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American values, core structures framing everyday life and shaping the tough-
est-minded literature, pulse here under the eye and hand of a superb anatomist of
contemporary American hopes, fears, and dreams deep-rooted in national bedrock.

I have read [Annihilated Space] with care, immense pleasure, and great profit. . . .
It is magisterial.

It demonstrates the deep, enduring worth of American Studies and confirms
from the start an understanding of literature as the portal to so much else.

—John R. Stilgoe, Harvard University

In what must prove to be the capstone of a long career of investigating the social
and cultural history of America as presented by our literature, Stuart Levine delves
deeply into many of our classic works and many of our classic writers. He notes re-
vealing parallels between such apparently different works as Moby Dick and Rabbit,
Run, or The Blithedale Romance and The Damnation of Theron Ware. And unearths
the commonalities that mark them all as peculiarly American.

Using the elements of “modernization” as the basis of his analysis—as he has
done throughout his career as editor, writer, and teacher—he brings new insights and
new life to time-honored literary works. At the end of the analysis and discussion of
any of these well-known works, the reader feels he must read them once more—in a
stronger light and from a sharper angle. In short, as Levine notes, he is using Ameri-
can literature to call out our social and cultural history—investigating “circles” and
“webs” of relationships in our complex and variegated communities—and then he is
reversing that approach by using social and cultural history to enhance and encour-
age fresh investigations of our literary heritage.

—Richard Boudreau, Professor Emeritus, University of Wisconsin/
LaCrosse

An ingenious and profound rereading of American literary classics, at once real-
istic but also hopeful, informed by Levine’s varied careers and travels and everywhere
evincing humor, insight, and humility.

— Alan Gribben, Editor, Mark Twain Journal

[A] formidable analysis of American culture.

Stuart Levine has spent a lifetime involved in writing about and teaching Ameri-
can Studies. His work has helped to define the academic subject and Annihilated
Space is a model of scholarship in the field.

—Charles L. P. Silet, Emeritus Professor of English, Iowa State University
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Annihilated Space uses American literature to understand our social
history. Flexible and inclusive, it shows multiple ways in which na-
tional fiction, drama, journals and poetry reveal us. The study builds
upon a lifetime of scholarship and experience in areas as diverse as
contemporary conditions among Native American peoples, the social
structure of the audience for “classical” music, the history of American
art, street life in Mexico City and, of course, American literature and
the American experience.

It suggests approaches that “work™ even on pieces set outside the
United States, in one case revealing American social history in a
novel with no American characters. Some works treated in this lively
discussion are acknowledged masterpieces. A few are things critics
generally dislike—but they can be entertaining to discuss, and very
useful to an open-minded student of society.

Much of this unusual book grows out of studies by Professor Levine
published in Comparative Literature, Harvard Studies in Eng-
lish, American Studies, American Quarterly, The Canadian
Review of American Studies, New England Quarterly and other
peer-reviewed scholarly outlets, and out of concepts developed in
the National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Seminar for
College Professors he taught on the subject.
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Introduction

Another analogy we shall now trace, that every action ad-

mits of being outdone. Our life is an apprenticeship to the

truth that around every circle another can be drawn. . . .
Emerson, “Circles”

My method in this study is essentially simple. I propose to ex-
amine a series of literary works for evidence about the characteristics
of American society and culture, and then to relate the evidence to a
group of hypotheses about American social history. To begin, [ would
like to explain briefly my rationale for proceeding this way and my
own feelings about the shape and direction of American social history,
not in order to argue with the reader who may believe in a different
interpretation, but rather to let him know where I stand. This might
make the book more useful for the reader who, disagreeing with my
conclusions, can still make use of the texture of my argument or the
procedures I have followed.

Because I would like the book to be as useful as possible to
people in different fields, I will try to avoid on the one hand, lengthy
expositions of historical, social or sociological theory, and on the
other, matters of purely literary-critical interest. In general I would
like my discussion of American society to grow from the texture of
the literary works themselves.

Let me say at the outset that I recognize a kind of ambiguity in
what I propose: if it is not entirely clear whether this book is intended
to use literature to expound social history, or social history to enrich
our appreciation of literature, well and good. I like that ambiguity.
I have both intentions in mind, and do not feel they are in any way
incompatible.

My scheme will be only roughly chronological, because it seems
important to retain the freedom to tie together thematically related
works from various periods. I had thought at one time of making
the organization entirely thematic, but this involved chopping the
discussions of some literary works into so many pieces that a reader
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who wanted to refer just to a portion of the book, to find out how,
for example, one might connect social history to an author so appar-
ently cut off from the texture of everyday society as Edgar Allan Poe,
would have to search through index and text for a hundred scattered
allusions to Poe.

In structure this book is somewhat like a sonata-allegro move-
ment in music: the first chapters, mainly on the colonial era, serve as
an exposition, setting forth concerns, hypotheses and attitudes which
are to be developed in the middle chapters on the nineteenth century.
And the twentieth century portions serve as recapitulation and coda,
bringing ideas presented early on to a contemporary conclusion. It
won’t do to press the analogy too far; books are not symphonies
(more’s the pity). But I have tried to get the expository material in
and over with quickly so that much of the study can play with and
develop it, and I do think of the last portion as saying, in effect, “You
see? Here is what became of these same tendencies in the modern
world.” To keep the history material relatively brief, and to get as
quickly as possible into discussions of the literary texts, there will
inevitably be places in which it is necessary to “get a little ahead of
the story”—as, for instance, when I discuss some characteristics of
modernization in connection with the colonial period, long before the
fuller explanation of modernization theory in the chapter on Emerson
as a social historian.

I should say also that I intend this to be in many ways a very
personal kind of book. The lines between scholarly objectivity, an
honest and appropriate use of one’s relevant personal experience,
and an inappropriate confessional tone are not always easy to draw.
Thucydides, I think, was right to tell his readers that he had been
importantly involved in the war of which he was the historian, and Dr.
David Ramsay was wrong when he wrote his account of the battle of
Savannah entirely from British military records, though he had been
on the scene himself and was a close friend and colleague of most of
the important patriot leaders involved in the battle. Henry Thoreau
said that he had traveled much in Concord, and that he would write
about some topic other than himself and his own experiences were
there one which he knew as well. Precedent is available, then; so is the
worthy Emersonian argument that the good American scholar should
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always test his work against the texture of his own experience. The
real subject of this book is the peculiar nature of American society
and culture. I am myself the product of that society and culture, and it
seems to me that I would be throwing away an important source were
I'to ignore my own background or experience, to forget, for example,
that my ancestors came here to escape savage pogroms in Russia, or
that I share a range of values culturally peculiar to Americans. De-
tachment, however, is also desirable, and I therefore intend to make
a certain amount of use of what is sometimes called a “comparative
culture approach.” This means whenever possible viewing American
custom and experience from the point of view of another culture. I
have lived abroad a number of times, and each trip made me see my
homeland in new ways. Experience in Latin America and especially
Mexico should help highlight those dramatically exotic characteristics
of our national life which seem so normal to us.

This is a book about what literature can tell about society. It is,
however, also largely about what literature can’t help but tell about
society. We will, of course, discuss those elements present in many
works which obviously reflect social reporting or a writer’s theories
about our society: textural details of everyday life, for example; social
or historical analysis; or treatment of the social impact of new ideas,
new technology, fads. But not all novels, poems, plays or short stories
contain such material; moreover, not all writers feel they must or even
should tell the truth. “Fiction” can mean “lie,” as can “fable,” “myth,”
“fancy,” and other terms crucial to creativity, such as “imagination,”
even “creativity” itself.

In order to deal with books that lie or fantasize, or which contain
no apparent social information at all, one needs approaches so basic
that they will show American social realities even if they are applied
to works such as Billy Budd, a novel without American characters,
set outside the United States (set, for that matter, out of sight of any
land), in a time a century before its composition.

This introductory chapter is here to explain a little about these
approaches and to explain why, instead of concentrating on books rich
in reportorial density, I have gone out of my way to deal with hard
cases, works which reflect America only because their authors were
American and “it shows.” The basic approaches are first, a model
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for changing boundaries in American society; for want of a better
name, call it “expanding circles”; second, a model for that web of
individualistic, voluntaristic associations which modern Americans
seem to weave about themselves; third, an inventory of those values
which, so far as I can make out, Americans seem to hold sacred;
fourth, a list of certain traits which we are told are characteristic of
“modernized” nations; finally, what seems to me a realistic manner of
visualizing the way that changes of any sort come upon a people as
complex and heterogeneous as are Americans. When I try to realize
it graphically, it comes out looking like a staircase moving through
space, so call it “moving stairs.”

Much of what is most characteristic, I feel, of American social
history may be understood by visualizing a series of “expanding
circles” which divide our people, in one way or another, into insid-
ers and outsiders. Those included within the circles in any period
or context are likely to feel superior to those outside; those outside
generally want to enlarge the circles to include themselves. Curiously,
in their effort they generally have some support from within, for the
ideals and values of the insiders include beliefs which condone the
outsiders’ ambitions. I do not feel that this model is fully developed in
the earliest colonial periods, though there are hints of it in surprising
places and eras, but I believe that the process begins to operate quite
early in our history, and that as one moves closer to the present, it
becomes increasingly institutionalized and rationalized.

For example, the thoughtful characters who surround the Corey
dinner table in William Dean Howells’ The Rise of Silas Lapham
(1885) seem to perceive class and poverty in about the manner [ have
suggested. They feel themselves within a circle of privilege, yet their
values tie them to outsiders. The passage is worth quoting at length.
Bromfield Corey has remarked the injustice of comfortable wealthy
homes sitting vacant during the hot Boston summers, their owners
away at resorts, while poor families swelter in crowded quarters in
the North End. He says that were he a poor man with a sick child, he
would break in and “camp out on the grand piano.” His stuffy wife
worries about the damage such folks would do to an elegant home;
the others have more serious responses:
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“And if you were a poor man with a sick child, I
doubt if you’d have so much heart for burglary as you
have now,” said James Bellingham.

“It’s wonderful how patient they are,” said the
minister. “The spectacle of the hopeless comfort the
hard-working poor man sees must be hard to bear.”

Lapham wanted to speak up and say that he had
been there himself, and knew how such a man felt. He
wanted to tell them that generally a poor man was satis-
fied if he could make both ends meet; that he didn’t envy
any one his good luck, if he had earned it, so long as he
wasn’t running under himself. But before he could get
the courage to address the whole table, Sewell added, “1
suppose he don’t always think of it.”

“But some day he will think about it,” said Corey.

“In fact, we rather invite him to think about it, in this
country.”
Corey’s comment is critical. It implies that those “within the circle”
not only share egalitarian values with the deprived people outside it,
but actually include among their number those who helped to pro-
mulgate and popularize such ideas among the outsiders.

Now, I believe that the implications of this process are, by and
large, hopeful, and do not think that my belief in it is the result of
naive optimism or a jingoist’s faith in national destiny, though, after
all, being American, I share many of the values used to condone
it. Strong facts seem to indicate that the process is real: measure it
any way you will, the circles expand. More Americans and a higher
percentage of Americans are included “inside” than were in 1970,
1940, 1900, 1820, 1776 or 1636. This is true whether one has in
mind subjective ways of measuring “insiders”—for instance, “people
whom other Americans regard as ‘real Americans”—or quantifiable
ways, such as “people to whom the franchise is extended.” Suppose
that the circle represents the franchise. It is simply true that a higher
percentage of Americans today have the right to vote than was true
in earliest colonial times. The circles have been pushed outwards,
albeit spasmodically, over the decades and centuries to include more
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and more people in categories which had been previously excluded.
The argument that the franchise is less meaningful now may be valid
in itself: because of the strange structure of our political system,
because the choice of nominees often takes place under conditions
(nicely described in The House of the Seven Gables) of less than ideal
democracy, or because of low voter participation, one might wish that
we did our voting differently, more efficiently, more intelligently.
But the expansion of voting rights has been paralleled by so many
other “expansions” that the model would seem valid even if nobody
actually voted. That the election process seems rusty and cumber-
some at present would be troubling to a believer in expanding circles
were there not so many other ways of demonstrating that expanded
circles are characteristic of our national experience. If one feels, that
is, that it is not really meaningful that one unenfranchised group after
another was brought within the circle of enfranchisement—twice, in
the case of black voters, before it was made to stick—one can then
look to another dimensions, to other indications of inclusion, for
other definitions of what the circles represent. Doing so produces
pretty much the same result: people to whom various social services
should be proferred; people who deserve the full benefits of universal
free education; people we could live near; ultimately, people whom
we had best include when we think of what it is to be American, and
people who themselves write poems and novels about the place of
their group in our society. The circles expand; “American” refers to
a richer mixture of people today than yesterday.

<

Expanding Circles
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A week living with a young social worker whose flat is on what
a newspaper called “the black/Irish frontier” in the Boston area in
1980 did not disabuse me of my faith in American social processes
and expanding circles: there was real tension, and I was told not to
walk on certain streets at night. But would you feel safer there or in
a frontier neighborhood in Northern Ireland? And in which area do
you think the tensions will dissipate more rapidly? My father grew
up along a Jewish/Irish “frontier” in New York; he walked his little
brother blocks out of the way to public school to avoid an Irish area
where Jewish kids could not safely pass. The line they were afraid
to cross would be hard to find today. Give the old national social
processes a few years or decades to operate and look for the lines
around our Puerto Rican, Chicano, Vietnamese or Cuban newcomers.

In this and other matters native American experience offers a
kind of control. Neither African nor European, Asian only in remot-
est ancestry; neither immigrants nor ex-slaves, culturally diverse
themselves, but always alien to ecumenical national traditions, our
indigenous tribal peoples provide us with a wide assortment of
“domestic” but “foreign” cultures against which we may measure
ourselves. Doing so makes our common characteristics stand out in
higher relief. Our indigenous tribal peoples by and large are unique
in not wanting those circles to include them. Their desire to remain
separate has not always been respected, but it marks them off from
almost every other large group. The more usual pattern involves
exclusion and the desire for inclusion.

One can apply the model of the expanding circles on an indi-
vidual level as well, by saying that increasingly, as one moves toward
the present, it becomes characteristic of American social life that
many individuals have to expand their own definitions of “people
who really count” or “people who have to be thought of as being
like me” in the course of their careers. This is because, on the one
hand, the media of transport and communication and our complex
commercial and industrial systems have brought Americans into
countless interdependent relationships, and on the other because of
those gradual society-wide redefinitions of which groups of people
must be considered full-fledged Americans. The author of a recent
study of political power in the half-century after 1790 concluded that
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narrow, oligarchical leadership held on only in static and culturally
homogenous places. Where there was growth, diversity and change,
our political life became “democratic, egalitarian, and pluralistic.”
The circles, in other words, expanded. This book argues that much
of our literature records that process.

Thus a frequent plot pattern in our fiction shows a character from a
relatively parochial background—Carrie Meeber, Silas Lapham, Ther-
on Ware— trying to operate in a broadened arena. Many Americans
can provide more dramatic personal observations of extraordinary
“expansions of circles,” especially in race relations since the 1950’s.
[llness in the family in 1963 obliged me to eat a number of meals in
a small restaurant near a hospital in Kansas City. A black nurse’s-
aide always stood to await her food-to-take-out, and the waitress, a
small young woman whose accent suggested “border-Southern” and
“country” in that environment, each day said nasty racial things about
her after she left. In 1969, forced by a friend’s illness into a series of
visits to the same place, I found the two sitting cozily together in a
booth each morning enjoying a mutual coffee-break. Prejudices and
hatreds of course remain in America, but I believe that my piece of
evidence is “hard,” good and irrefutable. The thousand changes of the
sort I see about me and have experienced myself make me optimistic,
perhaps. To other observers, it seems that national social problems
are getting out of control, that there is no cause for social optimism.
Neither their attitude nor mine is new in our history. I cannot see that
conditions were ever better in the past, however, and [ know that they
are better now for specific groups.

