in 
this theses is, of course, entirely my own. 



CHAPTER I 

THE AMERICAN DREAM 

One of the deepest convictions of the Americans 

is the almost indisputable existence of the American 

Dream, a vision that has led the eminent critic, 

Lionel Trilling, to claim that "OUrs is the only nation 

that prides itself upon a dream and gives its name to 

one, 'The American Dream. t ,,1 Indeed, American life has 

been both defined and dominated by this ideal, and the 

American Dream is a fundamental if not unique component 

7 

in the nation's cultural heritage. The substance of the 

Dream is, however, elusive, and it is probable that there 

are as ma~ Americ~~ Dreams as there are American dreamers. 

Nonetheless, in a land whose hist ory is It so profoundly and 

stubbornly unique that the very word 'America' remains a 

new, almost completely undefined and controversial proper 

nounu 2 _ the Dream does serve as an index to American 

c ivilizat ion. Indeed, the American Dream is such a 

suitable guide to the mysteries of America that it has 

become an accepted instrument for critical appraisal. In 

I~ URGENT WEST: THE AMERICAN DREAM AND MODERN MAN, for 

example, Walter Allen makes the Simple yet pertinent 

1\. Lionel Trilling, cited in Walter E.Allen, THE URGENT 
WEST: THE AMERICAN DREAM AND MODERN MAN, (New York, 1969), 
p.3. 

2. J~s Baldwin, NOBODY KNOWS MY NAME: _ MORE NOTES OF A 
NATIVE SON, (London, 1967),p.17. 



at "The American Dream is a shaping force 

that makes the fate of being American less complex ... 3 

The American Dream serves as an apt indicator for 

8 

evaluating the nation that takes its name. Less agreeable, 

however, have been the attempts by critics to pinpoint the 

Dream's geneology. Robert E.Spiller and others, in their 

highly authoritative LITERARY HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES, 

suggest that, in its origins at least, the American Dream, 

as such, pre-empted actual discovery of the continent: 
"As a state of mind and a dream, America 
had existed long before its discovery. 
Ever since the early days of Western 
civilization, peoples had dreamed of a 
Lost Paradise, of a Golden Age, 
characterized by abundance, absence of 
war, and absence of toil. With the first 
accounts of the New World, it was felt 
that these dreams and yearnings had 
become a fact, a geographical reality . 
fraught with unlimited possibilities.,,4 

In fact the majority of early observers saw America as 

a boundless and generous land in which a literal and 

fi~~rative 'Nature's Garden,5 rapidly became established 

3. Walter E.Allen, op.cit., p.235. In another of his 
works, TRADITION AND DREAM: THE m~GLISH AND 'AMERICAN 
NOVEL FROM THE TWENTIES TO OUR OWN TIME. (London, 1964), 
Allen further clarifies this point by suggesting that the 
American Dream can be used to define a 'new man' in a 'New 
World. ' Indeed, America is a promised land peopled by men 
and women Who had, supposedly, opted out of 'Old World' 
society-, and, like Huck Finn, would go off into the 
'Territory' rather than be civilized by Aunt Sally. 
See pp. xi-xxii. 

4. Robert E.Spiller, Willard Thorp, Thomas J. Johnson, 
Henry Seidel Canby, and Richard M.LudwiS (eds.) LITERARY 
HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES: HISTORY, ~London, 1969), 
p.192. ExtenSions and variations of what is meant by the 
American Dream can be found in the same text, pp.192-215. 

5. For fUrther development of this concept, as well as a 
provoc~tive assessment of subsequent obstacles to it, see 
Leo Marx, THE r!ACHINE IN THE GARDEN: TECHNOLOGY AND THE 
PASTORAL IDEAL IN AMERICA, (New York, 1964). 
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as a stock image, and pessimistic perspectives proved to 
6 be the exception rather than the rule. Because initial 

depictions were so exuberent, the line between fact and 

fantasy was at times thinly drawn. Indeed, the early 

Americans felt themselves to be somehow compelled towards 

a life that was as lusty and spontaneous as it was 

pr~itXve, and, in celebrating this, they invested it with 

a quality of thought and emotion that can, perhaps, only 

be described as mythic. From its inception, then, the 

American Dream can seem to be little more than the American 

Mirage. 7 

Even so, it appeared that the 'Old World' was to 

have another, possibly a final chance to rebuild the city 

of man. In this sense it is appropriate to turn to what 

is customarily considered to be the first formal definition 

of the American Dream, John Winthrop's classic sermon, 

6. Spiller et all, on.cit., p.193 

7. This is a contentious point developed mostly, if not 
completely, out of hindSight. It is quite legitimate 
to claim that even if it was only a mirage, America, to the 
'Old World', functioned as the Western frontier was 
supposed to have done for Easterners, as a safety-valve. 
For treatment of the 'frontier hypothesis' see Frederick 
Jackson Turner, "The Significance of the Frontier in 
American History" (1893), reprinted in THE FRONTIER IN 
AMERICAN HISTORY, (New York, 1920). The frontier mayor 
may not have shaped American character but it is legitimate 
to claim that it did reinforce the sense of plenty" There 
is, therefore, a marked degree of significance behind Walter 
Allen's claim that "The frontier, the movement westward, 
remains the great image of the American sense of 
possibility. As such it is one of the main components of 
the American Dream, one might say America as dream. II ru 
URGENT WEST, op.cit., p.58 
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fA Model For Christian Charity. ' In this homily Winthrop 

wrote, 

"Men shall say of succeeding plantacions: 
the Lord make it like that of New England 
for wee must consider that wee shall be as 
a citty uppon a Hill, the eles of all 
peoples are uppon us." B 

Winthrop's apparent intention was to formulate a 

blueprint for the effective foundation of a 'way of life' 

with an intimate relationship between it and the place in 

which it was lived. America, he proposed, would become a 

moral example to the world,9 with a covenant of unity for 

the people who WOUld, collectively, form a community of 

visible saints. The sermon was signlflcant y therefore, 

in that it bolstered the American Dream by unequivocably 

formalizing the faith that God was on the side of America, 

8. Cited in Loren Baritz, CITY ON A HILL: A HISTORY OF 
MYTHS AND IDEAS IN AMERICA, (New York, 1964), p.3. This 
authoritative study traces the continuity of the American 
concept of a city on a hill. 

9. Winthrop seemed unaware of the dangers involved in 
attempting to create such a moral example. The alternative 
could be moral disgrace, a point shrewdly highlighted by 
Loren Baritz' declaration that, in this case, "The organic 
and independent Christian corporation owed its existence 
to a concession from the natural King, but its meaning to 
God. The terms of the national covenant had exempted the 
saints from history, had given them the opportunity to 
build their exemplary city on a hill. Should they remain 
faithful to their God, that city would thrive and prosperi.' 
to the end of time. Should they fail, and there was 
mounting evidence that they wo~ld, the extraordinary 
bleSSing of the Lord would turn into an extraordinary 
curse ••• It was becoming painfully clear for those with 
eyes to see that the cosmic 'errand into the wilderness' 
was failing. The Charter was reVOked, and the new Charter 
of 1691 made property, not piety, the necessary 
qualification for freemanship. Saints had become Yankees. 
So terrible was the wrath of the Lord." Bari tz, op. cit. , 
p.44. 
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10 and would protect it.. The outgrowth of' this belief' 

was equally important: Winthrop's 'Model' rein:forced 

in the American Dream not only the sense of possibility, 

but also, because of the requirement to be visibly 

elect, the need :for display. 

Winthrop's ideas were never fully realized because 

the 'New World' meant different things to different 

people. 11 In this sense it is standard practice to cite 

Benjamin Franklin as the illustrative symbol for the 

corruption of Winthrop's Utopia. Franklin's America 

was abundant and, in his inventive hands, its possibilities 

10. Indeed, the concept of a protected Wilderness Zion 
was the central image in Winthrop's sermon. The model 
for his Zion i6 taken from a hill in Jerusalem, around 
which the City of' David was built. The City of David 
was a place of worship built upon a solid, sacred rock. 
the §§khra. Jews, Christians, and Muslims revere this 
as the omnhalos of the world. It is said to be eighteen 
miles closer to Heaven than any other part of the globe 
and is governed by various traditions; it was visited 
two thousand years before Adam was created, and the 
visitors were Angels; Noah's Ark is 5aid to have rested 
on the Rock after the deluge; it is one of the rocks 
of Paradise; all.the sweet water of the earth is supposed 
to originate somewhere beneath it; the Rock is daily 
surrounded by seventy thousand angels who form a bodyguard. 
For further reference see H.A.R.Gibb and J.H.Kramers, 
THE SHORTER ENCYCLOPEDIA OF ISLAM. (Leiden. 1953), 

11. This point is illustrated in general texts such as 
Carl.N.Degler's OUT OF OUR PAST: THE FORCES THAT SHAPED 
MODERN AMERICA, (New York, 1962), and in specialized 
assessments of Colonial and post-Colonial New England, 
examples being: Perry Miller, ERRAND INTO THE WILDERNESS, 
(New York, 1964), and Benjamin Franklin, THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
AND SELECTED WRITINGS, (New York, 1950). ----



were unbound. He was, 

"a man able to control and play with a 
force of nature which had filled with 
awe countless generations ••. he appeared 
as the most striking illustration of the 
unlimited possibilities residing in the 
'people', a poor boy LWhQ7 may seize 
opportunities and rise to positions 
reserved to privileged classes in the 
old world." 12 

In functioning as a dramatic metaphor for American 

perfectibility, Franklin exemplified the 'mythical' 

tradition of the economic possibilites in the American 

Dream and deified the legendary cult of the American 

12 

Adam whose existence was made compound by the dreams, the 

desirability, the opport~~ity, and perhaps even the moral 

inevitability of success: . from any angle, this 

representation was central to Americats comity of 

abundance. 13 As was the case with his own creation, 

Poor Richard,14 Franklin could learn the art of cultivating 

riches and, therefore, realize the dream he was entitled 

to enjoy by virtue of his citizenship. 

This very citizenship forms what some critics15 see 

12. Spiller et aI, op.cit., p.201. 

13. The exploitation of abundance, particularly of land, 
has created what David Potter, in his standard and 
provocative study, labels 'People of Plenty. t See David 
•• Potter, PEOPLE OF PLENTY: ECONOMIC ABUNDANCE AND THE 
AMERICAN CHARACTER, (Chicago, 19b8). 

14. Franklin, op.cit., see 'Poor Richard's Almanac, t 

pp.208-226. The Almanac is a guide to 'rrhe Way to Wealth.' 

15. For examples of works that treat the American Dream 
and American Democracy as one and the same, see in 
particular: Wesley F.Craven, THE LEGEND OF THE FOUNDING 
FATHERS, (New York, 1965); Charles S.Sydnor, AMERICAN 
REVOLUTIONARIES IN THE MAKING: POLITICAL PRACTICES IN 
~ASHIKGTONiS VIRGINIA, (Toronto, 1965): and Richard M. 
Ro:tstadter, THE l ... MERIC.A.l~ POLITICAL TRiillITION AND THE MEN 
WHO MADE IT, (London, 1967). Hofstadter stresses that 

Panyo~e, even the poorest boy, could become America's 
resl.dent. 
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as the essence of' the American Dream, American Democracy. 16 

From the time of the Founding Fathers there has been a 

tradition that the spirit of American liberty explicitly 

incorporates what Walter Lippmann has called the 'Golden 

Rule,' that is, "the moral maxim which establishes itself 

when man recognizes others as autonomous persons, when 

they acknowledge the inalienable manhood of other men~~7 

As synonyms America and Democracy functioned as a new 

force that derived ita conventions from the Declaration 

of Independence and Jeffersonianiam. Indeed, after 

the American Revolution, "The United States stood no 

longer as &~gaged in an unprecedented and venturesome 

experiment: the experiment had been conducted in a 
18 gigantic laboratory, and it was an enormous success." 

This conviction has been a sustaining viSion in American 

life and, despite evidence to the contrary19 was accepted 

16. The most comprehensive single treatment of the 
development and nature of American Democracy and the 
American political tradition can be found in Marion D. 
Irish and James W.Prothero, THE POLITICS OF AMERICAN 
DEMOCRACY, (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1968). 

17. Walter Lippmann, THE GOOD SOCIETY, (Boaton, 1943), 
p.337. Significantly, Lippmann's next sentence reads 
"The rule is meaningless when that recognition is 
absent. tt .!!U.,g. 

18. Spiller at al, op.cit., p.210. 

19. See, for example, Merril D. Peterson, "The 
Jeffersonian Hsritage and the Civil War," in William 
E.Brock (ed.), THE CIVIL WAR, (New York, 1969). Peterson 
argues that the political aspect of the American Dream 
diSintegrated during the approximate period of the 1860s. 



14 

moat Americ~a until the twentieth century. 20 

The American Dream is, then, a myth, a tradtion, 

a doctrine,21 a guide, and perhaps even a dictator. In 

i,obert T.Heilman's o:pinion~ the Dream is a "streetwalker~,22 

.rid, because it means different things to different people, 

bas attained historical serviceability.23. The Dream 

place for a new, good, ideal society. It is an 

from gold. It is an economic vision 

into a cultural doctrine which, in turn, 

served as cause and effect in most fields of American 

The Dream is an ambition, a national statement 

intention. It is, finally, a democracry that invites 

to comf'ort and er.hance his own status. Indeed, 

the Ideal contains all of these elements. In the main, 

hDwever, they are cores of truth and~ as such, are blurred 

,20e The democracy of .~erican Democracy is, of course, 
a debatable issue. An astute assessment of this 
contentious point is made by Maxwell Geismar. "The Shifting 
Illusion: Dream and Fact," in David Madden (ed.), AMERICAN 
DREAMS, AMERICAN NIGHTMARES, (Carbondale, 1971)., pp.45-5T. 
Convincingly, Madden argues that the theory of American 
Democracy has been its dream, the reality its nightmare. 

21. This argument finds its extreme in Carl N.Degler, 
~p.cit. Degler holds that the American Dream is a 
doctrine defining Americanism "and as such it is not 
merely a tradition. It is, therefore, what socialism 
is to a socialist." p. 271 • 

22. Robert B.Heilman, "The Dream Metaphor, Some 
Ramifications," in David Madden (ed.), op.cit., p.4. 

23. There is, nonetheless, an element of contrivance 
within the American Dream. This is qualified by its being 
a tradition that was more or less legislated into being. 
and, as such, is both concocted and circumscribed. For 
development of this argument see Marius Bewley, ~ 
ECCENTRIC DESIGN: FORM IN THE CLASSIC A~mRICAN NOVEL, 
(London, 1959). 



by ambiguity and paradox. 'vVhat, then is the common 

denominator of the American Dream? The answer is, 

in one word, possibility. 

Indeed, the pervasive existence of possibility has 

the cultural cornerstone of the American tradition 

24 
centuries. 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

In the opinion of the eminent historian, 

15 

however, a new American civilization emerged 

~uring the period between 1912 and 1917. 25 Unlike his 

essors, the t new t American was subj ect t (I the guilt, 

doubts and c omplexi t iea absent in 'Eden'. By 1917, the 

'Old Order' had all but disintegrated: 

"the twenties hardly had to fight it. After 
the war it was hard to find a convincing 
or intellectually respectable spokesman 
for the prewar faith. The old moral idealism 
had become a caricature of Woodrow Wilson; 
the old culture an inaccurate memory of 
Howells. " 26 

Accordingly, the 1920s should not be seen through the 

perspective of a rural-urban division. Inst.ead, the 

conflict should be assessed in.terms of the cleavage between 

the American Dreamer and the Awakening American, that is, 

between those who insisted upon a return to the ill-defined 

24. This claim is substantiated by the declaration that, 
until 1900, America could still be seen as"a Utopian 
land, or rather a land where Utopias became realities." 
Spiller et aI, op.cit., p.215. 

25. Henry F.May THE END OF A~~RICAN INNOCENCE: A STUDY 
OF THE FIRST YEARS OF OUR OWN TIME. 1912-j 917, (ChicagO, 
19 4 , p.3 4. May s argument is subject to the 
qualification that he is more concerned with releases than 
he i8 with generic developments. 

26. .!bid~ p.364 
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'Normalcy' of the prewar years, and those who accepted a 

rapidly diminishing, if not wholly diminished Drea~ 

The decade was still concerned with the Dream, 

because as Huggins warns, we must see the men of 

eras in their own terms, not ours; "In the 1920s 

;t1te terms were based upon individual achievement, a share 

the American Dream.,,27 The Dream was s ti 11 an 

essible possibility, but decreasingly so. This 

shared by Van Wyck Brooks who says of the 

ade and the Dream, 

tlIn 1920 there was still hope for an 
American Utopia, but doubt, mistrust, 
and anguish were becoming increasingly 
used terms in the American vocabulary. 
Indeed, by 1930, the 'lost' Gertrude 
Stein declared there was 'no future any 
more. 'n 28 

such, the 1920s were fl un-American.,,29 and the relevance 

the decade is that the American Everyman could no 

be defined as having Everything, or even the right 

it. 

Thus, when the decade opened, nationality, alone, 

an inadequate qualification for the benefits of the 

Dream: the possibilities of citizenship Were contracting 

at the very time they appeared to be at the peak of their 

expanse. Indeed, the postwar period forced upon Americans 

27. Nathan Irvin Huggins, HARLEM RENAISSANCE, (New York, 
1973), p.6. 

28. Van Wyck Brooks, DAYS OF THE PHEONIX: THE NINETEEN 
TWENTIgS I REMEtffiER, (New York, 1957), p.184. 

29. Wright MorriS, THE TERRITORY AHEAD, (New York, 1963), 
p.1}. 
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the realization tr~t, for the majority, the past was 

gossamer, a fragile membrane that could neither withstand 

nor ca.'1ceal the aridity of a present that must, nonetheless, 

be faced. 

Accordingly, A~erica was confronted by the 

paradox of subjecting its very meaning to an outspoken 

dialectic which, fran the perspective of hindsight, was 

disappointingly preoccupied with asking questions and not 

with providing answers. There is, then, some degree of 

shrewdness in George Mowry's inference that the imperial 

reign of the American Dream was seriously debilitated 

during the 1920s because, 

"From almost every angle the old-small
town-countryside Protestant culture was 
being viciously assaulted in the twenties. 
The census returns indicated that its 
numerical superiority was past. Its 
religious, ethical and moral values were 
being flouted at the same time its 
economic underpinning was collapsing, 
with disastrously falling farm prices. 
Small wonder then that the countryside 
and its like-minded allies in the cities 
responded to another crusade against its 
alleged enemies, a crusade growing out of 
frustration and impending defeat, and 
consequently one that could be easily 
perverted from the defense of its own 
disappearing values to the lynching of 
others." 30 

Mowry is exact in identifying the 1920s as a crossroads, 

By stopping at this junction, however, the mileage that 

his conclusions are capable of gaining is lost. The 

importance for the 1920s, as well as the subsequent status 

of the American Dream, is that the decade represented or 

, 
30. Geor~e E.Mowry, THE URBAN NATION~ 1920-1260, (New 
York, 1967), p.31. 
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reflected the approach of modernity as defined by the 

continuation of the period's conflicts into the broader 

twentieth century: the issue of Bolshevism; the question 

of 'isolation t from the world order or involvement in it; 

the stand to be taken in regard to sex, marriage, and the 

~amilY; the impact of new mass-media on the American 

consciousness; the revolutionary implications introduced 

by the automobile; the place of religion in an increasingly 

secular society; and most importantlYf the sudden and 

dramatic confrontation between tnew-stock' Americans and 

'old stock' A~ericans.31 

Such were the topics the decade debated but never 

completely resolved. Indeed, by showing that the 

American Dream was no longer an invincible or even a 

necessarily appropriate guide, the basic legacy of the 

1920s was the introduction of an uncertainty summed up 

in Langston Hughes! query, 

"What happens to a dream deferred? 

Does it dry up 
like a raisin in the sun? 
Or fester like a sore
and then run? 
Does it stink like rotten meat? 
Or crust and sugar over 
like a syrupy sweet? 

31. I am indebted to Professor Arther Mann of the 
University of Chicago who suggested to me that the decade's 
relevance lay in its ability to posit questions but its 
inability to answer them. An extended evaluation of the 
issues involved follows in the section devoted to the 
mood and component parts of the 19205. 



Maybe it just sags 
like a heavy load. 

Or does it exnlode? 32 

THE MOOD OF THE 19208. 

The 1920s was a multifacted era, and, at a time 

19 

when, in Spiller's words, "nearly every mood and trend of 

thought was discoverable somewhere and at some time,"33 

Hughes' positioning of the American Dream serves to 

clarify the eclectic and contradictory tone of the period. 

Although it never disappeared entirely, the American Dream 

had become threadbare: desperation, it seemed, would 

become the decade's common and imperative denominator. 

Americans were faced with a senescent 'New World' and the 

vital need for new definitions of what was, in fact, 

American. The end result was a vacuum in Which the present 

became a momentary fashion on the one hand, and, on the 

other a vague blur of uncertainty: never, in the history 

of the American civilization, had the future been so 

unpredictable. The American ~ense of direction was gone. 

32. Cited in Eliz@beth Heisch (ed.) DISCOVERY AND 
RECOLLECTION: AN ANTHOLOGY OF LITERARY TYPES, (New York, 
1970), p.152. Hughes was a member of the so-called 
tHarlem Renaissance. ' Although Significant, the 
'Renaissance' is excluded because its very complexity 
would provide the subject of a thesis in itself. A 
reading guide to it is provided, however, in Appendix 
A of this thesiS. 

33. Robert E.Spiller, Willard Thorp, Thomas J.Johnson, 
Henry Seidel Canby, and Richard M.Ludwi~ (eds.), LITERARY 
HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES: HISTORY, {London, 1969), 
P.1254.· -
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In this limited sense, therefore, the 19206 are 

a period during which Americans discovered 

~hat God no longer sided with them. Those who lived 

during the decade were thus forced into the realization 

suggested by Frederick J.Hoffman, that "no world system 

fixed or inmune from moral revision,,,34 and 

of this, there was need for u a redistribution of 

the major metaphors of our lives, an attempt to give 

them new uses and new meanings. ,,35 In many senses, then, 

the 1920s appear 8S a springboard into modernity: 

of any kind, seemed wholly un-American. It 

",as If a time to pl~"1.ge on all levels: that was the new 

way. ,,36 

The newness of the American way, the impetus to 

novelty and discord, were, in large part, 

Attempts to pinpoint 

the actual state of the nation's wealth,37 to find its 

causes, to go into the infirmity of its foundations, or 

the unequal distribution of it, should all be 

34. Frederick J. Hoffman "The Temper of the Twenties. II 
in Joan Hoff Wilson (ed.), TEE TWENTIES: THE CRITICAL 
ISSUES, (Boston, 1972), p.117. 

35. Hoffman,~, p.114. Hoffman's own text, THE 
T''VENTIES: AMERICAN WRITING IN THE POSTWAR DECADE:-t"New 
York, 1966) is the best single assessment of the decade. 

36. Paul Sann, THE LAWLES S DECADE: A PICTORIAL ESSAY OF 
THE GREAT AMERICAN TRANSITION: FROM THE WORLD WAR 1 
ARMISTICE &~. PROHIBITION TO REPEAL AND THE NEW DEAL, (New 
York, 1960), p. 7. --

37. This is best reviewed in William E.Leuchtenburg, THE 
PERILS OF PROSPERITY. 1914-1932, (Chicago, 1965). 
Supplementary reading can be found in Joseph Schumpeter, 
ttThe American Economy in the Interwar Period," AMERICAN 
ECONOMIC REVIEW, Volume XXXVI, No.2. (May, 1946), pp.1-10. 



seoondary to the broader declaration that the 1920s 

fostered a superficial impression or unprecedented richness. 

From that richness came a period or cultural doubt which 

manifested itself in the fight between the symbols or 

.village America on the one hand, and Greenwich Village 

other. The end result was that the mood of the 

that is, the very essence of the decade, waS the 

sustained presence of lawlessness and conflict. 

tfNormalcy" • 

One of the first, and certainly one of the most 

pervasive conflicts confronting American society during 

the 1920s, was adherence to or rebellion against the 

presence of 'Normalcy,' an inept description of the past. 

The word took its meaning from Warren G.Barding who 

stamped the decade with the label of 'Normalcy, I 

flAmerica's present need is not heroics, 
but healing, not nostrums, but normalcy; 
not revolution, but restoration ••• not 
surgery, but secur ity. tI 38 

In this sense, Harding aligned .himself' with traditional 

forces and if, as most critics hold, there was a marked 

degree of experimentation and innovation during the decade, 

it was the Chief Executive who, at this stage, was thought 

to have assumed the leadership of an OPPOSing and 

conservative force. Speaking of these very traditional 

forces in an article entitled "Progress and Nostalgia: 

The Self Image of the 1920s," Lawrence W. Levine suggests 

that, 

38. Cited 'in Paul Sann, op.cit., p.53. 



tiThe ode top!' ogress, no matter how 
e gantly composed, was not alone in 
the land; it was accompanied by a 
cry of' longing f'or what had been. tI 39 

it was possible that man could live in the t new 
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the same time that he cherished and maintained 

of the 'old.' Past-oriented Americans hence 

balanced themselves between illusion and reality:'; or, to 

~eturn the matter to Levine's vocabulary, they, 

"continued to have gradiose hopes for 
the future but increasingly their dreams 
were moulded upon the patterns of the 
past." 40 

President's hands, the solution was quite simple: 

II If I LlIardiny could plant a Rotary 
Club in every city and hamlet in the 
country I could then rest assured that 
our ideals of freedom would be saf'e and 
civilization would prosper." 41 

Thus would the nation be restored to its 'normal' path. 

One of' the difficult problems is trying to decide 

what Harding and his allies meant by 'Normalcy. t Arthur 

Link provides a simplistic but not wholly unrealistic 

eXplanation in his argument that 'Normalcy' meant no more 

than a return to prosperity and peace. 42 The f'ailure of' 

39. Lawrence W.Levine, "Progress and Nostalgia: The 
Self Image of the Nineteen Twenties, tt in Malcolm Bradbury 
and David Palmer (eds.), THE AMERICAN NOVEL AND THE 
NINETEEN TWENTIES, (London, 1971), p.38. 

40. .DU:,g, p.42. 

41. Walter E.Allen, THE UIDENT 'NEST: THE AMERICAN DRE;AM 
AND MODERN MAN, (New yQI:k, 1969), p.198. For a more 
sympathetic perspective of Harding see Randolph C.Dovmes, 
"The Harding Muckfest - Chief Victim of the Muck-For-
Muck t s-Sake Writers and Readers," NORTH'NEST OHIO QUARTERLY, 
Volume XXXIX, (Summer, 1967), pp.5-37. 
42. Arthur S. Link,AMERIC~~ EPOCH: A HISTORY OF THE UNITED 
.§TATES SINCE THE 189"()8, VOLUME 1. 1897-1:920, (New York, 
1917), p. 231 • 
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thiS particular premise is, however? that prosperity was 

not a constant of' the decade, and peace abroad was f'ollowed 

a period of' strife at home. Bypassing these defects 

an article chronicling the decade's intolerance, Paul 

Murphy maintains that 'Normalcy' was no more than a clumsy 

brand name f'or the sanctions or a national consensus or 
43 past-oriented Americans, and, ir it were not f'or his failurE 

to f'ully identify this group, Murphy's conclusion would be 

persuasive. The search for an accurate definition is 

extended in D.K.Adams' substantial attempt to restrict 

the meaning of' 'Normalcy' to the limited context of a 

description of' government POliCYt 44 that is, 

tiThe essential paradox of a peace loving 
people in a 'foreign' war for the 
preservation of democracy in Europe was 
echoed in the domestic sphere by profound 
contradictions between ideals and reality, 
between expressed hopes and necessary 
actions which confused contemporary 
Americans. The fruit of these conclusions 
was 'normalcy.' As a descriptive word it 

43. Paul L.Murphy, "Sources and Nature of Intolerance in 
the 1920s," THE JOURNAL OF AMERICAN HISTORY, Volume LI, 
No.1, (June, 1964), p. 61 . 

44. This is countered by the argument that, unlike the 
politics of the period preceding the World War, the 19206 
constituted a period of widespread political activity, and 
that this was not the normal case. For further treatment 
of this argument see James Weinstein, "Radicalism in the 
Midst of Normalcy, tt JOURNAL OF AMERICAN HISTORY, Volume 
XXII, No.4, (March, 1966), pp.773-790. As for Republican 
policy, it is held that, by adhering to 'Normalcy,' the 
Party lost the Negro vote. For further' reference see 
Richard B. Sherman, "Republicans and Negroes: The Lessons 
of Normalcy," PHYLON, Volume XXVII, No.1, (Spring. 1966), 
pp.63-79. 
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was completely inappropriate for the 
society which it enveloped, but it aptly 
symbolizes the intentions of government 
policy." 45 

, thesis is relevant because it defines 'Normalcy' 

24 

a limited frame of reference on the one hand, 

other, legitimately pinpoints the term's 

inadequacies. 

Link, Murphy and Adams deserve credit for the 

advance. However, none of the three go far 

they fail to concede that, in terms of a real 

of prewar days, the state that they are 

luating simply did not exist. This argument is 

SHAPING OF T-WENTIETH CENTURY AMERICA: 

.~~~~~~~~-=~~, where Abrams and Levine claim that, 

"An era that featured or produced cubism~ 
Coue, Capone, the Klan, the Charleston, the 
chemise, the speakeasies, tommie-guns, and 
the Teapot Dome - as well as the only 
paternity case ever to have emerged from 
the White House - hardly deserves the 
deSignation 'Normalcy' which the hapless 
Warren Harding bestowed upon it. II 46 

the decade saw conflict after conflict, and the 

developing momentum of the Twenties bore scant resemblance 

to the more pedestrian America of prewar days. Or, to take 

.the argument one step fUrther, what did exist, as the norm 

of 'Normalcy,' was conflict. 47 

45. D.K.Adams, AMERICA IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: A 
STUDY OF THE UNITED STATES SINCE 1917, \Cambridge, 1967) p.33 

46. Richard Abrams and Lawrence Levine (eds.), THE SHAPING 
~F TWENTIETH CENTURY AMERICA: INTERPRETIVE ARTICLES, 
Boston, 1965), p.345. 

47. For further development of this argument see Eric 
Mottram, tiThe Hostile Environment and the Survival Art ist: 
A Note on the 19208," in Bradbury and Palmer, op.cit., 
PP.233-262. 
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The conflicts that did arise were the outgrowth 

an inability to recapture the essence of prewar daysl 

of' traditionally-minded Americans to 

irreversible phenomenon. America had, 

however, changed • Americans returning from the war in 

• Europe found the America of 191 9 very different from the 
.. 48 
America of 1917. Wartime prosperity had dried up and 

replaced by unemployment, depression, and overexpansion. 

and women were working longer hours for less pay as 

inflation reduced the purchasing power of the dollar. 

was associated with Bolshevism. There were race 

the activities of the Ku Klux Klan had been 

Women, who had raised their hemlineo and 

bobbed their hair, looked and acted differently. Wilson's 

without victory was being thwarted by a victor's 

peace with Germany on its knees, and efforts to promote 

the League of Nations proved fruitless. By 1920, 

Prohibition had been ushered in amidst maudlin scenes 

lament ing the exit of' a wet, ha.ppy world. and, in the 

opposite corner, an air of rejoicing to celebrate the 

beginning of a period marked by clear thinking and clean 

living. The Red Raids and the Palmer Raids represented 

strict constitutional infringements, and drew their dubious 

legality from The Espionage Act (1917) and The Sedition Aq1 

(1919) • Westinghouse Electric had made its first radio 

48. This argument is shovm at its best in John Dos Pass os, 
THREE SOLDIERS, (New York, 1921). 
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__ rUM cast, the Motion-Picture industry l.l.ad got off the 

, and the aut cmo-oile industry was grmving apace 

changing times: Main Street was giving way to 

There is, therefore, a great deal of evidence to 

.. stlDstantiate two claims that John McCormick advances in 

s comparative histo~3 of American fiction during the 

Firstly, and correctly, McCormick argues that 

was in a period of rapid transition 

.:.a.:llwu .. , ..... iately after World War 1, ,,49 and sec ondly, that prior 

1929, tiThe time of order was surely over, but the time 

.of disorder was still on its way. 1150 It can be argued. 

therefore, that in the backwards journey to a bygone 

'NormalcY,' the generation of the 1920s did become, as 

Gertrude Stein declared it had, lost: 51 that is, by 

settling for a new sensibility, a significant number of 

Americans jettisoned their faith in the prewar past and 

lattnched themselves on a sea of uncertainty. The 

quest for 'Normalcy' and oPPosition to it was a major 

conflict of the 19208, and sparked off one of the most 

49. John McCormick. AMERICAN LITERATURE 
A COMPARATIVE HISTORY, 

50. ~, p.215. 

51. Stein's contention that the generation of the Twenties 
was 'lost' is cited by Loren Baritz, "The Culture of the 
TWenties," in Stanley Coben and Lorman Ratner (eds.), THE 
DE~LOPMENT OF AN A~mRICAN CULTURE, (Englewood Cliffs, New 
Jersey, 1970), p.151. For further reference to 'Normalcy.' 
see Joan H off Wilson's excellent introduct ory essay, "How 
Normal Was Normalcy?" in Joan Horf Wilson, 0>2, cit., pp. vii
xxv. 
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periods of intolerance the United States has 

e. 

In "Sources and Nature of lnt olerance in the 1 920s y " 

Murphy argues that intolerance was a toxic and 

egral part of the 19208, "participated in, consciously 

the great majority of Americans" ,,53 

.~u,~~ed, the ~~ights of tNormalcy' readilY became the 

ions of the closed mind, and intolerance became one 

main weapons in their arsenal of defense. In this 

Morrell Heald suggests that the disturbed nature 

period was one of the principal causes of the 

of intolerance. The 19208, he says. were, 

"a troubled decade in which old and new 
were inextricably intermingled and 
confronted. It was a time for deep 
uncertainty and conflict: of faltering 
attempts to face - or sometimes to avoid 
the fact of change." 54 

argument is shared by Stanley Coben who, in 

assessing the period's nativism, holds that there is 

always an American climate for intolerance, but that 

postwar nativism was ferocious and unplanned. It was, 

he claims, "brought on largely by a series of severe 

52. This claim is disputed by Professor HOffman in hiB 
contention that tolerance was a characteristic of the 1920s, 
which were receptive to all forms of protest, rebellion, 
satire and experiment. See Frederick J. Hoffman t "The 
Temper of the Twenties," in Joan Hoff Wilson (ed.), op. cit., 
pp.109-118. 
53. Paul Murphy, op.cit., P.61. 
54. Morrell Heald, "Business Thought in the Twenties: 
Social Responsibllity,1I THE AMERICAN QUA.RTERLY, Volume 
XIII, No.2, part 1., (s1.lITliTler, 1961), p.126. 
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ocia1 and economic dislocations which ~hreatened the 

'lib' 1,55 national equJ.. rJ.Uffi.- It seems, then, that the primary 

intention of traditional forces was the desire to arrest 

disintegration of their culture. 56 

Intolerance was the struggle for survival between the 

and the new modes of life. Manifestations of intolerancE 

indicated that formerly insulated values were now subject 

to the lure of new behavioural patterns suggested by 

automobiles, radios, movies, romance magaZines, and 

national service clubs. Faced with the pressure to 

standardise, isolated groups were now subjected to a 

challenge to modify the intensity with which they insisted 

that regular practice was the best routine. 