The model of “expanding circles,” then, can be used either in a
societal or a personal way. It will not, however, handle efficiently the
complicated and special way that individual Americans branch out,
form ties, friendships, associations and other relationships. For that
curious national phenomenon a more effective model is a “web” or
“net,” and so [ have borrowed that idea from the social scientists. As I
see it, the nearer we come to the present, the more dynamic, complex
and unpredictable become our personal affiliations. We need some
such model if we would like to consider those characteristics which
are of interest to anthropologists. Their scheme for studying cultural
institutions, values, rites and so on was developed through dealing
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with cultures far more homogenous than ours. Probably the same
cultural functions must be provided in each society; ours is trickier
to study because we do not all go about our cultural way through
uniform, shared institutions. Thus each of us modern Americans may
be visualized at the center of a web. The patterns we spin out from
ourselves are quite individual. The strands which lead out, say, to
the institutions which we utilize, follow voluntaristic lines. Such a
model can comfortably describe those diversities—of taste, religion,
style-of-life, interests, activities, or organizational affiliations, and so
forth—which are so puzzling to foreigners who are not accustomed,
for instance, to a suburban block on which no two families share
the same church, occupations, birthplace, circle of friends, club or
fraternal order, sports interest, arts interest, and so on; even within a
family unit we find varieties of choice which are startling to aliens but
more or less normal to us. More and more Americans know families
in which different members practice (or ignore) different religions.
Alexis de Tocqueville said that such things might come to pass, but
I doubt that even he had an American friend, as I do, whose immedi-
ate family includes an Episcopalian, a Jew, an atheist and a Catholic
monk. The family’s record seems unusual, but only in degree. The
model of the web also serves to connect American social behavior
with the realm of values, for these complex webs are in part the
product of the premium we place on free choice—the emphasis on,
or at least the illusion of, choice even in those areas, such as courtship
or religion, in which in other societies choice generally is severely

The Web
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limited. A young girl in a tribal society we read of belongs to clan
A; she knows she will marry one of the three eligible boys in clan B.
She and her husband will never make a choice of religion because
“religion” is simply the way the world is and works. Your friend’s
twelve-year-old daughter faces far more choices.

The flexibility of the web is helpful also in understanding social
class. Income levels alone are patently inadequate to define social
class in our society, any more than “Protestant-Catholic-Jew” defines
our religious behavior. A good social history of the United States
requires a more complex and flexible model, capable of handling
the wide variety of voluntaristic choices available on most economic
levels. Such a pattern seems to me evident in the contents of literary
works which we will discuss; it can also be seen, whenever enough
information is available, in the way literary works are used in our
country, in their reception in various periods. If two readers share a
literary taste, let us say, and form a friendship based upon it, they
become points on each other’s web. Thus we will, from time to time,
allude not only to the works themselves, but to their impact.

Without in any sense undervaluing the importance of economic
factors in American social history, I think that we can agree that the
old model of American social structure which used to appear both
in sociology texts and in popularized quasi-sociological books and
articles—the one that resembles a thermometer, and which divides
American society into upper, middle, and lower classes (generally
with subdivisions such as “lower-middle”)—is simply not adequate.
This is not to say, of course, that there are not Americans on each of
those economic levels. The problem, rather, is that those levels are not
adequate as indicators and predictors of attitudes, behavior, taste, style
of life, and so forth, as used to be thought. I recall reading explanations
of how when one visited homes of people on the different economic
levels, furnishings changed predictably: on one level one could expect
to find not rugs or hardwood floors but rather linoleum, certain kinds
of objects on kitchen shelves, and certain kinds of pictures hanging
on the wall. Sociologist friends tell me that they still have colleagues
who teach that sort of nonsense, people who fail even to qualify such
statements by saying that such things hold true only under certain
carefully specified conditions. I am pleased, at any rate, to see that
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social historians now take a more flexible stance. Rowland Berthoff,
for instance, says that “. . . because of . . . economic mobility and
the popular attachment to it, social classes have been about the least
substantial component of the modern American social structure. . .
. a social history organized around . . . economic classes is bound
to suffer . . .” because our economic classes never coalesced “into
well-defined, stable social-status groups. . ..

My own work in the structures of the audiences for the differ-
ent arts would lead me to make Berthoff’s statement even stronger;
I would say that it is not merely “economic mobility and the popular
attachment to it” that make social classes ambiguous—it is also the
immense number of voluntaristic choices available within any eco-
nomic level. These make income a surprisingly unreliable indicator
of how families live, think, feel, pray, eat, and express themselves.

As I see it, one’s income affects to some extent the nature and
scope of these voluntaristic choices, but not as strongly as it should
were purely economic factors as sovereign as Marxist analysts wish.
Thus my wife and I choose not to fly the family to Paris or Vienna a
few times a year to enjoy a week or two of concerts or opera because
doing so would involve a greater sacrifice of other things than we
are willing to make. We can, however, afford almost any comparable
events that come our way, and a great many do. We share those events
with thousands of other citizens far richer and far poorer than we,
people who have the choice of spending their evenings at concerts,
sports events, movies, the neighborhood bar, at home glued to the
tube, reading, or in any of thousands of other ways open to Americans
in an extremely wide economic range.

I choose my illustration from the arts because they are the field
with which I am most familiar, but as I visualize the web or net pattern
which runs outward from individual Americans, the voluntarism af-
fects many different areas of human activity. As Peter Goheen noted,*
industrial organization broke old patterns of communal relationship,
and the history of the American city is to some extent the history of
a search for community. The voluntaristic answer is a mad pattern
of associations which is not, as a general rule, reflected in any obvi-
ous way in the geographic layout of our towns and cities. For some
Americans, a “neighborhood” may still be a place in which the bulk
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of one’s activities and friendships are centered, but for millions of
others, activities and friendships are scattered in a complex network
around the urban or suburban area. Home is here, but work is there,
and close friends are in six other places. Club, church, or shopping
occur at points scattered widely away from anything one could call
“the neighborhood.” And this network to a large extent describes
more than the special realities of our lives and activities; it has social
implications as well, implications which are surprisingly independent
of the old-fashioned income “thermometer.”

I believe that at least up to the present writing our social history
moves steadily in the direction of the elaboration of such networks.
They are more evident in late nineteenth than early nineteenth century
novels, and more evident yet in more recent novels. It may be that the
automobile has made possible the extreme flexibility of the present
network, and that the fuel crisis to which Americans are beginning
to adjust will force revision of our behavior, but my guess is that
the attitudes upon which that web is based are more fundamental to
our nature as a people than even the beloved car.’ Certainly sensi-
tive observers remarked it long before Ford. Alexis de Tocqueville’s
concerns about democratic pressures for conformity were balanced
by his observations about the American proneness for voluntaristic
association. Any citizen with a group of miscellaneous affiliations
of any sort seems to be enacting what Tocqueville saw; he has con-
structed a web of ties and contacts about himself. The tendency to
form voluntary ties, moreover, appears to be well-grounded in our
value system; it is condoned by such values as free choice, naturalness,
diversity. Thus the web, values, and class perceptions in America can
be seen as closely interrelated.

It should be obvious that any of the broad changes described
in our discussion did not strike our entire population at once. “Pe-
riods” were invented for the convenience of historians. When we
discuss changes in the structure of the family, changes related to
modernization, changes in sex role patterns or the impact of some
other alteration, the reader must understand that only some people
in our population were affected in any given period. By and large I
think that it is true that as we move closer to the present, as more and
more Americans are intimately connected to a nationwide network
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of communication, the impact of changes occurs more rapidly. But
even in the present, it usually does not make sense to draw a line
and say that before this, such and such was true of our society, while
after this, something else is true. Not all Americans are affected at the
same time; indeed, not all Americans are affected. We might visualize
broad change as happening in something like the following manner:

—

1620 1700 1800 1860 1900 etc.
“Moving stairs”

You will notice that the steps are drawn in grey, not sharp black, and
that they reach neither the top nor the bottom of the diagram. This
is to suggest that these transformations do not strike everyone at the
same time or with equal force, and that they are likely to miss many
people altogether. I find the model useful in visualizing the manner
in which some major alteration came to our society: let us say the
change from the family as unit of production to the family as unit
of consumption out of which a breadwinner moves every day to
acquire cash. Call the model “moving steps” or “moving stairs” for
convenience, with the understanding that what we are describing is
not an escalator. The movement takes place laterally through time.

The model provides an answer to the thoughtless question one is
often asked when describing direction of change—"“How can you say
that that is true? Only last week I met some people who are different
from what your statement implies.” “Well,” one replies, “change
doesn’t always occur all at once to everyone. It comes about more
like this”—and one points to the moving stairs.

I am aware, of course, that some of the models which I am
proposing are not highly compatible with others which have been
suggested for the course of American social history. It would be hard
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to square what I have said, for instance, about “expanding circles”
with those readings which see our social experience as the working
out of a continuous conspiracy on the part of the “ins” to exploit the
“outs.” I know as well as the next writer that there are and have been
“ins,” that there continue to be “outs,” and that there have even been
conspiracies. But I believe that the fact that we are so much aware
of that and feel it to be iniquitous is too important to be ignored. I
would rather argue that American history has been a continuing series
of discoveries of areas of unfairness, followed by efforts to eliminate
them. Wrongs, injustices, exploitation, and repression have existed in
all human societies throughout any history that I have ever heard of.
What is most interesting in the American experiment, it seems to me,
is the faith, which increases as one moves nearer to the present, that it
is within the realm of human possibility to do something about them,
and to make it stick. We are, I am afraid, incurable meliorists, and
that meliorism seems to me the most basic radical value in our sacred
value system. Even the author of a recent article on how conservative
Americans seem when one examines Gallup Poll results since 1935
admits that

opinions about civil rights have been surprisingly liberal.
During the 1930’s, while Congress repeatedly refused to
make lynching a federal crime, 70% of Americans (65%
in the South) supported such a measure. Two-thirds of the
public in 1949 desired abolition of the poll tax; 54% ap-
proved the Supreme Court’s school desegregation deci-
sion; and, in 1956, 67% favored a ruling by the Interstate
Commerce Commission forbidding racial segregation in
trains, buses, and waiting rooms. The 1964 Civil Rights
Act requiring desegregation of hotels, restaurants, and
similar establishments also won solid public endorse-
ment, as did the Voting Rights bill of 1965.¢

Each of these civil rights issues involves the clash between
custom, tradition, ethnocentrism or bigotry and meliorist values such
as fair play. Those values were visible early in our national history,
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and seem to have been sincerely believed in even by people notably
unable to live up to them themselves. The bruised, tired, tough and
often corrupt survivors who made up Washington’s Continental Army,
a recent study shows, did whatever was necessary to stay alive. But
surprisingly, their values belied their soldiers’ cynicism: they believed
in their mission, believed a better nation was being created, believed
in meliorism, in short. “The revolutionaries had held onto their mil-
lenial vision of the future, but had done whatever seemed necessary
to get through the war.”” The meliorism of the ragged Continentals is
present today as well; it is at the root even of much current pessimism,
for many Americans who profess to be fed up with their own society
feel so because they imagine that societies could be better.

Another hypothesis of this book, then, is that Americans today
share a surprisingly well-defined system of what may be called “sa-
cred” values, and that one can see it entrenching itself in the record of
our earlier literature. The values to which I refer are shared with other
western cultures, but they appear in contemporary American society
with a pattern of emphasis which is distinctive, and immediately
seems so to foreigners, who are likely to react with some surprise to
the discovery of just how strong is consensual commitment to this or
that value in our country. I am assuming that as one moves forward in
our history, this range of values becomes not only increasingly clear,
but increasingly ordered and emphasized in a way which would feel
very comfortable to a contemporary American.

Some definitions and explanations to prevent misunderstanding:
First, by “sacred values,” I mean those values which recur on the most
condoned levels throughout the institutions of a society, those which
seem basically true and good. If one did a conscientious inventory
of values associated with a wide range of institutions in our society,
then eliminated first those which were peculiar to given institutions,
and second those which one believes are universal to all human
cultures—those related to hunger and sex drive, for instance—the
residue, the values which recurred in each case, but which were not
simply a part of the human condition, could be called our sacred
values. Such values form one basis of thought, evaluation and action.®

Second, a value system, even a sacred value system, is not a logi-
cally consistent philosophical construct. It is real; if you go looking
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for it systematically, you will find it. But it was not constructed by a
professional philosopher; a logician could easily point to ambiguities
and contradictions in the ways in which it is commonly used. People
arguing on opposing sides of a given dispute will generally appeal
to the same sacred values: “Political refugees (or Black Americans,
or handicapped workers, etc.) have so much going against them that
we have to give them extra help to ensure that they get a fair break.”
“No. Any special treatment you give to any special group is unfair to
other Americans who have worked hard to get where they are.” Both
arguments rest on the sacred value “fair play.” The values themselves
are so much “givens” that they themselves can hardly be attacked,
but we can use them to attack problems, opponents or other—not
“sacred”—values.

Third, there are a great many values floating around in any so-
ciety. Most of them are not what I have called sacred, because they
are not enshrined, so to speak, on the most condoned levels.® Some
are “local,” or peculiar to only certain institutions. Football and
basketball coaches value “quickness” and “speed,” for example, but
those values are obviously local; they do not recur in all American
institutions. Business institutions value profit, but that, curiously,
is not a sacred value in our country either; it does not appear in the
inventories of values of certain institutions, and it can certainly be at-
tacked. Sacred values are “givens.” If one repeatedly hears complaints
about the over-emphasis on a value, or about its perniciousness, it
is not a sacred value. The values used as a basis for protest or action
against it are far more likely to belong to the family of sacred values.
One encounters, for example, protests against racism in America.
Racism is not a sacred value. This is not to say that racism has not
existed and been a severe problem throughout American history. It
is not a sacred value because it can be attacked— indeed, it has been
attacked, as we shall see, from surprisingly early times in our national
experience. What the student of values learns from such an issue is
that there must be some value or values which has come to outrank
racism. “Fair Play” is the name given to one such value in a study of
sacred values in which I participated some years ago.

The study was designed to identify those values most highly con-
doned by those institutions which are themselves felt to be worthy of
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the unselfish support of the society: arts, research and education, for
example. Statements of goals, ideals, values were easy to come by:
university catalogues, for instance, contain such formulations. From
a broad range of such sources we made a large inventory of values,
and then, following the procedures just suggested, eliminated as best
we could those which seemed “local” or “universal.” The residue,
values which seemed always to be considered good, fine and worthy,
we labelled “sacred.” Without taking space to explain fully what is
meant by each, [ am going to reproduce here the arrangement of sacred
values which resulted from this study. They are explained more fully
in an appendix.

1. Orderly Universe

or
Process

2. “Truth” 9.  Fair Play

3. Objectivity 10. Individual Potential

4.  Broadest view possible 11. Talent or Genius

5. Knowledge 12. Self-Expression

6. Education 13. Creativity

7. Meliorism 14. Innovation

8. Specialization 15. Diversity

16. Indigenousness

17. Naturalness

18. Humanitarianism
19. Sanctity of Human Life

You will notice that specific religious values—“sacred” in a more
conventional sense—do not appear on the chart. Clearly, had our study
been of sacred values, let us say, at the seminary in Oberlin, Ohio at the
period in the nineteenth century in which Oberlin Perfectionism was
being developed, we would have had to add to our list a value such as
“salvation.”'® But, from surprisingly early times in our history, such
purely religious values have been weighed against those on the list
and found susceptible to challenge. “Sacred” describes basic precepts
on which one ought to act. They are not challenged because they are
felt to be simply true. Discuss the attempts by the Church to supress
the findings of Copernicus and Galileo, for example, and even most
religious Catholics will feel that in such cases the Church was wrong.
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“Truth” is more sacred even than specific religious beliefs. We will
see this kind of challenge in figures as different as Roger Williams,
Cotton Mather, and Benjamin Franklin. Note that this is not to imply
that as one moves forward in time once ceases to encounter people
for whom such hypothetical choices between religious authority
and rationalized truth would be difficult, or who would not choose
authority. I do feel, however, that one reaches a point at which, on the
most condoned levels, one does not expect the choice even to appear.

It may for the moment seem that all I am saying is that secular-
ization and rationalization become increasingly strong as a society
modernizes. I believe that that is true, but also that the truth is some-
what more complex, for not all societies modernize in exactly the
same way, and not all societies give the same degree of devotion to
the various items on that chart of sacred values.

My hypothesis that one can see the steady emergence and defini-
tion of a sacred value system in which fair play and meliorism come
to rank extremely high helps to account for differences between my
point of view and that of some other writers, such as the good social
historian Rowland Berthoff, whose work I like and have made use of.
Berthoff writes, “. . . if men subvert or abandon the values embodied
in the well-ordered institutional structure, and so dismantle the social
foundations for cultural achievement and spiritual serenity, they pro-
ceed at their own grave peril.”"! John Winthrop certainly would have
agreed, though he put it in terms of a holy contract in warning his
followers of the terms of their Covenant with God: if we get safely to
New England, he wrote on the Arabella in 1630, we will know that

. . . then hath hee ratified this covenant and sealed our
Commission, and will expect a strict performance of
the articles contained in it; but if wee shall neglect the
observation of these articles . . . and, dissembling with
our God, shall fall to embrace this present world and
prosecute our carnall intentions, seeking greate things for
ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely breake
out in wrathe against us; be revenged of such a [sinful]
people and make us knowe the price of the breache of
such a covenant."
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Winthrop’s warning is sincere and religious, but its secular implica-
tion, spelled out more fully in a famous speech on liberty to the Gen-
eral Court, July 3, 1645, is that order must be upheld and legal leaders
obeyed.”® What Berthoff says is in many ways true, and is fruitful
in that one can apply it to processes which one sees operating in the
United States. One could, for example, apply it to the Harold Frederic
novel which we will discuss later, The Damnation of Theron Ware,
and say the Theron’s difficulties result if not from the dismantling
of the order to which he was accustomed, then at least in his moving
outside of it. Either way, it is certainly true that the peril is “grave.”

But Americans by and large seem to have felt willing to take
the risk. What happens, finally, to your respect for a “well-ordered
institutional structure” if you carry values which make you perceive
that it is unjust? Winthrop, after all, delivered his speech because
authority was already being challenged. I would agree that the process
of dismantling an established institutional structure, or at least the
ideals upon which it was based, is desperately perilous, but I feel that
the American experiment throughout its history freely dares to face
the peril. Americans, like citizens of all nations in the Western tradi-
tion, are meliorists, but it is the general consensus among observers
of such phenomena that our meliorism is more extreme than that of
other nations."

Now I do not want to claim that the first European settlers early
in the seventeenth century in what is now the eastern United States
constituted a body of conscious meliorists. Yet it is likely that among
them were leaders who were unusually melioristic for their day. I
think this is probably true of the Puritans, for example, even though
their eyes were set on the past as well, and the godly commonwealth
they had in mind was a religiously perfected version of a hierarchi-
cal order which did not differ very much from what any Englishman
would have thought was the way things should have been. They
were meliorists, then, in believing in the ability of mankind through
a combination of prayer, consultation, expertise, and rational planning
to establish a commonwealth that would be more pleasing in the eyes
of God, but they imagined that its characteristics would be those of
an ideally orderly English society. Still, it was to be a more perfect
social order; that fact makes them meliorists. Their meliorism, of
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course, was only unintentionally radical; I do not want to argue that
because they had more faith in and commitment to the idea of their
ability—with God’s aid—to remake their own society, that American
meliorism is “founded” on what they did.

I would think it more accurate to say that they, like all of the
founders of American colonies, had in mind a kind of hierarchical,
almost medieval order, and that social forces unleashed throughout the
Western world but especially strong in the New World caused those
circles I have spoken of to expand, to press against the boundaries
which were supposed to divide social ranks. Nothing that can really
be called a democratic political philosophy emerges in the seventeenth
century, but I think that it is fair to say that the social pressures which
would later be rationalized as a democratic political philosophy were
already clearly at work.

No one questions the importance of such philosophy in the
eighteenth century; the historians’ debate on that topic is about the
sincerity of people’s commitment to it at the time of the Revolution.
And while I agree in certain precisely defined ways with a writer like
Bernard Bailyn that one must see even the American Revolution as
in part an attempt to restore, and not to transform,'” I feel that the
Revolution was also motivated by an increased confidence that an
alteration in government could produce controlled changes in society.
So, as we have already seen, did the troops who fought the war. Even
if we conceded that all Revolutionary goals were conservative—
which is certainly not true!—it would be hard to hide the radicalism
of the means used to achieve them. And those means are related to
the confidence of earlier colonists that a fresh and modern start gave
fair promise of achieving their varied social, economic or religious
goals.

I said that these various approaches and models—"expanding
circles,” the network, sacred values—were interrelated, overlapping,
part of what seems to me a unified and reasonably coherent way of
understanding America. This is perhaps just a way of saying that
economics, social class, values, taste, style-of-life and any other
parameters we can name ought to seem part of a whole if one is
studying a people who constitute a culture. In a thoughtful article,
Robert Heilbroner wrote,
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. .. unlike previous economic systems, capitalism has
always been exposed to an egalitarian countercurrent that
has undermined the simpler endorsement of inequality
characteristic of pre-capitalist societies'®

There is a link between economics and values. But I would argue that
the values are more sacred than the economic system. Thus Heilbroner
goes on to suggest that what is needed in the present economic crisis
is aturn to a planned capitalism, a position generated from that range
of values on the left side of our “arrangement” on page 20. And he
continues by saying that his guess is that even such a solution would
be temporary because “capitalism” as we know it will probably
eventually have to be scrapped for some future arrangement more
amenable to developing world conditions. He sees the solutions,
in short, in terms of specialized expertise, analysis, and ultimately,
meliorism. I do not want to get involved in the question of whether
our economy now is or ever really has been genuinely “capitalist,”
or the question of whether, as he seems to imply, capitalism created
the values (I think it did not). What is clear is that in his mind, the
values outweigh the system; they are the ones he applies even though
he earlier implied that their source was a system he feels is doomed.

It is for reasons of this sort that I believe in the close interaction
of values, behavior and social structure in the United States. Even
our analysts—your faithful servant the present author among them—
operate within a definable range of connected beliefs, assumptions
and ideals. Those may be seen reflected in our behavior, as when we
organize our life in a pattern so voluntaristic that it takes a model like
a web to express it, or in our history, which is in large part a constant
expansion of the circle of those to whom the rights of voluntarism are
extended, an expansion motivated and accelerated by the stubborn
application of certain national values.

The approaches which I have outlined overlap because they
describe the same phenomena, the same society, the same develop-
ing culture, the same extraordinary amalgamation of people. In my
mind, indeed, they are not really “approaches.” They are all the same
approach. So the web seems to me to be the physical embodiment of
voluntarism. And voluntarism seems based on our sacred values. The
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more the circles expand, the wider is the scope for voluntarism, the
richer the variety of points available on an individual’s web. Those
moving stairs record the broader currency of any phase of this within
the population. When we use the moving stairs to show the spread of
common social acceptance, moving stairs become just a cross- section
of expanding circles which, if I can muster the graphic skill required
to handle another illustration, I visualize thus:

those outside
or unaffected -

thoss .
inside or
affected

“Moving stairs” shown as a cross-section of
“expanding circles”

Similarly, any of the characteristics of modernization express the
same values. Rationalization, faith in expertise and specialization
all tend to break down traditional social barriers. Our sacred values,
particularly meliorism and fair-play, exert pressure which tends to
expand the circles. The total effect of these processes is very power-
ful. Eventually it affects even our way of conceptualizing, so that,
when we come to deal with works produced after the first third of
the nineteenth century—for I believe that this began happening very
early, with Emerson, Poe and others—our models for social structure,
the impact of technology and even the nature of human perception
and consciousness begin to converge.
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Chapter 1
You Can Drink the Water

[A]1l our prisons are pestered and filled with able men to

serve their country, which for small robberies are daily

hanged up in great numbers. . . .[W]e would hasten . . .

the deducting of some colonies of our superflouos people

into those temperate and fertile parts of America. . . .
—Richard Hakluyt, Divers Voyages Touch-
ing the Discovery of America and the Islands
Adjacent (1582)

William Bradford reviews the fears which made his Pilgrim
colleagues hesitate to leave Holland for the unknown coasts of New
England, and writes, “The change of air, diet and drinking of water
would affect their bodies with sore sicknesses and grievous diseases.”
As Samuel Eliot Morison points out,' drinking water was considered
a dangerous practice, often with good reason, in that period. There
is a little more to the matter, though. Benjamin Franklin, stranded in
England a century later, as he tells us in his Autobiography, saved
money, and kept himself from the general fuddlement of his peers in
the print shop where he worked, by drinking water instead of the usual
beer; he picked up the nickname, the “Water-American.” Americans
travelling abroad are surprised to find that in most places they visit,
water is not drunk at meals. Morison notes that beer or cider were the
usual poor man’s drink. “;Que va a tomar?” asks the waiter in every
restaurant, from the poorest to the swankiest, in Mexico—"“What
are you going to drink (take)?”” The expected answer is beer or a soft
drink; water, unless it is bottled mineral water, is an odd (and dan-
gerous) response. And cider-like beverages are always available as a
soft drink; Sidral Mundet and other brands rub shoulders with Pepsi,
Orange Crush, and Pascual. In Mexico, where so many older customs
hold on—where the head carpenter, plumber, plasterer, or electri-
cian is called “Master,” as the head cooper, carpenter or blacksmith
would have been in colonial America—one realizes that an alertness

25
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to small cross-cultural clues even about “obvious” material matters
can work in several directions. The famous foreign complaint about
Coca-colonization has always seemed odd to most Americans, who
generally use soft drinks only as a “break” or to wash down a snack.
In countries where it is customary to “take” something with each
meal, the replacement of cider, beer or wine with a new beverage is
likely to seem a more profound intrusion than a midwestern slosher-
of-coffee or other Water-American would imagine.

My trivial example illustrates a less trivial point: our colonial
literature speaks from a related, but quite distant, cultural setting. It
is illuminated by our cross-cultural experiences, and in turn can illu-
minate them, as William Bradford, of all people, made me understand
certain aspects of Mexico, of all places. We must not leave Bradford
thirsty in Holland in Chapter I'V of his history, by the way: we should
look again, to Chapter X, where a Pilgrim search party, lost on Cape
Cod and “most distressed for want of drink. . . . at length . . . found
water and refreshed themselves, being the first New England water
they drunk of, and was now in great thirst as pleasant unto them as
wine or beer had been in foretimes.” (65) The discovery that, usually,
“You can drink the water” is a small but not insignificant sign of the
thousands of cultural peculiarities, small and large, which would
someday distinguish our civilization from others.

The custom of drinking water is an aspect of what is called
“material culture,” an important dimension in recent social history.
In this first chapter, by way of “tooling up” for what we shall do later
in the book, I would like to explore other sorts of mutually illuminat-
ing connections between literature and social history. We shall look
mainly at the colonial era, but I propose less a survey of its social
history or literature than a series of brief illustrative—and, I hope,
suggestive—excursions into areas as different as social classes, social
attitudes, personality, and values; and authors as different as William
Bradford, John Winthrop, William Byrd, Samuel Sewall, or Benjamin
Franklin, Jonathan Edwards, Crevecoeur, and Nathaniel Hawthorne,
to suggest both a way of reading colonial history, and a number of
ways of “doing” literature as social history.
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-1-
John Smith

By that register I perceived that I was the
youngest son of the youngest son for five
generations back.

—Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography

Most settlers in most colonies were, according to everything we
have learned in recent years about colonial history, “a middling sort
of Englishmen,” people who were “. . . less discontented with the
structure of English society than with what it held for them. .. .””* One
can reach several different kinds of conclusions from that evidence. To
the social historian Rowland Berthoff it indicates that most colonial
English immigrants, “like immigrants to America at any later time,
emigrated mainly for economic ends.” They were not “discontented
with the basic social structure of the old country as much as with their
place in it or with some other temporary condition. They had no plans
to alter it fundamentally in the New World.”* Now, Berthoff argues
that the colonies enjoyed the security and stability of traditional Eu-
ropean social class relationships; he sees American social history as
a movement away from that kind of stability, and says that one thing
which maintained it during the colonial period was the difficulty of
amassing really large fortunes, a difficulty which evaporated in the
nineteenth century with the removal of governmental restraints upon
commercial enterprises and the loss of the remnants of the sense of
orderly social class relationships inherited from medieval times.

Though it is probably true that one does not find real theoretical
challenges to the idea of traditional orderly relationships between
economic classes at least until very late in the colonial period, I am
not quite comfortable with Mr. Berthoff’s conclusions. It is correct to
say that immigrants “had no plans to alter” fundamentally the social
structure they knew from England. But their dissatisfaction with their
own place in that structure and their brave decision to emigrate seem
to differentiate them from those who remained. As I read through the
literary documents which they left to us, I think I see evidence of
kinds of social pressure which are not logically compatible with the
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ideals of stable and stratified social structure which they undoubtedly
also held. There is, I think, a continuity in that sort of social pressure
in our history. The migrants wanted a fair break. Values connected
with the ideas of fairness and opportunity are present very early, and
many aspirations were based upon them. I would think that it would
be more accurate to say that the individual migrant wanted the so-
cial system in the New World to be the same as that in the Old, only
“more so.” It would work, that is, as Old World society ought to have
worked; it would be stratified, but the immigrant would now claim
his or her rightful stratum. Certainly, though, not many imagined that
the new social location would be less elevated than their rank in the
Old World. Inducements offered to immigrants did imply clearly that
colonists could better their lot; even more ambitious aspirations could
develop once immigrants saw that those circles of which we spoke
in the Introduction could be widened. The kind of social movement
which a single family, perhaps, had been able to make because of
special economic conditions in the New World might begin to look
to members of that family like a “right,” and not just a stroke of luck.

There are, indeed, some indications that certain Englishmen
saw the New World this way even before real settlement had begun.
Richard Hakluyt argued in the late sixteenth century that economic
conditions in England were so bad that every day good citizens were
being hanged for petty crimes into which poverty forced them; ship
them to the New World, he reasoned, and they will better themselves
and help England prosper. Emigration was from the outset associated
with individual opportunity and social betterment. To fair play add
meliorism: both values seem almost inherent in the earliest days of
British colonial planning and settlement.

John Smith’s list of reasons for staking one’s life in America is
also revealing. He says, in A Description of New England (1616),
“Who can desire more content, that hath small meanes; or but only
his merit to aduance his fortune, than to tread, and plant that ground
hee hath purchased by the hazard of his life?”> “Small means” and
“only merit” are true enough of Smith, who came of humble stock;
he is socially appropriate as an early propagandizer of the American
dream. Though one can agree with Berthoff that colonists did not
challenge the existing social order, there is a challenge implicit here.
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Smith’s hypothetical adventurer achieves a good life not because of
inherited status, but through his own ability and courage.