This challenge was not levelled at the system, 

but at the deviator from it. Of two kinds, the ranks of 

the first group of 'deviants' included those whose structure 

of values and methods of attaining them were at variance 

with the mores of the day. Radicals, militant labour 

leaders and other '1L~reasonable' critics of the system 

had to be kept in their place, and firmly. The second 

and more numerous group of dissenters were those who 

55. Stanley Coben, "A Study in Nativism: The American 
Red Scare of 1919-1920, "POLITICAL SCIENCE QUARTERLY, 
Volume LXXIX, No.1, (March, 1964), p~59. 

56. See Paul Murphy, "Normalcy, Intolerance, and the 
American Character," VI~GINIA QUARTERLY REVIEW, Volume 
XL, (Summer, 1964), pp.445-459. Murphy argues that the 
degree of intolerance varied during the 19208, but the 
period witnessed '~ •• the most disgraceful and wholesale 
departures from fundamental guarantees of basic liberty 
and due process of law in American history.1t p.449 
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ought, 'unjustifiably, t to reach the full attainment of 

the success symbols which the ~stem held out. They 

targets of Klan ant ipathy towards the ambi tioua 

non Anglo-Saxon, non Protestant, whose drive 

~D overachieve resulted in his being kept in his place. 

the Jew who sought membership in the 

another, the Catholic wanting to 

The crumbling of standard conventions was typified 

the many expressions of dissatisfaction and disaffection 

more radical groups, within labour for example, 

demonstrated that they were no longer willing to accept 

the conditions or possibilities for promotion under the 

status quoo 57 Businessmen, who feared an alliance 

between dissident malcontents and more orthodox labour, 

looked at the postv/ar strikes with growing alarm. The 

interest some Americans were Showing in the economic and 

political implications of Bolshevism ~urther inflamed 
'-8 

the issue. J In the determination to uphold old ways as 

the only suitable ones, fear was translated into 

57. An interesting example of this determination can be 
found in Nelson Van Valen, "The Bolsheviki and the 
Orange Growers, n PACIFIC HISTORICAL REVIF;W, Volume XXII, 
(February, 1953), pp.39-50. The International Workers 
of the World were subjected to intense derision for their 
part in the strike, which was seen as part of an internationa 
plot to spread Bolshevism. 

58. See Edwin Layton, "The Better American Federation: A 
Study in Su~erpatriotism," PACIFIC HISTORICAL REVI~, 
Volume xxx tMay, 1961), pp.137-147. 
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rrationality, and the Red Scares were followed by the 

lmer Raids. The Red Scares were mope or less played out 

early days of the decade, but their inheritance 

continued into the latter years of the period when the 

wo 'radicals,' Sacco and Vanzetti, were executed, 

their radicalism, and not for the crime 

murder on which they stood indicted. 59 

The climate of the 1920s was hostile towards 

foreigners, foreign ideas, and, if Spiller and his 

associates are to be believed, towards ideas per se. 60 

mood of the decade, then, was not unfriendly 

towards the activities of the Ku Klux Klan which acted as 

a purveyor of intolerance. A conservative force, the Klan 

was a defender rather than a critic of the American 'way 

of life. t Indeed, the Klan's determination to uphold 

established ways was such that non-Wasps were judged not 

merely to be inferior Americans, but to be incapable even 

f b i A · 61 Ch 1 dd o e ng mer~cans. a mers a s, 

"In the 1920s the Klan was a powerful 
force which marched, elected, and 
sometimes terrorized, literally from 
Maine to California. What was it like 
in the United States when one out of 

59. See James Grossman, liThe Sacco Vanzetti Case 
ReconSidered," COMMENTARY, Volume XXXIII, No.1. (January, 
1962), pp. 31 -44. 
60. Spiller et aI, op.cit., p.1116. 

61. David Chalmers, "The Ku Klux Klan in Politics in the 
1920s," MISSISSIPPI QUARTERLY, Volume XVIII, (Fall, 1965), 
p.242. , 



every thirty Americfu~s was a member of 
a hooded s violence-oriented organization 
which preached the rejection of all but 
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white, protestant, native-born Americans." 62 

The Klan functioned, therefore, as a traditional force in 

the preservation of pioneer hopes 63 by limiting patriotism 

and spiritual independence to the select membership of the 

Nord ic st ock. In emphasizing traditional moral and 

ethical codes, in insisting that America had wandered from 

the paths and conventions of its past fame, in the dire 

warnings against the continuing dilution of the standard 

stock, in the hostility towards urban mores and values, and 

in the opposition towards the modernist forces within the 

church, the Klful stood against, as Walter Lippmann so 

graphically stated it, the "acids of moa.ernity.,,64 

Although nativism never disappeared entirely during 

the 19206, support for the Klan declined even before the 

successful passage of The National Origins Act (1929) 

which imposed severe restrictions on immigration. 

A mood of optimism associated with the perceived prosperity 

of the decade began to develop, and this ran counter to 

the Klan's peSSimistic spirit. In the final assessment, 

then, nativism solved few problems during the period, and 

62. Ibid, pp.234-235. Despite traditional perspectives, 
Klan activities were by no means confined to rural areas. 
For further reference see Kenneth T .Jackson' s highly rated 
THE KU KLUX KLAN IN THE CITY, 1915-1930, (New York, 1970). 

63. The degree to which the pioneer past was being 
abandoned during the 1920s is well presented in Mark Van 
Doren, uThe Repudiation of the Pioneer, U COLLEGE ENGLISH, 
Volume XVII, (October, 1928), pp.616-623. 

64. Cited in Hiram Wesley Evans, "The Klan's Fight for 
Americanism," in Abrams and Levine, op.cit., p.883. 
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this conclusion is shared by Stanley Coben who argues that 

the issues or a damaged value system, an unrestrained 

business cycle, hostility towards Russia, and fear of 

Communism, were all left for other generations of 

Americans to resolve. 65 

Erohibi ti on. 

It was the generation of the 1920s, however, who 

were left to decide the fate of Prohibition. Backed 

by the Eighteenth Amendment and The Volstead Act (1919), 

the 1920s had opened with an attack launched by traditional 

America in the form of Prohibition, and whether or not 

the old culture was potent enough to impose its 'experiment' 

on the new one was a crucial issue of the decade. 

Representing a desire to keep America as it was, the 

movement for Temperance was most directly associated with 

rural America and constituted, in Loren Baritz' words, tla 
66 measure passed by village America against urban America." 

From the beginning, however, the widespread disregard of 

Prohibition provided the decade's most classic example of 

the negation of institutionalism by behaviourism. 

In many senses, then, the 1920s was a lawless 

decade, not merely because of the overly emphasized 

alliteration of alcohol and Al capone,67 but because 

65. Goben, 0'0, cit., p.75. 

66. Baritz, in Goben and Ratner, 9p.cit., p.157. See 
also Leuchtenburg, op.cit., pp.204-224. Andrew Sinclaire's 
~HIBITION: TBE ERA OF EXCESS, (Boston, 1962) is a standard 
account of the reactionary rather than the solely 
conservative nature of Prohibition. 
67. Frederick Lewis Allen, op.cit., pp.204-224. 
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Prohibition, which had a great impact on America, evoked 

minimal obedience from Americans. The decade was lawless 

because it discarded shackles. Prohibition, which 

violated the ~~ericants right to pamper himself, was 

rejected. City dwellers, in particular, were disinclined 

to abide by any laws that sanctified the hatreds or the 

prejudices of a cultural group whose powers were in 

decline, and their contempt for and circumvention of the 

law was soon matched in some of the smaller towns and 

parts of the countryside. 

Indeed, the evasion of Prohibition stamped the 

1920s with a large part of its peculiar pace and colour. 

The younger generation led the way, and, as Nelson 

Manfred Blake suggest in his weighty literary history of 

the times, they were soon to be accompanied by a willing 

b~~d of followers: 

"By 1923, their elders, tired of watching 
the carnival with ill-concealed envy, had 
discovered that young liquor will take the 
place of young blood, and with a whoop the 
orgy began." 68 

Although Blake overstates his case, he does capture the 

spirit of the time. The traditionalists who proposed the 

Amendment and the Act had hoped for an era of peace, 

prosperity, and propriety. This expectation crumbled, 

however, not only in the evasion of the law, but also in 

68. Nelson Manfred Blake, NOVELISTS' A~~RICA: FICTION 
..hS HISTORY: 1910-1940, (New York, 1969). p.74 
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the face of gangsterism and its various manifestations: 

the twin symbols of the Amendment became, suggestively, 

the Tommy-gun and the Poisoned Cup. In the 19208, because 

it was a forbidden fruit, whisky had assumed a new taste. 

Resultingly, as the usually acerbic H.L. Mencken noted, 

evading Prohibition "ceased to wear any aspects of crime, 

and became a sort of national sport.,,69 And Polly Adler, 

the celebrated New York madam, observed of efforts to 

enforce Prohibition, that 11 they might as well have been 

trying to dry up the Atlantic with a post-office blotter. ,,70 

The government, it seemed, sought the blood of the men who 

made and smuggled whiskey, not those who drap~ it.71 

The results of Prohibition are difficult to estimate. 

The Drys attributed to the Eighteenth Amendment and 

The Volstead Act the saving of the nation's health, and 

credited them with decreases in prostitution, profanity, 

attackS on chastity, and similar corruptions endemic in 

the stupor of city life. Americans, they claimed, were 

drinking milk as never before. The Wets saw Prohibition 

as the sickest headache and the longest hangover in 

history. Each side had separate facts, and a separate 

69. Sann, op.cit., p.90. 

70. 1:Q1.<1. 

71. The ability of the government to police Prohibition 
is a neglected aspect of 1920s historiography. Could the 
government do much? The Canadian Border and the Atlantic 
Coast were too big to police effectively, but this was a 
minor problem when compared to the number of home alky 
cookers an9, the moonshinersflourishing in unlikely places 
such as an abandoned church in Iowa with a fifty thousand 
dollar rig in its sub cellar. 
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set of experts to support them. To fUrther complicate 

the issue, journalists of the time~ particularly those 

writing from the cities, stamped Prohibition with the 

seal of fiasco. 

Prohibition was not, however, a total failure. 

Indeed, as Jolli~ C.Burnham points out in his influential 

tlNew Perspectives of the Prohibition 'Experiment' in the 

1 920s," Prohibi t1 on should correctly be seen as a reform, 

and not as an experiment. 72 In this perspective, and 

because the primary intention- of Temperance advocates was 

to restrict ~Jtlets rather than to banish alcohol altogether, 

Prohibition should be regarded as a "success." 73 

Burnham's arg~ent, in some instances, is extreme,74 but 

it legitimately fosters an awareness of the difficulties 

involved in generalizing the Prohibition issue,75 and 

points out that consQ1'nption rates not only declined,76 

72. John C. Burnham, IiNew Perspectives on the Prohibition 
'Experiment t in the 1920s," THE JOURNAL OF SOCIAL HISTORY, 
Volume VII, No.1, (Fall, 1968), p~68. 

73. .1Qi.f!, p.52. 

74. He argues, for example, that repeal of Prohibition 
under the Twenty-First Amendment (1933) resulted largely 
from the Depression. Restoration of liquor control to the 
states would provide revenue in the form of taxes, and 
Prohibition was used as a scapegoat for causing the 
Depression. The latter claim, in particular, is excessive. 
See Burnham, op.cit., pp.67-68. 

75. Conditions varied enormously. Chicago and New York, 
popular scenes for setting the Prohibtion drama, were not 
representative of the nation as a whole. For further 
development see Burnham, op.cit. p.58. 
76. This point is also made in Leuchtenburg, .op.cit., 
p.214, and. by Levine in Bradbury and Palmer, op.cit., 
pp.42-50 •. 
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but drinking patterns changed as well. Commonly overlooked, 

this last factor is of the utmost importance. Prior to the 

1920s, the working classes were the main patrons of the 

saloons, the presence of upper class men drinking in public 

was uncommon, and openly public consumption of liquor by 

upper class women was almost without precedent. During 

the 1920s, however, as liquor became a luxury, a status-

associated commodity, the patronage of speakeasies and 

public consumption of alcohol by both male and female 

members of society's upper echelons became more commonplace. 

Simultaneously, there was a considerable reduction in 

working class consumption of liquor, and this had been one 

of the primary aims of the Prohibitionists. 77 

"Ballyhoo" 

A more startling and far reaching display of 

changing patterns of social behaviour during the 1920s 

was exemplified in the widespread addiction by Americans 

during the period to the fads and fashions of the moment. 
o 78 

Designating this phenomenon as "Ballyhoo", Frederick 

Lewis Allen states that one of the most distinctive features 

of the 1920s was, 

"the unparalleled rapidity and unanimity 
with Which millions of men and women 
turned their attention, their talk, and 
their emotional interest upon a series 
of tremendous trifles - a heavyweight 
boxing-match, a murder trial, a new 
automobile model, a transatlantic night." 79 

77. This claim is substantiated in Burnham, op,cit., p.64. 

78. Frederick Lewis Allen, 9P.cit., pp.155-187. 

79. l£lQ, p.155. 
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Allen is clearly wrong in dismissing th6 advent of the 

automobile and the flight across the Atlantic as 'trifles,' 

but his point that the generation of the 1920s passionately 

immersed their energies, interest and loyalties in a 

series of dubiously important events and the personalities 

associated with them cannot be safely ignored. What 

remains significant, however, and this point eludes Allen, 

is that the people and the actions in question were held 

to be noteworthy within the decade, and it is from this 

perspective that they should be evaluated. 

The crucial issue is, therefore, the explanation 

behind the popularity of such diverse variants, to name 

but a few, as Cubism, Mah Jong, Crossword Puzzles, the 

Charleston and the Tango; the thirst for every detail of 

the Leopold-Loeb murder, the sex spectaculars of the 

Snyder-Gray and Hall-Mills trials, and the indictment of 

Roscoe Arbuckle; the adulation afforded Red Grange, the 

football star, and the mass following of the Dempsey-Tunney 

fights where boxing was made respectable and lucrative; 

the worship given the indefinable sex appeal of Clara Bow, 

and the flood of mass emotion that accompanied the funeral, 

in 1926, of Rudolph Valentino; and finally, of greater 

significance, the Scopes Trial at Dayton and Lindbergh's 

celebrated flight from New York to Paris. The last two 

examples, and there are many more, help to interpret the 

issue at hand. Both involved the substitution of new 

gods for old ones, and the widespread public attention 

received by both was made possible by the centralization 

and extension of mass communications. 



F. Scott Fitzgerald observed that the younger 

generation, the men and women of the postwar years, had 

tfgrown up to find all Gods dead, all warS fought, all 

faiths in men shaken. uBO Although this declaration is 

too broad, ~itzgerald did voice the loss of conviction 

shared by many Americans caught between the aftermath of 

the war and the forefront of &~ accelerating, frequently 

bewildering passage into twentieth century modernity. 
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There was a vacuum, and it needed to be filled. By taking 

ordinary events or people and transforming them into 

extraordinary forces, the generation of the 1920s provided 

themselves with an alternative system that, in the main, 

could be discarded whenever they wished. 81 The critically 

important element was that new ways at least appeared to 

be as accessible as they were immediate, and it was 

reassuring that the idols of the times, like other Americans, 

were prone to the human factor. In addition, newS and 

ideas became mass produced as charillels of mass communication 

were extended. Indeed, paying homage to the new powers of 

the media, Frederick Lewis Allen noted that, 

"The national mind had become as never 
before an instrument upon which a few 
men could play." 82 

80. Cited by Douglas C.Stenerson, ~.L.~ENCKEN: ICONOCh4ST 
FROM BALTIMORE, (Chicago, 1971), p.209. 

81. SUbstantiation a~d extension of this point can be 
found in Frederick Lewis Allen, op.cit., pp.158-160. 

82. Ibid, p.157. -



39 

ownership of newspapers had been centralized during the 

syndication, with its hub in New York City, 

the journalistic output of the day. The 

Press, aided by the new and popular national magazines,83 

agent behind the standardization of the 

American mind. Another popular and innovative feature of 

the decade, radio broadcasting, offered something for 

everyone in its programw~s of sport, politics, music and 

opinions, and it was an equally important vehicle for 

disseminating the cultural phenomena of the period. 84 

Indeed, there is soundness in the ar~~ent that the 

Scopes Trial and Lindbergh's historic flight had their 

significance profoundly increased by the media's ability 

to allow the nation full participation in the events 

almost at the very time that they occurred. 

The trial of Thomas Scopes for the teaching of 

Darwinian theories of evolution was a climax to the 

Fundamentalist controversy,85 the principal internal 

conflict in American Protestantism during the 1920s. The 

protagonists were the liberalS or 'Modernists' who sought 

83. Examples of articles written f~ the national 
magazines are best displayed in Brendan Gill's revised and 
enlarged edition of THE PORTABLE DOROTHY PARKER, (New York, 
1973) • 
84. The rise of the mass mind is discriminatingly 
chronicled in George Mowry, op.cit., 

85. The standard account of the controversy is N.F.Furniss 
~HE FUNDAMENTALIST CONTROVERSY, 1918-1931, (New Haven, 1954). 
The beat single work is, however, the more recent text by 
W. (B. Gatewood, CONTROVERSY IN THE TWENTIES: FUNDAME...l'\fTALISM, 
MODERNISM,' AND EVOLUTION, (Nashville, 19b9). 
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to adjust the inherited faith to the new intellectual 

climate, and the 'Fundamentalists' who insisted that old 

ways of stating the faith must be preserved unimpaired. 

Thus it was part of the wider cultural conrlict of the 

1920s. In particular, Fundamentalist sentiment, wholly 

one hundred-percent American, was not unrelated to the 

wave or hyperpatriotism that was a conspicuous reature of 

the decade. Although other factors account for the 
86 widespread public attention given to the controversy~ the 

fact that the national comedy acted out at Dayton, 

Tennessee, in 1925, was good copy for the newspapers, 

helped to account for the national preoccupation with the 

trial and the star status of the opposing attorneys, 

William JeThLings Bryan and Clarence Darrow. In the 

cultural rather than the theological context, the debate 

questioned whether or not old gods were, in fact~ dead, 

and whether or not new divinities could withstand the 

scrutiny of public attention. Although Sc opes lost 

the case, the obscurantism, violent language and smear 

tactics of the more vociferous Fundamentalists resulted 

in a moral and popular victory for the Modernists. The 

86. See, for example, R.T.Handy, "Fundamentalism and 
Modernism in Perspective," RELIGION IN LIFE, Volume XXIV, 
(1955), pp.381-94; E~:R.Sandeen, "Towards an Historical 
Interpretation of the Origins of Fundamentalism," CHURCH 
HISTORY, Volume XXXVI, (1967); E.R.Sandeen, "The 
Fundamentals: The last Flowering of the Millinarian
Conservative Alliance," JOURL\fAL OF PRESBYTERIAN HISTORY, 
Volume XLVI, (1969), pp.55-73; and W.J.McLoughlin Jr., 
BILLY S~~AY WAS HIS REAL NAME, (Chicago, 1955). 
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important factors are that a local event gained national 

prominence, and, in its coverage of the trial, an active 

media permitted an attentive public to arrive at its 

own conclusions. 

The media was also at hand when, in May of 1927, 

Charles A. Lindbergh flew from Washington D.C. to Paris, 

solo, non-stop, winning a $25,000 prize. 87 His 

reception in Paris was tumultuous, but modest compared 

to those awaiting him at home. 88 After seven years of 

crime, scandal, and Prohibition, the American public was 

ready for a genuine, all-ft~erican hero. 89 The flight 

brought to the surface of public opinion the need for 

regeneration, and Lindbergh reflected to Americans a 

gratifying image of themselves at a time when they had 

need of' such a vision. Indeed, as Paul Sann states with 

his customary ebullience, America "was ready for a collective 

love affair with someone nice, like a clean living boy 

from the Midwest who wouldn't know a hip flask from a 

nightclub doll. ,,90 This point is als 0 made by Russell 

87. Frederick Lewis Allen suggests that, in the final 
assessment, Lindbergh was a "stunt flyer tl motivated by 
money. See F.L.Allen, on.cit., pp.155-156. 

88. See Edwin L.James et aI, It Lindbergh 's Reception in 
France, Belgium, England, Washington D.C., New York and 
St. Louis, " CURRENT HISTORY, Volume XXVI, No.4, (July, 1927)~ 
pp.522-538. 

89. With its tradition of ingenuity and free enterprise, 
America was also prepared to entertain thoughts of the 
com~ercial prospects in air travel. For SUbstantiation 
and development of this point see Edward Marshall, tiThe 
Practicality of Transocean Air Service," CURRE!-J"T HISTORY, 
Volume XXVI, No.4. (July, 1927), pp.639-~ 

90. Sann, op.cit., p.162. 



Owen when, in'~indbergh's Epoch Making Flight from New 

York to Paris," he suggests that the great aviator's 

flight was the greatest individual triumph in American 

history, and Lindberg himself, 

"stands out in a grubby world as an 
inspiration of what idealistic youth 
can be. And it is because he so 
typifies the spirit of clean knighthood 
that men have honoured him greatly." 91 
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Lindbergh had risen from comparative obscurity to become 

the hero of the decade, much loved, and much Publicized. 92 

The flight, however, transcended personal attainment. In 

an age dominated by conflict, the transatlantic crossing 

functioned as a dual metaphor to express the achievement 

of an heroic, solitary, unaided individual on the one hand, 

and, on the other, the triumph of the machine and the 

success of an industrially organized society. A significant 

number of Americans read into the flight a celebration of 

self-sufficiency in which Lindbergh became a pioneer 

linked to the tradition of individualism in the American 

experience. The Atlantic had become the new 'frontier,' 

and the machine that made Lindbergh's flight possible 

symbolized the advance into a complex industrial present. 

91 • Russell Owen, "Lindbergh t s Epoch Mak ing Flight From 
New York to PariS," CURRENT HISTORY, Volune XXVI, No.4. 
(July, 1927), p.506. 

92~ The role played by the media in elevating Lindbergh 
to national prominence is outlined in James et aI, or.cit., 
and in Marshall, op.cit. 
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reaitional America celebrated differently. It also took 

terms 'pioneer' and 'frontier', but injected into them 

idea that America's glory lay somewhere in the past, 

that America should look backwards in time to discover 

orne lost virtue. Regression into a frontier past 

;0011ided with progression into an industrial future. 

Ultimately, however, Lindbergh's flight was future-

no matter how reluctant traditionalists might 

the admission, The Spirit of St.Louis showed 

as meaning progress rather than decline. 

and Morals 

In the realm of manners and morals, however, the 

situation seems, initially at least, to have been reversed. 

History was read to mean decline, and not progress. 

'Normalcy, I Intolerance, Prohibition, and 'Ballyhoo' had 

all made their separate contributions towards the decline: 

in turn, they interacted mutually to influence a startling 

change in social standards and the ways of expressing 

them, and culminated in a full scale mutiny against what 

had hitherto been accepted as the everyday decency of the 

traditional American order. Both stunned and excited by 

this kind of apostasy, Frederick Lewis Allen blamed the 

younger generation with one half of his heart, and envied 

them with the other. Observing that the conventional 

moral code of the nation was imperiled, he declared, 

"The shock troops of the rebellion were 
not alien agitators, but the sons and 
daughters of well-to-do American families, 
who knew little about Bolshevism and 
cared distinctly less, and their defiance 
was not expressed in obscure radical 



publications or in soap box speeches, but 
right acrosS the family breakfast table 
into the horrified ears of conservative 
mothers and fathers. II 93 

Allen's contention conforms to the critical commonplace 

that youth constituted an integral part of the decade. 

These convict ions are overstated and misleading. While 

young people were acting with more freedom than before, 

so were other age gr~~ps. What was essential to the 
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decade was not simply youth, but the widespread struggle 

to adapt to the requirements and life-styles of modernity. 

Conditions were sufficiently different from those of 

preceding decades that many Americans had no set of 

experiences with which to define their position in 

6ociety~ In mar~ respects the conflict of the 1920s 

was brought about by irr~aturity. Adulthood was not 

necessarily an outgrowth of the decade, and th is has been 

revealed i~ contemporary history and literature. The 

American, seemingly w2ture, was still struggling against 

the pressures towards conformi~y imposed by scientific, 

technological, economic and societal innovations. 94 

From this perspective the 1920s are important because 

the order of laws had been sundered by events prior to and 

93. Frederick Lewis Allen, ~cit., p.73. 

94. Development and SUbstantiation or this claim can 
be found in W.Tasker Witham, THE ADOLESCENT IN THE 
AMERICAN NOVEL, 1920-1960, (New York, 1964). 
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during the decade, and this accounted for changing 

patterns of behaviour~ During the First World War, for 

example, Americans engaged in the field of duty aad on 

the home front had been subject to violent disruptions, 

and the war generation had grown accustomed to living, 

almost without rules, for the day.95 At war's end, 

returning soldiers were blamed for importing into America 

the moral and sexual laxity of Continental countries,96 

and although this conviction has been legitimately revised,97 

it nonetheless may have influenced the thoughts and the 

activities of a misinformed public. In addition, the 

conclusion of the war and the defeat of Wilson's ideals 

for peace brou~~t with them a widespread sense of 

disillusionment, and the discrepancy between ideal and 

real was personified by an article published in THE SMART 

SET where the editors, George Jean Nathan and H.L.Mencken, 

declared that, 

"Both of us are opposed to all such 
ideas as come from the mob, and are 
polluted by its stupidity: Puritanism, 
Prohibition, Comstockery, evangelical 
Christianity, tin-pot patr~otism, the 
whole sham of democracy. Both of us, 
though against Socialism and in favour 
of Capitalism, believe that Capitalism 
in the United States is ignorant, 
disreputable, and degraded, and that 
its heroes are bounders. 1I 98 

95. See Gilman M~Ostrander, tiThe Revolution in Morals," 
in Joan Hoff Wilson (ed,), op. cl t., p.133. 

96. See Frederick Lewis Allen, ~cit., p.78. 
97. See Fred D. Baldwin, "The Inv is Ibl e Armor: Sexual 
Morality in World War 1, liTHE AMERICAN QUARTER~Y, Volume 
XVI. No.3, (Fall,1964). pp 432-444. Baldwin argues that 
the American government went to great pains to ensure that 
the wounds suffered in action were inflicted on the 
battlefields, and not in the brothels of Europe. 

98., Cited from "A Personal Word," in Stenerson, ..QE.cit.,p .. 5. 
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The previous generations had willed to their offsprings 

in the 1920s a legacy that the world was shabby, and 

that its position was debilitated and precarious. 99 

In an effort to restore both meani~g and order to 

life, therefore, the _~erican 1920s turned to the one 

force that had emerged from the war practically unblemished, 

science: in the popular context this would be used both 

to explain and condone the behavioural 'departures' of the 

decade. The theories of Sigmund Freud, albeit inaccuratly 

and even wildly interpreted, naturally drew warm responses 

from a generation whose social props had fallen down and 

who were, it seemed, preoccupied with individual fulfillment. 

Indeed, in a study of Freud's influence in the United 

States during the 19206, Jewell W.Vincent holds that, 

"One point of agreement is that the decade 
of the 1920s was revolutionary in morals 

99. The implications of this legacy were far reaching. 
In the field of religion, for example, postwar 
disillusionment resulted in a religious 'depression.' 
Because the decline was gradual, however, 'depression' may 
be too strong a term. Nonetheless, Protestantism, in 
particular, lost its prime position, and, by the end of 
the decade, was reduced to partnership status in the 
triumvirate of Protestantism, Catholicism, and Judaism. 
For further reference see R. T • Handy , liThe American Religious 
Depression. 1925-1935. n CHURCH HISTORY, Volu:ne XXIX, No.1, 
(March, 1960), pp.3-16; John Lankford, "The Impact of the 
Religious Depression on Protestant Benevolence, 1925-1 935 ~" 
JOURNAL OF PRESBYTERIAN HISTORY, (June, 1964), pp.104-123; 
and William T _ Doherty, liThe Impact of Bus ine ssmen on 
Protestant ism, 1900-1 929," BUSINESS HISTORY REVIEW, Volume 
XXVIII, (June, 1954), pp.141-153. 



and manners and it was then that Freud was 
popularised in this cow.'1try." 100 

It is significant, therefore, that, 

"to those who have no other belief, 
Freudianism sometimes serves as a 
philosophy of life. II 1 01 
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America in revolt was ready for Freud and Freud ready for 

it. Thus, as has been outlined by Grace Adams, the rise 

of psychology was confused in the public mind with the science 

of electrical appliances and motor vehicles. 102 It was 

not surprising, therefore, that Americans took from 

Freudianism the notion that sex motivated mankind, or, as 

100. Jewell W. Vincent, "Some Influences of Sigmund Freud 
on the 19206 in the United States," SOUTHERN Q UA."RTERLY, 
Volume XI, (January, 1964), pp.138-149. A divergent 
opinion is expressed in Geoffrey H.Steere, "Freudianism 
and Child Rearing in the Twenties.," THE AMERICAN QUARTERL"X, 
Volume XX, No.4, (Winter, 1968), pp.759-767. Steere 
argues that, if Freudianism had been so widespread in the 
1920s, it would be expected to have been apparent in child 
rearing practices, but it was not. In Lucille C.Birnbaum, 
"Behaviourism in the 1920s," THE AMERICAN QUARTERLY, 
Volume VII, No.1. (Spring, 1955). pp.15-30, the authoress 
assesses the impact of Watsonian Behaviourism wh1ch was at 
variance with Freudian theory. One of FreUd's most hostile 
critics, John B.Watson, is credited with the statement 
that "The scientific level of Freud's concept of the 
unconscious is exactly on par with the miracle of Jesus," p.18 

The literary implications of Freudianism are 
displayed at the ir best in Frederick J. HoffmalJ., FREUDIANISfM 
AND THE LITERARY MI~~, (Baton Rouge, 1957). 

101. Alfred Kazin, noted authority on the period, cited 
in Steere, op.cit., p.759. 

102. Grace Adams, "The Rise an.d Fall of Psychology," 
THE ATLANTIC MONTHLY, Volume CLIII, No.1, (January, 1934), 
pp.82-83. 
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P.L.Allen puts it, liThe first requirement of mental health 

was to have an uninhibited sex life. ,,1 03 This ms.y have 

helped to influence or even account f'or the 'new' morality 

of the postwar period, but only in the context of' the 

times when fervor for Freud reached fever p,itch. From the 

perspective of' hindsight, therefore, Jewell Vincent argues 

that the psychologist from Vienna acquired an unjust 

reputation for causing the decline in moral standards 

during the decade, yet "Freud cannot be said even to have 

attacked sexual moralityo,,1 04 Freud's impact on the 1920s 

has been consistently overstated, and his influence upon 

behavioural patterns during the decade should be subject to 

detailed revision. 

Such revision could ver,y well reveal that the 

factors determining behavioural changes during the 19208 

were more wholly American. In ONLY YESTERDAY: AN INPORMAL 

HISTORY OF THE 19208, for example, Allen cites American 

agents - Prohibition, the autom~bile, popular magazines, 

motion pictures - which might have been even more influential 

than he understood them to be. Prohibition, attended by 

evasion, mixed drinking and gangsterism, brought about 

obvious changes. The automobile was equally if not more 

potent an agent in shifting social patterns. By increasing 

mobility, the motor car allowed men and women more f'reedom 

103. 

104. 

Frederick Lewis Allen, op.cit., p.82. 

Vin~ent, op.cit., p.144. 
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than before and, as one juvenile court judge put 

it, had become a "house of prostitution on wheels." 105 

If all Americans could not afford the luxury of Model A 

Fords, the magazine and motion picture industries provided 

inexpensive and lurid alternatives which fully confronted 

an even wider public with the potency of the libido, even 

if the word itself was never mentioned, or even understood. 1 06 

It seems that nothing Was sacred. Women, traditionally 

cherished as champions of national morality and paragons 

of American innocence) changed their appearance, their 

status, and their patterns of behaviour during the 1920s. 1 07 

The new fashion was to be unshockable, and, at the same 

time, to be shocking. Hemlines rose and necklines plunged 

as the berouged Flapper, lips painted and hair cropped, 

turned a deaf ear to pleas for modesty from fashion writers 
... 08 and legislators.' Enfranchised by the Nineteenth 

105. Frederick Lewis Allen, op.cit., p.83, citing the 
Lynds in MIDDL~TOWN. 

106. Frederick Lewis Allen, ibid, holds that publishers 
"learned to a nicety the gentlea:rt of arousing the reader 
without arousing the censor," p.83, and that the motion 
pictuI'e industry gave "lip service to the old code" but 
"diligently and with consummate vulgarity publicised the 
new.tt p.85. Censorship was never entirely dormant, 
however, and verification of this point can be found in 
Paul S.Boyer, "Boston Book Censorship in the Twenties, \I 
THE AMERICAN QUARTERLY, Volume XV, No.1, (Spring, 1963) 
pp. 3-24. 
107. This change was not altogether sudden and had its 
antecedents in previous decades. In "The Arner'ican Woman's 
pre-1i¥orld War 1 Freedom in Morals and Manners," JOURNAL OF 
AMERICAN HISTORY, Volume LV, for example, James R.McGovern 
claims that the revolution in morals and manners took place 
in the period 19tO-1920, and not in the period 1920-1930. 

108. Ostrander, in Joan Horr Wilson (ed.) ~cit., p.133. 
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Amendment (1920), women of the decade grew increasingly 

independent as tec~~ological innovations, exemplified by 

the growing use of home appliances, reduced the time and 

effort devoted to housekeeping which, along with motherhood, 

was elevated to quasi-professional status. In addition, 

the War had introduced women into the work force on a 

larger scale than before, and this was extended during the 

1920s by the increase in job opportunities for women, and 

by middle and upper class families permitting their 

daughters to follow a wider range of careers. 109 With a 

new sense of economic self-reliance, American women, 

looking different and engaged in new activities, expressed 

their growing independence by voicing their opposition to 

such iniquities as the double standard in sex,110 and by 

displaying a decided preference for petting, cigarettes, 

and . 111 glne In revolutionizing their self-image, 

American women had, as Ostrander points out, "won the 

b tt ' ,,112 a ..Le ••• 

109. This argument is developed by Frederick Lewis Allen 
op.cit., pp.79-81, and by Ostrander in Joan Hoff Wilson 
( ed. ), of. cit., pp. 1 34-1 35. 