Smith then lists the reasons for settlement; his list is reminiscent
of the propaganda for colonialism assembled by Hakluyt, and it,
too, is more than covertly meliorist. First, he says, is the matter of
converting “those poor savages to know Christ and humanity.” He
has in mind also gaining for “our native mother country a kingdom
to attend her.” But his argument also shows clearly that meliorist
impulse, which, I believe, has been a strong characteristic of Ameri-
can experience since earliest times: “erecting Townes,” says Smith,
“peopling Countries, informing the ignorant, reforming things uniust,
teaching virtue.” (208) “Reforming things unjust” in a place where
a man deprived of a fair chance at home can take a crack at an open
country: the national passion for making things work the way they
should seems there in more than embryo. We should acknowledge
the radicalism of the idea.

Captain Smith’s enumeration of the kinds of settlers he has in
mind makes his social vision more clear. His list of who should go
predicts exactly both the people to whom the New World would appeal
and the social implications of their migration: he says he does not want
to break up families or take servants away from masters, but move
“only such as with free consent may be spared . . . fatherlesse children
of thirteene or fourteen years of age, or young mar[r]ied people, that
haue small wealth to liue on. . . .” We will need “sufficient masters
(as, Carpenters, Masons, Fishers, Fowlers, Gardiners, Husbandmen,
Sawyers, Smiths, Spinsters, Taylors, Weauers, and such like) to take
ten, twelue, or twentie . . . for Apprentises. The Masters by this may
quicklie growe rich; these [the apprentices] may learne their trades
themselues, to doe the like; to a generall and incredible benefit, for
King, and Countrey, Master, and Seruant.” (214)

Smith’s projection is at least as important in New World history
as is the Puritan vision, for Smith’s more nearly endures. We need
not in any way glorify John Smith; he is not a consciously prophetic
figure or perhaps even a particularly profound or admirable man. One
cannot really call him ordinary—he is unusual and colorful—but I
think his view of the New World is one ready to hand in his day: a
place where certain values, available in his society but not practically
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realizable, can be realized, a place where people of humble origins
will prevail, where unjust aspects of the British social structure can
be reformed.

Leaders of colonial expeditions left good records which show
clearly enough the orderly and stratified communities they intended to
found. Their documents also show, however, that to attract colonists
they had to appeal to groups such as those Smith names, and to make
the New World attractive to them by promising social conditions dif-
ferent from those at home. These colonists left less copious records
for a few generations; until the age of Franklin their writings are not
in general a part of our literary canon, though modern close studies of
colonial communities now record the pressures which their presence
produced upon the schemes of the original leaders, and the documents
of the leaders show clearly enough their increasing need to respond
to the pressure.

2-
Rigid or Flexible?
Haughty or Friendly?

Exult each patriot heart! this night is shown

A piece, which we may fairly call our own;

Where the proud titles of “My Lord! Your Grace!”

To humble Mr. and plain Sir give place.
—Prologue, “The Contrast” (1787),
by Royall Tyler

The planners and founders of colonies had in mind ordered and
rationally stratified societies based on contemporary European or
even older social patterns; some even went so far as to invent titles
and ranks for the new nobility they expected to create. Except in
New York, where a couple of the immense estates left over from the
Dutch plan for a patroon system hung on into the nineteenth century
(the death throes of the system are recorded in a trilogy of novels by
James Fenimore Cooper), none of these plans really “took.” Thus
wild land speculation and highly dispersed, cash-crop agriculture
quickly negated all such schemes in the South below the tidewater
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and in many other places. And certainly no one really had planned the
society created by Scotch Irish and other ethnic groups that moved
out of the Middle Atlantic states into the southern back country.

Because of the very strict and highly rationalized manner in which
Puritan colonies were established, there has, I think, been a tendency
to think that New England came closest to creating a society of truly
traditional stability. Through much of the seventeenth century, Puri-
tans did not simply take off for the frontier; rather, a new town was
supposed to be chartered and authorized in a carefully controlled way
before it could be established, and it was then founded, so to speak
“all at once,” with the General Court in Boston seeing to it that it
had adequate funding and an appropriate supply of settlers in all the
trades, specialties and professions necessary to make a coherent and
complete community which could thrive in the new location. Since
the theocratic government intended to control everything from faith
to prices and appropriate dress, and since it identified the hierarchical
system which it attempted to create in Boston and in these satellite
towns with the godly order of the covenant theology, one might sup-
pose that as long as the system persisted, a social structure at least
as conservative as that of Great Britain must have prevailed—and
probably more conservative, since we are aware of various unsettling
forces which were at work in the mother country.

But this is not, I think, what really happened. All of the colonies
were very short of labor, but in Puritan New England a special situa-
tion prevailed because the Puritans were predominantly a middle-and
upper-middle class sect, long on educated men, and short on people
skilled in the various “mechanic arts” which one needed to make a
seventeenth or eighteenth century society go—those coopers, car-
penters and blacksmiths we have already mentioned, the people for
whom Smith thought the New World offered great promise. And so
from the earliest times the colony had had to use non-Puritan Eng-
lishmen, whom it attracted to Massachusetts Bay with the promise
of far better wages and conditions than they could expect—even
assuming that they were able to set themselves up as masters of an
establishment—at home. The leaders’ hope and expectation was, of
course, that, impressed by the pious and prosperous example of the
Puritans around them, they would come to share the Puritans’ religious
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concerns and point of view. This, after all, did not seem so unreason-
able. One assumed that workmen were at least nominally members
of the Anglican church, and, as the Puritans were always careful to
point out, they were not themselves separatists, but believed rather in
a reform within the church which they hoped their good example in
America would bring on. Social pressure, official state propaganda,
shared traditions, and prosperity suggestive of God’s approval of
their way might reasonably have been expected to convince their
leather-aproned neighbors to join the holy experiment.

There were at least two things wrong with this scheme. The
first was that as far as anyone has been able to make out, English
working-class people have as a rule been no more devout than our
comic strip friend Andy Capp. There are, indeed, those who argue
that one can go far back in English history for the reasons; I have
read explanations which say that when the country was Christianized,
intense missionary activity was largely confined, in many regions,
to certain towns, while many valleys were left virtually untouched,
and their people came to be only nominally converted. Others make
the point that the Church of England has, by and large, suffered from
too great an association with the upper classes. There is even some
evidence that the “witchcraft” against which New and old England
so vigilantly defended themselves was to some extent a Christian
pejorative label for surviving pagan beliefs and customs. It does
seem to have been associated with lower class and with resistance to
resented authority.® Be that as it may, strong doses of “right reason”
seem to have failed to bring in many converts among non-Puritan
Englishmen in the midst of the Puritan colony. As we shall see, there
seem to be oblique reflections of this and other social facts in the
fiction of Nathaniel Hawthorne, who, despite his protestations about
being just a romancer, knew his colonial social history.

The second flaw in the Puritan plan has to do with the economic
motives which brought non-Puritan craftsmen to the New World. Their
skills and their scarcity gave them a certain power, a power which not
even the carefully planned corporate and communal characteristics
of Puritan towns could thwart. Having attracted a cobbler, let us say,
to come to Boston, where he thrived as master of an establishment
more prosperous than he could likely have hoped for in England, one



American Literature and American Society 33

could not be sure he would stay put. It was possible to induce him
to move again by again upping the ante—better rates for his work, a
more commodious house, perhaps, or the right to graze more animals
on common land. Participation in the governance of the new town
was, of course, limited: “Those persons whom congregationalism
excluded from church membership were excluded not only from the
sacraments and from a voice in the selection of their minister but also
from the privileges of freemanship, the right to vote and hold office.””
But, after all, an honest man’s prosperity might be taken as a sign that
he had found his calling, and the gates were always hospitably open
to fuller participation in the church; it might well be that God had
designated him as one of those destined to become full members of
the community of His saints. This was the process by which Puritan
leaders hoped to draw newcomers into their church and their thinking.
But such things seldom happened—indeed, as we know, within a few
decades the Puritan community itself was having difficulty producing
a decent showing of full church members from within its own ranks. It
was far more likely that our hypothetical cobbler, or perhaps his son,
distant cousin, or even a former apprentice in his shop would achieve
political clout because eventually he had come to think of himself
as a substantial citizen of the community, and wanted a say in the
town meeting; were it not granted, he had in hand an offer to move to
another place which offered him not only a more substantial house,
the right to graze even more animals on the common, and so forth,
but just the political voice which he had come to feel he deserved.
And later on, of course, as genuinely Puritan governmental control
broke down, and along with it the careful regulation of settlement,
he could simply pick up and move on.

Now one can use such things—and I take my hypothetical
example to be no more than symptomatic—to illustrate the gradual
secularizing of society; certainly it is true that the Puritan theocracy
lost its power, and that government in New England was secularized.
(Indeed, Edmund Morgan argued that we should not go on calling the
Puritan state a theocracy since “of all the governments in the Western
world at the time, that of early Massachusetts gave the clergy least
authority.” [96] Its leaders were to be devout Puritans, conscious that
they governed under the eye of God, but laymen. Most colonialists,
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however, now use the term. Certainly by our lights, early Massachu-
setts seems theocratic.) One can see secularization also as the first step
in the direction of a harsher kind of society, the kind which Berthoff
says we develop in the nineteenth century. But it is also possible to
see the process as an early example of an admirable national social
principle which one used to hear expressed resentfully by southern
whites in these words: “You give ’em an inch and they take a mile.”

I think that this is the real social significance of that series of
complaints in Puritan writers, which our own age finds so amusing,
about how this or that person is wearing clothing inappropriate to his
or her station, or failing to show proper respect for betters in some
specific situation. Samuel Sewall’s Diary provides plentiful illustra-
tions, but the complaint—and legislation to correct it—are common
enough to indicate what seems to me a healthy social turbulence.
Hawthorne shows us the potential for uppity behavior among New
England craftsmen in an interpolated short story in The House of the
Seven Gables. The story, significantly, is supposed to be written by a
nineteenth century descendant of the plebian Maule family, the first
of whom was cheated out of the land on which the House was built,
and whose son was the carpenter who built the House. The story
concerns the grandson, another carpenter Maule, who is summoned
to the House by an aristocratic Pyncheon. We are told pointedly that
this Maule is not a “church-communicant”;® when he comes to the
House, he ignores the servants’ back door, and pounds instead on the
iron knocker of the principal entrance. In an ambiguous—but clearly
not accidental—sense, he also has designs on Pyncheon’s proud
daughter, Alice, whose serene snobbery, probably perfectly proper
to her class, is offensive to the independent craftsman.

The tale, “Alice Pyncheon,” is a very characteristic and an aw-
fully good Hawthorne short story: we are told at the end that Alice’s
pride before the carpenter was sinful—she comes to repent it—but
that the carpenter’s vengeful assault on her dignity has not merely
humbled her, it has killed her, and left her murderer “the darkest and
wofullest man that ever walked behind a corpse.” (210) The moral
implications are clear to any sensitive reader who knows his Haw-
thorne. Any pride that cuts one off from human contact and sympathy
is spiritually dangerous. Alice’s pride does that; so does Maule’s, for
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his tampering with her spirit shows his capacity to ignore fellow-
feeling and sympathy.

These are the terms and issues of many other good Hawthrone
tales; it is in such terms that his work is usually discussed. But if we
think through “Alice Pyncheon” in terms of colonial social history we
realize that it is also a parable of class conflict. In the name of order
and religion, the Pyncheons of New England had cheated the Maules;
in times of crisis and hysteria their religion could make them blindly
unjust, as in the execution of the first Maule for witchcraft. But the
Maules, who had immigrated because of the promise of social and
economic betterment, could hold New England to its promises, and
would eventually usher in a new day as a time came when a man’s
abilities would count more than his ancestry, when, therefore, mar-
riage between Maule and Pyncheon was not unthinkable. Thus even
the thought “But would you want your daughter to marry one?” lurks
beneath the surface of this rich story, and the historical implication
is that the answer, given a century or two, will be “Yes.” The House
of the Seven Gables in fact ends with a Maule marrying a Pyncheon
maid.

Our history runs in that direction; the circles of which we spoke
in the Introduction expand; those outside come, with time, to be
included. I have a strong hunch that Hawthorne had an inkling of
the future course of the process, for he had his “author” pointedly
introduce a black slave into the story. Scipio, ironically, is offended
at Maule’s social presumption: after Maule dares to send his “humble
respects” to Alice Pyncheon, Scipio says, “He talk of Mistress Alice!.
.. .The low carpenter-man! He no business so much as to look at her
a great way off!” (188) That heavy irony is no accident. Hawthorne
is just too careful, it seems to me, for Scipio to be a casual detail. The
topic is outsiders; the Maules were and are no longer. In response to
Scipio’s question, “And what for do you look so black at me?” the
“low carpenter-man” even replies, “No matter, darky. Do you think
nobody is to look black but yourself?” (188) He thus makes it im-
possible for the reader to ignore the issue of race: these are outsiders
today, the passage says, but there is always tomorrow. What short
story will Scipio’s descendants write?

The social implications of “Alice Pyncheon” are congruent with
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Hawthorne’s politics, with its tough combination of democratic open-
handedness and open-eyed skepticism about human nature. Neither
the sturdy craftsman Maule nor, as we shall see in a later chapter, his
descendant the short-story writer Holgrave, is a completely admirable
hero. The social process they embody is desirable, but, Hawthorne
says, these are just men, as flawed as those against whose order they
exert their quiet but firm pressure. We are to expect change, but not
miracles. I find his opinions congenial. In confessing a bias against
what the Jacksonians would later call “privilege” I am freely admitting
that I share a common attitude of descendants of immigrants and other
outsiders, who would of course want equality of social opportunity.
I mean to suggest similarities in the social attitudes of Jacksonians,
recent immigrants, and those early “outsiders,” the non-Puritan New
Englanders of early colonial times.

The process at which I have been hinting must have operated
irregularly, because conditions varied from place to place. But differ-
ent aspects of it are easy enough to document. Take, for example, the
matter of the right to a voice in governance in New England, which
is certainly symptomatic. Originally limited only to full members of
the church, it seems to have been extended in various ways, legislated
and informal. The process was complex and is hard to summarize
without distortion. Sometimes religious governance which affected
church membership also affected the franchise; sometimes there were
political decisions, such as plans to give nonfreemen voice in town
elections. (203) There was legislation in 1647 which enfranchised
most free-holding heads of families; the new charter of 1692 estab-
lished a property, and not a religious, base for voting. The Saybrook
Platform of 1708, designed to let more become church members
would, in its way, similarly have expanded the number of voices be-
ing heard from. The electoral reforms which we associate with the
period of and immediately following the Revolution, and which would
continue until universal adult suffrage was achieved in the twentieth
century, thus had forerunners quite early in the colonial era, and, I
think, for related social reasons.

It is thus fair to conclude that the labor-short conditions described
by economic, agricultural and other historians of colonial society
helped to create the expectations of social change. It was, one might
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say, hard to keep a good man (socially) down. Berthoff, summariz-
ing this line of argument and applying it to the South, says that this
is what created slavery: slaves were good people the master could
keep down. I think that what he says is true, but I feel that the same
force that produced the repressive situation in the southern colonies
also made radical social expectations possible for other immigrants,
those who, to return to the image I have been using, wanted the circles
drawn wider.

Even in the slave South the process seems to have been in opera-
tion: one would perhaps expect that, in a society which developed a
pseudo-aristocracy, and which included so high a percentage of people
whose ancestors had been extremely poor when they came—trans-
ported felons and indentured servants among them— a very rigid
structure would have developed and maintained itself. But as southern
historians have noted for decades, not even the combination of one-
crop farming, corruption in land acquisition and land speculation, the
concentration of enormous quantities of land in the hands of a few
very influential families, and the large plantation system itself were
ever able to destroy the small, generally freehold, farm.’

Concluding a discussion of economic regulation, Berthoff
makes the point that colonists, even when they felt that a given rule
or decision was unwise, never challenged the idea that governments
should regulate, and writes, “The hemming in of economic progress
kept the old European social values remarkably safe from radical
upheaval. That would come later.” (79) No doubt if what we mean
by “old European social values” is a just and orderly social system,
that statement is true. But to the extent that individual colonists had
been dissatisfied with the working of the system at home and had
come to the New World in the expectation that, from their point of
view, things would run a little better here, they carried as well some
radical social values. Carrying such values is not the same as desiring
“radical upheaval”; the difference between my sense of the period and
Berthoff’s is merely a matter of definition and emphasis, but I feel
that the difference is important. When, late in the colonial experience,
one finds the colonies such extraordinarily ripe soil for the ideas of
the Enlightenment, and when colonists insist vehemently on applying
fair play and other meliorist values to areas heretofore left to tradition,
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one senses the difference which the social potential of immigration
produced. Ideals plainly enunciated and widely accepted during the
Stamp Act crisis and later controversies'® suggest not only colonial
similarities to English society, but contrasts, as well.

I'would also like to suggest that in discussing social tendencies in
a society one is not always likely to come up with consistent answers.
Citing Bridenbaugh and other authorities, Berthoff concludes that
there are many signs that social lines hardened during the eighteenth
century. Thus he notes that in most colonies, high government power
tended to fall into the hands of a small group of powerful families;
noting that the colonies were still relatively free from extremes of
wealth and poverty, he cites signs of stronger class distinctions than
had previously been in evidence, and “even of arrogance.” (90) On
the other hand, as a sometime teacher of art history, I have been
impressed again and again with certain sharp distinctions between
eighteenth-century American portraiture and that practiced in the
mother country, distinctions which suggest apparently contradictory
tendencies. I have before me as I write a set of slides which I often
teach, portraits by John Singleton Copley from the 1760’s and early
70’s of prosperous and successful Americans, mostly New England-
ers. With them for comparison are some contemporary works, by
Reynolds, Raeburn, and other superb British portraitists. Perhaps my
sample is bad—perhaps there exist in provincial places in England
eighteenth-century portraits which show some of the same social
characteristics as the Copleys—but I do not know of any."' The Brit-
ish paintings are haughty; their subjects seem aloof, sometimes even
snotty. In the Copleys the prominent and wealthy subjects smile,
chuckle inwardly, and generally seem to want to make us like them.
If they are at home, they are shown often in informal apparel—the
men sometimes have their wigs off, and wear caps against the chill,
their shaven heads showing bald beneath. If, in contrast, they are all
gussied up in the latest fashions or in fashionable poses, they some-
times seem tickled at their own pretention, the women especially
signaling the viewer, if I read these faces correctly, “Don’t worry,
honey, it’s only me.”

As a group, Copley’s colonial-period people show facial expres-
sions suggesting friendliness and informality, traits totally different
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from what I see in British work of the same era. I certainly don’t detect
arrogance very often. A colleague who teaches history of painting but
who does not know American art calls European portraits of this era
“mask-portraits”; he says that “the sitter wears a social mask, and does
not invite you to penetrate it.” Clearly something different is going
on in the British colonies in North America. Until Copley leaves the
colonies and begins to work in London, there is no haughtiness in the
faces he paints. On the contrary, his work not only suggests informality
and friendliness, but occasionally makes an overt democratic social
statement, as does the notable (but flawed) portrait of Paul Revere,
who wanted to be shown in his shirtsleeves, at his workbench, with
the tools of his craft and some objects of his craftsmanship in view.
That the same painter, transposed to London as the war broke out,'
soon began to paint hauteur, seems conclusive evidence: it provides
us, so to speak, with a control.

Those friendly faces in Copley paintings seems strong evidence,
but they are not isolated; much in the tenor of late colonial diaries, lit-
erature, and correspondence suggests the same tendencies. Now, [ am
somewhat skeptical of the concept of “national personality”—clearly
there is something in the idea, but any civilization is host to such a
wide range of personalities that formulations of “national personal-
ity” fail to match the realities which even a tourist observes. A safer
approach is available through “desired personality traits”; it is safer
because it allows for any amount of temperamental variation, and
merely claims that different cultures value different traits differently.
Thus a Potawatomi friend explains one difference between his people
and their “Anglo” neighbors with an anecdote: a Potawatomi boy is
a fine runner, and is entered in a high school track meet. Before the
race, his mother tells him that if he is winning, as both expect, he is
to look back and slow up if need be so as not to win by too much,
not to make the other boys look “small.” She and her son stress “re-
lationship” and “community” somewhat more than their neighbors,
and “achievement” and “individual potential” somewhat less."* Such
different stresses on different values imply different personality traits,
and [ feel that cross-cultural discussions of personality are on fairly
safe ground if that is all that is being claimed.
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Standing in a line of people waiting patiently to buy tickets in
Montevideo, Uruguay, my wife and I noticed one aggressive, portly,
unsmiling mustachioed gent behaving very differently, elbowing his
way to the head of the queue. “Look,” joked one of our neighbors in
the line, “It must be an Argentine.” Everyone giggled. Argentines—or
at least Portefios of certain classes—value kinds of social aggressive-
ness which seem comically insecure and rude even to their cultural
neighbors across the Rio de la Plata. (The people in line, incidentally,
were right; Sr. EIbows was Argentine.) Sterotypes undoubtedly distort,
but they may have some basis in the facts of desired traits.

In terms of desired personality traits, then, I think that what
emerges from Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography is consistent with
what one sees in the faces of Copley’s sitters—moderation, good hu-
mor, diligence, modesty, yet a certain undefeated pride in accomplish-
ment, as Franklin admits when he says of his pride that . . . even if |
could conceive that I had compleatly overcome it, I should probably
be proud of my humility.” It will be well to bear these desired traits in
mind as we think through later American literature. When a novelist,
say, really wants us to like a character, how does he portray him or
her? I think of Hemingway’s Colonel Cantrell, shown scolding himself
for being tough, gruff and impatient as part of the author’s (perhaps
too obvious) campaign to suggest Cantrell’s wit, culture, amiability,
curiosity and spontaneity. The traits we are supposed to discern in
the Colonel seem congruent with those Franklin thinks admirable, or
those which Copley’s sitters seem trying to project. David Riesman
speculates very intelligently about the dynamics of such things in our
culture; he thinks not only that our institutions seem to require “the
lubrication of human friendliness,” but that “More than most people,
we want to like people and to be liked.”"*

All such considerations are matters of degree, of course. I am
not claiming that late-colonial Americans were all sunny of disposi-
tion, or that John Copley’s sitters were really as nice as they seem.
Perhaps desired personality traits operate in a manner analogous to
sacred values—one does not live up to them, necessarily, but one
does not challenge their “rightness,” either, and one can say that in
some places they have more apparent import than in others. Our
literature of the era does suggest an unusual emphasis on just such
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traits, sometimes in unexpected places. Thus for some readers who
have difficulty in responding to the spiritual and intellectual drama
in Jonathan Edwards, it is just this sunny quality—especially evident
in his Personal Narrative—which makes, “the last great Puritan”
endearing. Such readers feel far greater tension between that sunshine
and the darkness, say, of “Sinners in the Hand of an Angry God” than
between the old theology and the new psychology which, as Perry
Miller explained, Edwards tried to reconcile.

There is a danger in suggesting such things, the danger of sliding
into the sappy optimism of a Vernon Parrington, who seems to have
believed that anything not friendly, sunny and optimistic was un-
American. Hawthorne, whom Parrington disliked, pointed out in 7he
House of the Seven Gables that the overpowering sunshine of a smiling
democratic politician like Judge Pyncheon might be hot enough to
tan his constituents, but that its glare was likely intended to conceal
corrosive ambition. I am with Hawthorne in founding my democratic
faith on an open-eyed recognition of human failings as well as hu-
man potential. But the conclusion opposite to Parrington’s—that our
national faith is a fraud, and that, perhaps, our range of attractive
desired personality traits nothing more than a bourgeoise con-game or
advertising campaign—is equally foolish. For one thing, such a view
lacks humor: who ever said that men behave consistently, live up to
their best values or most desired traits? We Jews tell ourselves that
we are trained to see not only the tragedy, but also the comic pathos
in human failure, without losing love for the ideals we fail to attain.
Hawthorne’s vision was never as black as Parrington thought because
he, too, had a strong sense of the comical,'® and I find Hawthorne’s
social, political and cultural vision consistently preferable to that of
latter-day purveyors of national guilt and doom.

Sweet reasonableness certainly is manifest in St. Jean de Creve-
coeur, who tries to convince us that his beaming merely reflects the
radiance of the British colonies in America. His work will serve to
bind together some of the points I have been trying to make, for he
suggests the connections between the social processes we have seen
operating since early colonial times and the institutional and personal
results, the new America and the new American. Certainly something
of this sort is implicit in that famous third letter from Crevecoeur’s
Letters from an American Farmer, “What is an American.”'¢
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It is true that Crevecoeur stresses to some extent the English
character of America, telling his English audience that it should be
proud of this place; one can, indeed, see his America as a kind of ideal
England—England as it should be—*. . . . fair cities, substantial vil-
lages, extensive fields, an immense country filled with decent houses,
good roads, orchards, meadows, and bridges. . . .” (149) It is also
true that, to some extent, in stressing the differences between the Old
World and the New, he emphasizes just that lack of immense economic
distance between the classes which Berthoff acknowledges—“The
rich and the poor,” Crevecoeur writes, “are not so far removed from
each other as they are in Europe.” (149) But we must not downplay
the implicit radicalism which Crevecoeur absorbed during the last
years of the colonial period, the decade in which he is believed to
have written his famous essays; clearly to him and to the people who
influenced him, America is not merely “another England in which I
have another chance.” No, argues Crevecoeur, the “wretch[es]” so
afflicted in Europe have become new men here because this is a new
place: “Every thing has tended to regenerate them; new laws, a new
mode of living, a new social system; here they are become men: in
Europe they were as so many useless plants. . . .” (52) Crevecoeur
seems unambiguous and sure of himself: “He is an American, who
leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives
new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new gov-
ernment he obeys, and the new rank he holds.” (54) The American,
then, is new in personality and in social standing; he is a “new man”
with “new rank.”

It is tempting to dismiss Crevecoeur’s statements as pie in the
sky and as a romantic idealization of American reality. Immigration
historians tell us that by and large it was not starving “wretches” who
came to the New World but rather a “middling” sort of settler. I think,
however, that Crevecoeur has caught on to a social process basic to
American history, one reflected both in the recent valuable studies
of individual colonial communities and in our literature as well.

I conclude that if those social lines were hardening and arrogance
becoming visible, that was not all that was going on. For every line that
hardened, another blurred, and arrogance seems at least matched by
democratic informality. I do not think that we have to make a choice
in social history between A or B. Both A and B are possible. This
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is not the last contradiction we are going to have to deal with—for
example, in discussing nineteenth-century female sex roles, we are
going to examine a period in which women’s roles were demonstrably
circumscribed, narrowed, limited, while at the same time it became
possible for large members of women to operate in professional areas
hitherto practically inaccessible to them. It is perfectly possible that,
as one moves later into the colonial period, one finds greater fortunes,
and a larger gap between poor and rich people on the one hand, and,
on the other, more democratic social attitudes, more frequent and
more accepted social mobility and, if you will, more grinning in
public places.

Having said a frank word about how I perceive certain colonial
social forces, it is time to look more closely into some literary docu-
ments to see whether these tensions and tendencies are visible there.
In a sense, of course, this is begging the question—if the literary
documents had not shown what I think they show, I would not have
formed the opinions I have just expressed.

-3-
Radical Values in Conservative Societies

“All right, then, I’ll go to hell”
—Huckleberry Finn

Though we are told it is wrong to hold up Roger Williams as
the first champion of democracy in America, as is still done in some
textbooks, the fact remains that he voiced several points of view
compatible with what came to be accepted “truth” in our country.
American historians made him a national hero though William
Bradford pityingly prayed for his soul, and his Puritan ex-brethren,
initially so excited by his decision to cast his lot with them, and so
hopeful of the contribution he would make to their colony and its
repution, finally came to regard him as a pig-headed, dangerous
heretic and—almost—as a spoiled brat.

Perhaps he was a foolish purist among practical Puritans. But his
career in Massachusetts tells us, first, that the ideas which he voiced
were logical outgrowths of the intellectual milieu of his day—that is
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obvious, but important; second, that they were reasonable-sounding
enough so that John Cotton and other Puritan leaders felt they must
take them very seriously; and third, that the New World had seemed
to him the place to go to put them into operation. He was recognized
as more radical than other Protestants of his sympathies, such as his
friend John Milton,'” and he came here, while Milton did not. His
career in Rhode Island tells us that despite his personal impracticality,
he bore ideas whose time, at least in the New World, was coming.
Rhode Island might have been viewed as a haven for crazies and a
backwater; in some ways it remained intellectually and religiously
isolated until the Great Awakening of the next century, but it grew
and survived in an era in which most colonies died.

Thus it is safe to conclude that the star graduate of Cambridge
thought of New England as the best place to take his ideas, that his
ideas seemed dangerous to the rulers of the Bay Colony, and that he
did, in fact, attract followers. The values he carried should not be
secularized and separated from their religious context, for he was a
deeply devout man, but one is almost forced to secularize them in
order to contrast him with his disappointed Puritan colleagues—one
cancels out the devoutness, so to speak, since both he and they were
devout, and compares what is left. The result does make him seem
modern: he argues for freedom of religious conscience, for a sort of
separation of church and state, for the sacredness of “Truth” and the
free pursuit of truth even at the cost of salvation—. . . having brought
Truth deare, we must not sell it cheape, not the least graine of it for the
whole World, no not for the saving of Soules, though our owne most
precious. . . .”"® That is in any context a tearing, radical statement.
However true it may be that in general one should not see colonials
as social radicals, that is a challenge to all authority, it comes from
America in 1644, and contemporaries did not ignore it as the raving
of a madman.

How important the issue was to Puritans is suggested by stan-
zas 92-106 of Michael Wigglesworth’s The Day of Doom (1662)"
which describe the judgment of “a Company/ of Civil honest Men”
who lived honestly, decently, and justly, working diligently, loving
virtue and fighting vice, men whom Williams, one would suppose,
would say were living admirably, since they harm no others. But
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not in Wigglesworth’s view: they lack “true faith.” The Last Judge
concludes,

You thought to scale Heav’ns lofty Wall
by Ladders of your own.

“No salvation through good works alone” is an orthodox response
which makes Williams’ declaration seem even more subversive:
even the withdrawal of the hope of salvation itself, “though our
owne most precious,” does not daunt him. Are we to feel as proud of
Williams when he writes that as we are of Huck Finn when he says,
“All right, then, I’ll go to hell”? Williams will have truth even at the
cost of damnation.