110. Ostrander in Joan Hoff Wilson (ed.), ibid, p.134. 

111. They also devoted their attention to far more 
serious issues. For further reference see Ann Firor 
Scott's excellent "After Suffrage: Southern Women in the 
Twen ties f" THE JOUR..~AL OF SOUTHERN HISTORY, Volume XXX, 
(August, 1964), pp.298-318. 

112. Ostrander in Joan Hoff Wils on (ed')J oJ? cit., p.i 35. 
The critical assessment of the place occupied by American 
women during the 1920s is in urgent need of a complementary 
study evaluating the changed appearance, status, and 
behaviour of American men in the same period. 
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Revolt of the Highbrows. 1I 

In the 19208 the only constant was inconsistency. 

events of the decade, judged from their own perspective 

well as that of the present, appear to have been at 

e startling, chaotic, gaudy, and rent with conflict. 

past had Ii ttle meaning for a large number of Amer-ieans 

viewed it with distaste if at all, and the future 

difficult to forecast. The defence of traditional 

codes, at times nervous and shrill, failed to prevent the 

de facto emergence of a brash new cultUre dominated by 

reverence for bUSiness, faith in continuing prosperity, 

devotion to mass production and mass consumption, and 

cor~ormity to the mediocre and tawdry values of the middle 

class majority. Unable to find anything reputable in 

this or the past, an informal but powerful group of 

"intellectuals" staged a full scale mutiny against 

prevailing values, a rebellion that F.L.Allen captions 

"The Revolt of the Highbrows~ .. 113 

Whatever their actual right to Brahmin status, 

the men and women of the 19206 who assumed acce'Ss to it 

113. Frederick Lewis Allen, op.cit., Chapter IX, pp.188-203. 
Allen correctly acknowledges that the 'Highbrows' were 
geographically dispersed and idealistically disunited, 
yet tended to congregate around urban centers in general, 
and New York City in particular. His claim that the 
'Highbrows' were mainly aut.hors, artists, lawYers, doctors, 
academics and college-educated businessmen is both 
legitimate and questionable. It reflects the self-
generated exclusiveness of an intellectual elite, and 
presumes that middle class status and middle class 
mentality are unconditionally one and the same. 
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looked upon the remah!cer of the nation with an air of 

aloofness and almost exquisite scorn. The past was a 

stupidity, the present a mediocrity, and life was 

meaningless. Traditional codes were punctuated by 

vulgarity and excess. Disillusioned at finding themselves 

in the midst of such a despicable environment, the so-called 

intellectuals of the decade sought not merely to criticise 

the system but, fUrther, to dissociate themselves from 

it.114 In THE SMJI.RT SET, and later, the AMERICAN MERCURY, 

the 'Brahmins' of the decade found powerful vehicles for 

their outpourings of invective. F.L.Allen sums the case up, 

then, when he says that the AMERICAN MERCURY, 

"poured critical acid upon sentimentality 
and evasion and academic pomposity in books 
and in life: it lambasted Babbitts, 
Rotarians, Methodists, and Reformers, 
ridiculed both the religion of Coolidge 
R'~erity, and what Mencken called the 
'bilge of idealism,' and looked upon the 
American scene with raucous and profane 
laughter. II 115 

It seemed, then, that the only reputable activity was 

desperate rejection, and because their renunciations were 

almost unlimited, the 'Highbrows' are open to the justifiable 

but as yet unstated accusation that they were as prohibitive 

and stuffy as the life style they burlesqued. 

114. The extent of dissociation is expertly measured in 
Malcolm Cowley, EXILE'S RETURN: A LITERARY ODYSSEY OF THE 
1920s, (New York, 1972). 

115. Frederick Lewis Allen, p.192. Subscriptions to the 
AMERICAN MERCURY totalled 77,000 by 1927. p.193. 
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Although they were largely heterogeneous in form, 

the 'Highbrows' of the Jazz Age subscribed to certain 

cow~on assumptions that F.L.Allen summarizes as their 

credo: they supported the notion that American morality 

required a change permitting greater sexual freedom and 

objected to the championship of traditional morality by 

lobbyists who used legislation to enforce it: they 

denounced Prohibition, censorship, and reforn, by insisting, 

instead, the t the individual be freed from cloying creeds; 

they favoured secularization and were blatantly agnostic; 

they despised the ad-mass g consumer-oriented, media-fed 

culture that surrounded them; and they subjected the middle-

mass of America to a vitriolic and almost unprecedented 

f . I 116 wave 0 lconoc asm. They laughed, and other Americans 

joined in wi th them. In the end, however, the laughter 

was hollow. 

There were, as Allen pOints out,117 three main 

aspects of disillusionment. Firstly, a multitude of 

liaisons, singularly pleasurable, were variously as 

meaningless as romantic love and traditional seduction. 

Secondly, the 'Highbrows ll wanted freedom, but for what? 

They smashed taboos without ever fully liberating themselves 

fr om them, and the ir unusual predicament was "their 

dis illue ionment wi th the ir own rebell ion. It 11 .g Thirdly, 

116. 

117. 

118 .. 

See pp.194-20Q for further development. 

Ibid, p.199, citing Walter Lippmann. 
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the 'D1tellectuals i arfirmed the high place of scientific 

methens and proofs, but science was changing so rapidly 

that men could no longer be absolutely positive. This very 

point is made by F.L.Allen when he says that, 

"Nothing, then, was sure; the purpose 
of life was undiscoverable; the end of 
life were less discoverable still; in 
all this fog there was no solid thing on 
which man could lay hold and say, This is 
real; this -wi 11 abide." 119 

It is significant, therefore, that the final discovery 

the 'Brahmins' made was that, 

"They could revolt against stupidity 
and mediocrity, they could derive a 
meagre pleasure from regarding 
themselves with pity as members of a 
lost generation, but they could not 
find peace." 120 

In this sense the long revered intellectual elite of the 

decade proved themselves to be more profane than they 

were sacred. 1 21 

Indeed, even the literary output of the decade's 

novelists has been called in for serious questioning. 

The classic example of this dispute is presented in Fine 

and Brown's THE AMERICAN PAST: CONFLICTING INTERPRETATIONS 

119. 

120. 

1.:Q.ll!, p.200. 

Ibid, p.203. 

121. Without diminishing their excellence in any way, the 
workS of Dorothy Parker and H. L.Mencken tend to 
SUbstantiate this point. See Brendan Gill (ed.)) OPe ci t. , 
and James T.Farrell (ed.), H.L.MENCKEN: PREJUDICES, A 
SELECTION, (New York, 1955). 



OF THE GREAT ISSUES, wher>e Bernard DeVoto and Frederick - -
J.Hoffman debate the true value of the period's 

t 
122 litera ure. DeVoto argues that the 'official t 

literature of the decade deprived man of his essential 

dignity, that the jaundiced perspective presented by 
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novelists was inaccurate, inadequate, and unreliable, and 

that the fault was in the artists' perception rather than 

in society itself. Conversely, Hoffman claims that the 

literature of the 1920s was historically and artistically 

reliable, that the depict ion of isolated and all but 

hopeless characters combatting hostile and barren 

surroundings was meaningful and accurate, and that the 

decade was highlighted by exciting and far-reaching 

literary ip~ovations. The arguments on both sides are 

convincing, the issues are complex, and the debate awaits 

fi..'1.al res oluti on. 

On all levels, then, the American 19208 are subject 

to equivocation and conflict. Detached from the fir.m 

foundations that had guided them through the past, 

Americans were coming to learn that the new way was to 

be adrift, that society and uncertainty were one and the 

same, and that the American Dream, no longer functioning 

122. See Bernard DeVoto and Frederick J.Hoffman in Sidney 
Fine and Gerald Brown (edS.), THE AMERICAN PAST: CONFLICTI~G 
INTERPRETATIONS OF THE GREAT ISSUES, Volume 2, (New York, 
1965). For further reference see Archibald MacLeish. THE 
IRRESPONSIBLES: A DECLA~~TION, (New York, 1940): Milton--
Plesur (ed.), INTELLECTUAL ALIENATION IN THE 1920~1 
(Lexington, 1970); and Richard Hofstadter. ANTI
INTELLECTUALISM IN A1~RICAN LIFE, (London, 1§b4). 
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as a generally accessible a~piration, was anchored rirmly 

in the past. A~erica now experienced one of' the most 

rapid periods of' urban expansion in its hiat ory, a growth 

process that tuned the cities into the tensions or the 

1 920s. 123 

URBAl"f ISM: NEN YORK CITY IN THE 1920s. 

During the 1920s urbanism, a 'new' lire style 

popularly associated with the cities, thrust its tentative 

and, in some senses, its impermanent way into the American 

c onBC iousness. Defined by Louis Wirth as "that complex 

of traits which made up the characteristic modes of life 
. .12L1 125 in cl.ties,t. . urbanism was never as shrill as agrarianism, 

and had no need t 0 be~ Urbanism expanded by its own 

123. John D.Hicks, a noted critic of the period, states 
that "The spectacular growth of American cities during 
the 1920s affords at least as many opportunities ror 
historical studies as there were cities and metropolitan 
centers." J.D .Hicks, "Research Opportunit ies in the 1920s, It 
~ISTORIAN, Volume ~l, (November, 1962), p.8. 

124. Louis Wirth, "Urbanism as a Way or Lire, It THE AMERICAN 
JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY, VolQme XLIV, Number 1, (July, 1938), 
p.7. Other pioneer studies are listed in Blake McKelve~, 
~HE EMERGENCE OF METROPOLITAN AMERICA, (New Jersey, 1968), 
pp.27-30 

125. The urban perspective of the decade may be distorted 
ir measured solely in terms of a rural past, For further 
reference to agrarianism see Don. S.Kirschner, CITY A~~ 
COUNTRY: RURAL RESPONSES TO URBANIZATION IN THE 1920s, 
(Westport, Connecticut, 1970), pp.57-61, and Clifford 
B.Anderson, "Agrarian Attitudes Toward the City, Busirl.ess 
and Labour in the 19208 and 1930s," MISSISSIPPI QUARTERLY, 
Volume XIV, (Fall, 1961), pp.182-189. 
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vall tion. It lacked self-conscious aggrandizement,126 and 

its arsenal was equipped with laughter rather than with 

ranting. 127 Urbanization had reached a new stage by the 
128 19208, and the swing from rural to urban preponderance 

provided a forum that emphasised the components of the 

decade and generated the twenty-four characteristics that 

Wirth identifies in his theory or urbanism: large numbers 

in relation to high density or settlement; a cosmopolitan 

and at times deliberately heterogeneous atmosphere; a 

greater range of interpersonal relationships; spatial 

segregation delineated by ethnicity, economics, tastes, 

and preferences; weaker bonds of kinship and the 

126. In THE PERILS OF PROSPERITY, 1914-1932, (Chicago, 1965), 
h w . " . R L '.L - i t th + "Th . t L O\fiffl'/e!', l.l ....... lam.L:.t. euchl..enburg sugges s . a", e CJ. y was 
self-conscious in its superiority to rural mores," p.226. 
In addition, McKelvey, QP.cit., suggests that the city had 
a more assertive influence because, in a decade devoted to 
imitation and success, "The skyscraper rivaled the aut omobile 
as the symbol of success in the Twent ies. One was the sign 
of a prosperous community, the other of an affluent family." 
p.48. 

127. The Census of 1920 indicated that traditional America 
was losing its powers and, therefore, its ability to regulate. 
The enactment of Prohibition and the widespread ridicule 
surrounding its wholesale evasion exemplifies this point. 

128. This generally accepted assertion can be verified 
in Wirth, oE.cit., p.2; McKelvey, oE.cit., PP.vii-viii; 
and in Constance McLaughlin Green's THE RISE OF URBAN A~mRICA. 
(New York, 1965), Chapter 6, liThe Swing of the Pendulum, II 
pp.128-156. 
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substitution of' :formally controlled mechanisms; the 

formation of many casual and :few deep relationships; a 

greater dependence upon other persons as secondary rather 

than primary contacts in the provision of essentials; 

impersonal, superficial, transitory and segmental 

intercommunications; a high level of sophistication, and 

action governed by rationality; a respect fOl~ utility and 

efficiency, and a reliance upon the function of 

corporations; a division of labour parallel to individual 

specialization; communication through indirect mediums 

and representativesi an urban milieu born of differentiation 

and specialization; the value or recognition and the use 

of uniforms to denote the role but obscure the identity 

of the wearer; a succeptibility to glaring contrasts 

such as splendour against squalor, riches against poverty, 

intelligence above ignorance, and order beside chaos; 

separation or place of work f'rom place of res idence; 

segregation of settlement according to occupation, national 

origin, colour, income, statue ~nd taste; the acceptrulce 

that different parts of the city have different ~unctions, 

and that the city is an abruptly delineated mosaic; the 

competition, aggrandizement, and mutual explOitation common 

to densely populated and heterogeneous communities; the 

loneliness and nervous tension associated with city life; 

the obfuscation of caste lines and class structures by 

high mobility rates; committrnent to a number of allegiances 

rather than undivided constancy to any one cause; 
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sut3cept ibili ty to rapid turnovers in group membership, 

mobility of residence, and unpredictable and problematical 

behaviour; and finally, vulnerability to the levelling 

influence of the city where individuality is displaced by 

categorization. 129 In the light of these characteristics, 

the juxtaposition of rural against urban during the 1920s 

is in need of a 1'resh outlook beginning wi th the pre

supposition that urbanism as a way of li1'e is complex 

rather than bad. 

Allowing for both quality and quantity of change, 

urbanism appealed to city-oriented and ethnically diVerse 

elements sympathetic towards experimentation and radicalism, 

and aware that the dirge of the American Dream had been 

sounded. Standing in the midst of a transitional period 

of life in urban centers coupled with longing for a 

pioneer tradition, this group understood that the way a 

life was lived was more important than where it was lived. 

They were also aware that rural-urban disparities were 

becoming obscured as rural America succumbed to the lures 

129. This is a summary of the characteristics enumerated 
in Wirth, op.cit., pp.9-18. Complementary perspectives 
can be found in: Niles Carpenter, THE: SOCIOLOGY OF CITY LIFE, 
(New York, 1931); William F.Ogburn, SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS 
DF CITIES: A BASIS FOR NEW INTERPRETATIONS OF Tm; ROLE OF 
THE CITIES IN AMERICAN LIFE, ( Chicago, 1937); Louis Mumf'ord, 
THE CULTURE OF CITIES, (New York, 1938); Oscar Handlin and 
John Burchard eds. , THE HISTORIAN AND THE CITY (Canfuridge, 
Mass.,); Louis Wirth in Albert J.Reiss Jr. (ed.), ON CITIES 
AND SOCIAL LIFE: SELIi:CTED PAPERS, (Chicago, 1964); 
Jeffrey K.Hadden and Edgar F.Borgatta (eds.), AM&~ICAN 
CITIE:S: THEIR SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS, (Chicago, 1965); 
R.N.Morris, URBAN SOCIOLOGY, (London, 1968); William 
Michelson, MAN AND HIS URBAN ENVIRONMENT: A SOCIOLOGICAL 
APPROACH, (London, 1970); and Harold E.Nottridge, 
THE SOCIOLOGY OF URBAN LIVING, (Boston, 1972). 
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of industrial and urban modernism, and that, by some ironic 

twist of fate, agrarianism was being recast in the mould 
130 of urban A~erica. This claim is supported by Don S. 

Kirschner in his suggestion that, 

"From cost accounting and advertising 
to motion pictures, farmers were snapping 
up the procedures and products of a new 
and more realistic way of life. But what 
might happen if ,they were made to face the 
fact that the images and values that they 
cherished were contradicted by the life 
they were 1 tv ing?" 131 

Opponents of urbanism wer~therefore, unable to harness 

130. The Census of 1920 produced statistical evidence that, 
for the first time in American history, the majority of 
Americans were dwelling in cities rather than living in 
rural areas. These cities were seldom static and were 
conducive to rapid and radical change. The claim that there 
was an urban majority is qualified in that, for Census 
purposes, the definition of 'urban' applied to any population 
group of 2,500 or more. Judged in terms of the decade it 
inaugurated, when the finer details had not been scrutinized, 
however, the Census openly challenged the security of 
'non-urban' America. In this sense, the importance of the 
Census has not been overplayed. For further reference to 
the Census of 1920, see McKelvey, op.cit., pp.31-32, and 
The Report of the Presiden~s Research Co~nittee on Social 
Trends, RECENT SOCL4L TREJ.'fDS IN THE UNITE.'D STf~TES, two 
volumes, (Westport, Connecticut, 1970). Chapter One, 
"The Population of the Nation," pp.1-58, and Chapter Nine, 
tiThe Rise of Metropolitan Communities," pp.443-496. 

131. Kirschner, op&cit., p.74. The media played an 
important part in this process, and its influence is 
discussed in McKelvey, op.cit., p.8. McKelvey adds that 
sodalities such as the New York City Club stimulated 
vitality and sought to integrate city and country. p.57. 



the city to their o~n needs 9
132 and this disability, as 

Wirth so shrewdly pointed out in 1938, was an outgrowth of 

the tremendous vitality emanating from the cities themselves: 

"The influence which cities exert upon 
the social life of man are greater than 
the ratio of the urban population would 
indicate, for the city is not only in 
ever larger degrees the dwelling-place 
and the workshop of modern man, but it 
ia the initiating and controlling center 
of economic, political, and cultural life 
that has drawn the most remote parts of 
the world into its orbit and woven diverse 
areas, peoples, and activities into a 
cosmos. II 133 

The city alone, then, was an active and important agent 

132. The temper of the Twenties was exacerbated by the 
added strains endemic in the brazen new presence of American 
cities which Morton White su.ggests were, "too big, too noisy, 
too dusky~ too dirty, too smelly, too commercial, too 
crowded, too full of immigrants, too full of Jews, too full 
of Irishmen, Italians, Poles, too fast, too artificial, 
destructive of conversat ion, destruct ive of' connuoicati on, 
too greedy, too capitalistic, too full of' automobiles, too 
full of smog, too :full o:f dust, too heartless J too 
intellectual, too scientific, insufficiently poetic, too 
lacking in manners, too mechanical, destruct ive of' f'amily 
tribal and patriotic feeling." Morton 'i~·hite ci ted in 
Handlin and Burchard (eds.), Ope cit. , p. 87. Hostili ty 
toward the city was neither new nor unique to the 1920s, but 
its intensity was unprecedented and raw. Indeed, the decade 
climaxed what Morton and Lucia White describe as a "powerful 
tradi ti on of anti-urbanism in the history of' American 
thought." Morton and Lucia White, ~H}t: INTELLECTUAL VB~RSUS. 
THE CITY: FROM THOMAS JEFFERSON TO FRAN'.r\: LLOYD WRIGHT, 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts. 1962), p.3. 

133. Wirth, "Urbanism as a Way of Life," op cit., p.2. 
Taking this argQ~ent a step further, it is possible that it 
was the partial merging of rural-urban characteristics and 
an understanding of the interdependent relationship between 
the city and its hinterland that, like the solely urban 
example advanced by Nathan Glazer and Daniel P.Moynihan in 
BEYOND THE MELTING POT: THE NEGROT~S, PU:s!RTO RICANS, J~V'lS, 
ITALIANS. Ai'lD IRISH OF Njj;Vi YORK CITY, ( Cambridge, Mass
achusetts, 1970), earned America the right to regard itself 
as both a cauldron and a salad bowl. 
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in the development of a new style of life. Unlike its 

predecessors in previous decades, the city of the 1920s, 

transported by unprecedented and powerful agents covering 

the full range from the automobile thy'ough to the wireless, 

was able to extend its influence into the most remote 

outposts of American life. In doing so, it reduced 

barriers traditionally dividing agrarianism from urbanism 

and, from the 19206 onwards, the city became as much the 

b "t th t b fA' l"f 134 worn as 1 was e om 0 merlcan 1 e. 

Because it functioned as the prima donna of American 

urbanism during the 19208 the metropolis of New York, 

with its one static quality of change and its one form 

of formlessness, is a legitimate single symbol for the 

decade's collectively urban nature. 135 As the largest, 

most densely populated and heterogeneous com:nun! ty in the 

134. The urban nature of the decade is important because 
the city and the decade found harmony in their mutual 
discord. Indeed, time and place converged with a 
precision almost without precedence in the annals of 
American experience. . 

135. This claim is substant ia ted by Louis Wirth in 
"Urbanism as a Way of Life. tt op.cit., p.9. Wirth claims 
that the characteristics of city life are accentuated in 
direct ratio to the size, density, and heterogeneity of 
a community. Whether or not New York was the most or the 
least American city is, ultimately, irrelevant. It was 
American. 
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United States during the 19208,136 New York's leadership 

was never seriously questioned,137 and extending its 

influence through its own pronounced and almost 

uncontrollable momentum, New York City was at once th'e 

matrix and the mausoleum of the nat ion. 

punctuated by ambiguity and pardox, New York 

City was an index to the fUture and a warning to the past. 138 

It represented if it did not create a state of mind which, 

influenced by a specific though portable and intangible 

136. As the hub of the nation the area of New York City, 
which included the five boroughs of the Bronx, Manhattan, 
Queens, Richmond, and Brooklyn, had an almost unlimited 
b ou...'1dary • 

M~~elvey, op.cit., p.4, maintains that New York 
City at all times maintained a numerical lead. His claim 
is confirmed by The United States Bureau of the Census, 
STATISTICAL ABSTRACT OF THE ffiHTED STATES, (1965), p.12. 

The degree of heterogeneity in New York City is 
the maL~ theme advanced by Glazer and Moynihan. op.cit. 

137. This is substant iated by McKelvey, on. ci t., p.8. 
Chicago, which was the closest rival for the status of 
leadership, lacked the centralized dynamism of New York 
City. It was more the center of the Midwest and less the 
heart of the whole nation. 

138. In Leuchtenburg, op.cit., this point is highlighted 
by the following citation: II 'New York,' wrote the Denver 
~ in 1930, 'has been a cesspool into which i~nigrant 
trash has been dumped for so long that it can scarcely be 
considered American any more. t New York was the seat of 
the Union Theological Seminary and modernism, the home of 
the nightclub and the gangster. of Wall Street and Tammany 
Hall; it was, as Bryan had so long ago said of the East, 
'the enemy country. t It was a city cruel and impersonal, 
the home of the rootless, a place where, as one writer 
noted, 'nobody seemed to have parents. tit pp.226-227. 
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physical base,139 provided a way of life '.'ihicn made 

the literary, intellectual &ld cultural capital of the 

United States. 140 As such? New York City was the 'high 

place' from which a large number of unexpatriated Americans 

could survey the decade as a battleground or locus for the 

controversial issues of experimentation and conservatism. 

As the Florence of a 'new world' in a newcentury, New York 

City Symbolised the constant rejection of rural values 

as well as the championship of new urban standards. 

139. The city is a "state of mind" associated with a 
phySical place and utility of place. This definition 
eliminates the difficult position critics b~ve faced in 
allowing that ruralites may have urban tastes and preferences, 
just as the city-dweller mi~ht empathise with the selection 
of rural traditions. It also acco~~odate8 the concept that 
the city is, like modern science, in a state of continual 
flux. Thus, the city can. .. 1.ot be spoken of in static terms. 
It is also interesting to note that the 1920s began the 
pr~cess in the motion picture industry of creating an 
amalgamated American city drawn from San FranciSCO, 
Los Angeles, New Orleans, Chicago and New York City. 
I am indebted to Professor Barry Karl of the University 
of Chicago for this last point. 

140. This claim is sustantiated in Van Wyck Brooks, 
DAYS OF THE PHO&~IX: THE NINETEEN-TViENTIES I REME:MBER, (New 
York, 1957), p.106; INalter .Allen~ THE URGENT WEST: Ttm: 
AMERICAN DREAM AND MODERN MM~, (New York, 1969), p.65; and 
Oscar Handlin in Handlin and Burchard (eds.), op.cit., 
pp.1-26. I am fUrther indebted to Dr. Alfred Kazin who 
suggested to me that the cultural preponderance of New York 
City during the 1920s was intimately related to the gro?~h 
of periodicals such as Tfl"E NEW YORKER, THE DIAL, THE NATICN, 
and THE REPUBLIC, and that another generating agency was the 
concentration, in New York, of new and receptive publishing 
houses owned by 'fifty-percent' Americans such as A.A.Knopf's 
which began to supersede the 'one hundred-percent' and 
cO!lservative firms such as Charles Scribner's. 
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The lasting legacy is that, in unleashing the possibilities 

of its mvn imagin.ati ve landscape; and in providing a forum 

for it, the City of New York promoted a native outlet 
-1 u-1 

for indigenous creat ivi ty. ' " 

141. Artistic interest in the city was not, however, new. 
Indeed, American authors had been fascinated by the city 
ever since it became a reality. For fuy·ther reference to 
the literary implications of the American city see:' 
George Arthur Dunlap, THE CITY IN THE AMERICAN NOVEL, 
1 8 -1 00: A STUDY OF AMERICAN NOVELS PORTRAYING CONTEMPORARY 
CONDITIONS IN NEW YORK. PHILADELPHIA. AND BOSTON, New York, 
1965); Blanche Housman Gelfant, THE AMERICAN CITY NOVEL, 
(Norman, 1970); Irving Howe, liThe City in Literature,'! 
COMMENTARY, Volume LI, Number 5, (May, 1971); Anse 1m L. 
Strauss, IMAGES OF THE AMERICAN CITY, (New York, 1961); 
and David R. Weimer, THE CITY AS METAPHOR, (New York, 1966). 
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CHAPTER II 

C.ALL IT SLEEP 

The dichotomous posi ti oning of the American Dream 

during the approximate period of the 1920s is a thematic 

highlight in Henry Roth's epic novel, CALL IT SLEEP.1 

From the prologue "l pray thee ask no questions this is 

that Golden Land" 2 to the electrifying ou tc orne of Roth's 

renascent masterpiece, opportunity is measured by 

improbability, and success amounts to little more than 

the child protagonist's tentative survival in the cold 

and hostile environment of New York City.3 At the outset, 

David Schearlts prospects are bleak. He is rejected by his 

father, Albert, because of his un-American appearance, and 

the steamer on which he has made the crossing, the Peter 

Stuyvesant, "delivered the immigrants from the stench and 

throb of the steerage to the stench and throb of New York 

tenements, ,,4 I~mediately, and this point is made by 

A. Sidney Knowles in "The Fiction of Henry Roth," the 

1 • Henry Roth, CALL IT SLEEP, (New York, 1970). The 
prologue is set in 1907. The main body of action occurs 
between 1911 and 1913. 

2. 1.12iQ, p.3. 

3. Roth says of his environment that "Call It S.1eeI! is 
set on the East Side, but it violates the truth about what 
the East Side was like back then. Ninth Street was only 
a fragmentarY model for what I was doing. In reality I took 
the violent environment of Harlem ••• and projected it back 
onto the East Side. It became a montage of milieus, in 
which I was taking elements of one neighborhood and grafting 
them onto another." Henry Roth in David A. Bronsen, "A 
Conversation With Henry Roth," THE PARTISAN REVIEW, Volume 
X.XXVI, (1969), p. 267. 
4. Roth, op.cit., p.3. Life in America, punctuated by 
suffering, has so changed Albert Schearl that his wife, 
G~nya, does not recognize hh~. 
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Schearls are established as travellers in an alien cUlture. 5 

Indeed, Dav id f s st ory opens vii th his awareness at the 

age of six that the world has been created without thought 

of him, and he is an inconsiderable part of the American 

Dream. Rather than making progress along an ordained and 

fortuitous path, David suffers instead the physical torment 

inflicted by his father and the streets, and the psYchological 

torment endemic in paternal repudiation, fear of the cellar, 

and the ordeal of loathsome seAual advances made by the 

crippled but willing Annie. Estranged from his environment, 

David Schearl's credo is formulated by his mother who tells hiJ 

"'This is the way of the years, my SOll. 
Each new one shows 
way - !' She held 
hands before her. 
opened them. 'And 
We do what we can. 
is to strive - and 

you both hands this 
out her two closed 
'Here, choose!' And 
they're both empty. 
But the bitter thing 6 

save none but yoursel f. '" 

In this sense, David's experience is that of thrust lli~d 

wi thdrawal. 

Because of this quality Roth is able to place his hero 

in either foreground or background, and he enriches the 

portrait of David by concentrating instead on another 

member of the family. In the second book, tiThe Picture," 

for example, the major part of the narrative is devoted to 

the arrival and assimilation of David's maternal aunt, Bertha, 

5. A. Sidney Knowles Jr.. "The Fict ion of' Henry Roth," 
MODERN FICTION STUDIES, Volume XI, (Winter, 1965/6). p. 397. 

6. Roth, op.cit., p.125. 
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an unt idy woman who is distressingly homely and disarmingly 

honest. Bertha has many of her nephev,' schild-like 

qualities and an equal agility in advance and retreat. 

She does not miss the homeland? and her love of A~erica has 

much to do with the availability and cheapness of clothes 

to wear; for her, this is nothing short of a miracle. 

But when Albert rips one of her undergarments in half she 

moans, 

If Why did I ever set foot on this stinking 
land? Why did I ever come here? Ten 
hours a day in a smothering shop - paper 
flowers! Rag flowers! Ten long hours. 
afraid to pee too often because the 8 
foreman might think I was shirking. II 

The immediate counterpoint to the American harvest is 

introduced when Genya returns home with a picture that 

reminds her of Austria: 

!la picture o:f a small patch of ground 
full of tall green stalks, at the foot 
of Which, tiny blue flowers grew ..• 
'That t scorn. That t s how it grows. It 
grows out of the earth, you know, the 
sweet corn in the summer. 'II 9 

The pictUre reintroduces a note of promise and the 

prospect of meeting Bertha's suitor the night it is 

brought home brings an uncustomary sense of animation to 

the Schearl household. 

Bertha states her faith in the American Dream that 

night. Her hope is that, 

7. Genya feels that the only reason her sister does not 
miss the homeland is that she has not been in America long 
enough. 

8. Roth, op.cit., p.208. 

9. 1£l&, p.227. 



"'A little while we'll struggle; we'll 
pee in the dark. And then we'll have a 
home. .And when 'l'/e'11 have a home we'll 
have a decent home. Thick furniture with 
red legs such as I see in the store 
windows. Everything covered wi th glass. 
Handsome chandeliers! A phonograph! 
We'll work our vvay up_ 'Stimm hitt' like 
bosses! What bl iss to wake up in the morning 
without chillinG: the marrow! A white sink! 
A toilet inside '-! A bath-tub! A genuine 
bath-tub for my suffering hide in July !'tI 10 

She will do better than Albert who is too pious and 

inactive to succeed in a land where Jews can make money. 

Having introduced and highlighted exa~ples of American 

materialism and opportunity, Roth switches from the pocket 

to the soul as Albert announces that David is to attend a 

cheder8 11 From this point onwards, David's America becomes 

even more of a nightmare. The child shows himself to be a 

good student but his motivating force is fear of the rabbi's 

punisfullent and his successes isolate him from the other boys. 

He learns the story of Isaiah, of the angel cleanSing 

Isaiah's lips with burning coal, and of Isaiah's ultimate 

discovery of God, He cannot comprehend that coal, Which 

makes ashes, CQuld cleanse: he does not want ordL~ary coal 

10. 11ll.Q., p. 2L~6. 

11. Some critics maintain that CALL IT SLE~P is an 
essentially religious novel. For development of this 
concept refer to· Leslie A. Fiedler, ItHenry Roth t s Neglected 
Masterpiece," COMMENTARY, Volume XXX, (1960), pp.1 02-1 07; 
James Ferguson, "Symbolic Patterns in Call It Sleep," 
TWENTIE'TH CENTURY LITERATURE, Volume XIV, (January, 1969). 
pp.211-221; and Kenneth M. Nelson, "A Reli~ious Metaphor," 
RECONSTRUCTIONIST, Volume XXXI, Number 15. (November. 1965). 
pp.7-16. 



in his own quest for God, but 'angel-coal,' though he does 

not know where to get it. It is his mother, therefore, who 

assists in the discovery process by defining God for David. 

God was, 

"brighter than the day was brighter than 
the night .. _ if darkest midnight was 
bright enough to see whether a black 
hair was straight or curly. Brighter 
than day." 12 

On the morning of the first Passover night David is by 

the docks, looking out over the water. He sees God: 

tlHis gaze shifted to the left. As the 
cloud began to pass, a long slim lathe 
of s~~light burned silver on the water. 
- Gee, did.'1 t t see it before! 
Widened to a swath, a lane, widened. 
- Like a ship just went. 
A plain, flawless, sheer as foil to the 
serried margins. His eyes dazzled. 
- Fire on the water. White. 
His lids grew heavy. 
In the water she said. vVhite. Brighter 
than day. Whiter. And He was.t! 13 

The vision is given a particularly modern twist which 

also relates to the Jewish experience in the Diaspora 

when David meets up with a hostile gang of' Gentile 

children who ask him if he wants to see magic and then 

force him to do so by placing a metal sword in the rail 

tracks. He does this and, 

"Like a paw ripping through all the sable 
fibres of the earth, power, gigantic, 
f'etterless, thudded into day! And light, 
unleashed, terrific light bellowed out of 
iron lips. The street quaked and roared, 

12. Roth, op.cit., pp.324-325. 

13. Ibid, pp.332-333. 



and like a tortured thing, the sheet zinc 
sword, leapt writhing, fell back, consumed 
with radiance. Blinded, stunned by the 
brunt of brilliance, Dav id staggered back. 11 

Hac oal like - like Isa iah ••• where the 
car tracks run I saw it. On Tenth Street." 14 

The rail then becomes the preoccupation of the novel and 

the title of the fourth book. 

Before David plQ~ges metal into the rail again 

in order to achieve an artificially altered state of 

consciousness, he undergoes a series of experiences that 

draw the novel together and com~ent on the poverty and 

treachery of his surroundings. Having seen fresh evidence 

of his father's brutality, David is then told by boys in 

the street that they have been watching a lady, naked, 

bathing herself, from the front and the back, and in a moment 

of revulsion against the others, David realizes that it was 

his mother that they were watching. He is then befriended 

by and ult~llately subjected to the chicanery of a Christian 

boy, Leo Dugovka, a Polish-American. To cement the 

friendship, Leo promises David -a broken rosary if they 

will visit Bertha's step-daughters. David makes the first 

visit alone, and the oldest girl, Esther, asks him to 

escort her to the lavatory, which is in the cellar. 

Bertha's dream of a gleaming white toilet is in reality 

described as, 

"A tiny, sickly-grey window, matted 
with cobwebs, themselves begrimed with 
stringy grime, cast a wan gleam on the 
filth-streaked toilet bowl. II 15 

14. Ibid~ p.340 and p.345. 

15. l£1Q, p.425. 



During the second visit Leo lUres Esther into the cellar 

for a carnal exchange, a confidence that is betrayed to 

the Sternowitz parents by Polly, their younger daughter. 

David flees from this experience to the cheder. He 

lies to the two rabbis that his mother is dead, his father 

a Christian organ-player, and that he was begotten in a 

corn-field. When this is related to his parents it 

confirms Albert's worst suspicions and he repudiates his 

wife and son. The boy drops the rosary, further evidence 

of his and his mother's betrayal, flees again, and is 

discovered shocked and unconscious, but largely unharmed, 

after plunging a sword into the rail on Avenue D. The 

incident reuni-tes the i'amily and Albert recognizes David 

as his legitimate san. David f'el t, 

ttnot pain, nor terror, but strangest 
triumph, strangest acquiescence. One 
might as well call it sleep." 16 

David Schearl's story ends, theref'ore~ on what Walter 

Allen has described as a "state of aspiration amounting 

to ecstasy.tt 17 

The end of the novel does little, however, to change 

the seemingly unalterable fact that the gutter life of the 

new world was a far cry from the attractive tradition of 

individual and corporate hope that has been invested in the 

American Dream and the complexity of the American 

16. Ibid, p.599. 

17. Walter Allen, "Two Neglected American Novelists, II 
LONDON MAGAZINE, Volume II, (May, 1962), p.78. 
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relationship with Europe. 18 In this sense, therefore, 

gALL IT SLEEP is not a novel of growth as WJch as it is a 

navel of destruction. Indeed, the Schearls and their 

neighbours are severely restricted by the ethnic, linguistic, 

religious and financial barriers that prevent them from all 

but the most menial participation in American life. Instead 

of the generosity, the liberty, the sense of fair play and 

the sense of possibility held out by the American system, 

Roth's characters are subjected to filth, shame, ugliness, 

hostility, betrayal, violence, and punishment, and the 

confrontation is made on such an uncompromising scale that 

the American Eden is reduced to the status of a modern 

Jungle without rule or rationale. 

The scene that Roth depicted was not entirely new. 

Rather, it conforms to an established American tradition 

of literary disenchantment. As a statement of social 

history, however, CALL IT SLEEP has the added radical 

implication of suggesting that the rot had set in prior 

to the outbreak of the First Wqr'ld War, and that 

disillusionment and degradation were not departures from 

what later became known as 'Normalcy,' but were the norm 

itself. In this sense, the turmoil of the Twenties was 

an upheaval in breadth rather than exclusively in depth. 

Changing social values, incidents of intolerance, 

rebellion against 'accepted' patterns of behaviour, the 

18. This relates in particular to the claim made by 
Robert Spiller and others that "The American Dream has 
become part of the cultural tradition of Europe. tt Robert 
E. Spiller', Willard Thorp, Thomas J. Johnson, Henry Seidel 
Canby, and Richard M. Ludwig (eds.), LITERARY HISTCRY OF 
THF: UNITED STATES: HISTORY, (London, 1969), p.215. . 
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need for new definitions in a changL~g world, and an 

awareness of the gap between American idealism and 

American realism were present and had perhaps always been 

present for the gutter generations of P~erican immigrants. 

This trend became increasingly notable in the 

American cities after the turn of the century and is 

particularly true of Roth's lower East Side which was 

addi t ionally., 

fla new and violent world, as diff'erent 
f'rom Brownsville as quiet from turmoil. 
Here on 9th Street it wasn't the sun 
that swamped one as one left the doorway, 
it was sound - an avalanche of sound. 
There were countless children, there were 
cOUL~tless baby carriages, there were 
countless mothers. And to the screams, 
rebukes and bickerings of' these, a 
seemingly endless f'ile of hucksters 
joined their bawling cries. On Avenue D 
horse-cars clattered and banged o Avenue 
D was thronged with beer wagons, garbage 
carts and coal trucks. There were many 
automobiles, some blunt and rangey, some 
with high straw poops, honking. Beyond 
Avenue D, at the end of a stunned, ruined 
block that began with shacks and smithies 
and seltzer bottling works and ended in a 
junk heap, was the East River on which 
many boat horns sounded. fI 19 

It is a powerful and new cosmopolitan mode, and Roth is 

the master of his setting. 

19. Roth, op.cit., p.187. The importance of New York 
Ci ty in the, context of the selected novels will be examined 
at greater length in Chapter Nine of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER III 

A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN 

Using the same cosmopolitan mode and a locale of 

poverty similar to that adopted by Henry Roth in CALL IT 

SLEEP, 1 Betty Smith's novel of sentimental realism, 

A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN,2 is a more blatant statement of 

and about the American Dream during the period in and 

around the 1920s. Unlike the case of David Schearl, and 

despite any evidence to the contrary, the tone of Francie 

Nolan's story is largely optimistic, and life, though 

callous, is also imminently improvable. Essentially, this 

is a result of the influence asserted by Katie Nolan, 

Francie's mother, a realist who also permits her family to 

enjoy a sense or escape. Francie is always allowed, for 

example, to empty her coffee, the one household luxury, 

down the sink. Accordingly, she can experience what it is 

like to be able to waste. For rrancie, 

"It was one of the links between tl'1..e ground
down poor and the wasteful rich. The girl 
felt that even if she had less than anybody 
in Williamsburg, somehow she had more. She 
was richer because she had something to waste. tt 3 

Indeed, the distinctive feature of A TREE GROWS IN 

BROOKLYN is its aspiration that poverty can be an 

1. Henry Roth, CALL IT SLEEP, (New York, 1970). 

2. Betty Smith, A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN, (New York, 1968). 

3. l£iQ, p.16. This excess is repeated when Katie tips a 
waiter later in the novel and says, "For once I wanted us to 
feel like millionaires. And if twenty cents can make us 
seem rich, it's a cheap pr ice to pay. II pp. 31 7-1 8. 
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efiriching experience. This pOint is emphasized in the 

later stages of the novel when Francie and her brother, 

Neelie, on the eve of their mother's marriage to the 

comparatively affluent McShane, express happiness that their 

baby sister will never know the hardships that they had 

kno~n as children, but are sorry that she will be deprived 

of some of the fun that they had experienced. 4 This 

colours the whole novel. At the very beginning, Francie is 

enjoying the 'serenity' of a Saturday afternoon in Brooklyn 

during the Summer of 1912. At this point, Smith introduces 

a safety-valve for all of Francie's story in the form of a 

tree that 'likes' poor people and serves as a buffer against 

impoverishment: 

"The one tree in Francie's yard was neither 
a pine nor a hemlock. It had pointed leaves 
which grew along green switches which 
radiated from the bough and made a tree which 
looked like a lot of opened green umbrellas. 
Some people called it the Tree of Heaven. No 
matter where its seeds fell, it made a tree 
which struggled to reach the s~. It grew in 
boarded up lots and out of neglected rubbish 
heaps and it was the only tree that grew out 
of cement. It grew lushly, but only in the 
tenements districts." 5 

4. lQj£, pp.413-14. This point is also made by W. Tasker 

Witham who holdS that Francie's early childhood and 
adolescence II in a home with a likable but improvident 
father, have been very hard; and her later adolescence, 
after her father's death, had been even harder. Yet she 
and her brother, as they discuss their mother's forthcoming 
marriage wi th a second and rather well-to-do husband, can 
feel sorry for their baby sister who, if she will never know 
the hard times they have known, will never know the fun 
their father brought into the home." W.Tasker Witham, 
THE ADOLESCENT IN THE AMERICAN NQYEL. 1 920-1 960, (New York, 19E 
p.80. See also Smith, op.cit., and the tale of the 
Christmas Tree, pp.176-179. 
5. Smith, op.cit., p.7. 
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In conjunction with the children's rather amusing 'coIDrr.ercial' 

activities with characters like Carney, Cheap Charley, and 

Gimpy, this environment supports an American Dream of 

moderation vvith its boldest expressions couched in terms 

of nickels and dimes. The children keep half of the money 

that they earn. The rest, faithful to the ethic of thrift, 

is deposited in a tin nailed to the bottom of a cupboard, 

and this cache is the Nolans' bank for the future. 

Although money and the lack of it are crucial elements 

throughout the novel, the author reduces its importance 

by compensating through other factors, an example 

being Francie's determination to systematically read every 

book in the local library, a goal that is indirectly 

rewarded When, at fourteen, she is earning more than her 
6 Uncle Willie Flittman earns at forty. In addition to 

the reqUirement that the children read a page from each 

of The Bible and The Collect~ Works of Sqakespeare every 

night before bed,7 Francie's resolution at the library 

helps to provide her with a concrete avenue of escape 

without ever concealing the harsher elements of life. She 

is aware, for example, that her father, a drunkard, has all 

bu t given up hope, and J obl::lWT himsel f' says, 

"I drink because I don't stand a chance 
and I know it •.. I drink because I got 
responsibilities that I can't handle." 8 

6. lh1Q, pp.336-337 

7. Mary Rommely promises Katie that if the Rommely 
grandchildren read from these texts they will know that 
there is a world beyond Williamsburg and that, with 
developed imaginat ions, they will have a retreat from the 
hardships f,lnd disappointments of life. Ibi<;l. pp.75-76. 

8. Ibid, p.34. 
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Johnny knows, and perhaps he knows that Francie knows too. 

The flow of Francie!s tale is interrupted in a 

complementary manner by a prolonged flashback that relates 

the st-.ory of her parentage, an earlier generat ion of the 

American Dream. In this vein, Mary Rommely muses that it 

was hard enough in tr~ old land and harder still in the new 

one. The only saving grace and reason for remaining in 

America was that class barriers were subject to high 

mobility, that; 

"In the old country a man is given to the 
past. Here he belongs to the future. In 
this land, he may be what he will, if he 
has the good heart and the way of working 
honestly at the right things. II 9 

Indeed, she marvels that Francie is born to parents who 

can read and write, and she instructs he~ daughter to save 

hard in order that, before she dies, Katie will have some 

land to leave to her children. 

Parentage traps and smothers Johnny Nolan, but it 

gives his wife the reserve to continue. 

"Johnny knew he was d·oomed and accepted it. 
Katie wouldn't accept it. She started a new 
life where her old one left off. 

She exchanged her tenderness for 
capability. She gave up her dreams and took 
over hard realities in their place. 

Katie had a fierce desire for survival 
which made her a fighter. Johnny had a 
hankering after Drunortality which made him 
a useless dreamer." 1 0 

When Johnny celebrates his coming-of-age with a three-day 

drinking spree Katie moves house and becomes the new 

building's janitor in order that they can live free of rent. 

9. I.£j4, ,po 75. 

1 O. Ib id, p. 88. 
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The move was also precipitated by the indiscretion of one 

of Katie's sisters, Sissy, who left a packet of condoms, 

suggestively brand-named lIAmerican Dreams,,,11 where Francie 

and Neelie could find them, When the children ha'1g the 

condoms from the apartment window Katie resolves that they 

must, with haste, leave the neighbourhood. 

With the transfer of household completed, Smith 

starts to chronicle Francie's growing disenchantment with 

the world arou..YJ.d her .. She is particularly disillusioned by 

the conditions at her new school which was ugly. 

brutalizing, and overcrowded. Even worse. the school's 

malpractices expose democracy as a sham by regulating a 

rigid class system under which the children of the more 

prosperous parents were given single desks in good positions 

while the poorer children were forced to sit together and 
·2 

were not so well placed. 1 Indeed, the situation was so 

bad that the poorer children were denied even the right to 

lavatory breaks. This has an unfortunate outcome for Francie 

who wets her pants. It is remedied, however, by Aunt Sissy 

who threatens the teacher with dire warnings of what would 

happen should such pract,ices continue. 

In many senses, however, American mobility provides 

Francie with a means of escape and she removes herself from 

her immediate environment by making excursions into new 

1 1 • l£.!Q" p.1 08. 

12. This injustice promotes a decline in artistic merit 
as Smith launches into an embarrassingly stereotyped and 
mawkish portrait of the maiden teacher. Ibid, p.135. 

, -
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territory. 'iVhile out.valking in a neighbouring and not so 

poor section of Brooklyn, for example, Francie chances 

upon what was, at that stage, her own American Dream: 

"There was a brooding quality about the 
neighbourhood, a quiet, deep, timeless, 
shabby peace. Francie was as happy as 
though, like Alice, she had stepped through 
a magic mirror. She was in an enc~anted land. 

She walked on further and came to a 
little old school. Its old bricks glowed 
garnet in the late afternoon sun. There 
was no fence around the school yard and the 
school grounds were grass and not cement •.. 

Francie's heart tUrned over. This was 
it. 'l'his was the school she wanted to go to. II 13 

Undeterred by a strict rule about attending the school in 

her own district, Francie enlists the aid of her father. 

They determine to pick out a house at random for its 

address, inform the old school that they were moving, and 

thus qualify for entry into the new school. 14 Conditions 

are iwmediately different. The pupils at the new school 

were sixth and seventh generation Americans, and they 

were not so prone to meanness, cruelty, undue corporal 

punishment, or brutalization: 

"OheW parents were too American, too 
aware of the rights granted them by their 
Constitution to accept injustices meekly. 
They could not be bulldozed and exploited 
as could the immigrants and the second 
generation Americans." 15 

Francie was very happy at the new school which confirmed 

13. J;bid, p.147. 

14. Ibid, pp.150-51. They are successful. Neelie remains 
at the old school and his address is unchanged. It is 
inconsistent, therefore, that the ruse is not detected. 



her faith in possibility because, 

"It showed her that there were other worlds 
beside the world she had been born into and 
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that these other worlds were not unattaina-ble." 16 

Indeed, Francie moves in an expanding circle of mobility. 

The peculiar ability of the Nolan children to 

transcend their condition is illustrated in a tale of the 

family's Christmas. Christmas was a happy time in Brooklyn, 

and while the children were deprived the opportunities 

that money brings, they created their own alternative levels 

of contentment. Too poor to make purchases, for example. 

Francie still marvels at the wonders, provided free, in 

shop windows. Moreover, there was a neighbourhood tradi tien 

that unsold Christms.s trees were 'given' away on Christmas 

Eve. These trees were thrown at their would-be ownerS who, 

if they were not knocked do\m, could keep them. Francie 

and Neelie win the biggest tree and this covers their 

Christmas with a mantle of magic. Katie is less moved and 

she muses that the children, 

"think they're mighty . lucky that they're 
living and that it's Christmas again. 
They can't see that we live on a dirty 
street in a dirty house among people 
who aren't much good. Johnny and the 
children can't see how pitiful it is that 
our neighbors have to make happiness out 
of this filth and dirt." 17 

And the Christmas tree was, 

---------------------------------------------------------------------
1 6. Ib i d , p. 1 54 . 

17. Ibid, p.180. At t~is point Katie realizes that it is 
education and not money that will ensure the children's 
progress. Because Francie can be counted upon to fi,e"ht for 
her education, the less motivated Neelie must be given 
iirst priority. See pp.180-81. 
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"a prisoner in a tin wash bucket in a 
t enemen t ont room. II 18 

Katie lives in the present and near future. She will not 

accept any form of compromise. 

This refusal to accept anything less than reality 

begins to assert an influence on Francie whose child's-eye 

view is changL~g as she starts to penetrate beneath the 

surface of life. In 1916, Francie's fourteenth year, this 

process is accelerated when a child molester invades the 

neighbourhood. A girl on Francie's block is sexually 

violated and then murdered. If normal sex was something 

of a mystery on the block, criminal sex was an open book: 

"Farents went into action. The children 
were told (and to hell with the right words) 
about the fiend and the horrible things 
he did." 19 

J oh.l1ny was so worri ed about Franc ie that he obtained a 

gun. When most people were beginning to feel secure again, 

the pervert made a fresh attack. 

Entering the long narrow hall of her building, 

Francie checked to ensure that no one was lurking, and then 

went in: as she put her foot on the first stair at the end 

of the passage, she saw him and was rendered motionless by 

the sight of his exposed penis. At that moment Katie, unseen, 

was walking quietly down the stairs. She moved calmly back 

up the stairs, got the gun, aimed it, and keeping it aimed, 

18. Ibid, p.183. 

19. l12.!2., p.220. , 
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P:.:it it under her apron. She then hurried down the stairs 

and sbot the man in the stomach. A doctor is called in and 

he encourages Francie to forget the incident: 

" I I I m going to give you something to put you 
to sleep. When you wake up, just remember 
that you had a bad dream. That's all it was; 
a bad dream. Hear? t" 

"When Francie woke the next morning, papa 
was there to tell her it was all a dream. 
And as time passed it did seem like a dream 
to Francie. It left no ugliness in her 
memories- .•• The terror of the stairs had 
been brief - a bare three minutes in time -
and terror had served as an anesthetic." 20 

The incident is pushed further to the back of Francie's 

consciousness by the death of her father. 

During the Christmas of 1915, Johnr~ Nolan learned 

that his wife was pregnant again. He goes out and returns 

sober. He is neither drinking nor working, and when 

dismissed from the Waiters' Union, he is a broken man. 

He dies three days later. The insurance money pays for 

his funeral expenses and the tin can in the cupboard is 

prised open in order to purchase his grave site. The tin 

bank was fourteen years old. Its use has ended because, 

as Katie expresses it, 

"'We don't need it anymore. You see, we 
own a bit of land now.' She placed the 
folded deed on top of the clumsy star bank." 21 

The children do their ~!n mourning, and confronted again 

with the problem of evil and unfairness, Francie relinquishes 

her belief in God. In this sense, she tUrns her back on 

20. Ibid, p.228 and p.230. 
, 

21. lQiQ, p.271. 



84 

a major part of heT' childhood. From this point onwards 

the :finances o:f the Nolan household deteriorate "lmtil they 

are rescued by the 111tercession of :McGarrity, the ov.ner of 

the saloon. This intervention is a cu~~ingly employed 

device that reiterates the author's stance towards the 

American Dream. Indeed, McGarrity's pathetic dream world 

exposes just how hollow material wealth can be when it is 

accompanied by spiritual poverty. McGarrity used Johnny's 

tales of the Nolan :family as a surrogate for his unfaithful 

wife and his insipid children. As Johnny was inextricably 

tied up to McGal'rity's dreams, McGarrity lost them when 

J o:b..IL.'1Y died. At the very time that Katie and her family 

were struggling for survival, McGarrity got an idea: 

"He had more money than he knew how to spend., 
and nothing else. Maybe through Johnny's 
children he could buy the way of dreaming 
again. fI 22 

Katie, who is, perhaps, Smith's mouthpiece, permits the 

children to work for McGarrity until her pregnancy is over, 

but insists that he not visit them again, thus dispelling 

his chance to recapture the dream. 

Francie's dreams are also subject to modification, 

Since Johnny's death she had stopped writing saccharine 

little stories and had put different facets of the tough 

life she knew to paper. Her teacher demands, however, that 

beauty is the only truth, and that, 

"Drunkenness is neither truth nor beauty. 
It's a vice. Drunkards belong in jail, 
not in stories. And poverty. There is 

22. 1.Qi£, p. 271 • 



no excuse for that. There's work enough 
f or all wh 0 v,an tit. People are poor 
because they're too lazy to work. There's 
nothing beaut iful about laziness • 

.• _ Hunger is not beautiful. It is 
also unnecessapy. We have well organized 
chari ties. No one need go hungry. 11 23 
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Mis s Garnder then revie\'lJs Francie's graduat ion play and 

rejects it because it is sordid. 24 'Nhen Francie discovers 

that sordid means filthy, she burns all of her stories 

except the four about her father. 

Francie's disquiet is reduced when her mother 

gives birth to a new child. She realizes that her mother 

loves Neelie more than she loves her, but she understands 

that Katie needs her more than she needed Neelie. That 

was as good, perhaps better even, than being loved. On 

May 28, 1916, Annie Laurie Nolan is born. 

McGarrity does not dismiss the children as he had 

planned. America was undergoing great changes and the 

saloon functioned as a forum for discussion. These changes 

are emphasized by four italicized pages that serve as a 

prelude to the dislocations of.the 1920s: Prohibition; 

the vote for women; Mrs Wilson's influence during the 

period of the President's ill health; automobiles~ 

airplanes; motion pictures; the wireless~ new medicines: 

electricity; the youngsters and the dance; Americanization 

by changing names (Schulst to Scott); the possible entry 

into war, oPPosition against it, and support for it; and 

the impact of mechanization and industrialization. 25 

23. Ibid, p.284. 

24. The play is a book within a book. I t deals with the 
dichotomy between potential and possibility, aspiration and 
reality. Ibid, p.285. 

25. Ibid, pp.305-308. 
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Francie's world was spinning in confusion and, in the period 

between the birth of her sister and her own graduation in 

June of 1916, it seemed that the whole world had changed. 

One index to the changing times was the graduation 

speech delivered by the school Principal who warned the 

children that they were graduating into, 

1/ a troubled world and about how it would be 
up to them to build a new world after the 
war which was sure to come to America. He 
urged them on to higher education so that 
they would be better equipped for this world 
building." 26 

During the vacation Francie takes a job making artificial 

flowers and discovers that life can be stupid, that, 

"'This could be a whole life, t she thought. 
'You work eight hours a day covering wires 
to earn money to buy food and to pay for a 
place to sleep so that you can keep living 
to come back to cover more wires. 111 27 

The work at the flower factory was temporary and Francie's 

next employment is with the Model Press Clipping Company of 

Manhattan. She follows this by working a night shift as a 

teletypist while she attends college during the day. She 

falls in love with Ben Blake, a figure of the American Dream, 

who is studying to be a lawyer, who hopes to practice :tn 

the country, and who hopes eventually to move into politics: 

"in that surr..mer of 1917, the object of his 
ambitions, a vast midwestern state, lay 
dreaming beneath the hot prairie sun - lay 
dreaming among its great wheat fields ••• 
unaware that the man who planned to occupy 
its \Vhi te House as its youngest gove rn or 
was, at that moment, a boy in Brooklyn. 1I 28 

26. Ibid, p.309. 

27. 
roses 
day. 

28. 

Ibid, p.319. These flowers should be compared with the 
Francie receives from her dead father on graduation 
See pp.309-314. 

Ib id, p. 381 • 
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He hoped, further, that Francie would be his bride. 

Katie Nolan, who has accepted an offer of marriage 

from officer I.lcShane, is also to be a bride. This ends the 

story on an optimistic note suggesting that the surviving 

members of the McShane and Nolan families have a favourable 

future ahe;3.d of them. Like the highly symbolic and 

apparently indestructable tree that grows regardless out 

of cracks in the cement and in cellar grates, they have 

survived and prospered despite their slum environment. 29 

For this reasoD, A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN has been dismissed 

by B.H.Gelf'ant as "gracious reading, for all that it may 

be trivial.,,30 

Betty Smith's novel is not, however, unimpressive. 

Indeed , its significance rests wi th the author' s ability to 

represent, in realistic terms, both the successes and the 

failures within the American system. The tenement life it 

depicts is every bit as unattractive as that portrayed by 

Henry Roth, and it is equally qamning. The Nolan's milieu 

is shabby and debllitating, but it is also improvable. Like 

the Schearls, for example, the Nolans and the people with 

whom they come into daily contact are penalized by racial, 

religious, linguistic, and financial obstacles that prevent 

them from being 'wholly American.' Unlike the Schearls, 

however, the Nolans 'Nere not raw immigrants. Accordingly. 

their access to the American system is more direct. This 

important factor is best illustrated by the comparison 

29. Francie ends her story with the reference to the tree 
and says that "It lived! And nothing could destroy it. 1I 

Ibid, p.430. 

30. Blanche Houseman Gelfant, THE AMERICAN CITY NOVEL, 
(~orman, 1970), p.243. 
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between the two schools Francie attended,31 particul9rly 

the second school where the parents were su~ficiently 

American to know about and der7land their constitutional 

• 'h t 32 rlE.J.L s. In this sense, there is an element o~ ~air play 

for the regulation o~ behaviour in an environment that is 

sordid and often incomprehensible. In order to balance 

the odds even further, Betty Smith has enough guile to 

repeat, in perceptively simple and appropriately urban 

terms, the ethic that patience and perseverance will yield 

their own profits: in Katie Nolan's scheme, endurance will 

amount to success. She says, 

"Everything struggles to live. Look at that 
tree growing up there out of that grating. 
It gets no sun, and water only when it rains. 
It's growing out of sour earth. And it's 
strong because its hard struggle to live is 
making it strong. My children will be strong 
that way. II 33 

Survival, therefore, is translated into progress. 34 

Nonetheless, the characters in A TREE GRO~.-{S IN 

BROOKLYN are as prone to degradation as are their counterparts 

in CALL IT SLEEP. They are surrounded by dirt, infarr..y, 

adversity, deception and brutality, but they are not 

predestined to failure or, for that matter to success. 

This factor makes A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN an important docurneI 

of the 1920s and places Betty Smith in a prominent position 

31. Smith, op.cit., pp.133-154. 
32. The experiences of the i~nigrant Rommelys provides an 
interesting comparison. Ibid, pp.56-62 and pp.74-83. 
33. lQlQ, p.86. 
34. This is qualified by the number of failures in the navel. 
The achievements of Katie, Francie, Neelie, and McShane are 
further dra.matized When placed in relief against the mis
fortunes of Johnny Nolan, Renny Gaddis, 'Willie Flittman, 
Gimpy, and the McGarri tys. 
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as a chronicler because it represents a departure om the 

overall and cumulative tr8.dltion of' literary disenchantment 

in general, and, in particular 9 from the peculiar 

disillusionment associated with the decade. 

As a reflection of social history, A TREE GROWS IN 

BROOKLYN has the merit of substantiating the thesis 

that the emancipat ion of American women predated the 

1920S. 35 In this sense, the representation of the Nolan 

and Rommely women seems to be deliberately understated, and 

it is all the more emphatic for being so. They were 

individualists, 

"They con:formed to nothing except what was 
essential to their being able to live in 
their world. They followed their own 
sta~dards of living. They were part of no 
set soc ial group. n 36 

As such, they established their own pace of change, and it 

passed almost unnoticed. When Katie discovered that Francie 

smoked cigarettes, for eXfu~ple, Francie expects to be 

berated. But Katie made no fusse Instead, she told her 

daughter that, 

"Wi th so ma.ny soldiers dying in France and 
all, the world's not going to fall apart if 
'you smoke a cigarette once in a while, tt 37 

This outlook is repeated when Francie and Katie discuss, 

35. James R.McGovern, "The American Woman's pre World War 
One Freedom in Manners and Morals," THE JOURNAL OF AMERICAN 
HISTORY, Volume LV. It will no doubt post date the 19708. 

36. Smith, op.cit., p.143. 

37. Ibid, p.392. 
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mother to daughter, woman to woman, the possibility that 

Francie could have had a sexual encou.nter with Lee Rhynor. 

a young soldier on ~urlough. Katie acknowledges that she 

would have disapproved from a maternal perspective but that, 

as a woman, she could not deny the possibility that it 

might have been a beautiful experience. 38 Thus, the 'new' 

morality associated with the 1920s seems to have been an 

old fuld honest one, and this raises the important point 

that, for many Americans, perhaps for a majority of them, 

life passed without sudden or dramatic change. In this 

sense, the gL~-swilling toe-tapping flapper may have been 

the least liberated and least representative of all figures. 

The same honest inquiry found in the relationship 

between mother and daughter is repeated with disarming 

Simplicity when Francie, on an outing with her father, calls 

in for questioning if not for ridicule, the heart of 

American Democracy. DeteI'mL.'"led to extend his children's 

knowledge of sociology, civics, and geography, Johnny Nolan 

took them to Bushwick Avenue, a wealthy neighbourhood where 

automobiles were as co~non as handsome horses and magnificent 

carriages. The lesson Was as follows: 

II 'Anybody,' said Johnny, carried away by 
his personal dream of Democracy, 'can ride 
in one of those hansom cabs, provided, I he 
qualified, 'they got the money. So you can 
see what a free country we got here. ' 

'What's free about it if you have to 
~?' asked Francie. 

38. Ibid, p.407. The relationship between Francie and 
Lee is Dutl,ined pp.394-404. 



'It's free in this way: If you have 
the money you're allowed to ride in them 
no matter who you are. In the old 
countries, certain people aren't free to 
ride in them, even if they have the money. ' 

'Wouldn't it be more of a free country,! 
persisted Francie, 'if we could ride in 
them free?' 

'No. ' 
'Vihy? ' 
'Because that would be Socialism, ' 

concluded Jorzmy triumphantly, 'and we don't 
want that over here. ' 

'Why? ' 
'Because we got Democracy and that's the 

best thing there is.' clinched Johnny. !If 39 
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The repository for this strand of American democracy was 

New York City which is described as "the greatest City in 

the world. ,,40 

In A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN~ New York City functions 

as an active agent in the development of an urban style 

of life, and its influence is largely inspiring. From 

a rooftop in Williamsburg, Fr~~cie Nolan is wonder-struck 

by the lights ~'1d the maj esty of Manhattan which was Hpretty 

in the same way pictures of in-the-country are pretty.1! 41 

Furthermore, at the everyday level, the city exerted an 

important influence upon the lives of its younger inhabitants. 

In particular, Smith pOints out that, 

"The neighborhood stores are an important 
part of the city child's life. They are 
his contact wi th the suppli es that keep life 
going; they hold that beauty that his soul 
longs for; they hold the unattainable that 
he can only dream and wish for." 42 

In turn, this re-enforces the individual's commitment to 

39. Ibid, p.168. 

40. Ibid, p.169. 

41 • Ibid, p.110. 

42. Ibid, p.119. 
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the city as fact or as fantasy. Both are important to 

Francie Nolan who, on the eve of American entry into the 

First World War, is drunk 'with he!' own surroundi!'lgS: 

"She looked out over Brooklyn. The starlight 
half' revealed, half' cone ealed. She looked 
out over the flat roofs, uneven in height, 
broken once in a while by a slanting roof' 
from a house left over from older times. 
The chi~ley pots on the roof ... and on some) 
the shadowing looming of pigeon cotes ... 
sometimes faintly heard, the sleepy cooing 
of pigeons ••• the tWin spires of the Church, 
remotely brooding over the dark tenements •.• 
And at the end of their street, the great 
Bridge that threw itself like a sigh across 
the East River and was lost ..• lost .•• on the 
other shore. The dark East River beneath 
the Bridge, and far away, the misty-gray 
skyline of LManhattaB7, looking like a city 
cut from cardb oard.!I 43 

Like Henry Roth, therefore, Betty Smith is very much at 

home in her urban American environment, the fusion of which 

provides both authors with a legitimate and acceptable 

setttng. 44 

43. Ibid, p.358. 

44. Tnis factor is important because there is a tradition 
among American authors to regard America as an unsuitable 
J..iterary settillg. For further reference see Robert F. 
StoViell, PROBLEMS AND ~,1ETHODOLOGY IN THE COMPILATION OF AN 
ATLAS FOR AMf;~RICAN LI'l'ERATURE: HENRY T EOREAU: A CASE STUDY, 
unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Canterbury, 
(Christchurch, 1971). 
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CHAFTER IV 

THE GREAT GATSBY 

In striking contrast to CALL I'l' SLEEP,1 and A TREE 

GROll'S IN BROOKLYN, 2 F. Sc ot t Fitzgerald IS 'l'HE 
-;z 

GREl,T GATSBY..J 

advances the paradoxical thesis that the hopelessness of the 

poor is not, perhaps, as hopeless as the hopelessness of 

the rich. Indeed, as the critic, John W.Bicknell~ has 

stated, Fitzgerald, 

"portrayed the beautiful and the rich e,s 
essentially damned and ••• implied that 
the ft~erican Dream was, after all, little 
more than a thinly veiled nightmare." 4 

It is all the more relevant, therefore, that Fitzgerald 

"pronounced a sentence of doom over a social order that 

imagined its elf in i'nll flower. ,,5 As an exposi ti on and as 

an expose of the American Dream in the 1920s, therefore, 

Fitzgerald offered proof that poverty was not the only 

landscape of nightmare, thus suggesting that waste, desolation 

and futility, were as common to voices full of money, as they 

were to voices fully devoid of-it. 6 Just as Francie Nolan 

------.------------------------.-----
1. Henry Roth, CALL IT SLEEP, (New York. 1970). 

2. Betty Smith A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN, (New York, 1968)., 

3. F.Scot,t Fitzgerald, THE GREAT GATSBY, (Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex, England, 1973). 

4. John W.Bicknell, "The Waste Land of F.Scott Fitzgerald,1t 
VIRGIN IA QUARTERLY REVIEW, Volume XXX, (1 954), p. 556. 

5. 1h1£, p.557. 

6. In THE GREAT GATSBY, the American Dream and the 1920s 
are closely associated. Statements like "the novel is not 
••• a tragic pastoral of the .Jazz Age, but rather a 
criticism of the American dream," Robert F.Stallman. "Gatsby 
and the Hole in Time," MODERN FICTION STUDIES, Volume 1, 
Nlli~ber 4, p.2, for example t can be misleading. 



often appeared to be richer AS a result of her poverty, 

charact ers f'r am THE GREAT GATSBY, the Buchanans for example, 

frequently appear to be impoverished by their wealth. 

At the outset of' the novel, Nick Carraway deprecates 

the American Dream by suggesting some of the inequalities 

found in the American birthright, a condition that the 

'gorgeously' hopeful Gatsby tries to exempt himself from. 

This very pursuit finally leads to Gatsby's tdo~TIfall,' 

but it is iwmediatly established that, 

"Gatsby turned out all right in the end; 
it is what preyed on Gatsby, what foul 
dust floated in the wake of his dreams 
that temporarily closed out LCarraway'§7 
interest in the abortive sorrows and 
short-winded elations of men. II 7 

Indeed, this is the motif of the novel: Gatsby is destroyed 

by his uncritical faith in his own fantasies and the dream 

that wealth was the way to the realization of love and life. 

In reality, however, he amassed a fortwle in fraud and 

violence. 

In establishing the milieu of his victim - one 

hesitates to call Gatsby a herQ - Fitzgerald depicts the 

'strangest communities' in New York, the twin Eggs of Long 

Island, where Gatsby has a huge and expensive mansion in 

the West that directly overlooks the 'white palaces' of 

7. Fitzgerald, op.cit., p.8. It is relevant, therefore, 
that Walter Allen claims that Gatsby "has remained faithful 
to a dream and also to a belief, which is part of the dream, 
that he can conquor circumstances, rearrange them in 
accordance with his will. 

In The Great Gatsby Scott Fitzgerald shows us the 
American Dream in its tragic aspect, in other words, as a 
dream incapable of realization precisely because it is a 
dream." Walter E.Allen. THE URGENT TiEST: T.Iill AivlERICAN DREAM 
AND MODERN'MAN, (New York, 1969), p.10. 