This is not to castigate the Puritans for their “intolerance.” Indeed,
perhaps one reason that the simple argument which sees Williams as
hero and Puritans as villains is unconvincing is that, by seventeenth
century standards, American Puritans are restrained in their treatment
of dissent, heresy, nonconformity, and even witchcraft. That is espe-
cially striking when one remembers the strength of their belief in the
Covenant. They were sure, of course, that God would punish them
severely if they tolerated error—that was in the contract, so to speak.
Yet they generally tried to reason with people whose beliefs were out
of line in order to show them the error of their ways, and were more
likely to banish the unconvinced offenders from the colony than to
execute them in the manner of other Christian nations. Thus to argue
that Williams was in effect a lone modern liberal crying out against
the forces of reaction weakens him and makes him implausible. It
is, however, equally incorrect to say that, given the Puritan context
in which he speaks, he is not saying what we think he says. That is
wrong; those are his words, and the Puritans fear him in part because
they are themselves moving in the direction of those values—truth,
fair play, freedom of conscience and inquiry—which he enunciates.
Their movement is more rapid than that of English society as a whole,
partially because of their educational standards and their committ-
ment to “right reason,” and partly—largely, rather—because of social
forces within their commonwealth.

Here are his words:
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Iacknowledge that to molest any person, Jew or Gentile,
for either professing doctrine, or practicing worship
meerly religious or spiritual, is to persecute him, and
such a person (what ever his doctrine or practice be
true or false) suffereth persecution for conscience. (63)

By “merely religious or spiritual” Williams means, worship which
in no way harms other people.

... Gods people were and ought to be Nonconformists,
not daring either to be restrained from the true, or con-
strained to false Worship, and yet without breach of the
Civill or Citie-peace, properly so called. (72)

Much of the potency of his words comes from the fact that, far
from being an alien, a nineteenth or twentieth century American
dropped into New England in 1631, he is a Puritan and speaks the
language. The practicality of what he says about “Citie-peace” is
seductively congruent with pragmatic Puritan political judgment;
Winthrop and other first-generation administrators were as practical
as they were holy in day-to-day governance. And Williams thought in
the quasi-commercial terms of the Covenant, too, as in this passage
in which he develops his idea of “Citie-peace”:

The Church or company of worshippers (whether true or
false) is like unto a Body or Colledge of Physitians in a
Citie; like unto a Corporation, Society, or Company of
East-Indie or Turkie-Merchants, or any other Societie or
Company in London: which Companies may hold their
Courts, keep their Records, hold disputations, and in
matters concerning their Societie may dissent, divide,
breake into Schismes and Factions, sue and impleade
each other at the Law, yea wholly breake up and dis-
solve into pieces and nothing, and yet the peace of the
Citie not be in the least measure impaired or disturbed;
because the essence or being of the Citie, and so the
well-being and peace thereof is essentially distinct from
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those particular Societies, the Citie-Courts, Citie-Lawes,
Citie-punishments distinct from theirs. (73)

What Williams enunciated in a pamphlet in 1644 Puritan rulers
were already having to face in their society. John Smith was right
that “Masters,” apprentices, and servants could come and prosper.
Few found the meetinghouse attractive, but many began to insist on
their civic prerogatives. A society of voluntary immigrants is by bias
voluntaristic, and that voluntarism was beginning to make itself felt
socially. Williams provided religious and intellectual formulation of
a credo being worked out in practice in New England towns.

Thus, no matter how strongly we want to agree with Berthoff’s
point about the love of tradition, stability and order in colonial so-
cieties, there is that within Puritanism which makes for downright
radicalism. Before one dismisses Roger Williams as a “sport,” one
should consider that the ideas for which he stands are just Puritan
ideas carried a step or two nearer their logical conclusions than most
more practical Puritans were willing to carry them. The radical strain
appears just as convincingly in the writings of a man always taken to
be an arch conservative, Samuel Sewall. This is the same Sam Sewall
who worries throughout his career about such seemingly trivial mat-
ters as perriwigs (“I expected not to hear a vindication of Perriwigs
in Boston Pulpit by Mr. Mather.”) and is unwilling to use one himself
even to please Mrs. Winthrop: “As to a Perriwig, My best and great-
est Friend, I could not possibly have a greater, began to find me with
Hair before I was born, and had continued to do so ever since; and |
could not find in my heart to go to another.”?® This same Sam Sewall,
jealous of minutest changes in theological practice, fashion, or the
shape of society, wants to rename the days of the week, and uses, in
1696, the same arguments against the traditional names which would
be used a century later by French revolutionaries who also wanted to
rationalize the calendar.”! Sam would call the days, first day, second
day, and so on, even, he tells us, at the risk of being compared to the
Quakers. Moreover, as subsequent entries in his diary show, he gives
the new system a try.

The same point might be illustrated in Cotton Mather’s famous
advocacy in 1721 and 1722 of smallpox inoculation. We think of
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Mather as the voice of reaction; certainly his contemporaries in that
New England society over which the Puritans had really long since
lost control thought of him that way. Yet it is he who, with faith in
right reason and science, and membership in the great scientific body
of the day, the Royal Society, urged that the research and communica-
tions of doctors in obscure parts of the world and the corroborating
testimony of the slave in his own household far outweighed either
traditional fears of anything new or Dr. Boylston’s argument that if
God were sending the smallpox to punish New England, it would
be ungodly to try to resist. Mather was on firm theological ground
when he held that God gave man the ability to reason well, and that
to fail to use one’s reason to protect oneself in the face of an oncom-
ing smallpox epidemic would be far more ungodly. It seems odd to
compare Mather’s reasoning in this dispute with the case which Roger
Williams built, decades before, when he argued, in effect, that truth
is more sacred even than salvation, for the tone of Mather’s prose is
so different and the crabbed contradictions and inconsistencies of his
neurotic rhetoric so alien to the muscular slashing vigor of William’s
Elizabethan language that such comparison seems ridiculous. But the
logical connection is there; the same impulse in Puritanism is being
felt.

One is almost tempted to argue that this rational streak causes
Puritans to modernize in many ways more rapidly than the people of
some of the other colonies. It is not that the Puritans are not traditional;
it is rather that they are likely to see the illogic or the unfairness in
practices handed down traditionally and perhaps never before criti-
cally examined. Not long ago, I had occasion to read Sewall’s diary
in one connection, and the Secret Diary of William Byrd in another.
The juxtaposition was accidental, but I found it revealing. Byrd is
generally portrayed as eighteenth-century Virginia aristocrat whose
rich life, love of ideas, learning, culture and so forth look forward
to the Enlightenment, while Sewall seems to look backwards to an
earlier era. But there are a number of ways in which Byrd’s society
seems much “older” than that of his Puritan contemporary (their dates
are Sewall, 1652-1730; Byrd, 1674-1744). Thus, for example, while
the Puritans strongly believe in a society stratified in an orderly way,
they do not allow people in the more exalted ranks the kind of piggish
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behavior we associate with the worst abuses of the British squireoc-
racy. When Byrd tells us that he has been kissing and feeling a pretty
servant at an inn or toying with young Indian girls, he sometimes
seems to have a guilty conscience; his diary sometimes shows that
on such days his usual litany at bedtime (“I said my prayers and had
good health, good thoughts, and good humor, thank God Almighty”)
is broken in one way or another. But the next time sexual dalliance of
this unpleasantly unequal sort offers itself, Byrd always seems ready
to grab.?

This does not mean either that Puritan sexual behavior is confined
to activities between properly married adults or that all Virginians
are as grabby as is William Byrd. On the contrary, there is quite a
bit of recent evidence to suggest that Puritans practiced and perhaps
condoned some form of trial marriage or at least sexual activity before
vows were taken.” And, as we will shortly see, Sewall and Puritans in
general strike modern readers as being exceptionally blunt and frank
about things sexual. What I am suggesting rather is that Puritan society
was more highly rationalized; if it was not “fair” in our sense of the
word, at least there was less leeway for the kinds of social abuses
of power which seem offensive in Byrd, a greater tendency to blow
the whistle even if one had to blow it against a prominent leader or
an established practice or custom.?* And such rationalization, we are
told, will be a characteristic of a modernized state.

I believe that Samuel Sewall’s The Selling of Joseph, his justly
famous attack on the institution of slavery, is a sign of just this sort of
blowing of the whistle. The pamphlet’s fame rests on the fact that it
is the first such attack on slavery. Although Sewall cannot, of course,
conceive of a successful community in which blacks and whites are
integrated into the same society, the most extraordinary passage in
this document is that in which Sewall, for the first time, so far as |
know in our literature, succeeds imaginatively in putting himself into
the shoes of genuinely alien people. He does it by applying those
two values I have alluded to before, fair play and “truth,” and the
implication of the result is that that circle defined as “real people,”
can, in fact, someday be expanded.

After a careful refutation of the arguments used to condone or
justify slavery, Sewall turns personal and addresses his readers. Here
is the passage:
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I am sure, if some Gentlemen should go down to the
Brewsters to take the Air, and Fish: And a stronger party
from Hull should Surprise them, and Sell them for Slaves
to a Ship outward bound: they would think themselves
unjustly dealt with; both by Sellers and Buyers. And yet
‘tis to be feared, we have no other kind of Title to our
Nigers. Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that
men should do to you, do ye even so to them: for this is
the Law and the Prophets. Matt. 7.12.

“Fair play” is certainly not merely a modern value. Sewall goes to
a Scriptural restatement of the “golden rule,” and could have cited
even older sources. What feels modern here is the deliberate attempt
to press principles to their logical conclusions, to look at areas here-
tofore conveniently unexplored. We saw such behavior in Roger
Williams; finding it in a conservative like Sewall suggests how deep
the impulse runs.

A parenthetical note: in the course of a not unrelated quarrel
between Sewall and Increase Mather in 1701, some name-calling
revolves around the issue of whether or not Sewall has treated Mather
“as a Negro.” The language, of course, is the result of the fact that
Mather knows that Sewall has written The Selling of Joseph. Sewall
uses the language himself in his Diary: “I sent Mr. Increase Mather
a Hanch of very good Venison; I hope in that I did not treat him as a
Negro.”” Since Sewall is repeating someone else’s use of “Negro” in
that condescending sense, and doing so in a private diary in which he
himself would know whether the tone of voice was ironic, we have no
way of being sure precisely what his own attitude toward the language
really is. I mention this small matter because of similar ambiguous
passages we will examine in literary works two hundred years after
the date of Sewall’s entries, places in which writers mounting attacks
against prejudice, intolerance or ethnocentrism nevertheless continue
using language that implies the superiority of “our kind” of people.

Sewall’s diary and Byrd’s have characteristics in common,
some of them surprising. There is in both men, not just Sewall, a
strong belief in an active day-to-day God, in signs and portents, and
in history as God’s continuing revelation to man. This perhaps goes
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without saying in Sewall; this latter belief is, we are told, the reason
that Puritans are such very good historians, the reason that Sewall’s
diary is so careful and honest. A couple of examples seem to me in
order, not because they are needed to prove the point, but because,
in part, the point has been so clearly made by Perry Miller and other
excellent colonialists that no one argues it, and I have found that many
colleagues and advanced students, taking such specialists at their
word, have never read the original and seen how history-as-revelation
works in practice.

It is this concept which enables us to understand the connection
between Sewall’s entries for the first two days of 1696/7, in which he
talks of the deaths of his children, and that famous entry of two weeks
later in which he records the “Bill” in which he publicly confessed
his guilt for the insanity at Salem:

Samuel Sewall, sensible of the reiterated strokes of
God upon himself and family; and being sensible, that
as to the Guilt contracted, upon the opening of the late
Commission of Oyer and Terminer at Salem . . . he is,
upon many accounts, more concerned than any that he
knows of, Desires to take the Blame and Shame of it,
Asking pardon of Men, And especially desiring prayers
that God, who has an Unlimited Authority, would pardon
that Sin and all other his Sins; personal and Relative: And
according to his infinite Benignity, and Soveraignty, Not
Visit the Sin of him, or of any other, upon himself or any
of his, nor upon the Land. . . . (I, 367. See also 366.)

Sewall’s famous confession is a remarkable document. On the
one hand it shows that Puritan tendency, which I have connected with
rationalization, to blow the whistle even if one blows it on those in
high places; on the other, it shows that it would be overstating the
case if we labeled this tendency in New England “Secularization,”
for, after all, Sewall sees history as the continuous revelation of divine
intention. Other instances are easy to find in Sewall. If some disaster
occurs, Puritans look to the immediate past to see what it is that they
have done which displeased God. I take it that Sewall’s bewildered
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reaction after he and his family are nearly killed by fire in their home
is entirely genuine: he is not sure what he has done to bring on God’s
displeasure. The date is July 13, 1709; after a detailed description of
the events of the fire, he speculates about the agency and meaning of
the conflagration:

We imagine a Mouse might take our lighted Candle
out of the Candle-stick on the hearth and dragg it under
my closet-door behind the Box of Wafers. The good
Lord sanctify this Threatening; and his Parental Pity in
improving our selves for the Discovery of the fire, and
Quenching it. The Lord teach me what I know not; and
wherein [ have done amiss help me to doe so no more!
(11, 621-622;622)

That such belief exists also in Byrd will not be surprising to those
who know his writings well, but it may be to those who think of Sewall
as a seventeenth, and Byrd as an eighteenth century man, Sewall as
a voice of the past and Byrd as a forerunner of the Enlightenment in
America. A fine example appears in Byrd’s diary on the last day of
the year 1710:

Some night this month I dreamed that I saw a flam-
ing sword in the sky and called some company to see
it but before they could come it was disappeared, and
about a week after my wife and I were walking and we
discovered in the clouds a shining cloud exactly in the
shape of a dart and seemed to be over my plantation
but it soon disappeared likewise. Both these appear-
ances seemed to foretell some misfortune to me which
afterwards came to pass in the death of several of my
negroes after a very unusual manner. My wife about two
months since dreamed she saw an angel in the shape of
a big woman who told her the time was altered, and the
seasons were changed and that several calamities would
follow that confusion. God avert his judgment from this
poor country. (279-280)
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It is well to remember that the Enlightenment did not come in on one
fine morning, nor the sense of a God who revealed his desires on a
day-to-day basis evaporate in the sunshine of an eighteenth century
Virginia day. And certainly not in that winter of 1710 and *11. It
will not even do to say that all vestiges of theocracy vanished in the
English New World once the Puritans lost control of their charter and
their government, for on January 30, 1711 William Byrd carefully
records the effects on his household of the colony-wide fast day which
Governor Spotswood has proclaimed: these Virginians felt that, be-
cause of their sins, there had been a serious wave of sickness. Their
government set out to remedy it with prayer and fasting. We recall
that belief in signs and portents was not yet an indicator of gullibility
or superstition; many educated people, scientists and statesmen, still
assumed that they were “facts.”

Certain other congruencies in the diaries are socially meaningful,
too, for they reflect very important social facts in the pre-industrial
western world. As we note elsewhere, there was a close connection
between family size and prosperity; all other things being equal, the
family with a large number of children fared better than one with
few. Large families and the state of medical practice meant that early
eighteenth century colonists had to deal far more frequently than we
do with the deaths of close relatives. Such experiences were simply
more visible and frequent than they are today. Moreover, since, with
our modern penchant for specialization, we have professionalized the
handling of death, we try hard not to see it even when it does occur.
Puritan “preoccupation” with death is not really a sign of excessive
morbidity, for death is as prominent in the diary of Byrd.

By the same token, Sewall is as enthusiastic in relishing good food
and good company as is Byrd. That might surprise those who believe
in stereotypes about the Puritans, but not a good colonial historian,
who could also tell about the pleasure Puritans took in bright colors,
loud and lively singing in church, festival days and the pageantry of
processions.