95 

:fashionable East Egg, and the I single green light f o:f the 

Buchanans t dock. Nick Carraway's visit to his cousin's 

reveals the Buchanans and their house-guest, Jordan Baker; 

to be rich, aimless, and insincere. 'l'he sheer opulence of 

their surroundings is then ef'fectively counterpointed by 

the Eckleburg-dominated valley of ashes where Tom Buchanan 

has a mistress, the stout but sensuous Myrtle Wilson. 8 

Still setting the scene for Gatsby's entrance, Fitzgerald 

uses Nick to accompany Tom and Myrtle on one of' their 

visits to Manhattan. In new surroundings, and with a change 

of clothing to match, Myrtle Wilson's presence is 

transformed. 9 Even so, she is still little more than a 

plaything, and when she chants Daisy's name at him, Tom 

reveals just how diff'erent her world is from Daisy's and, 

f' -P' - 1 h 10 _ or proo.L, ne orean:s ~~er nose. From this example that 

wealth and social position can and do make for differences in 

---------------------------------------------------------------,---.-
8. Daisy Buchanan is aware of this deception. George 
Wilson is not. The valley of ashes lies between Long Island 
and Manhattan. It is physical-ly desolate. 

9. Fitzgerald, op.cit., p.36. This short passage is a 
powerful precis of the rapidity and ease of the rags-to-riches 
transformation. This point has been completely overlooked 
by critics. It is important, however, because it provides 
an interesting point of comparison with the tempo and the 
quality of Gatsby's change. 

10. In this example, setting and violence are corelated, 
Significantly, some critics regar-d New York City as a 
physical and factual enti ty as well as an enchanted place whe!'1 
conventional mores and morals do not apply. See John Henry 
Raleigh, "Fitzgeraldts The Great Gatsby: Legendary Bases 
and Allegorical Significances,!I UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS CITY 
REVIEW, Volume XXIII, Number 1, TJu,ne, 1957), pp. 283-291 , 
and Number 2, pp.55-58. 
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attitudes and behavioup, IHck further discovers from party 

gues t s that Dai sy; S !::;8. UlOlic iSD is the on 1y fact or pr'event ing 
-1 .., 

her from divorcing Tom. I! Daisy is not. however, a Catholic, 

and Nick is shocked that the lie is so elaborate. 

The reputation and reveries popularly associated 

with Jay Gatsby, who is at all times a figure of the 

American Dream. are equally el ab orate if not as shocking. 

In fact~ with an all but abandoned sense of philanthropy,12 

he taxies guests to and from his lavish and usually wild 

parties in Rolls-Royces, and while they are drawn from a 

variety of soc ial backgrounds, the men and women 'Nho attended 

his f€tes converged in Ha mansion where he dispensed 

starlight to casual moths. ,,13 Even so, Gatsby remaiIls 

enigmatic, and there are numerous rumours about his past. 

Indeed, Nick Carraway is the only character to accept1 simply, 

that a man of Gatsby's substance must have come from 

14 somewhere. In many senses, therefore, the mystery 

associated with Gatsby's background accentuates his 

predicament, that is, 

11. Fitzgerald, op.cit., pp.39-40. 

12. Nick's first description of Gatsby registers his 
generous smile and establishes that part of Gatsby's 
greatness in his ability to gratifY. Ibid, p.54. 

13. Ibid, p.B5. Fitzgerald stresses the homogeneous 
atmosphere at Gatsby's parties. See, for example, p.51 
and p.69. 

14. Gatsby misleads Nick with a deceptive account of his 
past while they are driving towards Manhattan, ibid, pp.71-73. 
Eventually, Nick is entrusted with the true version. It is 
outlined between pp.1 04-1 07 and pp.154-159. 



lithe essence of the American dream -whose 
tragedy Gatsby is enacting is that it 
lives in a past and a future that never 
existed, and is helpless in a present that 
does. II i 5 

97 

Indeed, the foundation of Gatsby's dream originated in a 

period distorted by war,,16 and took its form from the 

thrilling but expensive and reckless Daisy Fay. Jordan 

Baker, who was a witness to the affair, narrates the story 

of the star-crossed lovers to Nick Carraway. In October of' 

1917, in the midst of' their liaison, Gatsby 'was called away 

to war. It was rlliTIoured that Daisy had wanted to go to 

New York to say good-bye to him but that her family had 

prevented her from doing so. She and Gatsby had agreed to 

wait for each other, but Daisy grew impatient that her life 

should be shaped immediately. It could have been shaped 

by any powerful force, and it is perhaps incidental that 

the force was Tom Buchanan 1 whom she married. Soon after 

their lavish wedding Daisy learned of Tom's philandering, 

gave birth to a daughter the next year, and then spent twelve 

months in France. After this, .the Buchanans returned to 

Chicago wher e, 

"They moved with a fast crowd, all of them 
young and rich and wild, but she came out 
with an absolutely perfect reputation." 17 

15. Marius Bewley, THE ECCENTRIC DESIGN: FORM IN THE 
CLASSIC AMF~RICAN NOVEL, (London, 1959), p.283. 

16. Gatsby is aware, for example, that he had been in 
Daisy's house by accident, that whatever his future, "He had 
been LIn 19117 a penniless young man without a past, and at 
any moment the invisible cloak of his uniform might slip from 
his shoulders. So he made the most of his time. He took 
what he could get, ravenously and unscrupulously." 
Fitzgerald,' on. ci t., p.155. 



The narration is returned to Nick who now understands the 

essence of Gatsby!s American Dream, who realizes that 

Gatsby's life did have purpose, that he had aCQuired the 

mansion in -Nest Egg in order to be across the bay from 

Daisy. Acting for Gatsby, Jordan asks Nick to invite Daisy 

over to his house in order that she may see Gatsby's mansion 

next door. 18 

When the meeting took place the possibilities in 

Gatsby's American Dream were unleashed. Initially, the 

hitherto lovers were embarrassed. When this passed, however, 

Gatsby "literally glowed~,,19 and Daisy exuded "unexpected 

joy.,,20 Resultingly. Gatsby re-examined the vision that had 

possessed him for so long, 

"He hadn't ceased once looking at Daisy, 
and I think he revalued everything in his 
house according to the measure of response 
it drew from her well-loved eyes. 
Sometimes, too, he stared around at his 
possessions in a dazed way, as though in 
her actual and astounding presence none of 
it was any longer real." 21 

Finally, Daisy weeps at the very beauty of Gatsby's shirts. 

From this point onwardS, the green light on the dock ceases 

to symbolise the seemingly impregnable gulf that divided 

18. The story of the romance between Daisy and Gatsby is 
first outlined by Jordan Baker and then substantiated by 
Gatsby himself. Ibid, pp.81-84 and pp. 154-159. 

19. Ibid, p.96. 

20. Ibid. 

21. Ibid, p.98. Leslie Fiedler laments that'~ealth is 
no longer innocent, America no longer innocent, LanQ7 
Da isy is the soul of both tUrned destruct ive and corrupt. II 
Leslie A. Fiedler. LOVE AND DEATH IN THE AM.ERICAN NOVEL, 
(London, 1970). p:292. 



Gatsby from his illusions. Indeed, Daisy's presence climaxes 

the amassed residue of Gatsby's dreams, and Nick Carraway 

wonders that, 

"There must have been moments even that 
afternoon when Daisy tumbled short of his 
dreams - not through her own fault, but 
because of the collosal vitality of his 
illusion. It had gone beyond her. beyond 
everything. He had thrown himself iLto it 
with a creative passion, adding to it all 
the time, decking it out with every bright 
feather that drifted his way. No amount of 
fire or freshness can challenge what a man 
can store up in his ghostly heart." 22 

and then suggests, 

"I think that voice held him most, with 
its fluctuating, feverish warmth, because 
it couldn't be over-dreamed - that voice 
was a deathless song." 23 

This quality underlies the self-inseminated character 

of Gatsby ·who, where beauty is concerned, is devoted to 

the vast, the vulgar, and the meretricious. Most of all, 

, . " ,-he is devoted to Daisy who considers West Egg declasse, a 

regrettable extension of Broadway. As the dictator of his 

dreams, indeed as his very dream itself, Daisy demands changes 

in Gatsbyis style of life: the'lavish parties stop and, in 

order to prevent gossip, she has Gatsby's entire staff 

fired and a new one hired. 

In many senses, therefore, Daisy is herself involved 

in the dream she personifies. The day that Nick and Gatsby 

lunch at the Buchanans', for example, is excessively hot 

and confused. Daisy and Jordan, the 'silver idols,' are 

exhausted and 'ui'1able to move. I In particular, Daisy is 

22. Fitz~erald, op.cit., pp.102-103. 

23. Ibid, p.103 .• 
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enervated, restless, and almost desperate to get Gatsby to 

herself. Impetuously, she exchanges an injudiciously 

intimate glance with him. This folly is iI11Ll1ediately detected 

by Tom who is shocked at the realization that his wife is 

actually in love with Gatsby. When Nick says soon after, 

that Daisy has an indiscreet voice, Gatsby replies, "Her 

voice is full of money.,,24 It is therefore, the voice of 

the American Drearn. 

Unnerved by what he has observed, Tom Buchanan suggests 

that the party moves on to Manhattan, and it is decided 

that Tom, Jordan and Nick will ride in Gatsby's yellow 

car while Gatsby and Daisy travel in Tom's coupi. 

En route, Tom stops at the garage in the valley of ashes and 

learns that Wilson has discovered Myrtle's faithlessness. 

but does not know the identity of her lover. In an ironic 

effort to save the marriage, therefore) he asks Tom for money 

so that he and his wife can go west to make a fresh start. 

Within and hou~ Tom's wife and mistress, hitherto secure 

and inviolate, were both slipp;ingaway. 

After engaging the parlour of a suite at the Plaza 

Hotel, therefore, Buchllilan then forces Gatsby into a 

confrontation designed to strip him of his dreams. As a 

result, Daisy admits that she loves Gatsby, but does not 

concede to his demand that she denies ever having loved Tom. 

I~deea, when she and Gatsby declare her intention to leave 

24. .IQ..iQ, p.126. In this context, Marius Bewley contends 
that lithe .. American Dream could only" feed on material, and 
therefore exhaustible, possin iIi ties. II Bewley. OPe cit •• 
p.264. ' 
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Tom, it is sUfficient for him to say that the flirtation 

was over, the dream lost: 

"and only the dead dream fought on as the 
afternoon slipped a~ay, trying to touch 
what was no longer tangible, struggling 
unhappily, undespairingly, toward that lost 
voice across the room." 25 

The group returned to East Egg. 

Daisy drove Gatsby's car back. On the way, she ran 

into and killed Myrtle 1i'iilson. 26 She did not stop. 

Following this the Buchanans, in an ultimate indictment 

of the American Dream, allow Gatsby to take the blame. 

As a result, he is murdered by the deranged 'Nils on. Up 

until the time of his death 9 ho .... yever. Gatsby maintained 

his faith in the American Dream which he regarded as 

"inc orrupt ible. 1127 Abused and taken for gran ted in life, 

Gatsby was shunned In death, and only a handfull of 

mourners attended his fQ~eral. Completely disillUSioned 

by all that he has witnessed, Nick Carraway decides to 

return to the West, the birthplace of most characters in 

the novel. Before leaving, however, he takes a last look 

at the view from Gatsby's mansion and, watching the rising 

moon merge houses into the landscape, he is conscious of 

the virginal vision that greeted the first Dutch sailors 

as they looked out over, 

25. Fitzgerald, op. cit., p.141. 

26. Wilson had locked his wife up. When she freed herself 
she ran towards the yellow car which she thought was driven 
by Tom Buchanan. 

27. Fitzgerald, . + op. C 1 .... , p.160. 



II ••• a fresh green breast of the new world. 
Its vanished trees, the trees that had made 
way for Gatsby's house, had once pa'1dered in 
whispers to the last and greatest of all 
human drearYls; for a transitory enchanted 
moment man must have held his breath in the 
presence of this ne','i/ continent, compelled 
into an aesthetic contemplation he neither 
understood nor desired, I'"'ace to face for the 
last time in history with something 
comrnensurate to his capacity for wonder. II 28 

However much the American Dream was a recurrent 
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motif in American literature, its exposition in THE GRk4T 

GATSBY off'ers what Marius Bewley has called the closest and 

most severe criticism it has ever had to V'lithstand. 29 

Signif'icantly, this came at a time when the meaning of' 

America was being questioned, and the setting of the 1920s 

is important, therefore, because, as Roger Pearson has 

stated, Gatsby's 

"failure and destruction serve as a portent 
f'or the eclipse of the American Dream, and 
the pass ing away of an era." 30 

In his novel of' dreams, then, Fitzgerald faithfully ref'Iected 

28. Ibid, pp.187-188. The novel is thus part of the 
Ameri can-rheme , a point made in" Charles Holmes' threnody that 
"Nostalgia al1.d loss - of our innocence, of our closeness to 
the land, of' our dreams - are the great emotions in American 
literature." Charles S.Holmes, "Fitzgerald: The American 
Theme," PACIFIC SPECTATOR, Volume VI, (1952). p.252. This 
point is further substantiated by R.L.Pearson, who asserts 
that the American Dream is a recurrent theme in American 
literature, dating back to some of' the earliest colonial 
writings. For further reference see Roger L,Pearson, "Gatsby: 
False Prophet of the American Dreaii:," ENGLISH ,JOU~R1.~AL, 
Volume LIX, (1970), pp.638-642. 

29. Marius Bewley, "Scott Fitzgerald's Criticism of America." 
SEWANNE REVIEYf, Volume LXII, Number 2, (April/June, 1954), 
pp. 223-2L~6. 

30. Pearson, op.cit., p.639. It is possible that t::1is may 
be true of all American eras in that ttl'he AmeT'ican dream 
stretched between a golden past and a golden future, is 
alwaya betrayed by a desolate present." Marius Bewley. 
THE ECCGNTR~C DESIGN, on. cit. , p.282. 



1 Uj 

the social histor'y of' the decade wi thout ever beL'1.g obtrusive 

about it. His na:-ratoY', Nick Carraway, returned from the 

VIer restless, and the Buchanans are members of a smug elite 

Vlho have seen everything and done everything, and who find 

everything terrible. In this sense, they are trapped in 

time, and their predicament is well expressed by VI/right 

Morris who says that they were characterized by, 

lithe paralysis of will that grew out of the 
knowledge that the past was dead, and that 
the present had no future. If 31 

Indeed, as Tom Buchanan observed, America's civilization 

was in decline, and this could only be arrested by 

reactionary strategies, 

"Civilization's going to pieces ••. Have you 
read The Rise of the Coloured Empires •.. it's 
a :fine book •.• The idea is if we don f t look 
out the white race will be - will be utterly 
submerged. It's all scientific stuff; it!s 
been proved. It's up to us, who are the 
dominant race. to watch out or these other 
races will have control of things." 32 

Buchanan is equally intolerant of the 'increased 

freedom' among American women, and he is especially 

critical of Jorda.Tl Baker and his OvID wife. 33 Fi tzgerald, 

however, takes his women in his stride: Jazz, cigarettes, 

liquor, changing fashions, and changing hair styles are 

matters of neutral fact that pale in comparison to the 

raffish and colourful Gatsby, and lhhich are all the more 

31. Wright Morris, THE TERRITORY AHEAD, (New York. 1963), 
p.163. R.F.Stallman, op.cit., calls this experience "that 
void of the corrupted present cancelled out by the corrupted 
past." p.4. 

32. Fitz~erald, on.cit., p.19. 

33. Ibid, p.25 and pp.110-111, for examples. 



believable because of their moderation. Indeed, in Gatsby's 

world nothing is unusual. and the city in which the action 

is set boasts an "inexhaustible variety of life. H34 

Even though he confil'1es himself mainly to the rich, 

Fitzgerald captures this variety in his close relationship 

with the urban environment, and his ease in describing, 

wi th sensi t i ve poesy t the "white chasms lf 35 of' it s streets. 

His abilities are displayed at their most striking, however, 

in a section devoted to the unique magic and magnetism of 

Manhattan. Using Carraway as his voice, Fitzger81d says, 

"I began to like New York, the racy. 
adventurous feeling of it at night, and 
the satisfaction that the constant flicker 
of men and women a~d machines gives to 
the restless eye. I liked to walk up 
Fifth Avenue and pick out romantic women 
from the crowd and imagine that in a few 
minutes I was going to enter into their 
lives, and no one would ever know or 
disapprove. Sometimes, in my mind, I 
followed them to their apartments on 
the corners of hidden streets, and they 
turned and smiled back at me before they 
faded through a door into warm darkness. 
At the enchanted metropolitan twilight 
I felt a haunting loneliness sometimes, 
and felt it in others - poor young clerks 
who loitered in front of windows waiting 
until it was time for a solitary restaurant 
dinner - young clerks in the dusk, wasting 
the most poignant moments of night and life." 36 

The city is alive. It is itself. It is its people. 

34. Ibid, p.42. 

35. Ibid, p.62. 

36. Ibid, u.63. 



CHAPTER 'if 

Whereas CALL IT SLE2P, -1 A TREE GRO/JS IN BROOKLYN J 2 

and THE GRE...4.T GA'l'SBY, 3 are concerned with extremes in 

American society, pa~ticularly those of wealth and poverty, 

for example, John Dos Passos' MANHATTAN TRANSF~R,4 is a 

thorough and thought-provoking acco~~t of the tremendous 

breadth found in the American Dream and in American 

society during the approximate period of the 1920s. This 

very perspective is shared by one of the foremost critics 

of the decade, Joseph VVarren Beach, who says, 

"Dos Passos favours the middle reaches 
of society where the great masses live, 
and, morally considered, from those 
levels far below ideal beauty of character 9 

and considerably above the merely mean and 
vile •.• They are nQ~erous and diversified 
••• LEiving an-1 impression of a section 
cut straight acrosS the social organism of 
New York City .. il 5 

1 

Indeed, the breadth and detail of Dos Passos' representation, 

historically accurate and artistically attractive, does 

much to reduce the established critical tradition that 

F.Scott Fitzgerald was the decade~s definitive literary 

1. Henry Roth, CALL IT SLEEP, (New York, 1970), 

2. Betty Smith, A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN. (New York, 1968). 

3. F.Scott Fitzgerald, THE GREAT GATSBY, (Harrnondsworth, 
Middlesex, England, 1973). 

4. John Dos Passos, MANHATTAN TRANSFER\ (Boston, Fourth 
Printing, Sentry Edition, no date given). 

5. Joseph Warren Beach, "Discontinuity: John Dos Passos. If 
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY NOVEL: STUDIES IN TECHNIQUE, (New 
York, 1932), pp.439-440. 



chronicler. 6 John Dos Passos faithfully recorded his 

times, an achievement that l'11ilton Rugoff attributes to 

the success of his 

!!attempts to integrate the individual \vith 
the period, to leave us everywhere conscious 
of how the age had molded the man, made him 
one of its peculiar products. II 7 

106 

Indeed, the 1920s was a consciously urban age in which 

Dos Passos posits that the city itself was a vital 

determinant influencing social behaviour. In this sense, 

the genius of the novel is its radical implication that 

the survival of individuals despite the city, in the 

final assessment, was secondary to the survival of the 

city in spite of its inhabitants. 8 

The A'11erican Dream is as much the subject of 

MANHATTAN TRA.NSFER as is the city, and ltJ the American 

Dream, that is, brings order to chaos by providing the 

novel with its consecutive form. In the early stages of 

the navel, for example, Ed Thatcher resolves that his baby 

daughter will never know material need, and that she will 

flourish instead. He is joined by Marcus A.Zucher, who he 

has never met before fu~d never meets afterwards, and who 

6. See William R. Irwin, "Dos Passos and Fitzgerald as 
Reviewers of the American Social Scene, II DIE NEURREN 
SPRACHEN, (1960), pp.417-428. 

7. Milton Rugoff, "Dos Passos: Novelist of Our Time," 
SElf/ANNE REVIEW, Volume XLIX, (19L~1), p.468. 

8. Fire, for example 9 is an essential symbol in the novel, 
and there are references, throughout, to the destructive 
exploits of a pyromaniac. This claim is substantiated by 
Eugene Arden, "Manhattan Transfer: An Experiment in 
Technique, ", UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS CITY REVIE'N, Volume XXII, 
(Winter, 1955), p.157. 
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has only just becmne a young father himself. At the 

of the century both men are imbued with hope, and Zucher, 

drunk with joy, outlines his own earnest aspiration, 

HAnd I have the hops in mein heart that ven 
my poy drinks to his poy) it will be in 
champagne vine. Ach, that is how things go 
in this great city." 9 

In the beginning of the novel, therefore, future and 

progress are depicted synonomously, and this is as true at 

the individual level as it is for society at large: in 

itself, change can be a positive force. 

It can also be powerful and lucrative, a point 

emphasized in the vignette involving a nameless real-

estate agent who urges Mr. Perry, a character mentioned 

only once, to join the Astor and V~~derbilt traditions of 

gaining wealth by investing money in land, in this case 

in Queens which would eventually be, like Manhattan, at 

the heart of New York "telephones, electricity, 

steel bridges, horseless vehicles - they are all leading 

somewhere. ,,10 Then, in an otherwise unrelated incident, 

the continuity of the novel is expressed through the 

Dream theme as Congo, a penniless immigrant who eventually 

becomes very rich, tells Emile Loustec of his own American 

Dream, 

"I want to get somewhere in the world, that's 

9. Dos Passos, op.cit., p.9. Gene Ruoff warns in this 
context that social mobility, as a theme, is not new, and 
is not solely American. See G.W.Ruoff, "Social Mobility 
and the Artist in Manhattan Transfer and The Music of Time," 
WISCONSnT STUDIES IN CONTEfXPORARY LITERATURE, Volume V, 
(Winter/Spring, 1964), pp.64-76. 

, 
10. Dos Passos, op.cit., p.15, See also, pp.40-42. 



what I mean. Europe's rotten and stinking. 
In America a fellow can get ahead. Birth 
dont matter. Education dont matter. It's 
all getting ahead,:! 11 
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These desires are translated at yet another level as the 

nouveau riche and emasculating Bertha Olaf'son bullies her 

husband into rent ing an apartment on Riverside Drive as 

an expression of their wealth and of their position in 

society. 

In turn, Bertha's aspirations provide a connecting 

link to the almost macabre tale of Gus McNiel, a milkman 

who detests the city and who has resolved to leave it. 

His plans are disrupted when he is involved in an accident, 

however, and his serious injuries are treated as a streak 

of good luck. Indeed. when he learns he is to receive 

$12,500 in damages, he wants to run out and be run over 

. 12 agaln. 

This thirst for money is reiterated in an incident 

involving Ed and Ellen Thatcher during a vis it to the 

Battery. Ellen is always dressed in something new and 

admits, with childlike but ominous candour, that she 

would love her father more if only he had more money.13 

11. l.'121Q, p.21. Loustec is not unaware that tlin France 
you are paid badly to live well; here you are paid well 
to live badly." Ibid, p.36. 

12. Ibid, p.72. See also, pp.4.5-57. 

13. Ibid, pp.62-64. 



In contrast, they meet with an old man who longs for his 

native country becau.se American society vms only for the 

young and strong, and not for the aged or infirm. 14 

1 C9 

At the end of the First Section of MA?\THATTJtN TRANSPER, 

therefore, Dos Passos has established an impression that 

the characters he depicts are more often agent3 than 

they are victims. 15 The emphasis, as Ed Thatcher outlines 

to his somewhat headstrong daughter, is on "con-struction 

and not de-struction." 16 Indeed, with few exceptions, 

the hapless Joe Harland and Bud Korpenning, for examples,17 

the accent of the novel appears to be dedicated to the 

proposition that, as Emile Loustec states it, 

tlPeople are all the same. It's only that 
some people get ahead and others dont ••• 
That's why I came to New York. tI 18 

14. Ibid, p.63. An incident involving an elderly lady 
and Bud Korpenning illustrates that the old can survive only 
if they are crafty enough. !QiQ. p.64. 

15. This runs counter to a claim made by Alfred Kazin 
that Dos Passos' characters are all simply doomed because 
the cards are stacked coldly against them. See Alfred 
Kazin, "American Naturalism: Reflections from Another Era," 
NEW MEXICO QUARTERLY. Volume XX, (1957), pp.52-53, and 
p.56. Kazin concedes, however, that Dos Passos has always 
sided with the individual, no matter what class he comes 
from. Ibid, p.60. 

16. Dos Passos, op.cit., p.18. 

17. Bud Korpenning's tale is cleverly stated. He appears 
to be an innocent country boy unsuited to the guile of 
city life. In fact, he is in New York City expressly to 
be as a needle in a haystack, having murdered his brutal 
father. ~, see pp~5,42,64-65,122-123, and 125. 

18. Ibid, p. 37. 
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The Second Section. Qf' MANHATTAN TR.6.NSFER deals wi 

this very theme, with success and failure in genepal, and, 

in particular, with the failure of SuccesS and the success 

of failure. Elaine Thatcher Oglethorpe, for example, 

has already made the change at Manhattan Transfer only 

to discover that her husband, an established actor, is 

also a homosexual. More than anything else, she wants to 

be a success, and her ambition to get on in the world is so 

far advanced that Ruth Prynne, one of her associates, says 

of her, 

"Why that girl' d marry a trolleycar if 
she thought she could get anything 
by it." 19 

Stressing this as the principal trait of her character 

and the overall tone of the novel, an unsympathetic E.D.Lo'!'lry 

maintains that Ela1.ne is of the city as well as its symbol. 

She represents, 

"the ruthlessness, the readiness to 
subordinate human values to the 
exigencies of 'success,' which 
characterize the city.as a whole." 20 

Indeed, still married to Oglethorpe, she manages to 

capture the admiration, if not the devotion, of George 

Baldwin, Jimmy Herf, Stan Emery, and Harry Goldweiser. 

Goldweiser's case illustrates the issue at hand. 

A theatrical entrepreneur, he has amassed a fortune by 

19. lQjQ, p.156. 

20. E. D. Lowry. "Manhattan Transfer: Dos Pass os' Wasteland, 
UNIVERSITY R]!VIE'-fi"', (Kansas City, Mo.) Volume XXX, (October, 
1963), p.49. 



th-rift and hard work. The only reason that success 

pleases him is thBt he can offer its benefits to Elaine. 

He tells her that, 

1I All these ideal3 and beaut iful things 
pushed do.",.,n into rr,yself' when I was making 
w~ way in a man's world were like planting 
seed and you t re the flower. II 21 

In turn, Elaine confronts herself with the fact that her 
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life and her career are built on dishonesty, and she says, 

"I hate it: it's all false. Sometimes I 
want to run down to the foots and tell the 
aUdience, go home you darrill fools. This is 
a rotten show and a lot of false acting and 
you ought to know it." 22 

It is all the more relevant, therefore, that George Baldwin 

shouts back at her, "Y ou f re no better than a common 

prostitute." 23 

The ultimate expression of conderr~ation occurS in 

Elaines relationship with Stan Emery, a rich young man 

who loved her and who had a prolonged af'f'air with her. 

The fruit of' the relationship is, however, barren. 

Rejected by her, he sets out on a drunken spree from New 

York to Niagara Falls, and marries a young girl he picked 

up along the way. Af'ter his return to New York City he is 

burned to death in a fire, and pregnant to him, Elaine has 

an untidy but quick aborticn. 24 

21 • Dos Passos, o.Q.cit., p.203. 

22. Ibid, p.212. 

23. 1.Q.ig, p.229. 

24. ~, pp.267-268. 



Emery stands against everything Elaine stobd for. 

With the freedom of the rich? therefore, he can afford 

to ask one of the leading questions in the novel, 

"Why the hell does everyone want to succeed. 
I'd like to meet someone who wanted to fail" 
That I s the only sublime thing. II 25 

11 2 

In this sense, Emery admires J~ Herf who, because he 

has no ambitions. is the most sensible person in New York 

City. As Elaine's childhood and adult counterpart, Herf 

is encouraged to :follow the conventional upwards path of 

thrift and acumen, but he wants no part of it. Indeed, he is 

not without ambition, but he has an overriding desire to get 

out of New York, the cesspool city, where he is rotting 

and losing the best part of his life~26 

It is a sUrprise, therefore, that the Third Section 

of the novel opens, at war's end, with the return from 

abroad of Jimmy, his wife, Elaine (nmv named Helena), 

and their infant srnl, Martin. 27 Prohibition had been 

introduced during their absence, but they are iw~ediately 

reassured that Itthe d ifficul ty under prohibition is keeping 

sober.,,28 Indeed, society and flux had become synonyms, 

and the postwar predicament is outlined as follows, 

II the cow~try is going through a ... 

25. lQ1Q, p.175. This dramatizes the fortunes and the 
misfortunes of Joe Harland. 

26. Ibid, p.177. 

27. The boy is named after Martin Schiff who despairingly 
stated, "Oh we none of us know what we want .• That's why 
we're such a peewee generation. Ibid, p.360. 

28. Ibid, 'p.279. 



dangerous period of' reconstruction •.. the 
confusion attendant on the winding up' of a 
great confl t ... the bankruptcy of a 
continent ... bDlshevism and subversive 
doctrines rife P" America .', is in the 
position of t~king over the receivership of 
the world. The great principles of 
democracy, of that commercial freedom upon 
which our whole civilization depends are 
more than ever at atake. Now as at no 

11 j 

other time we need men of established ability 
and unblemished integrity in public office." 29 

In reality, however, the politics in MANHATTAN TRANSFER 

are entrusted to Gus McNiel and George Baldwin, both of 

whom have tainted backgrounds. 30 

Helena's marriage to Jimmy Herf does not last long, 

and she soon agrees to divorce him. Indeed, their 

relationship seems to have deteriorated apace with her 

ever-increasing instinct for self-preservation, a process 

that ultimately leaves her derol~anized, frigid, and 

unresponsive. This point is highlighted during an 

incident that occurs after she has agreed to marry George 

RealizinG that she is becoming hard-looking, and 

fearing a future of stoutness, menopause and face-lifts, 

she opts for a new wardrobe from Madam Soubrine's.31 While 

29. Ibid, pp.287-288. The outcome of these fears was the 
deportation to Russia of the 'Reds'. Ibid, pp.289-290; 

30. l£1Q, see pp.312-314, 326-327, and 332-333. 

31. lQiQ, p.397. This is qualified in that Patrick Morrow 
argues that, liThe future has been cancelled in Manhattan 
Transfer, along with all the old beliefs.1t Patrick Morrow, 
lITte Dada VJorld of Manhattan Transfer, II RESEARCH STUDIES 
OF WASHINGTON STATE UNIVERSITY, Volume XXXVIII, (1970;;
p.258. Also, Blanche H. Gelfant claims that, in MANHATTAN 
TRANSFER, "the underlying historical viewpoint was always 
retros~ective, implying the comparison of the present with 
an idealized past." B.H. Gelfant, "The Search For Identity 
in the Novels of Jo:b..n Dos Pass os," PAPERS OF THE MIDVI:ti::ST 
MODERN LAt'l'GUAGE ASSOCIA'TIO]\', Volume LXXVI, (March, 1961), 
p. 148. 
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the garments are being exhibited, however, a rno lis 

tulle dress catches fire and she is hideously burned. 

Although she has been a witness to the drama, Helena 

dismisses it as a bit of everyday bad luck that is of no 

concern to her. She realizes in consequence that she has 

lost something, but she does not know what it is. 32 

In this sense, E.D.Lowry has no compassion for her, and 

he says, 

"In the final stages of the novel, after 
Ellen has irrevocably commited herself to 
the arid ways of the city. she has the 
vague feeling that she has left something 
behind in the taxi, but she knows it could 
not have been her mnbrella, for no life
giving rain - the sort conspicuously absent 
in Manhattan Transfer - will ever freshen 
her' parched existence. II 33 

In contrast, Jimmy Herfls outcome evokes sympathy.34 

Estranged from his wife and jobless, he was well aware of 

his predicament: 

"His drunk..'1ess ebbed away leaving him 
icily sober. In the empty chamber- of 
his brain a doublefaced word clinked 
like a coin: Success Failure, Success 
Failure. tI 

With this pattern beating in head. Herf has his youth 

32. For fUrther details of this incident see Dos Passos, 
op.cit., pp.395-400. 

33. Lowry, op.cit., pp.51-52. 

34. This claim is contradicted by Bernard DeVoto who 
erringly argues that the char2cters in MANHATTi,N TRANSFER 
are not Sufficiently alive to engage any sympathy_ See-
Bernard DeVoto, "John Dos Passos: Anatomist of Our Times, II 
SATURDP,Y RBW~, Volume vrv, (August 8, 1936), pp.3-4. and 
pp. 1 2-1 3. 

35. Dos Pass os, op. cit., p.303. 



stI'ipped away from him as his Ilfe was tUNled upslde down, 

and he was suspended like 11 a fly vval1{ing on the ceiling of 

a topSy-tU11VY city,1l36 In dream, and in reality, there 

was a void dividing failure from success,37 and this is 

mu ted only when J irnmy leaves th e c i t,Y: 

"Carefully, he spends his last quarter on 
breakfast. That leaves him three cents for 
good luck, or bad for that matter. tl 38 

Herf thus achieves the ultimate moderation. 

Although its convoluted technique often operates 

to the detriment of the novel, MANHAT}'fl.N TRANSFER, with 

its panor-amic v'iew of the social masses and its broad 

span dating from the late 18906 to the mid 19208,39 is as 

critical an indictment of the American Dream in the first 

decades of this century as are CALL IT SLEEP, A TEE]; GROVIS 

IN BROOKI,YN, and THE GREA'I' GATSBY, treated individually 

or together. Indeed, paying tribute to Dos Passos' 

mastery, E.D.Lowry maintains that, 

"Conceived as an indigenous expression of 
the modern age and a work Which could help 
man master a runaway urban-industrial 
society, Manhattan Tr.ansfer stands as one 
of the most serious and ambitious literary 
achievements of the twent ies. It L~O 

The novel is, therefore, an irnpor-tant statement of social 

36. I£ig, p.351. 
37. lQ1g, see p.386, 

38. 1:Q...ig, p.Lr04. In this sense, he qualifies for heroic 
status in that, "A male character in American literatuI'e 
may be a hero in almost any circumstances: all he must 
do is struggle, see things as they really are, and benefit 
from his knowledge," Marston LaFrance, PATTEPNS OF 
COMl'v~I1'MENT IN AMERICAN LITlmATUR!, (Canada, 196iY-;-p~ 17. 

39. For sUbstantiation and .further details of the time 
sequence s~e Arden, 2£.Qit., p.155, and Beach, oR.cit., p.437. 
40. E. D. Lowry, "The Lively Art of Manhattan rrransfer, II 
PAPERS OP 'l'RE MIDWEST MODEHN LANGUAGE ASE1QCIh!'ION, Vo1ume 
LXXXIV, (1969), p.1638. 



h1story, and there is little doubt that Dos Paeaos 

ac curately, and ext ens iVely, depict ed the soc ial issues 

of his times. 41 

Clarif'ying the popular impr'ession of the 1920s in 

11 6 

the same Way that the novelists already studied have done, 

Dos Passos records, for example, that intolerance was 

already a toxic influence in American society. This 

point is highlighted in the early stages of the novel when 

the overpowering Bertha Olafson gives the land agent a 

false address because, as she explained to her husband, 

"I couldnt tell him we lived in the Bronx 
could I? He'd have thought we were Jews 
and wouldnt have rented us the apartment. It l-l-2 

George Baldwin's impresaion of the West Side, which, in his 

opinion, was inhabited by "low Irish and foreigners, the 

scum of the universe,"43 is an added example of this very 

question. Indeed, as another character later observes, 

the 'New World t had changed since the "Ark,,44 first landed) 

and it was now dominated by Kikes and the degenerate IriSh, 

as a result, that is, of America's overly indulgent 

immigration policies. 45 'rhe important factor is, of course, 

------..,---_._------------------ .----~--
41. This point is developed at greater length by James S. 
Smith, "The Novelist of Discomfort: A Reconsideration of 
John Dos Pass os," COLLEGE ENGLISH, Volume XIX, (1958), 
pp.332-338. 

42. Dos Passos, pn.cit., p.42. 

43. Ibid, p.51. 

44. ~bid, p.101. 

45. This raises the significant point that, until the 
1920s at least, America distinguished itself' with one of' 
the most liberal immigration policies in history. 
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that these sent iments predated the 19208, and that future 

outbursts, far from being spontaneous, were often stirred 

up by new8paper~men in search of fresh copy. 46 

In lceeping with the examples esta.blished by Roth, 

Smith and Fitzgerald, Dos Passos· delivery is low pitched 

as he portrays social attitudes in general, and the behav iour 

of American women in particular. Operating from the panoramic 

perspective that Eugene Arden terms "varied yet typical 

experience. ,,47 the world of John Dos Passos is characterized 
. l}8 

by "normal chaos," and this is as true of the 1890s as it 

is of the 1920s. In outlining t,he traits in human nature 

that regulate a social order, therefore, Dos Passos does not 

resort to sudden or dramatic change, but emphasizes, instead, 

a reasonably constant equilibrium that Joseph Warren Beach 

suggests is, 

"conceived as an organism in which the 
individuals are important primarily as 
functions of one another and of the Whole." 49 

In this larger perspective, then, there is nothing unusual 

or alarming in the promiscuity of Fifi Waters or Nevada 

Smith, and, at the end of the navel, Ellen Thatcher is 

only as free in her behaviour as she was when a child. 

It is important, therefore, that these factors tend to 

46. See, for example, Dos Passos, on.cit., pp.222-223. 

47. Arden, op.cit., p.153. 

48. Ibid, p.157, 

49. Beach, op.cit., p.447. 



118 

support an increasingly evident pattern that the soc ial 

history or the 1920s does not appear to have had an exact 

literary reflection, and this interesting trend may well 

modify or extend even the most recent critical appraisals 

of the decade. 

MANHATTAN 'llRANSFER does verify, however, the vi tally 

urban nature of the 1920s, even to the extent that the full 

circle has been completed, and New York City has itself 

emerged as the real protagonist in the novel. 50 In this 

sense, Dos Passos achieved what the usually reserved critic, 

Bernard DeVoto, describes as, 

II a brilliant evocation of the Metropolis, 
of colour and sound and movement ••• its 
patterns shi ft expertly between chaos and 
implied design." 51 

In short, Dos Passos bridges the gap between the city 

desribed and the city perceived, and while it is tempting 

to dwell upon the intimate relationship now solidly 

established between the American Dream, the 1920s, and 

New York City, sufrice it to say until a later chapter 

that, timeless, MANHATTAN TRANSFER is without boundaries. 

It is all the more a reflection of Dos Passos' craftmanship, 

50. This claim is supported by Arden, op.cit., p.153. 
and by Blanche Houseman Gelfant in 1'J:.!]LAMERICAN CITY NOVEL, 
(Norman, 1970). 

51. DeVoto, oQ,cit., p.4. 



therefore, that an unidentified earthquake-insurance 

salesman is p epmi t ted t a warn, 

tiD a you know how long God took to des tr oy 
the tower of Babel, folks? Seven minutes. 
Do you knO'v'l how long the Lord God took to 
destroy Babylon and Nineveh? Seven minutes> 
There I s more wickedness 1.n one block of New 
York City than there was in a square mile 
in Nineveh, and how long do you think the 
Lord God of Sabboath will take to destroy 
New York City an Brooklyn an the Br·onx? 
S even sec onds. \I 52 

520 Dos Passos, ~p~cit.9 pp.380-381. 

11 9 
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BUTTEttFIELD 8 

John O'Hal'a t S popular novel, BUT'l'ERE'IELD 8 1 is 
- h_" _ ~ 

at once similar to and different from the novels studied 

to this point. Although her portrait is essentially that 

of an adult and her background is largely affluent, 

Gloria Wandrous is exposed in her childhood and adolescence 

to many of the elements that shaped the lives of David 

Schearl in CALL IT S}.E'EP,2 and Francie Nolan in &'-Tll§§ 

GROWS IN BROOKL'TII.3 In addition, with neither the 

established social prestige of the Buchanans nor the 

tremendous wealth of the man who gives his name to the 

title of the novel, Gloria might nonetheless have been 

plucked out of any of the lavish parties that punctuate 

~ GREAT GATSB~,4 and she could easily have been drawn 

from the middle reaches of MANHATTAN TRANSFER. 5 In the 

realm of social historY, however, BUTTE.'RFJ)~LQ 8 is not as 

much an unreliable representation of American society and 

the American Dream in the 1920s as it is a different one. 

---------------------------------------------------------------
1. John OtHara, BUTTERPIELD 8, (New York, 1969). 

2. Henry Roth, CALL IT SLEEP, (New York, 1970). 

3. Betty Smith, A TREE GROW'S IN BROOK~YN, (New York, 1968). 
This point is developed at greater length in W.Tasker 
Witham, 'l~HE ADOLESC.l!;NT IN TBE ~rvIB!RICAN NOV~I;2 1220::i2§..Q, 
(New York, 1964). 

4. F. Scott Fitzgerald, THE GRE~AT GA'llSBY, (Harmondsworth, 
Middlesez, England, 1973). 

5. John Dos Passos, ~f!A'l'TAN 'l'RANSFER, (Boston, Fourth 
Printing, ~entry Edition, no date given). 



Indeed, with Gloria as his central symbol for aspi T'ation 

despoiled, O'Hara advances a distinctive and largely 

legitimate interpretation that is valuable to any 

understanding of' the period. In essence, it is a statement 

of excess. 

It would be easy, therefore, to misinterpret O'Hara's 

abilities as an author by dwelling upon the more sensational 

aspects of life which appear to preoccupy BUTTERFIELD ~. 

At the beginning of the novel, for example, the promiscuous 

Gloria Wandrous wakes up in an unfamiliar apartment. It 

is patent that she has spent the night with an unknown man, 

and that there is nothing exceptional in her having done so. 

Ber first concern is not, therefore, that he could have 

relayed venereal disease to her - indeed, the reverse is 

more likely - but that she should sterilize his toothbrush 

before using it. Evidently, she is not bound by 

'conventional' morality. In this sense~ it would be almost 

automatic that she be cast in the peculiarly 'modern' and 

'liberated' mould said to have distinguished the women of 

her time. This very association is, however, exactly what 

O'Hara strives to prevent~ 

Indeed, the subtlety of the novel rests with 

O'Hara's uncompromising refusal to allow Gloria either 

., 
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" to be shaped by the decade or to typify it. o She was not 

a flapper, and although much was said of hep, little of 

it was informed. After her death in 1931, for example, 

newspaper editorials described her as a representative of 

modern youth, but O'Hara highlights this incidence as 

one of the major distortions of the decade when he says, 

"There can be no symbol of modern youth 
any more than there can be a symbol of 
modern middle age, and anyway symb 01 is a 
misnomer. The John Held Jr. caricatures 
of the 'flapper' of the 1920s, or the girls 
and young men Whom Scott Fitzgerald made 
self-conscious were not symbols of the 
youth of that time." 7 

Even with this caution in mind, however. it is proper and 

legitimate to argue that Gloria represented a force that 

was beyond mere historical fact. Instead, she stood for 

the bankruptcy of American society and the American Dream, 

past, present, and futUre. 

The important factor is, therefore, that Gloria 

is at all times denied access to true possibility. She 

has a hlst ory of doom. At the. age of eleven, for example, 

she is sexually molested by Major Boam, a man old enough 

6. Gloria's behaviour is determined by factors beyond the 
1920s, a point supported by the statement that, !tin John 
O'Hara's Butterfield 8, Gloria's wealthy widowed mother and 
her devoted bachelOrlincle are unable to keep the lovely 
girl from being sexually molested at eleven years of age 
by a middle-aged friend of the family in Pittsburgh, or 
frum being seduced in a New York hotel at fifteen by a 
respectable-looking school principal, or from becoming a 
heavy dl'inker at eighteen and a casual bed-companion of New 
York college boys at nineteen. II Wi tham t ~.2.i t .• p.203. 

7. OtHara, qp.cit., p.99. 
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to be her father. The experience is shocking, and she has 

no one with whom she can share the sordid secret. Indeed, 

no one believes her when, after a year, she fjnally has 

the courage to say what had happened. 

Her situation deteriorates further when the family 

moves to New York City. It was suggested that Gloria 

go west to California, but her uncle, William Vandamm, 

opposes the scheme, 

"whatever chance theI'e was of Gloria Y s 
being sent to California or anywhere 
west of the Hudson disappeared when two 
crimes of violence occurred within a 
week of each other, solidifying, for all 
time Vandamm t s inher'ent prejudice against 
the West. One cr ime '.Yas the ]Leopold-Loeb 
affair, which was too close a reminder of 
what had happened to Gloria; and the 
other was a suicide-pact of a woman and 
the doctor Vandamm had known long ago. It 8 

Three years later, Gloria was sent to school in New 

England. Travelling to and from New York City, she met 

with and was seduced by Doctor Reddington, known at his 

New York City hotel as a respectable school teacher, who 

in fact gave Gloria her taste for, if not her addiction 

to sex, alcohol, and drugs. Indeed, she is expelled 

f'rom the school when a bottle of gin was f'ound in her room, 

and liquor became an important part of her life: 

"the thing that about that time became 
and continued for two or three years to 
be the most important was drinking. She 
became one of the world's heaviest 
drinkers between 1927 and 1930, when the 
world SEJ.W some pretty heavy drinking." 9 

8. Ibid, p.1i5. O'Hara tends to cite the names of people 
who, for one reason. or another, were prominent during the 
19208. See" for examples, references to Sacc 0 an1 Vanzett i 
(p.36), Snyder and Gray (p.63), Al Smith (p.i50), Coolidge 
(p. 165), Owen D. Young (p.188), and LaGuardia (p,23L~). 

9. ~, p.i20. 



In addition, 

"There was no l'ea60n to go on the wagon 
••• It was understood and agreed that tne 
big thing in life was liquor." 1 0 

In the Winter of 1929-1930, Gloria became pregnant 

d h d b t ' 11 an a an a or lone She became very drunk that night 

124 

which was the first night she met and slept with Liggett, 

the incident that opens the novel. Indeed, the relationship 

with Liggett fUrther stacks the cards against Gloria and 

causes her to grieve for self-respect in that she knows 

she is too 'experienced and easy. ,12 When Liggett declares 

his intention to set her up in an apartment of her own she 

tells him that she is not for sale. She is, however? 

attracted to him, because she could tell him about the 

filth of New York City,13 and because he wanted her the 

way she wants to be wanted: plainly. without fancy 

variati ons. 

The hopelessness of Gloria I s plight, her very 

exclusion from conwon possibility, is highlighted when 

she decides to give Liggett up. She intuitively knows 

that she will never know the security, if also the 

stultification, of marriage and motherhood. This point 

is emphasized in a vignette when Ann Paul tells Gloria of 

10. Ibid, p.121. 

11. Ibid, p.123. O'Hara adds that "Three abortions and 
all t~hings she had done not to have children probably 
had a very bad effect." Ibid, p.232. 

12. Ibid, p.148. Note, in contrast? that her family is 
so proper that they will not allow her to smoke cigarettes. 
lbid, p.48. 

13. It would have been interestin g had 0' Har·a shared 
Gloria's perspective of New York City with his readers, 
and not solely with Liggett. 
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her engagement to Bill Henderson,14 and with a description 

of a bitch and her puppies. i5 

The ultimate enslavement is, therefore, that Gloria 

can not free herself from longing for Liggett, the only 

person she wanted to be with: 

"Here, with the bright sun on Fifth Avenue, 
she was thinking that the only thing she 
wanted was to be with Liggett9 lying in bed 
or on the floor or anywhere with him, drunk 
as hell, taking dope, doing anything he 
wanted, not caring about the time of day or 
the day of the week and not th inking whether 
it was going to end." 16 

Indeed, with the examples of Ann Paul and the bitch 

ringing in her head, and with her desire for Liggett 

dragging at her heart, she under>goes a crisis of her soul 

and of her c ir·cumstances. She wanted only to be like 

other women, not a marked woman at odds with the rest of 

the world. She is particularly envious of the Catholics 

and the Jews, the 'Broadway people' who still had good 

times, 

"Gloria had at this point changed her 
classification from Catholic to Irish. The 
people who seemed to ,have the best time, at 
least so far as she had observed, were the 
Irish Catholics who didn't go to Church. 
Home of them would confess once a year and 
then they could start allover again ••• She 
decided she wanted to go to a Catholic 
Church and confess." 17 

14. Ibid, p. 22L~. 

15. l£jQ, pp.229-232. The bitch has the qualities Gloria 
lacks. It can hold its head high and be friendly without 
being familiar of wanton, and it was protective. 

16. Ibid, p.236. 

1 7 • ~ , p. 2L~ O. 



But Rome was not her world. New York City was. 

!tRorne didn't have electric light and 
champagne and the telephone, thirty
st ory apartment houses and the view of 
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New York at night, saxophones and pianos" 18 

Desperate, she decides to go away, to leave that 

night for Massachusetts on the Cit,y of Essex, a boat built 

in the 1870s for the 1870s. 19 Travelling under the name 

of Walter Little, Liggett follows Gloria on board, and 

she is both surpr'ised ar.d angry to find him there. He 

tells her that he loves her, however, and that he is all 

finished with Emily, his wife. 20 Liggett then proposes 

marriage, and she accepts. He wants her immediately, in 

his cabin., It is an awful room. Liggett promises that 

will never be like this again, and Gloria res olves that 

it will never be like this at all. 21 

it 

When she goes up on deck, therefore, Liggett follows 

her in order to apologise for treating her like a common 

tart. She is on the top deck, which is out of bounds 

to passengers. She runs towards him, stops, and looks 

around. Liggett turns to go, -and as she falls over-

board, he hears a scream and looks dOVin to, 

"the water just in time to see Gloria 
being sucked in by the side wheel. Then 

18. Ibid, p.241. 

19. Ib~q, p.243. Gloria has nothing to fall back upon. 
She is radically estranged from the past, and is in fact 
disembodied by the relic of an older age. 

20. Ibid, pp.258-259. Gloria adds home-br'eaking to her 
sins. 

21 • Ibid, ,pp. 261-262. 
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the boat stopped. 
'There was nothing I could do, I said 

Liggett to nobody." 22 

Gloria has been shredded by the boat's wheel and it is 

taken for granted that she commited suicide. She is, 

therefore, cheated in both life and death. 

The hollowness of human nature and the society of the 

times is stated with added impact when Liggett, because 

of his assumed name, escapes detection, and returns to 

NeVI York City. His inheritance from Gloria is that he 

now has a secret that was too big for him to share, that, 

to all intents and purposes, he was a murderer. He quickly 
I 

rid himself of this feeling, however, simply because he was 

not of the type involved. 23 When the New York papers 

state that Gloria was identified only by her clothing, 

liggett is reminded of the mink coat she had taken from 

his apartment the first night, when he tore the clothes 

from hero. He kno'ws that she was friendly with Eddie 

Brunner and, in an ult imate indictment of prevailing 

values, he attempts to regain the coat. Brunner promises 

that the c oat will be returned and claims that it was 

exactly the Liggetts of Gloria's world who were responsible 

f or her death. 

This point is given further emphasis in the final 

chapter of the novel which deals with Doctor Reddington's 

fear that his association with Gloria will be discovered 

22. lQig, pp.263-264. 

23. As a rich Wasp, ',Neston Leggitt can avoid categorization. 
Note, however~ that Jimmy Malloy and his brother, Irish, 
Catholic, and less well-to-do, are unable to avoid being 
stereotyped' as gangsters. Ib ig, p.59. 
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in the wake of her death. It is not detected and, like 

Liggett, he could then rest in the comfortable hypocrisy 

of his respectability. In this sense, Gloria Wandrous 

represents a deflmct and !innocent' strand of honesty 

that p~ts her in the same stable as Jay Gatsby and 

distinguishes her from the sterility of their contemporaries 

and their surroundings. 

O'Hara's historical perspective is, therefore, largely 

pessimistic. It is also reliable. Indeed, the motif 

of aspiration despoiled helps to reconstruct traditional 

conceptualizations of the 19208, and it points to the 

value of allowing literary spokesmen to function as 

interpretors of social history. In this sense, O'Hara 

brings new light to the role of sex and alcohol during 

the decade, both of which playa maj or part in the 

denouement of BUTTERFIELD 8. 

Apart from the examples provided by the generous 

Gloria, most of O'Hara's women, Emily Liggett excepted, 

demonstrate a reasonably 'free' attitude towards sex. 

This is both a continuation of and a departure from 

'orthodox' standards. Disillusioned with her husband, 

for example, Nancy Farley makes the somewhat radical 

decision to have an affair herself, with the actor, 

John Watterson. Her rationalization is) on the basis 

of the French qUip, that, 



"you can \"IaUc iIl the Bois without buying 
it. (It sounded better than the American: 

129 

why keep a c ow when milk is so cheap?). II 2'-1. 

In turn, Isabel stannard is provocative and delip-pts in 

leading men on. Additionally, when Ann Paul visits 

Gloria and tells her she is engaged to Bill Henderson, she 

also confides the 'alarming' information that they had 

had a premarital affair. Ann's mother had warned her that 

men lost their respect for girls who slept with them too 

readily, but Ann knows only that matters must have changed 

drastically since her mother was their age. 25 It is 

significant, therefore, that Jimmy Malloy maintains that 

part of this change has been concocted because the 

newspapers and cigarette companies, for example, had been 

paying women to smoke on Fifth Avenue in order to popularize 

t t k ' f 26 s ree smo :Lng or women. 

Gloria Wandrous and Weston Liggett are frequent 

patrons of speakeasies which change with the years. At 

the beginning of Prohibition, for example, they had served 

24. Ibid, p.157. Even from the perspective of 1931, there 
is little mention of the widespread disillusionment said to 
have accompanied the 1920s. See, for example, Na.ncy li'arley t s 
reaction to bearing a stillborn child (Ibid, p.i7), and 
William Vandamm on the rrospects of recovering from the 
Depression (~, p.188). Also note that Nancy Farley's 
sex education was shelteredo She learned most of what she 
knew from school friends, and from the propaganda pamphlets 
issued during World 'Nar One. They detailed the sexual 
atroc it ies Germans were said to have performed upon virgins, 
nuns, priests, and old women. Ibid, p.17. 

25. The attitude of men towardS women is implicit in 
Liggett's discovery, after 1929, that the social circles 
he moved in had a mortality rate for marriages that was 
close to one hundred percent, that many men, broken by the 
events of 1929 and deprived of the main stock of their 
worldly goods, came back to a single, last item: their 
wives. Ibid, pp.29-30. 

26. ,lbi~, pp.4o-41. 



bad liquor in drab surronndine's. Tmvards the end of the 

decnde, however, they had l)ecome elegant and elal)orate, 

and they symbolized the failur·e of an experiment. 27 The 

popular image of speakeasies was also far from factual, 

a point made when Jimmy Malloy takes Isabel stannard to 
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an establishment where Chicago gangsters were rumoured to 

congregate when they vlere in New York City, 

"Except for the number and variety of 
bottles, and the cleanliness of the bar, 
it was just like any number (up to 20,000) 
of speakeasies near to and far from Times 
Square." 28 

Indeed, Isabel is disappoint.ed that the cust orners fail 

to conform to Warner Brothers' representations of speakeasy 

patrons. Instead, they were more like 'decent swells' who 

really belonged in Country Clubs. This point is further 

dramatized when Jimmy tells Isabel that he is a Catholic, 

an off-the-peg product who wears Brooks t clothes. Even 

though he could make legi t imate cIa im to be a Son of the 

Revolution, however, Jimmy states that he is, 

"pl'etty God darrun Ameri can, and therefore 
my brothers and sisters are, and yet we're 
not Americans. We're Micks, we're 
non-assimilab Ie, we Micks." 29 

'When Isabel objects to his behaviour and rebukes Jimmy 

27. Ibid, p.132. 

28. ~, p.57. 

2 9. I b ig J P • 59 . 
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for' humiliating her in public, he refey·s to one of the 

decade's most celebrated and publi.ciBed scandals as proof 

that she does not know the meaning of the word, 

"Humiliated in public. 1,"ihat about the man 
that Ruth Snyder and Judd Gray knocked off? 
I'd say he was humiliated in public, plenty. 
Every newspaper in the country carried his 
name for days, column after column of 
humiliation, all kinds of humiliation. 
And yet you don't even remember his name. 
Humiliation my eye. 1I 30 

In this context, and in the context of social history, 

O'Hara's power is his ability to make the most of shrewd 

reyersals. When Coolidge declares that the passing 

of the 'old I generat ion mar'ked the end of an era, for 

example, Gloria asks Bdd ie Brl.mner if he can think of anyone 

with strong character and high purpose, that is, of a 

member of the 'new' generation! 31 

The urban nature of BUTTERFIELP 8 is explicit 

throughout the novel, but it is seldom expressed fopmally, 

an exception being Weston Liggett's impression of New York 

City as he departs aboard the City of Essex. 32 The 

emphasiS is not on the city »er se, therefore, but upon 

the style of life that it generates. In this sense, 

O'Hara's New York is equal to that of Roth, Smith, Fltzgeralc 

or Dos Passos, the distinctive featUre being the forceful 

30. Ibid, p.63. 

31. Ibid, p.165. 

32. 1.Q.i£, pp. 2Lt 7-251 • 



condensation outlin8d in the novel t s Lee-end: 

"Starting on December 16, a distinguishing 
numeral will be added to, and become part 
of, each central office name in New York 
City. For example, 

HAnover will bec orne HAnover 2 
(From an advertisement of the New York 
Telephone Company, Decembep 8. 1930), 33 

33. Ibid, p.iii. 

'132 
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CHAP'l'E~R VI I 

JEWS WITHOUrr MONEY 

The unabashed and intrusive didacticism of Michael 

Gold's criticism of' American society and the American 

Dream during the approximate period of' the 19208 

dist inguishes his aut obiographica1 novel, JEWS WITHOUT 

MONEY,1 from CALL IT SLE]!E,2 !:_ TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN, 3 

'l'HE GREAT GNl'SBY, 1-+ MANHATTAN TRANSFE~, 5 and ]3U'l'TERFIELD {3. 6 

Indeed, JEWS WITHOUT MONEY is a tale of' Jewish poverty in 

one of New York City's ghettos, a symbol for the Jews' 

universal ghetto, and its literary characteristics are 

poverty and melancholy. In this sem;;;e, it is important to 

note, further, that Gold t S expressed intention was to 

write a defence of his 'race. ,7 

In doing so, Gold establishes the milieu of 

1. Michael Gold, !EWS WI'l'HOUT MONEY, (New York, 1935). 

2. Henry Roth~ CALL IT S~, '(New York, 1970). 

3. Betty Smith1 A 'l'R~~E GROWS IN BROOKLYN, (New York, 1968). 

4. F.Scott Fitzgerald, JHE GREAT GATSBY, (Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex, England, 19731. 

5. John Dos Passos, MANHATTAN TRM~SFER~ (Boston, Fourth 
Printing, SentrY Edition, no date given). 

6. John O'Hara, ~U'l'TERFlELD ~, (New York, 1969). Gold's 
'revolutionary call' is examined at gre&ter length by 
Charles Angoff, "Mike Gold: Leader of the Proletarian 
Cu1 ture, II in Angoff IS ~l'fIE TONE OF THE TWENT lES AND O'l'II\:iJR 
ESSAYS, (South Brunswick, New Jersey, 19b6), pp.182-18E; 
and by Harlan Hawthorne Hatcher, "Proletarian Novel,1I in 
Hatcher's CREA'l'ING THE MODERN PROLETARIAN NOVEL, (New 
York, 1935), pp.262-274. --

7. Gold, ~p.ci~.? pp.7-10. 



a "stl'eetwalkerH8 as America sells itself' f'oy· what the 

children of the novel mocklngly claim to be fifty cents 

a night. Indeed, young Michael t s environment is dominated 

by prostitution and Tammany Hall1 a point highlighted 

when Gold says that the ghetto Was populated by recent 

immigrants who had turned their backs on the harsh 

conditions in their native land in order to create a new 

and promising life in the United States of America. 

Instead, 

"They found awaiting them the sweatshops, 
the bawdy houses and 11ammany Hall. II 9 

In this sense, disenchantment and a crushing sensation of 

futility become early motifs in the novel, and are 

illustrated by the number of pious Jews who detested 

prostitution yet knew that there was nothing that they 

could to to remove it. Indeed, when Michael is punished 

by his mother for taunting some of the prostitutes in 

the neighbourhood, the discipline is largely ineffective. 

It was a 

"Vain beating; the East Side street could 
not be banished with a leather strap. It 
was my world; it was my mother's world 
too. We had to live in it, and learn what 
it chose tateach us." 1 0 

The beating occured on the same day that Michael 

8. This term was first used by Robert T.Heilman, "The 
Dream Metaphor, Some Ramifications," in David M8dden (ed. ), 
AMERICAN DREAMS, . A IvTER I CAN NIGHTMAl(ES, (Carbondale~ 1971), 
p.4. See footnote 22 in Chapter One of this thesis, 

9. Gold, 912.cit., p.14. 

1 O. Ib i4" p. 1 9. 
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turned five. At his party, he heard his first tales of 

Dlbbuk~ 11 which haunt both the 'old I world and the 'new' 

world. Significantly? the 'devils' are at once spiritual 

and temporal, and are the enemies of hope. The tales 

of pogroms and the New York environment are distorted, 

however, and while the pogrom is equal to the violence of 

the streets on the East Side, both become confused or 

exaggerated as they are passed on, thus assuming the 

frightening form of half- or non-truths. 12 It is shrewd, 

therefore, that Gold picks this moment to set an incident 

in which two shots are fired in the yard below the Gold's 

apartment, after which one man lay dead on the ground. 

The simple comment is that, 

"All of us left the windows and went back 
to the singing, and story-telling. It was 
cownonplace, this shooting. The American 
police would take care of it. It was 
discussed for some minutes, then forgotten 
by the b ir·thday party." 13 

Having established PI-ost i tution as the symbol for 

an empty, ungenerous and dehumanizing environment, Gold 

adds a sustained ironic conceit dealing with fornication 
. 14 

solely at its 'lower' and non-procreative levels. Indeed, 

when Michael is exposed to a whore at work, sex becomes 

11. Devils. 

1 2. Gold, O·I2.ci~., pp.20-23. 

1 3. Ibid, p.24. 

1 L~. Ibid, Chapter' Two, "How Bab ies Are Made, " pp.25-35. 
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an inhuman activity to him and he learns only in later life 

that sex and be 'good' as well as 'evil.' The seductione of 

the East Side aI'S depicted, therefore, as being ruthless and 

malignant, but they are also avenues to the successful 

realization of the American Dream.. HarrJr the Pimp exemplifies 

the issue at hand. He was not brutal, he never' had physical 

contact with any of the girls who worked for him, and he 

saw himself as their benefactor in that, through him, they 

could earn enough money to send back for the rest of their 

families. 15 Harry was hands orne and dapper, a figure of 

affluence and of influence, and Michael says, 

IINext to Jake Wolf, the saloonkeeper, 
he was our pattern of American success. 
People envied him. He had a big pull 
wi th Tammany Hall. He owned a gambling 
house, and spoke perfect English. 

His favourite advice to the young 
and unsuccessful was to learn English. II 16 

In this sense, Harry's activities are neither right nor 

wrong. 

In contrast, Michael t s parents condemn the har'sh 

excesses that surrotmd them, and he states that 1 

"My parents hated all this filth. But it 
was America, one had to accept it ••. It's 

15. As unenviable as the plight may appear to be, the 
girls' desire to bring their families to America suggests 
that even though it seemed to be at its nadir, they still 
maintained their trust of America as and in dream. This 
point is more often evident in literatUre than it is in 
social history. 

16. Gold~ oP.c_~t., p.29 



impossible to live in a tenemcmt without 
being mixed up with the tragedies and 
cockroaches of onets neighbors. There is 
no privBcy in a tenement." 17 

Without ppiY8cy they are deprived of freedom, and the 

position of the tenement dwellers exposes a disturbing 

flaw in American society as well as a defect in the 
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American Dream. In short, it signifies a direct invasion 

against individual and corporate liberty, and it is as 

discriminatoI'Y as it is irresistable. In JEWS WITHOU~ 

MONEY, lack of privacy is not, however, a totally negative 

force. The affairs of neighbOUrs, for example, become 

those of each tenement dWeller, and because Michael's 

mother was a good listener, her house became a center 

for those who had problems and were unfoI'tunate. Because 

of this, Michael heard stories and learned of experiences 

that his youth would otherwise have precluded him from 

knowing .. 

He was familiar, for example, with the stories 

of the prostitutes. He says that most of them 

n were simple people.. They were like 
peasants who have been drafted into 
an army. They lived in the slime and 
horror of the trenches, knowing why 
as little as soldiers .. " 18 

Maaha was a prostitute. She was blind as a result of a 

d; ., 

17.. .I.:Ql.Q, p. 30. 

18. JJl1§~ 



pogr'om in Russia~ and was nick-named "Sweetheart of the 

Yellow Cholepa" 19 because, one night, she slept with a 
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Chinaman who the other girls had avoided. This illustrates 

the girls' prejudice vis-a-vis Masha, blind, and unable 

to dist lnguish between nat ionali ties. In general, the 

girls were literally starved into their profession, and 

once they had entered it they could not leave it for fear 

of starving again. 20 Be this as it may, Katie Gold complains 

to her landlord that they have a detrimental effect upon 

the children in the building. She is told that the same 

girls paid three times the rent she did, and promptly at 

tha t. 21 

In many ways, therefore, the cards are stacked 

against Gold's characters who have also to clear the 

hurdle of intolerance. When Michael first goes to school" 

for example, his teacher discriminates against him because 

he is an un-American 'Kike. ,22 In this sense, the teacher 
. 23 

is only part of the conspiracy of "Ku Klux moralizers" 

who condemn Jews to-the violent-tradition of Christ 

~iller~. Conversely, Gold maintains that the Jews are 

peaceful and timidly bookish~ and that, 

---------------------------------------------------------------
19. ~, p.33. 

20. Ibid, p.34. Gold comments that he had "never heard 
of a millionaire's daughter who became a five-cent whore."1.lU:Q. 

21. ~. p.35. 

22. LQid, pp.36-37. 

23. ~, p.37. 



" it is Amer·ica tha t has taught the sons 
of tubercular Jewish tailors how to kill." 24 

In addition, 

"America is so rich and fat, because it 
has eaten the tragedy of millions of 
ilTh'11igrants. '9 25 

and Michael's ears 

"still ring with the lamentations of the 
lonely old Jews without money: 

'I cash clothes, I cash clothes, my 
God, why hast thou foresaken me? Itt 26 

In this context, and particularly in the context of 

American intolerance during the 1920s, the 'American' 

Jew is radically estranged from a society that denies 

him full citiZenship. 

Even so, the East Side could be homogeneous when 

required~ This factor has already been demonstrated 

in 1::_TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN when a child-molester was at 

large, and it is repeated in JEWS WITHOUT MONEY for the 

same reason. Michael sets out wi th Joey Cohen on an 

expedition to Cheap Haber's. They never reach their 

destination, however, because a man beckons Michael's 

friend into an alley to earn a nickel. 27 Joey rushes 

back screaming, and it is not Jews, nor Italians, nor 

Irish, nor Germans, nor even Americans that beat the 

pederast insensible, but East Siders. For their part, 

Michael states that, 

"Never would Joey or I quite trust a 
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---------------------------------------------------------------------
24.. Ibiq~ 

25 .. ..!:!2.M, p.41. 

26. .!.Q.1.Q, p.56. 
27. Gold gives the following description 
rusty yellow face was covered wi th sores. 
He was like a corpse in the first week of 
.:J;big, p.58. 

of the man: "His 
He was grues orne. 

decomposition." 



stranger again. N ever would 'vve walk 
without fear through the East Side. 
Now we knew it was a jungle, where 
wild beast prowled, and toadstools 
grew in poisoned soil. 28 

The t oadst 001 and the poisoned earth reflect the barren 
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nature attributed to city life, and the children's fears 

are suggestive of the awesome and often hostil\5 power 

of the city as an agent. 

As perceived from the perspective of New York 

City during the 1920s, the indictment of American society 

and the American Dream moves one step further when 

America is represented as Death.. An example of this is 

liThe backyard .... a curious spot. It had 
once been a graveyard. Some of the old 
American headstones had been used to pave 
our Jewish yard. The inscriptions were 
dated a hundred years ago. But we had read 
them all, we were tired of weaving romances 
around the ruins of America." 29 

Indeed, it was a violent world in which cats were dropped 

from rooftops to test whether or not they really had nine 

lives.. It was, 

tla world of violence 'and stone, there 
were too many cats, there were too many 
children." 30 

They all suffer, starve, or die, in equal proportion. 

Within this environment there were certain havens, 

and Gold provides an interesting insight into the 

immigrant experience as Michael relates that it was 

not unusual for him to wake in the morning and find other 

28. lJ2..;!Q9 p.60. 