Byrd’s fondness for sensuous pleasure is not alien to Sewall,
either. Hawthorne’s observation in The Scarlet Letter that Puritan
society was more robust than his own, its women coarser and more
blunt, correlates well with the evidence in contemporary literature.
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Sewall’s frankness in speaking of his own emotions is famous and
endearing, as when he tells us that he knows social and economic
reasons argue that he should marry the widow A, but that his bowels
yearn for widow B. I think one could also show that even theological
argument, especially earlier in the seventeenth century, gives evidence
of truly Elizabethan rhetorical and sexual energy. Non-Jewish col-
leagues are sometimes shocked to learn that Jewish tradition does
not hold sexual feelings incompatible with devoutness—that, for
example, the eve of a major holiday is traditionally an especially
propitious time for a couple to enjoy sex. I have a notion that Puritans
also felt less strongly the “incompatibility” of sex and religion than
do modern Christians. (Our literature is always rich in examples of
such matters: recall how, in John Updike’s Rabbit Run [1960], the
church seen through the window of the prostitute Ruth’s apartment
discourages some of her patrons.) Sexual imagery or example, often
blunt, thus shows up in what might seem unexpected places—a Taylor
poem, or a passage such as this from Roger Williams:

A chaste wife will not onely abhorre to be restrained
from her husbands bed, as adulterous and polluted, but
also abhor (if not much more) to bee constrained to the
bed of a stranger. And what is abominable in corporall,
is much more loathsome in spirituall whoredome. . . .
(64-65)

The passage is not from a sermon on fidelity, but from William’s
long pamphlet-war with John Cotton. Sewall’s frank treatment of
his sexual feelings, at any rate, is not exceptional. Colonial society
was generally “coarse.”

Given their temperamental, political, intellectual, and religious
differences, the reader might be surprised to find that Sewall and
Byrd share a concern for prayer, a concern which, in that old friend
of Wycherly and Congreve, the squeezer of servant girls, slaveholder,
and political manipulator, may strike us as hypocritical. Perhaps in a
way it is, or perhaps he lived in a society in which the interconnec-
tions between prayer, sincerity, behavior and logic were pressed less
rigorously than they were in Sam Sewall’s Massachusetts. If this is
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so—and with our poor sample of one diarist from each community
we cannot make any large claims—it would suggest again that there
is that in conservative Puritanism which pushed the Bay Colony,
paradoxically, into a greater modernity than one could find in the
Old World and in most of the other colonies. Perry Miller put it in
terms of the Puritans’ emphasis on “the will of man.” They believed,
he wrote, that “no force but the will of man can bring order out of
the chaos of human depravity.”?” That is a nicely balanced statement
which reminds us at once of the complexity of their analysis of hu-
man nature, their theological location, and their surprising stress on
human volition.

Writing in Mexico after a morning of arm-wrestling with local
bureaucrats, I am struck again with the immense contrast between
the way Mexican and American institutions work, and with the cor-
responding differences between the personalities of Mexicans, even
Mexican intellectuals, and their American counterparts. Living here
is living in different time, time closer to Sewall’s or Byrd’s. There
is in this country a much higher tolerance for inconsistency, contra-
diction, and what appear to our eyes hypocrisy and corruption. It is
often hypocrisy and corruption of just the sort which was present by
design in the British colonial administrative system, the sort which
expected public officials appointed by way of reward by the crown
to use their appointments for personal gain. Modernized societies
may not really be less corrupt, but they probably at least create a
more impressive show of being consistent. Modernization may not
be the whole story, either: there are always important cultural and
environmental differences, too. (And I certainly don’t mean to be
condescending to Mexico, which I love—or I would not twice have
come to live here. Mexicans agree with what I have just said.) New
England logic and conscience nevertheless seem to me harbingers of
the modern.

If we are to understand the colonial period well, it seems to me
important to remember that the histories of those English colonies
which eventually rebelled are very different from one another, and
have to be studied individually. There is, of course, a famous tendency
to place more stress upon the New England Puritans than upon oth-



56  Annihilated Space

ers, as well as a lot of loose talk about the Puritan heritage. I tend
to minimize “Puritan heritage.” Not very many Americans, after all,
are really descendents of the Puritans, or really affected directly by
their ideas. Similar effects may be found in too many other places
in our culture. “Puritan” is a wonderful catchall; my Latin American
students are fond of calling anything they do not like in the United
States “Puritan,” and many estadounidenses use the word just as inac-
curately. When, for example, we use it to mean “prudish,” we do the
Puritans a disservice. They are not, as I hope Sewall and Hawthorne
have convinced us. Usually what we mean when we say “Puritan”
and mean “prudish” is “Victorian,” which is, after all, a very different
thing. It is amusing to hear people referring to contemporary Boston
as “Puritan,” when most of the characteristics they refer to are the
result of the power of its Irish Catholic residents.

I believe that we study the Puritans more because they wrote and
preserved more, and so left us more to study, and because, moreover,
their region produced the scholarship. But it is also important to study
them, I think, because their history gives clearest early indication of
the workings of a range of social. pressures and modern values which
seem to me a key to our history, pressures and values which would
make our nation culturally distinctive. They are not America’s only
national ancestors, but their history in many ways predicts ours. The
road they trod unintentionally is one we have deliberately tried to
follow.

Notes

' From Chapter IV of the First Book of Of Plymouth Plantation. The
standard edition is Morison’s (New York, 1953); Bradford (1590-1656)
apparently wrote it between 1630 and 1650. Morison’s explanation and the
quotation appear on 26. Subsequent references will be handled by parentheses
in the text.

2 “Master plumber” in the U.S. is usually taken to mean “skilled.” In
Mexico it signifies “Master of the establishment,” and is used as a title: the
assistants refer to the boss as “el maestro,” and if you phone, you ask to speak
to “el maestro.”

3 Twould like to acknowledge my indebtedness to my former student
Eldon Turner, now of the University of Florida, who for a number of years
has refereed articles on the colonial period submitted to the journal which
I edit, and who has used these opportunities and our annual conferences in
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Gainesville to brief me on the current state of colonial research. The quotation
above is from Berthoff, An Unsettled People, 20. Michael Kammen has done
good work on the desire of colonists to make their institutions “legitimate”
in terms of Old World traditions and perceptions; he contrasts this need for
legitimacy with the pressures which pushed colonists toward pluralism and
individualism, and sees colonial history in terms of the resulting tension. I
recommend his work; see People of Paradox: An Inquiry Concerning the
Origins of American Civilization (New York, 1972).

4 Ibid., 13.

5 Edward Arber, ed., Travels and Works of Captain John Smith,
President of Virginia and Admiral of New England (Birmingham, England,

1884), 2 vols.; or new edition: A. G. Bradley, ed., (same title), (Edinburgh,
Scotland, 1910), 208. The two editions are identical in texts and pagination.
Subsequent references are handled in parentheses in the text.

¢ See my “Some Notes for Witch-Watchers,” American Quarterly,
XXI, 2 (Summer, 1969), 267-268. David Konig argues that witchcraft is
sometimes a dodge resorted to by people frustrated in legal disputes; it has,
so to speak, a class dimension, as one might expect. He says that it could be
“used against any form of generally accepted authority in the community.”
Law and Society in Puritan Massachusetts: Essex County, 1629-1692 (Chapel
Hill, 1979), 147.

7 Edmund S. Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma: The Story of John Win-
throp (Boston, 1958), 198. Subsequent references in parentheses.

8 The House of the Seven Gables is Volume II (1965) of William Char-
vat et. al., eds., The Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne
(1963—). The interpolated “short story” is Chapter XIII, 187-210. We learn
that the grandson is not a communicant on 190.

? “As late as 1750, when the average holding in Virginia ran to some
750 acres and some of the greatest estates took in more than 100,000 acres,
only 10 to 15 percent of the Virginians were tenants.” Berthoff, 53. Subsequent
references are handled in parentheses in the text.

10 “See Edmund Sears Morgan and Helen M. Morgan, The Stamp Act
Crisis: Prologue to Revolution (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1953). Although I feel
that this book somewhat overstates its case, I find its arguments persuasive.

' Joseph Wright’s Robert Gwillym (1766) in the St. Louis Museum of
Art is the friendliest British work I know; even it seems less “winning” than
comparable Copley. Wright’s ties to the industry and science which were to
revolutionize Britain are very suggestive in the light of our speculation about
Copley.

12 Copley left because Boston became too hot for him. He was not, as
one still sometimes reads, “a Tory painter.” He was a peaceable and shy man
whose brave efforts to help two increasingly belligerent factions communicate
during the hours in which Boston moved from protest to rebellion made him
unpopular. Had he succeeded, we would hail him as the man who prevented
bloodshed and enabeled the colonies to redress their just grievances without
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war, a savior of the Empire and one of the spiritual founders of the British
Commonwealth.

13 The anecdote was told me by Archie Eteeyan of Topeka.

14 “pgychological Types and National Character: An Informal Com-
mentary,” in Hennig Cohen, ed., The American Experience: Approaches to
the Study of the United States (Boston, 1968), 1-19; 9.

15 My old mentor and friend Hyatt Waggoner used to try to pass off
Hawthorne as a sort of hidden Anglo-Catholic; perhaps I should try to paint
him as a marano Jew! (See Waggoner’s fine Hawthorne: A Critical Study
[Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1955, 1963].) Vernon Parrington’s unfinished
Main Currents in American Thought appeared from 1927-1930.

16 By “J. Hector St. John” (Michel-Guillaume Jean de Crevecoeur),
London, 1782. The standard edition is that of New York, 1904 (reprinted
New York, 1925). Preface by W. P. Trent, Introduction by Ludwig Lewisohn.
Citations are handled in parentheses in the text.

17" Christopher Hill, Milton and the English Revolution New York, 1977)
discusses of the connection.

8 The Bloody Tenent of Persecution for Cause of Conscience (1644).
The standard edition is The Complete Writings of Roger Williams (Providence,
R.I. 1866-74; New York, 1963) 6 volumes, with an extra volume edited by
Perry Miller, 111, 13. Subsequent citations are to this volume; pages will be
indicated in parentheses.

1 In Kenneth B. Murdock’s edition (New York, 1929, 1966), 32-35.

2 The Diary of Samuel Sewall: 1674-1729 ed. M. Halsey Thomas (New
York, 1973). In 2 vols. March 19, 1690: 1 (Vol. I, p. 276). See also such en-
tries as that for June 10, 1701 (Vol. I, pp. 448-49); Nov. 30, 1701 (Vol. I, p.
458); June 11, 1702 (Vol. 1, pp. 468-470). Of related interest is the entry for
October 24, 1720 (Vol. 11, pp. 964-5). Where possible, subsequent citations
are in parentheses in the text.

21 See his entry for June 11, 1696: “I strove with my might that in stead
of Tuesday, Thursday, and Satterday in every Week, it might be said, Third,
fifth and seventh day in every week: but could not prevail. . . .” [bid, 1, 351.

22 See for example his entries for October 6, 1709, October 19, 20, and
21, 1711. In Louis B. Wright and Marion Tinling, eds., The Secret Diary of
William Byrd of Westover, 1709-12 (Richmond, Virginia, 1941), 90, 423-425.
Subsequent citations are in parentheses in the text.

2 Scholars see apparently routine—but notable—disparities between
wedding dates and church-recorded births. It is of course very difficult to
get an accurate sense of what private behavior was like in the past; even
“primary sources” require impressionistic interpretation. Your faithful author
was President of the Pierian Sodality of 1808 at Harvard in 1953-1954, and
was required to familiarize himself with the early minutes of the Sodality
in the university Archives. In the minutes is some slight evidence from New
England a century after Sewell of the possible tone of sexual interaction
across apparent class lines. These early nineteenth century New England
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blades recorded a certain amount of servant-girl-fondling, I recall, but I do
not remember quite the offensive tone of condescension which one finds in
Byrd in their accounts of Pierian musical field-trips. Brother X, we are likely
to be told, disappeared from the table at an inn where the musicians had
stopped to refresh themselves. The pretty girl waiting table was also missing
for a few minutes. And so on: the tone seems very different from what Byrd
records in his Diary. Konig, in Law and Society . . . discusses servant girls’
accusations that their Puritan masters harassed them sexually, but thinks that
may have been a tactic to “get back at” a master—the accusation was itself
a way in which people of low social status could “punish” their “superiors.”
See Chapter 6 of Konig, 136ff.

24 T am not trying to suggest that the Puritan legal system was “fair”
in our sense of the word. For a recent discussion of its operation, see Eldon
Turner, “A Functional Look at Law: Political Crises, Values and Case Volume
in Puritan Law, 1670-1680,” American Studies XVIII, 1 (Spring, 1977), 71-
86. Turner’s essay is discussed in some detail in the next chapter. The broad
background of law in the Bay colony is discussed in Mark DeWolfe Howe,
“The Sources and Nature of Law in Colonial Massachusetts,” in Law and
Authority in Colonial America, ed. George A. Billias (Barre, 1965). See also
Konig, Law and Society. . . .

2 The Selling of Joseph. A Memorial, was published June 24, 1700. It
is reprinted in Thomas’ edition of the Diary, II, 1117-1121. My quotation is
from 1120.

2 Diary, Vol. 11, October 9, 1701.

2" The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (1939; reprinted,
Boston, 1961), 449. An extended discussion by several authors of Miller’s
impact on an understanding of New England appears in American Quarterly,
34 (Spring, 1982), 3-48.






Chapter 2
Common Sense and Literary Evidence

“Where Order prevails, Beauty shines forth.”
William Hubbard, Election Sermon

The demands of their religious party-line prevented New Eng-
land Puritans from producing much belletristic literature; they feared
any art likely to contribute more to the glory of the artist than to the
glory of God. But little came from the other colonies, either, which
makes one wonder about easy conclusions regarding Puritan society,
repression and the arts. A comparison with Latin America might be
in order again: colonial Latin American literature is distinguished for
its historical chronicles, but, though these are sometimes embellished
with imaginative passages (the process begins with Columbus, who
insisted that he had seen mermaids), fiction and poetry are about as
scarce there as they are in the English-speaking north. The excep-
tions prove the rule; I suppose that Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz comes
closer to being a major poet than does Edward Taylor, but in neither
culture are there many other names that one can turn to. The moral
of the comparative story is to distrust simple generalizations about
literature and culture. Puritan attitudes do not seem to be the important
variable; colonies not the least Puritan or even British produced none
either.

Better not turn to sweeping conclusions about the inartistic nature
of colonial societies in general, either, for the situation is curiously
different in painting. Our art historians, like our literary historians,
must study what is there—sermons, diaries, and other expository
works for the literary people; portraits, portraits, portraits for the art
historians. There is little else to look at: There once was a little fu-
nerary or processional art, which has not survived, in New England;
now and then a landscape in southern or middle colonies. But several
Latin American countries produced rich and sophisticated painting
in quite early colonial times. Excepting to an extent in those areas in
the Spanish Southwest which are now part of the United States, we
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have nothing to compare with the profusion of original and energetic
religious art found in countless colonial-era churches, and will never
have a museum like the Pinocoteca Virreinal in Mexico City. No clear
pattern emerges from these comparisons. One art flourishes there and
not here; one could look to other ages and show another flourishing
here and not there. A salutary first lesson in dealing with arts and
society has to do with respect for the mysteries of artistic creation. I
have learned to suspect broad statements about how for art to thrive
there must be any particular social or cultural situation: aristocratic
patronage, social solidarity, shared values, suffering, what-have-you.
It is too easy to think of notable exceptions.