29 • 1 b id, ,p. 62 • 

30. 1J2.iQ., p.63. 
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immigrants in his house or bed. Indeed, it was customary 

that the more established im~igrants gave aid to the 

newer ones, that, 

"Every tenement home was a Plymouth Rock 
like ours. The hospitality was taken for 
granted lli~til the new family rented its 
own flat." 31 

Mendel Bum waS one of the imnigrants in question, and 

he is important because he beats his would-be oppressors 

at their own game. He allows the 'goyim', for example, 

to baptize him if they will give him a bag of potatoes 

in return. This ability to fool the Christians and the 

'Americans t made him a figure of pride among the Jews t 

lilt was flattering to Jews to know that he 
often passed himself off as a real American, 
yet talked Yiddish and was loyal to his 
race." 32 

In contrast, Michael's father, a story-teller who 

believed in stories, is less fortunate. He was drawn to 

America out of envy of his cousin, Sam Kravitz, who was 

said to have risen from rags to riches. Eventua lly, he 

became a partner in Kravitz' business and the two men 

prospered. Herman Gold then made a fatal mistake. He 

honeymooned his wife at Niagara Falls, and when he 

returned to New York he found that the partnership 

had been dissolved in his absence, and that he had no 

31. 1l2.1Q, p.73. 

32. 1£iQ, p.80. Gold postulates the contrary thesis that 
there was no such thing as Jews in the plural, that each 
Jew was first and foremost an individual man: "Jews are 
as individualized as are the Chinese and Anglo-Saxons. 
There are no racial types. My father, for example, was 
like a certain kind of Irishman more than the stenciled 
stage Jew." Ibj.d, p.81. 
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right.s of redress. A poor' man again, he became a house-

painter who contracted lead poisoning and despaired that, 

"I must die! It is all useless. A 
curse on Columbus. A curse on America, 
the thief! It is a land where the lice 
make fortunes, and the good men starve." 33 

Indeed, his sp iri t is de:lUated as the American Dream 

turns out to be only a dream. His business dea'lings with 

Baruch Goldfarb and Zechariah Cohen result in his being 

exploited, cheated and then abandoned, and the dream 

crumbles into nightmare when he falls from a scaffold and 

breaks every bone in both feet., By the end of the novel 

he is a banana peddler, and a symbol of utter hopelessness, 

"he was silent as one who had been crushed 
by a calamity. Hope died in him; months 
passed, a year passed; he was still 
peddling bananas." 34 

America. the land of pI~omise, had broken him. 

Indeed, set in New York City during the 19206, 

JEWS WITHOUT MONEY is punctuated by disillusionment, 

corruption, and defeat, a point dramatized by the tale of 

Reb Samuel Ashkenazi, a pious, tradition-oriented Jew. 

Although patient in the Diaspore, Reb Samuel feared that 

America's influence would ultimately generate a decline 

in traditional Judaism, and that there was clear need of an 

33. lQl£, p.112. 

34. 1£1Q, p.298. The disfigurement of human character 
by poverty" and fear is examined at greater length by 
Walter B.Rideout~ "Class War," in Rideout t s THE RADICAL 
NOVEL IN THE UNITIW STATES, 1900-1 ," (Cambridge. 
Mas88chusetts, 19 5 , pp.135-1 4. 
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u 1 tra-orthadox rabbi and a permanent synagogue if this pr' aeess 

was to be arrested. Accordingly, funds were ralsed for a new 

synagogue and for the passage to AmeJ'iea of rabb i SchmarY8. 

who was a Zaddick, a descendant of the thirty six wise men 

of Israel.. 

When Reb Samuel t s dream comes tr'ue and the. new rabbi 

arrives, the I'efore, there is reason for celebration. 

God could come to life again, 

"At last ~ At last! Hope had arrived on 
the East Side. God was looking down on 
Chrystie Street." 35 

Michael is less impressed, and thinks that the new rabbi 

is fat, dull, and smug. His instincts are accurate. 

Indeed, the defender of Israel "changed in the electric 

air of America. tl36 He milked the community Reb Samuel 

had formed for all it was worth, . and then moved on to a 

less orthodox and more affluent congregation in the Bronx. 

The saviour was up for sale. In this sense, therefore, 

M.B.Folsom is correct in his claim that, in the end, 

GOld's novel is more about the moneyless than it is about 

the Jews. 37 

As such, JEWS WITHOUT MONEY is a valid if not 

35. Gold, op.cit., p.199. 

36. Ibid, p.202. 

37.. Michael Brewster Folsom, tiThe Education of Michael 
Gold?" in D.Madden (ed.), I:ROL:B~TARI~ WRITERS OF THE 
1HIRTIES, (Carbondale, 1968), p.242. 
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an 1nfoNnative~ interpretation of life on the East Side 

of New York City during the 1920s@ Indeed, with a central 

motH' of the poverty and injustices attendant to gutter life, 

the navel uses the decade and the city as machetes with 

which the author Slashes his uncompromising way through 

the American Dream. The Gold's and their neighbours are 

thus cut off from the past. Instead of qualifying as 

participants in the alluring traditions of democracy and 

possibility, long established as the definitively American 

b lrthright, Gold's characters are in fact disqual ified 

by the racial, linguistic, religiOUS and financial 

impedimenta that prevent their being accepted as 'wholly 

American.' In this sense, their milieu is squalid, 

treacherous, discriminatory, and hostile. 

Indeed, the power of Gold 1 s perception is his insistence 

that, in practice, the American Dream had never been fully 

if at all operational, and that belief in the American 

Dream involves, of necessity, a knowledge of the American 

nightmare .. 

38. Gold's claim that insobriety was not common among 
Jews, for example, could have important implications for 
the Prohibition issue. Gold, qp.cit., p.114. In 
addi ti on, Gold t B suggestion that "Religion was a fer'vent 
affair on the East Side. Every persecuted race becomes 
a race of fanatics." Ibid, p.181, is contrary to the 
argument that American religion was 'depressed' during the 
decade. For further reference see: R.T.Handy. "The 
American Religious DepreSSion, 1925-19351 II CHURCH HIsrrORY, 
Volume XXIX, Number 1, (March, 1960), pp.3-1b; E.R.Sandeen, 
"The Fundamentals: The Last Flowering of the Millinarian.,. 
Conservative Alliance," JOURNAL OF PRESBYTERIAN HISTORY, 
Volume XLVI, (1969), pp.55-73; and E.R.Sandeen, "Towards 
an Historical Interpretation of the Origins of Fundamentalism," 
.QHU~CH HISTORY, Volume XXXVI, (1967). 
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This conviction is by no means new. Rather, it dates 

from the founding of the American Drearl1 and it has remained 

present in American hi story and in American literature 

thr oughout. Gold v B vi tal d 1st inc t ivene ss is that 9 pos i ti oning 

himself in an urban jungle towards the end of the 1920s, 

he not only describes the corrosive influence of the 

American Dream, but also posits a legitimate if radical 

alternative to it. This point is made perfectly clear at 

the end of the novel when Michael says, 

II At times I thought of cutting my 
throat. At other times I dreamed of running 
away to the far west ••• I prayed on the 
tenement roof in moonlight to the Jewish 
Messiah who would redeem the world ••• I 
needed desperate stimulants~ I was ready 
for anything ••• I began drinking and 
whoring .... 

And I worked. And my father and mother 
grew sadder and older. It went on for years 
••• Yet I was only one among a million others. 

A man on an East Side soap-box, one 
night, proclaimed that out of the despair, 
melancholy and helpless rage of millions, a 
world movement had been born to ab olish 
poverty .. 

I listened to him .. 
o workers t Revolution, you brought 

hope to me ••• You are the true Messiah. You 
will destroy the East Side when you come, and 
build there a garden for the human spirit. 

o Revolution that forced me to think, 
to struggle and to live. 

o great Beginning!" 39 

It is pertinent, therefore, that in tribute to Goldta 

craftmanship, Michael Folsom states that, 

39. Gold, £E.cit., p.309. 



"in his desir'a to establish and argue 
for a font and root of value and art in 
utter defiance of the dominant cultUres, 
LGolQ7 invented what looks like a 
twentieth-century urban version of the 
old pastoral, noble-savage, feudal-commune 
motif ••• His hope remains a dream, but it 
remains ••• His dream is fixed in the needs 
of the poor. II 40 

Gold's accomplishment is that the man left standing on 

the soap-box is, in many senses, without an Am6rican 

precedent. He is part of a chain. and, perhaps a new 

figure in social and literary history, signifies the 

beginning of a new and revolutionary American dream. 

"Iqo 

It i8 a bonus, therefore, that Gold is consistently 

in charge of his urban enVironment, and he states, as an 

example, the t, 

Also, 

"Earth t s trees, grass, flowers coo Id not 
grow on my street; but the rose of 
syphilis bloomed by night and by day. It 41 

"Our East River is a sun-spangled open 
sewer rlli~ing with oily scum and garbage 
••• It stinks with the many deaths of New 
York. Often while swimming I had to 
push dead swollen dogs and vegetables 
from my face." 42 

.iEWS WITHOUT MONEY is, therefore, a crushing indictment 

of tenement life, and the urge to represent the city as 

an elongated obscenity is qualified by the finesse of 

authorial perception. Perfectly balanced between fact and 

40. Folsom, op.cit., p.251. The point that there is still 
faith in the continuance of a lost world is also made by 
Ma.lcolm Cowley, "The Michael Golden Legend" in Cowley's 
THINK BACK ON US· A GONTEl'11PORARY CHRONICLE OF THE 1 206, 

Carbon d ale, 1 9 7), p. 1 9 • 

41. Gold, 2E.cit., p.15. 

42 • .IQ..ig, p.39. 



fantasy, fo'!' example, Gold says that, 

"New Yorle is a devil's dream: the most 
urbanized city in the world. It is all 
geometry angles and stone. It is mythical, 
a city buried by a volcano q No grass is 
found in this petrified city, no big living 
trees, no flowers, no bird but the drab 
little lecherous sparrow, no soil, loam, 
earth; fresh earth to smell, earth to 
walk on, to roll on, and love like a 
woman. II 43 

147 

In the context 01' the city, two other factors in the 

novel are noteworthy. The first relates to the circular 

patterns of migration in the city: as in the ripple on . 

the pond, as one 'nationality' moves out of a given area 

they are replaced by newer immigrants of different national 

origin. Gold notes, therefore, that, 

"Every ten years there has been a new 
population on the East Side. As fast 8S 
a generation makes some money, it moves 
to a better section of the city." 44 

This important factor has been largely ignored by the 

other authors in study and, apart from its contribution 

to verisimilitude, explains that each wave of migration 

leaves its own landmarks, and that this acccunts, as an 

example, :for 'lihe presence of a Luthe.ran Church in the 

middle of a Jewish neighbOUrhood. 45 

The second factor relates to a different aspect 

of mobility in the city, public transport. When the Golds 

use the elevated train one Sunday, for example, it is 

overcpowded, dirty, noisy, and "worse than a cattle 

----------------------------.-.~------.--------------------

43. Ib :!£!, p.40. 

44. lh1Q, p.215. 

45. IhlQ, p.i80. 



Whenever it stopped. the people in the trnin 

were thrown against each other, and Gold claims that in 

the midst of' the 

"bedlam of legs and arms 9 sneezing, 
spitting, cursL~g, sighing .e. Lthe 
train wail e •• a super-tenement on 
wheels." 47 

148 

In terms of New York City and the American Dream, therefore, 

Herman Gold comments that, in Roumani.a, a visit to a park 

involved a short, pleasant walk. In New York it was like 

a fight for life. 

------------------,----
46. Ibid, p.149. 

47. Ibid, p.150. 
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MISS LONELYHEAHTS 

Wh ile ~LL IT f?LEEp',1 A TREE GROVv,S" IN B~OOKLY1'!., 2 

THE_ GREAT G.ATSBY, 3 MANHATTAN TRANSFER, 4 BUT'l'ERFIELD l2,5 

and ~EWS WITHOUT MONEy6 chronicle the discrepancies 

between the promise of the United States, its materialism, 

its wealth, and the spiritual and material poverty in 

whicb so many of its people live, Nathanael West fS 

surrealistic novelette, MISS LONELYHEARTS,7 set in New 

York City during the American 1920s, functions as the 

final thread of hysteria in the collapse of a social 

order associated with high density city life and the 

American Dream Which West depicts, towards the end of 

the decade, as an all-engulfing nightmare. In short, 

MISS LONELYHE:ARTS is a Dream Dump. 8 

1. Henry Roth, CALL IT SLEEP, (New York, 1970). 

2. Betty Smith, A TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN, (New York, 1968). 

3. FoScott Fitzgerald, THE GREAT GATSB~, (Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex, England, 1973). 

4. John Dos Pass os, MANHATTAN TRANSFER\ (Boston, Fourth 
Printing, Sentry Edition, no date given). 

5. John O'Hara, BUTTERFIELD 8, (New York, 1969). 

6.. Michael Gold, JEWS WITHOUT MONEY, (New York, 1935). 

7. Nathanael West, ~~ISS ~ONELYHEARTS & THE DAY OF THE 
~OCUST, (New York, 19b9J. ~HE DAY OF .THE LOCUST is not 
included in this thesis. 

8. David D. Galloway, "Nathanael West j s Dream Dump," 
CRITIlUE: STUDIES IN MODERN FICTION, Volume VI, Number 3, 
1"T9b3 , pp. 46-64. ----. 
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It is appropriate, therefore, that Miss Lonelyhearts, 

a male writer of an advice column for a newspaper in New 

York City, receives upwards of thirty letters a day, all 

of them desperately searching for some sincere answer, 

and all "stamped with the dough of suffering with a 

heart-shaped cookie knife.,,9 The world is devoid of 

reaa on and the Miss Lonel y hearts are the "priests of 

twentieth-century Arnerica,,10 which had, in the 1920s, a 

religion of loneliness and sterility. Accordingly, 

Daniel Aaron is correct when he claims that M1SS5&Q~LYHEARTS, 

"must be read against a background of 
crashing banks, breadlines, and the 
WPA: it is symptomatic of economic as 
well as of moral stagnation. II 11 

Nonetheless, the novel is a religious metaphor,12 and 

while the depicted social order is dea~love, particularly 

as expressed through "Jesus Christ, the King of Kings, 

the Miss Lonelyhearts of Miss Lonelyhearts?,,1 3 is the 

remedy for all sorrow. As a philanthropist in a selfish 

world, therefore, Miss Lonelyhearts develops "an almost 

insane sensitiveness to order"1~ and he attempts to 

9. West, 9Eocit., p.1. 

1 O. ;[Qlg, p.4. 

11. Daniel Aaron, "'The Truly Monstrous': A Note on 
Nathanael Wes't," PARTISAN REVIEW, Volume XIV, Issue 1, 
(1947), p.101. 

12. This point is developed at greater length in Thomas 
M .. Lorch, "West's Miss Lonelyhearts: Scepticism Mitigated?" 
~ENASCENCE, Volume XVIII, (1966), pp.99-109. 

13. West, .£12 •. cit., p.6. 
14.. Ibid, p.10. In this sense, C.Carroll Hollis claims 
that "Miss Lonelyhearts tries desperately but unsuccessfully 
to find some other answer to the problem of pain to 
replace the Christian love he has himself rejected." 
C. Car'roll Hollis, "Nathanael West and 'The Lonely Crowd, til 

THOUGFf, Volume XXXIII, (1958), p.400$ 
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locate it in Betty, his fiancee. He discovers, however, 

that he is inarticulate in her presence because her order 

was based on arbitrary deline:rltions, and that his confusion 

was more significant than her ol~der. Indeed, whenever 

Betty found faults, she attributed them to sickness.. In 

this sense, Lonelyhearts says that she has, 

"No morality, only medicine. Well I'm 
not siclt. I don t t need any of your 
damned aspirin. Itve got a Christ 
complex. Humanity ••• I'm a humanity 
lover." 15 

As such, Lonelyhearts' world is wide enough to include 

the readers of his column, but Betty t s world is not. 

Lonelyhearts search for order returns him to 

Delahanty's bar where he overhears a conversation about 

a female novelist who, pretending to be one of the locals, 

had gone into the area to find a base for her f'iction. 

Her ruse was detected, however, and she was locked in 

a room for three days while men had sexual intercourse 

with her and, on the third day, they sold tickets to 

Niggers. 16 This grotesque incident supports Josephine 

Herbst's claim that, 

"the people in West's novels are all 
bit players in a violent modern drama 
of impersonal collective f'orces. There 
are no big shots; no tycoons; no one 
can be said to be in the money. The 
only valid currency is suffering. II 17 

-------------------------------------------~----------------------
15. West, ~cit., p.13. 

1 6. Ib id , P • 1 4. 

17. Josephine Herbst, "Nathanael West," THE KENYON REVIEW, 
Volume XXIII, (Autumn, 1961), p.611. In addition, "The 
world is not only in deep distress; its people are 
captives." Ibid, p.612. 
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In this sense, Lonelyhearts els Borry for all the 

parties involved because they have all lost something. 

Indeed, the distinctiveness of the generation. 

was not that they ~ lost but that they had lost, a 

point that throws new light upon conventional interpl'etations 

of the period, and which is illustrated by the plight 

of Lonelyhearts' friends who, for example t 

"had believed in literature, had believed 
in Beauty and in personal expression as an 
absolute end. When they lost this belief, 
they lost everything. Money and fame meant 
nothing to them. They were not worldly men. tt 18 

Nonetheless, they are critical of Lonelyhearts who they 

see as an escapist whose religious idiosyncrasies would 

be interesting only to a psychiatrist. Lonelyhearts 

responds to this cynicism with a Christian smile: 

tlLike Shrike. the man they imitated, they 
were machines for making jokes. A button 
machine makes buttons, no matter what the 
power used, foot, steam or electricity. 
They, no matter what the motivating force, 
death, love or God, made jokes." 19 

The position that the American Dream had reached in 

American society during the 1920s is desolate if not 

negligible, therefore, because Americans are reduced to 

the status of machines. In this sense, Lonelyhearts is 

angry that they are trying to slot him into Christ's 

shoes. 20 

The ineffectuality of Prohibition is suggested 

by the accepted freedom of access to Delahanty's bar. 

18. 

19. 

20. 

West, op.cit", p.14. 

Ib~d, p.15. 

Ibid, p.16. ----
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Indeed, by the time he leaves the spe al,easy, Lonelyhearts 

is very drunk. He and Ned Gates walk into a public 

lavatory and see an old man sitting on a toilet bowl with 

its lid down and the door or the cubicle open. Gates wants 

him to leave with them and is anxious to smash the man's 

attempt to put up a :front. Claiming to be one of the 

decadets emotionless scientists whose sole concern was 

the collection of data, therefore, Gates asks the old man 

how long had he been a homosexuaL Lonelyhearts apologises 

for this breach at the very instant that he, 

tlfelt as he had felt years before, when 
he had accidentally stepped on a small 
frog. Its spilled guts had filled him 
with pity, but when its sufferin~ had 
become real to his senses, his pity had 
tUrned to rage and he had beaten it 
frantically until it was dead." 21 

By stating that he and Ned were psychologists who wanted 

to help him, therefore, Lonelyhearts also directs questions 

at the old man and excuses them in the name of science. 

When the old man remained Silent, however, Lonelyhearts 

reacted as he had done with the· frog, and is extremely 

violent. In thrashing the old man he was, 

"twisting the arms of Desperate, Broken
hearted, Sick-of-it-all, Disillusioned-
'wi th-tubercular-husband. II 22 

In this sense, the old man is yet another victim on 

Lonelyhelilrts t ultim.ately overwhelming list, and science, 

which had emerged from World War One practically 

unblemished, was in fact exposed as a potentially 

destructive and deceptive force. 

21. lQiQ, p& 17. 

2 2. lb id , p. 1 8. 



151+ 

These very elements were also evident in the 

mass medi::l which may have concerned itself with 'Ballyhoo? t 

but which also appears to have been preoccupied vii th the 

dull and desolate routine of everyday life. This fact or, 

in itself, brings a fresh inSight into the role of the 

media during the 1920s. Nonetheless, West is hostile 

towards the newspapers and Lonelyhearts is thus part of 

a perverted and corrosive agent that opposes at the same 

time that it generates what David Galloway describes as, 

"the persistent theme of man's self
delusionment in a world of frustrating 
and finally destructive dreams ••• 
fJinti} ••• the attack on the American 
Success dream. ti 23 

It is significant, therefore, that Lonelyhearta 

once attempted to get fired from his job by recommending 

suicide to a c orresponden t, and that Shrike's sole 

criticism of this was a war~ing that their job was to 

increase the paper's circulation, and not to decrease 

it. 24 Nothing was sacred. 

Indeed, Miss Lonelyhearts'·world is a desolate 

waste land, 

23 .. This point is supported by: Marc L.Ratner, "'Anywhere 
out of this World: t Baudelaire and Nathanael ',Illest, II 
AMERICAN LITERATURE, Volume XXXI, Number 4, (January, 1960), 
p.456; V.S.Pritchett, "Miss Lonelyhearts," in Pritchett's 
THE LIVING NOVEL AND LATER APPRECIATIONS, (New York, 1964), 
p .. 276; and by Robert J.Andreach, "Nathanael west's Miss 
Lonelyhearts: Between the Dead Pan and the Unborn Christ," 
MQDERN FICTION STUDIES, Volume XII, Number 2, (Summer', 
1966), p.251. The quote is from Galloway, op.cit., p.46. 

24. West, op.cit., p.18. 



"A desert 0., not of sand, but of rust 
and body diJ:>t, surrounded by a back-yard 
fence on which a1'e posters describing 
the events of the day. Mother slays five 
with ax, slays seven, slays nine ••• 
Babe slams two, slams three •.• Inside 
the fence Desperate, Broken-hearted, 
Disillusioned-with-tubercular-husband 
and the rest were gravely forming the 
letters MISS LONELYHEARTS out of white
washed clam shells as if decorating the 
lawn of a rural depot." 25 
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It is fitting, therefore, that Lonelyhearts is the victim 

of his main letter for the day. It was written by Fay 

Doyle whose husband was crippled and whose problem was 

too sensitive to relate in the mail. Eventually, 

Lonelyhearts goes to her home and is bullied into 

'fieldwork: ' 

"Some fifteen minutes later, he crawled 
out of bed like an exhausted swimmer 
leaving the surf." 26 

After she has told him her problems, and for no reason 

other than that he was frightened. Lonelyhearts tells her 

she is pretty. In reward, she kissed him again and then 

d:['agged him back to bed. 27 The women of MISS LONELYHEARTS, 

Mary Shrike, Betty, and Fay Doyle, are all experienced 

25. l12.!Q, p.25. J.F.Light adds that "In this world of 
decay and violence the Qnl~ way that man is able to exist 
is through dreams ••• Lbut/ .eo the commercialization and 
stereotyping of man's dreams have led to a weakening of 
their power ••• This is the worst betrayal of' modern man." 
James F.Light, "Miss Lonelyhearts: The imagerY of' 
Nightmare," !HE AMERICAN Q,UARTERLY, Volume VIr::Ct (1956), 
p.318. 
26. West, op.cit., p.28. 
27. Ibid, p.30. Shrike has already suggested that Miss 
Lonelyhearta gets Fay Doyle with child and thus increase the 
papel" s c iI'culation. Ibig t p.26. Pri tchet t, Ope ci t. , 
states that "Shrike is one of West's many attacks on the 
dream gener.a.tors of the mass media. II ~, p.278. This 
point is also made by Galloway, gp.cit., p.46. 
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and worldly. They support the contention that the social 

histor'ians have distorted the positi on women occupied in 

American society during the 19206, and that they have been 

misleading in stating that there was a 'revolution' in 

morals and manners during the decade. Indet'atigable, 

Fay Doyle proves the point, and her sexual prowess is 

in no way unique to or characteristic of the 1920s. 

West uses the incident with Fay Doyle to clarify 

his vision, thus creating a perspective that David 

Galloway suggests is, 

"of' a world Vlhich, by diet orting and 
negating man's needs and desires, 
leaves him a senseless ahell, Wlable 
to fulfill his dreams. 1t 28 

In this context, therefore, it is suggestive that Miss 

Lonelyhearts became physically ill as a result of his 

experience with Fay Doyle. On the third day of his 

'confinement,9 Lonelyhearts' imagination returned to him, 

and he, 

"found himself in the. window of a 
pawnshop full of fur coats, diamond 
rings, watches, shotguns, fishing 
tackle, mandolins. All these things 
were the paraphernalia of suffering." 29 

He awoke to find Betty at his bedside and confided to her 

that his occupation had trapped him. Indeed, he can 

never get away from it because he could never forget the 

letters if ever he did leave. In this sense, he is in 

the wasteland of a world without values, and he tells 

Betty that, 

28. .I!Dil, 'p.63. Galloway adds that "West is more extreme 
than Fitzgerald in his renunciation of the sham of 
Amel~ican romanticism." 1.12J:Q. 

29. West, £Eocit., p.30. 



itA man is hir'ed to give advice to the 
readers of a newspaper~ The job is a 
circulation stunt and the whole staff 
considers it a joke ••• He too considers 
the job is a joke, but after IS everal 
months at it, the joke begins to escape 
him. He Bees that the majority of the 
letters are profoundly humble pleas for 
moral and spiritual advice, that they 
are inarticulate expressions of genuine 
suffering. He also discovers that his 
correspondents take him seriously. For 
the first time in his life, he is fo~ced 
to examine the values by which he lives. 
This examination shows him that he is the 
victim of the joke and not its perpetrator." 30 

Trapped in the dehumanizing void characteristic of life 

in New York City during the 19208, therefore, Miss 

Lonelyheart8' America is, 

"more than a reflection of man's 
personal and cultural degeneration; it 
is a land in which evil and human 
suffering stalk in their naked horror." 31 

The important factor is that this landscape is at first 

restricted to the city, and Betty, who had been raised 

in the country, thus diagnoses Lonelyhearts' problems 

as "city troubles." 32 

In this sense, the :eeel, the sound, the smell, 

the freshness, and the cleanness of the country might 

rehabilitate Lonelyhearts and resolve his despair. Betty 

30., 1.Jlig, p.32. Hollis, .9£. cit., adds that "For Miss 
Lonelyhearts, faith is lost, life becomes unbearable 
without it, and faith is regained only in hysteria. 1t 

.£Q1g, p.407 .. 

31. Edmond L. Volpe, "The Waste Land of Nathanael West, It 
BENASC~NCE, Volume XIII, Number 3, (Spring, 1961), p.71. 
Galloway, op.cit. 9 notes in addition that West's novel 
is imbued with "the warning that life is a, hoax, an 
April-fool purse embroidered with dreams." Ibid, p.63. 
32. West, BP.cit., p.32. In this sense, Pritchett, op.cit., 
claims that, through Lonelyhearts, West was "preoccupied 
with hyste~iB as the price paid for accepting the 
sentimentalities of a national dream f'. he was appalled 
by the banality of city civilization." 1.£id, p.276. 



says to him, therefore 9 that, 

"You are fed up with the city and its 
teeming millions. The ways and means 
of men, as getting and lending and 
spending,. are too much wi th you. 'r'he 
bus taltes too long, while the subway 
is always crowded." 33 

. 
At first, Lonelyhearts enjoys the alternative 'escape' 
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into the country. However, under the fresh air Bnd life, 

under the trees, there WBS a sadness, a dampness, a 

funereal hush of death and decompositlon. 34 Indeed, the 

moment they returned to the city and reached the Bronx 

slums, Lonelyhearts immediately knew that Betty's 'cure' 

had failed. He saw, 

"Crowds of people moving through the 
street with a dream-like violence. II 35 

and generalized that, 

"Men have always fought their misery with 
dreams, Although dreams were once powerful 
they have been made puerile by the movies, 
radio, and newspapers. Among many betrayals 
this one is the worst. II 36 

As if this was not enough, Lonelyhearts received a very 

long and detailed letter from someone named Broad Shoulders. 

It was full of hopelessness and enOrmous despair, and, as 

Broad Shoulders stated in her postscript, she, like 

Lonelyhearts, was not really broad shouldered and could 

not carry her burden. 37 

33. West II op .. c it .. , p .. 33. 

34. ,Ibid, p.38. This intimates that the problema confronting 
American society in the 19208 were national before they 
were urban. 

35. I£lg, pp.38-39. 
, 

36. l!?l.9, p.39. 
37. lp~d, pp.40-43_ She is not, therefore, one of the 
decade's popularly 'liberated' women. 



38 Because dreams d:Ld not work in moder'n 1 ife 9 

ther-efore 9 a.nd t.his is probably true for a large number 

of urbanites during the 1920s, Lonelyhearts has no 

safety-valve. In this sense, art, suicide, and drugs 
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are not real altern,g,tives, and, in poj,ntlng out that God 

alone could provide a release, Shrike dictates a letter 

from Lonelyhearts to Christ. 39 

Indeed, with their indictment of New York society 

dUring the 1920s, the letters generated Lonelyhearts' 

belief in God and it is valid to argue that they not only 

caused his crisis of belief, but also resulted in a 

transference of deity, or at least of humanity and love 1 

to himself. This is made clear when Lonelyhearts meets 

Mr. Doyle in Delahanty's speakeasy. Doyle had written 

many letters to Miss Lonelyhearts, but had never posted 

any of them.. He handed one of them to Lonelyhearts and, 

tlWhile Miss IJonelyhearts Was puzzling out 
the crabbed writ ing, Doyle t s damp hand 
accidentally touched his under the table. 
He jerked away, but then drove his hand 
back and forced it to. grasp the cripple's. 
Arter finishing the letter, he did not let 
it go, but pressed it firmly with all the 
love he could manage. At first the cripple 
covered his embarrassment by disguiSing 
the meaning or the clasp with a handshake, 
but he soon gave in to it and they sat 
silently hand in hand. II 40 

The two men then returned to the Doyles' where Lonelyhearts 

attempts to force a reconciliation between Doyle and his 

wife. The attempt. fails and Lonelyhearts feels ridiculous 

as a result. He is unable to turn to Christ even, and 

39. West, &~.cit., p.35. 



the inc ident leaves h:tm :feeling like "rm empty bottle 

that is being slowly filled w:lth warm, dirty water. 114'1 

After the Doyle fiasc 0, Lonelyhearts returned home 

and fell into a deep, innocent sleep. He was woken 

by Shrike who al;'rived with four friends to playa. game 
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he had made up called "Everyman his own Miss LonelYhearts,,,Lt2 

in which Lonelyhearts is the saviour, the man with the 

mOI'al and spi:!:'i tual answers, the provider of "a Slogan, 

a cause, an absolute value and a raison d~etr~.,,43 

When Lonelyhearts remains serene, Shrike's faith in him 

is extended. 

Soon after this incident, Lonelyhearts meets Betty 

who confesses that she is pregnant. He convinces her to 

have the child and promises in return that he will make 

the effort to get a new and different job. He is satisfied, 

therefore, that "The rock had been thoroughly tested and 

f'ound perfect. lI44 

Robert J .. AJ."l.dreach states, however, that Lone.lyhearts 

is finally overwhelmed by the m~sery of those who appeal 

to him. 45 Nonetheless, on the night of' Betty's disclosure~ 
and in the midst of a 'religious experience,' Lonelyhearts 

is satisfied that he has submitted himself before God, 

and that He had approved of' him. When Doyle arrives, 

theref'ore, Lonelyhearts rushes open-armed down the stairs 

41 .. llU:i!, p.50. 
42 .. ~bid, p. 51 • 
43. .lQl.Q, p.52. 
44. Ibiq, p.56. 
45. Andreach, 0]2. cit .• , p.252. 



to meet him~ Doyle~ who was holding a package wrapped 

in newspaper', shouted a warning to Lonelyhearts who did 

not heed it because he was so used to opening his arms 

wide enough to embrace all marucind that he could not 

close them sufficiently to hold but one man. Doyle 
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attempts to leave, but his escape is cut off by the arrival 

of Betty .. 

ends as,. 

The two men struggle, and the novelette 

"The gun inside the package exploded 
and Miss Lonelyhearts fell, dragging 
the cripple with him. They both 
rolled part of the way down the stairs." 46 

In terms 01' New York City, the American Dream, 

and the American 192013, therefore, Nathanael Wes t's 

historical perspective is pessimistic but reliable. 

Indeed? MISS LQNELYHEARTS makes a vital contribution 

towardS any understanding of the period because its very 

bleakness is, as Alan Ross posits in his introduction 

to Nathanael West, socially representationaL 47 In this 

sense, Westts genius was tr~t he registered a society 

in full decline, and thus he reflected the sense of futility 

that is said to have pervaded American society in the 

period before and after the collapse of Wall Street in 

1929. Robert Andreach is as correct in his claim that 

West's milieu was tithe sterile wasteland and the empty 

American Dream,u48 therefore, as Marc Ratner is in his 

46. West, 2P.ci~., p.58. 

47. For :further l'et'erence see Alan Ross, "Novelist
Philosopher,: XIV - The Dead Centre: An Introduction to 
Nathanael We:at(" HORI~QJi, Volume XVIII, Number 105, 
(October, 19L~8), pp.28I.t-296. 

48. Andreach, ££,c~~., p@251. 



a13sertion th~\'t West "attacked the false dream symptomat.ic 

of the American .ma:l,;ais~.1149 I"rmn any angle, Westts 

"sobbing ..fl.mer'i9a:q~1I50 is abr·asive and incisive in its. 

translation of the American Dream of democracy and 

possibility into despotism and inwossibility, and, as such, 

it is in every senae a legitimate statement of social history. 

Indeed, West's interpretation of life in New York 

City during the ~~erican 19208 is as instructive as it is 

imaginative. 51 With its motifs of hysteria, suffering~ 

loneliness, sterility, violence, and chaos, MISS LONELYHEABTS 

is balanced between what Josephine Herbst has termed, 

tI the world of things and the dream world, between the 

nightmare and the vaguely aspiring. ,,52 In this sense, 

there are four alternatives, all of which are present 

in MISS LONELYHEARTS. Man can waver between acceptance 

and rejection of lesser dreams; he can blind himself to 

suffering and accept a lesser dream; he can reject all 

dreams; and he can accept the Christian dream which is 

associated with faith and universal 10ve. 53 

Al though Miss Lonelyhearts may be sa id to have 

accepted the la.st of these alternatives, it is by no 

means misleading to argue that the predominant strain 

in the novel is that of the rejection of almost all aspects 

of' the American DY'eam and, in some cases, the partial 

49. Ratner, o:Q,.cit., p .. 456. 
50. Pritchett, ~~.ci~., p. 277. 
51 • This point is developed f'urther in Aaron, 012 .. cit. 
52. Herbst, .!212 .. c t"t!· , p.612 • 

53. These are deal-Ii with at greater length in Light 9 012. cit. 



acceptance of lesser dreams. In this sense, West's 

char'Bc'ters are divorced :from the pss't, and any faith 

they had in alternative forces is stripped a,\;vay from 

them as well. This point is illustrated, for example, 

when science is exposed as a potentially destructive 

and perverted agent during the incident involving 

Lonelyhearts, Ned Gates t and the man in the lavatory. 

Accordingly, the high place occupied by science in the 

period's social histories CQuld well benefit from a 

detailed interdisciplinary revision. 

In a similar fashion, and West's obvious bias 

notwithstanding, MISS I,ONELYHEARTS symb olizes the c orr os i ve 

influence of the media during the 1920s 1 thus suggesting 

that its role in social history should be revised in 

order to prevent distortion. 54 Indeed, the very idea of 

a Miss Lonelyhearts column was conceived in cynicism, and 

Miss Lonelyhearts himself confesses that he once suggested 

that suicide would be the answer to the problems of one 

of his readers. In this sense, the role of the media 

during the 19208 needs closer attention paid to it, 

perhaps revealing that the media was irresponsible, 

and the. t its favourable trad it ion of t progress' dur ing 

the 1920s is in fact misleading. 

It is significant, therefore, that West's 

America is, 

"a desolate scene" Its basic components 
are threefold: decay and violence and 
pain ••. the basic reality is violence. 
It exists everywhere. " 55 

54. This points to a valid research opportunity in 1920s 
hlat oriography. 

55 .. Light, _oJ2.c:lJ!., p,,317. 



and that West, 

"makes his distorted world COAlle alive, 
perhaps more alive than the everyday 
world." 56 

Accordingly, the letters Miss Lonelyhearts receives 

swamp him wi th the weight of their misery, decay 9 

violence, and pain, and they form a composite character, 

I u.y. 

a prolonged surrealistic symbol, who is finally inarticulate. 

Miss Lonelyhearts must, therefore, find order. 

Unable to locate it in sex, alcohol, drugs, or his 

fiancee, he turns instead to the city. In this sense, 

"He fled to the street, but there chaos 
was multiple. Broken groups of people 
hurried past, forming neither stars nor 
squares. The lamp-posts were badly spaced 
and the flagging was of different sizes. 
Nor could he do anytijing with the harsh 
clanging sound of street cars and the raw 
shouts of the hucll:sters. No repeated 
group of words would fit their rhythm and 
no scale could give them. meaning." 57 

The important factor, and this has eluded the critics even, 

is that the city, Which depends upon smooth and ordered 

functioning for its survival, is the logical place from 

which Lonelyhearts should conduct his search. 

In ~JlISS_ LONELYH.EARTS, Nathanael West demcnstrates 

an unquesti onable ability to rec ord the pace of city life 

as he progresses from the city described, to the city 

perceived, to the city abstracted. Through this process 

he registers the dehumanizing decadence of life in New 

York City during the American 1920s, and suggests the 

status of the American Dream when Lonelyhearts, after 

gazing at an empty sky, 

56. 1£1Q, p.327. 
57. West, £2.ci~~, p.11. 



"turned his trained. eye on the skyscrapers 
that menaced the little park from all 
sides. In their tons of forced rock and 
tortured steel, he discovered what he 
thought was a c lue~ 

Americans have dissipated. their racial 
energy in an orgy of st one break ing." 58 

58. Ibid, p.27. 



CONCLUSION 

It is clear that the American 19208 were charactel'ized 

by controvers,y- and conflict. The c OnLrnon denominator 

distinguishing the breach in society was disillusionment 

with, and rejection Or acceptance of, the so-called 

return to 'Normalcy' which was mainly a pretence that 

nothing had changed. There was, however, an historical 

drift away from the American ideals of democracy and 

individualitY3 Although the sources and nature of this change 

are still under review, it is valid to suggest that the 

generation of the 19208 was not as uprooted as it liked 

to think, but bitterness and doubt did become an acknowledged 

part of the American vocabulary.1 Indeed, the opposition -

rebellion is too strong a term - launched against the 

'business culture t became a challenge to democracy itself. 

In this aense, the 'mood' of the 19208 as well as the 

positioning of the American Dream during the decade 

progressed from Coolidge's maxim that "the business of 

America was business,,2 to Roosevelt's warning that "the 

only thing we have to fear is fear itself." 3 

1. Spiller et al maintain that this was reflected in the 
"entire literary movement of the American twenties LWhich 
wa§7 fresh and promisi?~, varied in talent and bold in 
achievemenot, Land which! seems to end almost everywhere on 
a note of negation and exhaustion. tI Robert E. Spiller, 
Willard Thorp, Thomas J.Johnson, Henry Seidel Canby, and 
Richard M.Ludwick (eds.), &ITERA~Y.HISTORY OF ~HE qNITED 
STj>ToES: HISTORY, (London, 1969 J, P.1306. 
2. Calvin Coolidge cited in Harry J.Carmen, Harold C. 
Syrett, and Bernard W.Wishy (eds.), A HISTORY OF T~~ 
AMERICAN pn;OPLE, V:0LUME II~!BCE 1865, (New York, 1967), 
p.535. 
3. Franklin D.Roosevelt cited in Carmen at aI, ibid, p.589. 



In many senses? ther'efore, the 192013 fOl~med what 

could be teX'med America's Second Civil "IVaI', albeit 

a 'Cold t one. America was at a crossroads, and the issue 

was where, exactly, did the battle end? In adhering to 

or in rejecting the American Dream, two styles of life 

were at varianee, and the initial outcome was decisive 

but misleading. Aided by the media, the American Dream 

permeated American society during the decade but it was 

repudiated throughout by a SUbstantial number of 

Americans.. The remainder, some of Whom may have been 

unaware of what was in ~act happening about them, and 

composed of 'urbanites' and 'ruralites' alike, were 

indeed voices crying from the wilderness. In this sense, 

it is difficult to take Sides. In the long term, however, 

the outcome was equivocal, and if the American Dream did 

'explode' during the decade, as it is suggested to have 

done, it has since been restored and can again be cherished, 

as a flattering and definitively American factor. 

Be this as it may, the United states was conceived 

in the country and gradually moved into the city. This 

process was bound to produce dislocations, and adjustments 

would have to be made in areas such as politics. religion t 

education and economics, to name but a few. As such. 

it left an obvious imprint on American art in general 

and American literature in particular. 4 

4. Walter Allen states that, henceforth, American heroes 
were "abstracted, alienated from the society of their 
times, surrounded as it were by an envelope of emptiness. 
One might say that society and the characteristic American 
hero are irreconcilably opposed ••• Lthey ar~ ••• 
figures of a dream, proj ections even of a national 
unconsciousness." Walter E,Allen, ~DIr:r.:ION ANR)?RE~M: TH~ 
ENGLISH AND AM]~RICAN NOVEL FROM THE 'l'VI:KNTIES TO OUR OWN 
W.IlVf~. (Londm, 1964):-pp:xv:'Xvi o ------ ".. -- -
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Indef)cl, as DaV':l.d Wt1'}imer points out in TH!L,CI'l'~ 

&MH;~;li.PH013,? countless Amer'icans have 'experienced t the 

city, coming to it~ going from it, existing in it, their 

experiences as various as their numbers. 5 Cons eq uent ly, 

the gathering momentum of life in cities has been marked 

by the increasing use of, and preference for, literature 

set in cities .. 

For the purposes of this thesis the urban environment 

of New York City is critical. Represented in social 

history as the ultimate ci~del, New York City functions 

as the most intense available example of high dens ity 

ul'ban life dUring the American 1920s. As such, it is the 

logical place to promote and survey the urbanizati on if 

not the secularization of American society during the 

period. Indeed, it is a powerful and cosmopolitan setting 

in antithesis to but dependent upon the hinterland. 

It is a place for extremes, a tight symbol for the 

collectively urban nature of the decade and the seven 

5.. David Weimer, T~E CITY AS METAPHOR, (N~W York, 1966). 
Weimer adds that "The ideals that sparked LFitzgerald t f}.7 
imagination swarmed everywhere in American life, as we 
know, but particularly in its cities - bright talk, 
perennial youth, clothes, money, alcohol, power, easy 
emotions, and a consciousness of one's public." Ibid. 
pp. 99-100. 
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1 . d 1 6 " ~h . d . s e. ect;e nove _ 8? gl Vlng c. e perlo· its dist met iveness 

as well as ita flow. 

As such, it prov ides a point of departure from 

which society can be observed in action. The component 

parts 'that make up the imood t of the 1920s, 8ubj ected to 

severe modificati ons in the fir'st chapt er of this thesis 9 

have the significance of facts ~§.r se, and they are 

discover'ed as important elements at all levels of life 

in New York City. But they go no further. 

Indeed, reading through the novels, and it must be 

emphasized that it is the novels themselves that are 

at work lt it would be easy to mistake, token references 

to the real names, the real events, and other paraphernalia 

of the 1920s notwithstanding, their exact chronological 

setting .. In this sense, for all that it ignores some 

... i 'I i t i" . th t ; eVOC8v ve 8nu appropr 8 e passages v s-a-Vls e crea _on 

of a total effect, the social history of the 19206 is 

reflected at the literary level almost exclusively 

thr'ough the medium of the American Dream as viewed, 

in this case, from the vantage point of New York City.7 

6. Henry Roth, CALL IT SL~EE, (New York, 1970). 
Betty Smith, b. TREE GROWS IN BROOKLYN, (New York, 1968). 
F.Scott Fitzgerald, THE GREAT GATSBX, (Harmondsworth, 

Md,ddlesex, England, 1973;. 
John Dos Passos, ¥AN HAT TAN TRA}TSFER (Boston, Fourth 

Printing, Sentry Edition, no date given). 
John O'Hara, ~UTTERFIELD 8, (New York, 1969). 
Michael Gold, ~ WITHOUT MONIt."'Y, (New York, 1935). 
Nathanael West, ,W.lSS LOl1ELYHEARTS & 'rUE DAY OF :rHE 

LOCUS'r, (New York, 1969) 'Pfrii. Dp;Y OF THE: LOCUS'.!; is not 
included in this thesis. 

7. This suggests that critics have failed to get to the 
bottom of the decade because they have been too anxious 
to get to tpe top of it .. 
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'rhe novelists penalized for paying no mor'e than 

lip service to the 'history' of the 19206 are also awarded 

high marks because, by creating a believable milieu fol' 

the benefit of their characters and readers, they 

succeasfu~ly establish an ;;:wcurate if moderate atmosphere 

or 'mood' that seems to have pervaded society at large" In this 

sense, it is vital tPBt, 

"Ne;w York City had all the iridescence 
of' the beginning of the world,," 8 

As such, it should not be seen as a problem to solve, 

but as an experience to share. In ~~3..TAN TRABSFER, 

for example, DOB Passos establishes the social surroundings 

of a, 

II ••• modern Manhattan, LWhich7, glittering 
and water-girt though it is, has become a 
Sign and synfuol of a mechanized society. 
Dos Passos ••• puts his society's 
institutions to the acid test, and Dos 
Passos the historian records that, as 
the character of Ji~my Herf concludes, 
New York's inhabitants ar'e doomed more 
surely year after year to a treadmill 
or sex and money." 9 

It is all the more relevant 'therefore, that B.H.Gelfant, 

in her evaluation of the ~\merican City Novel, suggests 

that Dos Pass os, t 

"city h, registed immediately in its 
color, odor, din, and gaudy brilliance. 
And as it comes to life it is its own 
indictment. II 10 

8. Cited in Edmlnd Wilson, (ed.), THE CRACK-UP: F~SQQ!! 
]11ZGERALD, (New York, 1956), p.25. 
9. Walter B.Rideout, THE RADICAL N~ IN T~ UNITED 
qTA'l'ES. 19.Q0-125]b (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1965). 
p.15tL 
1 O. Blanche Houseman Gelfant, THE AMERICAN CITY NOV!i~L. 
(Norman, 1970), p.145. ----- ----
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Nonetheless, as the old lady suggests to Bud Korpenning 

during the course of the nov-eli New York City is fully 

representative and also distinctive, a point made when 

she SeWS, 

"This 18 certainly the city for everyone 
being from somewhere else. 1I 11 

At once the hero and the villain, therefore, the peculiar 

strain of the life style New York City promotes is also 

suggested in MANHATTAN TRANSF~R when George Baldwin 

admits that, 

"The terrible thing about having New 
York go stale on you is that there's 
nowhere else. Itts the top of the world. 
All we can do is go round and round in a 
squirrel cage. II 12 

The critical connection between the American 

Dream and New York City ~er se and as a symbol of 

urbanism is, therefore, that just as New York City is 

the 'top of the world. t so, too, the American Dream is 

implanted in an environment that has the potential for 

exposing the most dramatic extremes in both the successes 

and the failures within the Dream. Indeed, when it is 

united with the American Dream, New York City represents 

and has generated the formal and numerous introduction 

into modern cha08 0 In doing 80, it precipitated and 

promoted an intellectual if not a largely general 

disenchantment with the quality of the American Dream. 13 
______________________ O ______________________ 'M ______________ __ 

11. Dos Passos, oE.cit., p.64. 

12. Ibid, p.220. 

13. The decade's expatriate's may exemplify this point. 
For further, reference see Malcolm Cowley, EXILE'S RETURN: 
A LITERARY ODYSSEY OF THE 1220~, (New York:-T972). 
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In addition, it reflected another feature of the decade, the 

creation of in te llectual communities centered aro1.md 

universities in New York City (luring the period. In turn, 

thi s developed an attractive base fox' internat ionalism, 

and in the same way that World War One reputedly changed 

America from a debtor to a creditor nation, it also swung 

the pendulum as far as intellect ual life was concerned. 

Hitherto, many of America's intellectuals had been 

preoccupied with Europe. In the wake of the 19208, 

however, the United States of America was showing signs of 

becoming the intellectual leader of the world. 14 

Indeed, in depicting New York City as a subject 

in which what is Seen is real, it further establishes the 
~ , 

ci ty as a valid point of c ornparison. 15 With or without 

the aid of the e::rpatriates, therefor'e, American authors 

established that they no longer had need to apologise 

for the unsuitability or even the suitability of their 

literary settings,16 and, in this sense, it would be valid 

to argue that American writing Came of age as the American 

city was represented by and depicted in the literature of 

the 19206. 

14. I am indebted to Professor Barry Karl of the University 
of Chicago, IllinoiS, for first suggesting this to me. 
The responsibility for its appearance in this thesis is 
ent irely my own. 

15. This thesis could be greatly enhanced by any student 
who, for example, surveyed the 1920s and the position 
occupied by the American Dream during the period from a 
t rural' vanta ge. 
16, For further reference to this vital point see Robert 
F. Stowell, PROBLEMS AND METHODOLOGY IN THE COMPILATION OI!' 
AN ATLAS FORAMERICAN LI'rERATURE: HENRY THOREAU: A CASE STUDY 
'unpublished ph.D. dissertat ion, UniversIty of Can terbury, 
(Christchurch, 1971). 
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It is interesting, therefore, that the character!.":! 

gathered together in the seven novels under review seem 

to regard New York City as a special place, and, as· such, 

it would be misleading to suggest that the atmosphere and 

potential of this particular city would be equally 

pronounced in other kuerican cities, a point applicable to 

the American Dream as welL Chicago illustrates the issue 

at hand, and can not be safely ignored. However, as 

registered in another sect ion of this thee is, 17 Chicago 

Was more the center of the Midwest and less the heart of 

the nation. Indeed, this point is an essential element 

in THE GRENr GATS~Y, when Nick Cat'raway pos its that, 

in some senses, the navel is about Westerners in general 

and their "deficiency in common which made Fhe.!!).7 subtly 

unadaptable to Eastern li1'e,,18 in particular. 

In the absence of a formal comparative body qf 

literature,19 however, it is difficult to evaluate with 

any certainty whether or not the novels in this thesis 

would have been as powerful as they are if they had been 

set beyond the boundaries of New York City. Suffice it 

to say, therefore, that as the uniqueness and the 

representativeness of New York City emerges at once during 

17. See Chapter One, footnote 137 of this thesis. 

1 8. Fit zgerald, ..Q1hill., p.1 83. 

19. This supports if not increases the need for a 
companion study of the American Dream in the 1920s that 
is based on a platform other than New York City. 
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the course of' the selected novels , it is safe to argue 

that their total impact would ulti:nstely, at least. have 

been different. 

The most important factor is, however, that surveyed 
20 

~n totq, the novels register a chilling decline in the 

historical fortunes of the American Dream dur ing the 

1920s, thereby suggesting the distinctiveness of the decade 

as well as its overall position in American historY. In 

this sense, the traditional persp~ctive of the period 

has peen something of a hoax. Indeed, the novels show, for 

example, that many of the changes attributed to the decade 

had in fact preceded the 1920s without fuss or fanfare, 

a point equally valid in the dissipation of the American 

Dream. As a result, the people of the decade could not 

remain giddy in the Ford and flapper sense once the 

automobile's tyre had burst, thus grinding the symbolic 

vehicle of the period to a halt. The tmportant factor 

that emerges, therefore, is that the element of hope 

rests in its repairability. 

Bearing in mUld James Baldwin's warning that novels 

or works of art tend to reveal what is, in effect, 

"more likely to be a symptom of our' tension rather than 

an examination of it,,,21 the novels stUdied in this thesis 

20. No one novel in this thesis can be deemed singularly 
'representative' of the American 1920s. This dislodges 
'l'HI~ GREAT GATSBY from its widely acknowledged but 
inappropriate status as the decade's distinctive novel. 
Indeed, the animation of characters sufficiently inside 
the decade to see it stripped of its surface glamour and 
peopled by uniques is gained as the girl whose voice was full 
of money is ,made more credible when in the company of a boy 
whose voice was fully devoid of it. 
21. James Baldwin, NOBODY KNOWS MY NAME: MORE NOTES OF A 
NA~Iy'E S011, (London, 1%9), p. 22. -$ . .---.~ .-



form the progressive chain of an increasingly debilitated 

national dream, and collectively indicate that America 

was a desert and could no longer be considered an Eden. 

What was once Paradise was now Wasteland, and this 

conclusion evokes the ultimate paradox of the American 

nation: as Hofstadter has stated it, 

"the United States was the only country 
in the world which began with perfection 
and aspired to progress." 22 

22. Richard Hofstadter cited by Lawrence Levine in 
Malcolm Bradbury and David Palmer, (eds.), THE AMERI~ 
NOVEL AND THE NINETEEN TWEli~IES, (London, 1971 ), p.38. 
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The 'Harlem Renaissance' has been deliberately 
exc luded from the main b oc1y of this thes is becDuse the 
'New Negro' was equivocal: at once self-consciously African 
and rejuvenated in terms of quantitative and qualitative 
literary output. Because of the vB.rious meanings of the 
'Renaissance' it is impossible to select a representative 
author. In the case of Carl Van Vechten, for example, the 
author of Nigger Heayen was an operative agent and patron 
of' the movement, yet is dismissed by Robert Bone as a 
literary nonentity. The reading list that follows is not 
exhaustive and is intended solely as a guide for further 
reference. 

ALLEN Walter. THE BIG CHANGE: MiIERICA TRA"TSFORMS 
Irl'Sl':L~\ 1900-1950. (New 'York: Harper-andRow, -1969 J-;--
271 pages. In Chapter 10, part 5, Allen discusses the 
'Renaissance' in terms of assimilation and the acceptance 
by American Vihi tes of American Blacks in the form of 
the following representatives; Duke Ellington, Louis 
Armstrong, Ralph Bunche, Joe Louis, Jackie Robinson and 
Roy Campanella. Allen's interpretation is uneven, lacks 
detachment, and, in many senses, is a 'whitewash.' Allen 
Inay be a colouful chronicler: but he is inaccurate, 
perhaps irresponsible, in both formulation and conclusion. 

APPEL, John L. IIAmerican Negro and Immigrant 
Exper ienc es: Similar i ti es and Differences. II THE AMERI CAN 
qUARTERLY, Volume XVI II, Number 1, (Spring, 1966), pp. 95-103. 
With the caution that all comparisons are inexact, Appel 
proceeds to claim that Black Americans have been presented 
with the paradox of having lower status than newly-arrived 
white i~migrants who are not as yet citizens of the 
United states. Harlem is depicted as an urban unit in 
which the Black American, with a prolonged tradition of 
pariah status, forms a permanent subproletariat. The 
'Harlem Renaissance' may, therefore, represent a rebirth 
of defiance, with a cultUral heritage of legitimate pride 
as its rhetoric. In this sense, Appel concludes his well
rounded discussion by ci ting Ralph Ellison's Invisible M.§.!!.: 
"America is woven of many strands: • to Our fate is to become 
one, and ~et many - this is not prophecy but description." 
(page 103). 

,6PTHEK]j;E\, Joseph, & Robert Kintner. !lrEhe Negro 
College Student in the 1920s - Years of Preparation and 
Protest: An Introduction." SCIENCE Al\T.D SOCIETY, Volume 
XXXIII, (Spring, 1969), pp.150-167. 'liheauthors convincingly 
argue that in the case of Black Americans, the 1920s 
marked a cultural rebirth in. the field of literature, in 
the performing arts, in scholarly publishing, and in 
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intellectual circles. The decade marked substantial 
quantitative gains by Black Americans in higher 
education, but that the 'system' of education vias 
administered by and catered to the priorities of Wbite 
Americans. Nonetheless, with names such as E,Franklin 
Frazier, William L.Hansberry, Eslanda Goode, Rudolf 
Moss ell, Ruth Anne .fi1isher, Arthur H. Fauset, Bertram Vii. 
Doyle, Charles H.Houston, Sterling Brown, Harcourt A. 
Tynes, Aaron Douglas, W.A. Hunton, Raymond P.Alexander, 
Hubert T.Delany, Roy Wilkins, Benjamin Quarles, W.Allison 
Davis, Myles A.Paige, Horace Ivl.Bon, Ira Reid, William 
Montague Cobb, Abraham L.Harris, Charles Drew, Ralph 
Bunche, Gwendolyn Bennet, Jessie Fauset, Arna Bontemps, 
Langston Hughes, and Countee Cullen as supporters of 
the 'Renaissance', there is every indication that the 
Black generation of the 1920s would be far from silent. 
Indeed, their cultural upsurge suggested that the Dark 
World of DuBois was no longer content merely to submit. 

BALDWIN, James. Yrfhe Discovery of What it Means 
to be an .American. t in his NOBODY KNOWS MY NAME: MORE 
NQTES 01<' 11 NATIVE SON, (London: Transworld Publishers 
Ltd., 19b9), pp.17-23. Baldwin's is a latter day and 
more sUccessful attempt to answer the questions posed 
by the 'New Negroes' of the 1920s and 1930s. Baldwin 
has had the advantage of expatriation which he successfully 
used to define what it meant not solely to be Black, but 
to be American. Baldwin's essay is, therefore, a useful 
comparative frame of reference linking the self-awareness 
of t.he tRenaissance t to the current status of Black 
Americans. Baldwin's perspective is neither average nor 
typical. It differs, for example, from the radical 
separateness suggested in Eldridge Cleaver's SOUL O[.ICE, 
(London: Pantheon Books, 1970); from E.U.Essien-Udomrs
BLACK NATIONALISM: THE RISE OF THE BLACK MUSLIMS IN THE U.S.A. 
( Harmondsworth, Middlesex, Englan-a::-Penguin Booles Ltd., 1966); 
and Frantz Fanon's BLAqK SKINS WHITE M_ASKS, (London: 
Grenada Publishing Ltd., 1970). . 

BOARD OF EDUGATION, CITY OF NEW YORK, 'l'HE NEGRO IN 
AMERIC.AN HISTORY; Curr iculum Bulletin, 1964-1965, -Series 
number 4, 158 pages. This is a competent assessment of 
the Negro's position in the period between 1918 and 1945. 
It is useful in tr'ac ing the fortunes of the t Renaissance t , 

and, as is the case with Huggin's text, it includes 
prominent cultural as well as solely lIterary figures. 

BQN~, Robert A. IIrfhe Negro Renaissance, II in Joan 
Hoff Wilson (ed.), 'rHE TWEN'l)I1i~S: THg CRITICAL ISSUES, 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1972), pp.118-128 
Bone should be counted as one of the 'Renaissance's 
foremost authorities. In this excellent article he 
makes the vital distinction between the 'New Negro' as 
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a literary movement and as a racial attitude. Bone further 
suggests that, during the 'Lost Generation', American 
Blacks were attempting to be firstly Negroes, ancl, secondly 
Americans. 

COOPER, \/\ayne. "Claude McKay and the New Negro 
of the 1920s, It PHYLQll., Volume XXV, number 3, (Fall, 1 964) , 
pp.153-168. Cooper informatively asserts that the 'New 
Negro' was best defined by a new confidence that was 
not the sole province of literary figures. Claude McKay 
is said to be important because he was a natUral man 
determined to be himself an an age of conformity .. 

CRONON, Edmund David. "Black Moses: Marcus Garvey 
and Garveyism," in Barton J"Bernstein & Allen J.Matusow 
(eds.) TWENTIETH CEN'rUHY AMERICA: Rl~C}~NT INTERPRETATIONS, 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, In~., 1969), pp.175-202. 
Cronan concerns himself with Garvey's insistence that the 
roots of Black culture in the United States were firmly 
grounded upon African soil. Garvey called for prj.de and 
uni ty under the banner of Blackness. He demanded a Negro 
Deity in religion, urged a return to Africa, and called 
for an unequivocal reversal against assimilation. Gronon 
holds that Garvey was a radical who was important to both 
the I Renaissance' and the overall tradition of Black Americans. 
Cronon rounds off his treatise with an informative reading 
guide, page 202. 

DOVVNI~S, Randolph C. "Negro Rights and the White 
Backlash in the Campaign of 1920, It OHIO HIS1'ORY, Volume LXXI, 
(Spring/Summer, 1966), pp.85-107. Although Downes' central 
concern is the title of his article, it is important to 
note that, if not a culturally cohesive group, the body 
of American Blacks in Northen cities formed a significant 
voting block and called for an up-grading of their 
American status. This demand was defused by Harding's 
middle-of-the-road stand. Also, concurrent with cultural 
rebirth, was the appointment of American Blacks to high 
places in local Republican councilS - on the understanding, 
it goes without saying, that such Blacks would not go 
'too far. t 

FEIN, Charlotte Phillips. "Marcus Garvey: His 
Opinions About Africa," :!OU~NAL OF NB~GRO }3;DUC,~TIO}r, 
Volume X~~III, Number 4, (1954), pp.44b=449. Fein 
concentrates upon the historical impact of Garveyism as well 
as the ideas and opinions of' the man himself. Garvey's im
portance, in this study, was his success (redemption to Africf 
notwi thstanding) , as broadcast in the New World manifesto. 
Garvey became the established spokesman and leader of the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association. Garvey did not 
receive the support of the 'intellectuals' of the 
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'Renaissance', but, from 1916 onwards, the U.N.I.A. 
and the N~_~iorld used Harlem as the pivot for disseminating 
the respectability of African cultul'e, and, given equality, 
the perfectibility of American Blacks. Garvey and 
Gapveyism a1'e 'research opport"lmities I and there is need 
for a fresh assessment of the man and his movement. 

GLAZI0i, Nathan. "Negroes and Jews: The New 
Challenge to Pluralism," COM;1IENTARY, Volume XXXVIII, (1964), 
pp.29-34. Aimed at the 1940s through to the 1960s, Glazer's 
article also serves to remind critics that anti-Semitism 
has been used to foster unity amongst Black Americans. 
Glazer possibly overstates his case, but there is a val id 
applicability where the Harlemite of the 1920s is concerned. 
This legitimacy is contained in Glazer's citation of 
J.s.mes Baldwin's: IIjust as a society must have a scapegoat, 
so hatred must have a symbol. Georgia has the Negro and 
Harlem has the Jew." (page 29). The assertion that Glazer 
presents throu¥h Baldwin is provocative and represents one 
aspect of the Renaissance'that deserves further attention. 

HUGGINS, Nathan Irvin. HARLEr,! RI~NAISSANCE, (New Yor·k: 
Oxf ord Uni versi ty Press, 1971), 343p. Huggins must be 
regarded as the 'Renaissance's' standard authority. He 
holdS that the 'movement' was complex and distinctive, and 
claims that the 1920s was the 1~ starting point for 
Black self-awareness. The 'New Negro' was not created 
during the period, but his future was. A further caution 
is that Harlem should be de-emphasised vis-a.-vis an increased 
emphasis on Biaq~ self-awareness. The importance of this 
work lies in its deep, broad treatment of the 'Renaissance' 
as a cultural entity: both the 'Renaissance' and the decades 
must be viewed wi thin their ovm terms. An informative 
bibliographical guide to the 'Renaissance' is provided 
pp. 310-324. 

J ACI<SON, Kenneth T. THE KU KLUX KLAN IN THE CITY, 
1915-1930, ""(New York: Oxford UniVersity Press, 1970), 326p. 
Although devoted to Klan activities in urban areas !!k!i generi~ 
Ja,ckson's work has the impor·tance of assessing the position 
of the urban Negro as well as other groups subject to Klan 
activities. Jackson .clearly concludes that the urban Negro 
was a force to be reckoned with, and reinforces the 
argument that Negroes in Northen cities during the 1920s 
formed a cohesive and distinct unit. 

MO:{NIHAN, Daniel P. (ed.) URBA£! AMERICA..!.-_THE EXPEmT 
LOOKS AT THE CITY, (Washington D.C.: Voice of America 
"Forum Lectures, 1969), 373p. By concentrating upon the 
city as a location, Moynihan's collection suggests the 
distinctiveness of HaT'lem a::;J well as the implications 
the snecir'ic unit has for the wider urban setting. This 
is a legitimate approach to the 'movement' and its 
meanl.ngs. 
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9S0F'SI~Y, Gilbert. HMtL"Elt: 'rHE MAlON0- OF A GH}~frTO, 
NEGRQ NEW YORl~1~J930, 2nd edition-;-Tl\ew York: Harper 
and Row, 197D, 27op. In th is case Osofsky ad roitly 
manipulates the myths and realities of Harlem as the site 
for a 'Renaissance'. Incisive judgments are made as to 
the migration of Negroes into New Yor-k City, the creation 
of the ghetto, and the tragedy of Harlem, slum • 

. OSOPSK:(, Gilbert. "Symbols of the Jazz Age: 
The New Negro and Harlem Discovered, II rrHE AMF~~I CAN 
QUARrrERLY, Volume XVII, Number 2, Part r-:-1Summer, 1965), 
pp.229-238. This develops upon Osofsky's work cited 
below. One of the 'Renaissance's' principal critics, 
Osofaky argues that, in literature and elsewhere, undue 
emphasis was given to Harlem as an 'erotic bohemia'. 
Instead or representing Harlem life, the 'Renaissance' 
romanticized it until the Depression ended the myth-world 
of the 1920s. 

QSOFSK~, Gilbert. "Progressivism and the Negro: 
New York, 1900-1915, \I rrHE AMERICAN· UAR'l'ERLY, Volume XVI, 
Number 2, Part 1, (Summer, 19 ,pp.153-1 8 Osofsky 
summarizes the Negro's pre-1915 migration into New York 
City. It suggests that, from the 1880s and 1890s onwards 
there was an increasing awareness of the need for reform 
and social charity in Harlem. The 1920s would be the 
logical CUlmination of this trend. 

PRESIDENT t S RgSf];ARCH COMMITTEE ON Rf£CF:NT SOCIAL 
lRENDS, REC:B:N'l' SOCIAL TRENDS IN THE UNITh:D STATES, Two 
Volumes, (Westport, Connecticut: The Greenwood Press, 
1970), 1568p. Originally published by the McGraw-Hill 
Book Company in 1933, RfiCENT SOCIAL TRENDS must be 
recognized as the official docUment of the 1920s, 
Although the Committee's predictions and conclusions are 
at times inaccurate, a genuine atteI~t is made to cover 
all aspects of American life during the 1920s. 'rhe Negro 
is dealt with in passing, but is spotlit in T.J.Woofter Jr., 
'The Status of Racial and Ethnic Groups', Chapter XI, 
pp.553-601. 

RUDWICK, Elliott M. "DuBois VerSus Garvey: Race 
Propagandists at War," ~OURNAL OP NEGRO F;D,YCATION, 
Volume 28, (Fall, 1959), pp.ij21-ij30. Rudwick repeats 
the often asked question of What was, and was not 
representative, of the 'New Negro'. With a mutual ambition 
of cultUral rebirth, DuBois and Garvey had disparate methods 
for achieving their goal.. Rudwick's point that there 
was a difference bet~een the 'mass' and 'intelligensia' 
of the 'Renaissance' is finely made and confirms the 
c omplexi ties inv 01 ved in approaching the 'Rena issanc e' • 
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§l:i~~Y\.J~, Richard B. "Republicans and NegI'oes: 
The Lessons of Normalcy,!: PH-!LON, Volume XXVII 
Number 1, (Spring, 1966) pp,b3-79. Sherman substantiates 
Randoph Downes' claim that? hesitancies, inconsistencies, and 
vacillations notwithstanding, Republicans WeI'e aware of 
the voting potential of Black Americans in Northern cities 
during the 1920s. The,Y were a force to be recleaned with 
and cultivated. This r'ecognition suggested that politicians 
were aware of the cohesiveness of the Black vote, for 
Sherman adds that Negroes yet comprised a small percentage 
of the toal Northern population. Sherman's assessment 
points to Black organizations and leadership being emergent, 
articulate, and increasingly aggressive. In essence, these 
were the 'New Negroes' of 'Harlem Rediscovered'. 

q,HERf.JIAN, Richard B. "'The Harding Administrat ion 
and the Negro: An Opportuni ty Lost~" 1'HE JOURNAL O~ 
liE0RO HISTORY, Volume XLIV, (July, 1964), pp.151-1b8. 
Because of its equivocations, the Harding Administration 
disappointed those who had hoped for a new era in race 
relationships. Sherman cogently argues that the failures 
of the Administr'ation stimUlated Black militancy and 
self-consciousness during the 1920s. 

SLOSSON, Preston W. TI-IE._GRENI' CRUSADE .A1\r:D AFTER, 
1914-1928, (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971), 486p. In 
Chapter 9, Slosson deals with the self-conscious blackness 
of Booker T.Washington, Robert R.Morton, W.E.B.DuBois, 
and Marcus Garvey. He claims that the 'New Negro' was 
potentially in a better economic position than before. 
This was, in part, a result of the Northward migrat ion 
of Black Americans f'rom rural, predominantly Southern 
areas, to the cities of the Northeast. Harlem is depicted 
as the most successful and famous coloured urban co~nunity, 
a unit that, by 1928, boasted a.black population of 170,000. 
Slosson's assessment of the 'Renaissance' is brief, and 
misleadingly generalized. 

SZWED, John F. (ed.), BLACK AMgRICANS, (Washington, 
D.C.: Voice of America Fo:r'um LectUres, 1970), 3201). 
This is a comprehensive collection of articles in which 
experts direct their attention to various focal points 
in the history and cultUre of Black Americans. The 
collection is a useful aid to the chronological relevance 
of the 'Harlem Renaissance'. 
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