A glance at one or two Edward Taylor poems offers an op-
portunity to make what I hope seem common-sensical observations
about literary evidence and social history; Taylor also provides an
appropriate transition to the imaginative nineteenth century material
with which we will be dealing in the next chapters. I deliberately pick
Taylor (c. 1642-1729) rather than a late eighteenth century poet such
as Freneau because he seems to me a hard case. Precisely because
we can do relatively little with Taylor, his example provides an ex-
ercise in the language of this sort of criticism. We should say clearly
at the outset that his poems are not really on social-historical topics.
Still, there should be some fairly obvious connections between even
metaphysical and religious poems and the society in which they were
written. One can use them as an aid in understanding the Puritan mind
and Puritan theology, topics certainly not unrelated to Puritan society
and culture, or to the society and culture of New England after the era
of Puritan domination. It is also true that although Taylor’s subject
matter is generally religious, the stuff of any given poem is likely
to consist of a surprising mixture of erudition—pedantry, one wants
to say—and homeliness. Homely and colloquial images mix with a
formal vocabulary that sends even experts on the colonial era scur-
rying for help to the OED and more specialized aids. I would think
that the language would be of interest to scholars who specialize in
transit of culture and to sociolinguists; his obscure colloquialisms
strike me, a non-specialist, as especially intriguing. One could also
do a little with Puritan material culture on the basis of those homely
images which crop up every so often in his poems. “The Preface”
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talks about a furnace, a cornerstone, a quilt ball, a bowling alley,
and so forth; “An Address to the Soul Occasioned by a Rain” tells
us what happens when one shakes a bottle of ale too vigorously, and
of course, “Huswifery” says something about the component parts
of the spinning wheel. If these matters seem obvious, good. Some
social evidence in literature is obvious. If there are a theology and a
spinning wheel in Taylor’s world, the evidence in the works of later
authors will tell us that there will come a time when this theology no
longer affects most people and when homes no longer contain spin-
ning wheels.

A richer exercise, perhaps, is provided by Taylor’s “If Any Man
Sin, We Have an Advocate,” the 39th of the Preparatory Meditations,
First Series. We might want to argue that this poem nicely displays the
furniture of a devout Puritan mind; it is the furniture of a law-office
or a court of law:

Joy, joy, Gods Son’s the Sinners Advocate
Doth Plead the Sinner Guiltless, and a Saint.
But yet Atturnies pleas spring from the State
The Case is in: if bad its bad in plaint.
My Papers do contain no pleas that do
Secure mee from, but knock me down to, woe.
Or,
Make me thy Friend, Lord, be my Surety: [ Will be thy
Client, be my Advocate . . . .!

Any number of colonialists have remarked the special strength
of Puritan attachment to legal procedure. I think it connects with
faith in “right reason,” and in part explains why these seemingly
“superstitious” people are, paradoxically, harbingers of important
modern attitudes. That they are by seventeenth century standards an
unusually well-educated sect seems related, as does Eldon Turner’s
hypothesis that Puritans run to law not only to redress grievances or
for adjudication of disputes but also to be reassured that, in times of
crises, the social, religious, and political system is still intact. A study
of a largely rural area in seventeenth century Massachusetts noted
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“an average of more than 200 cases a year” for a population which
never reached 2,000 adult males.?

Poets of the metaphysical school in whose shadow Taylor writes
did, of course, pluck conceits from all manner of places, and poets of
no special Puritan cast used the law as a source of governing metaphor
in given poems. Thus it would be valid to argue that, by itself, a Taylor
poem in which God is a lawyer and the poet a client, proves nothing,
were it not that the Taylor poem is not isolated, that the texture of
Puritan rhetoric is shot through with legalisms, so that both defenders
of dogma and critics like Williams in the passage elsewhere quoted
about corporations, courts, records, and civic sense, turn to it so
naturally that they seem sometimes unaware they are turning at all.

It may be, too, that were there only more Puritan poets, we could
trace in their works a decline in this sort of thinking which would
parallel the transformation in legal “feeling” which Turner suggests:
by late in the century he senses “that a special property conscious-
ness and a modern concept of rights emerges” from a “demonstrable”
change in legal activity.”

It also emerges, we can be sure, from those changes we have
noted in Puritan society, the transformations brought on by shortages
of labor, the growing social pressures exerted by non-Puritan settlers,
the decline in church membership, the difficulties with the home gov-
ernment, the sad shock of the failure of the Cromwellian revolution,
the rising importance of commercial activity and the size of the New
World environment itself. But if all we are claiming is that the Taylor
poem suggests that Puritans had law-on-the-brain, we are on quite safe
ground. That fact, indeed, relates to important social characteristics
of Puritan society which we have already discussed: notably, their
middle and upper-class flavor, which meant that a disproportionately
high percentage of Puritans had legal experience. It was always easier
to find a Puritan barrister than a Puritan cobbler. Moreover, as every
student of their religious thought has observed, a new legal inven-
tion, the chartered joint-stock corporation, provided not only the
economic machinery that made colonial ventures possible, but also
the analogue and imagery which underlay the “Covenant” (or “legal
contract”) theology.* In John Cotton, John Winthrop, and other New
England writers down through John Wise, law, religion, and society
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interpenetrate so thoroughly that it is sometimes not accurate to say
that one represents another, or even that one governs another. They
are part of the same unified vision.

I hope that this suggests that there is nothing magical in the pro-
cess of moving from social history to literature. I would say merely
that being sensitive to issues in social history makes one respond to
aspects of the literature one would not have noticed otherwise, and
that, moreover, quite often when one is puzzled by problems in social
history, there are likely to be cues in literature which suggest ways
of checking out the sometimes meager historical record.

It is also true, of course, that there are many things in non-didactic
literature which one must discount. I have been cheerfully using evi-
dence from Hawthorne novels almost interchangeably with primary
source material from the colonial era, and one would be justified
in asking just how authoritative the Hawthorne stories are. A good
response would be that while Hawthorne knew his Puritan history
intimately, an honest critic should add that he sometimes distorted
it to help make a point. Thus in The House of the Seven Gables and
The Scarlet Letter he often made Puritans far uglier than they appear
if they are compared to other seventeenth century people. It seems
unfair, for example, for him to use the Puritans as whipping boys
in preachments about bigotry. Puritans were certainly bigoted by
Hawthorne’s nineteenth century standards, or by ours. They seem,
however, at least as open-minded as other seventeenth century
Christians. Hawthorne extracts grim humor from the games which
he imagines Puritan children play, and frightens us with the horror of
the witchceraft trials. I think of Dutch schoolkids in New Amsterdam
playing soccer with the severed heads of Indian people, or of the fact
that executions for witchcraft ended in the 1690s in New England,
but went on in Europe into the twentieth century.

Be that as it may, what justification is there for accepting some
material from fiction or poetry, and discounting other? How do I
know, that is, that Hawthorne is to be trusted here, and not there? The
answer, | think, is that one expresses honestly the limitations of one’s
sources, brings to bear the best corroborative evidence and scholarship
one knows, and uses a certain amount of common sense. In the case
of the Taylor “Meditation,” after discounting poetic conventions I
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still feel a relationship between important peculiarities of the Puritan
social imagination and the imagery of the poem. In the case of one
Hawthorne novel which we will discuss in considerable detail in a
later chapter, we are dealing with an author who consciously tries to
recreate the feel of an historical era. Since both his learning and his
biases are known, we can make intelligent estimates of the reliability
of the material. Since he lived himself in a critically important era
of transition, his impressions of temporal contrast seem especially
valuable. But one can even find useful insights when dealing with a
writer who has done his homework less thoroughly. Let us use, as our
case in point and as our transition into a later era, James Fenimore
Cooper’s The Prairie.

The Prairie seems to be set somewhere in what is now western
Nebraska; Cooper had never been anywhere near there. Indeed, Coo-
per is known to have based his book in large part on Major Steven H.
Long’s narrative of his expedition to the area; this had been published
in 1823, and, according to Henry Nash Smith,> the novelist appar-
ently often had the Long material open on his desk while he wrote.
Long’s account, moreover, is in many ways less reliable than other
travel narratives covering the same turf. A recent student of the matter,
indeed, feels that it is one of the major sources of the notion that the
midlands of North America constituted a “Great American Desert,”
the long-enduring misconception which so badly distorted people’s
ideas of the high plains.® In addition, as we all know, the Cooper novel
is exceedingly heavy in those conventions of the adventure novel that
Cooper shared with other writers, especially Scott. Much of what
happens, that is, happens because it is supposed to happen in such
books; it would happen were the novel set in New England, Scotland
or medieval France. Otis W. Coan and Richard Lillard—pointedly,
I think—Ileft The Prairie out of their useful guide to novels which
interpret American life, though they included some other Cooper
novels more firmly based on observation of solid information.” Given
that list of disqualifications, what could possibly remain of value to
the student of social history?

Any number of things. The novel gives us evidence of Cooper’s
attitudes towards values, tradition, sex roles, social class, family,
rites of passage—and where his attitudes seem unclear, where the
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plot of the book leaves ambiguity, we can guess that we are dealing
with issues that trouble him, on which his mind is not fully made up.
Such issues are liable to represent fault-lines, areas in which rapid
and upsetting alterations are taking place in his society. I am not
going to discuss these aspects of The Prairie here because they are
covered through other works in later chapters. The point I want to
make is that even a most “unreliable” book can tell readers about its
author’s ideas and concerns. That is as near as we are likely to get to
an opportunity to “interview” a citizen of a past century, and it is, I
think, a very valuable opportunity.

But there is even something to be learned from Cooper’s handling
of those aspects of his story about which, as we just noted, he knew
little first-hand, such as conditions on what was then the nation’s
extreme western frontier. In the eighty years or so in which scholars
have tested various corollaries of Frederick Jackson Turner’s famous
essay about the passing of the American frontier, almost every aspect
of Turner’s ideas has been modified, but in the process an immense
amount has been established about the American past. Indeed, several
fields of American history owe their origin to attempts to confirm
or refute Turnerian ideas. Specialists in the westward migration at-
tempted to check out what Turner had written or implied about the
nature of frontier penetration and settlement; they studied the actual
process of migration by front-running migrants. Careful scholarly
digging seems to have established a strange class of frontiersmen
moving west for generation after generation, just behind the first
wave of hunters and trappers, but well in advance of settler society
and law. In many cases the same families move again and again in
a thin stream of migration which begins in colonial times and, in its
northern manifestation, moves out of the New England states, across
the Burnt-Over District of upstate New York, skips or bypasses
Pennsylvania, and then, characteristically, with some families moving
many times in a generation or a decade, passes across Ohio, Indiana
and the upper Midwest. Similar types of people have been noted
along the main routes of southern migration, as well. Even though it
is clear from the names which Cooper gives to his frontier family that
he intends them to be symbolic figures who are larger than life, the
characteristics which he attributes to them accurately match those of
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this frontier type. Thus, the Ishmael Bush family is uneasy with the
law, moves steadily west to remain ahead of settlements, and seems
at first likely to split into several nuclear (but west-moving) units as
its independent-minded offspring strike out on their own. I suppose
Cooper might have known such people from the days when the area
around his Cooperstown, New York home had frontier characteris-
tics, or from reading travellers’ accounts of trips to frontier regions.
But whatever his sources, the result is a picture of frontier reality
consonant with the findings of recent historical investigation. Or,
perhaps more accurately, Cooper in 1826 was presenting an image
of this kind of frontiersman at which historians were to arrive more
than a century later.

And Cooper clearly has an ethnographic impulse. At the begin-
ning of Chapter Ten, he gives a careful catalogue of people one is
likely to find in the “unguarded territory” ahead of permanent settle-
ment: “semi-barbarous hunters from the Canadas, the same descrip-
tion of population, a little more enlightened, from the States, and
the metiffs, or half-breeds, who claimed to be ranked in the class of

white men. . . .” (119) If ethnocentric, his list matches both descrip-
tions by later travellers and explorers, and the conclusions of recent
scholarship.

It certainly could not be called a cross-section of the national
population. Mexican experience again provides a revealing con-
trast. C. Alan Hutchinson’s study of Mexican frontier settlements
in California concludes with a chapter which deliberately compares
Mexican efforts in California with Turner’s criteria, as well as with
Adam Smith’s formula for the successful colony (colonists need
“plenty of good luck” and “liberty to manage their own affairs their
own way”). “California under Mexico does not appear to have been
a frontier in the same sense that Turner used the word,” Hutchinson
concludes; Mexican California “in certain respects [was] . . . a micro-
cosm of Mexico proper. . . .” Very different place, apparently, from
the imagined frontier of The Prairie or the reconstructed frontier
of our historians. To a contemporary Mexican thinker, the cause of
the contrast seemed national character. He wrote, “. . . the Mexican
character is not fitted for colonization.”® But Mexican frontiersmen
and settlers were typical Mexicans; they were a “cross-section” of
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their nation. Their gringo neighbors seem to have populated their new
lands with more specialized, more exotic types of people. Cooper
knew that; Frederick Jackson Turner apparently did not.’

Cooper is also a splendid source in intellectual historical terms.
In Chapter IV, we will discuss in some detail two important ways in
which man’s concept of time changed in this era. One of them, a new
awareness of the immensity of past historical time, appears with great
clarity in The Prairie. That Cooper put such ideas into the mouth of
his ancient trapper does not demonstrate that they had filtered down
either to the average citizen or to an exceptionally sensitive if unlet-
tered frontiersman. It does demonstrate, and incontrovertibly, that
the ideas were available. The passage I have in mind comes in an
argument between the trapper and Obed Bat, Cooper’s straw-man of
science. There is a comedy of misunderstandings, but both the trapper
and the scientist understand the immensity of past human history. The
trapper speaks first:

“Look about you man; where are the multitudes that
once peopled these prairies; the kings and the palaces;
the riches and the mightiness of this desert?”

“Where are the monuments that would prove the truth
of so vague a theory?”

“I know not what you call a monument.”

“The works of man! The glories of Thebes, and Bal-
bec—columns, catacombs, and pyramids! standing amid
the sands of the East, like wrecks on a rocky shore, to
testify to the storms of ages!” (278)

The trapper, still misunderstanding Obed’s question about what
ancient civilizations might have lived on the high plains, but clearly
aware that ancient high civilizations have recently been discovered,
continues, ““They are gone. Time has lasted too long for them.’”
(278-9)

One could show similarly that other ideas whose time had
come are evident in the novel. Numerous writers, for instance, have
made the point that evolutionary ideas were widely understood and
generally accepted among educated people before Darwin. That is
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exceedingly clear in The Prairie.'® The passage in question once
again involves Obed Bat, who has mistaken his own unoffending
ass for a new and terrible species of animal which Obed hopes he
had discovered: “From that moment the world has heard no more of
the Vespertilio Horribilis Americanus, and the natural sciences have
irretrievably lost an important link in that great animated chain which
is said to interconnect earth and heaven, and in which man is thought
to be so familiarly complicated with the monkey.” (78)

Two points need to be made about what we have seen in three
very disparate works of literature, Taylor’s 39th Meditation, Haw-
thorne’s The House of the Seven Gables, and Cooper’s The Prairie.
The first has to do with the matter of what is and what is not social
history, the second with the reliability of literature as evidence.

Though academic disciplines are handy for a number of reasons,
the lines that divide them are very often arbitrary. The lines between
subspecialties in given disciplines—between social history and intel-
lectual history, for instance—should always be ignored when they get
in the way of a fruitful investigation. This preachment is not original
with me; the same warning, as we shall see in a few pages, appears
in Emerson, who saw that his society was becoming specialized.
Specialists, concentrating on smaller portions of a field, can go faster
and deeper, but in narrower tracks. There is a danger that they will
themselves become narrow. All this is by way of saying that I am not
very tolerant of the complaint that in dealing with such issues as the
Puritan feel for law, or with evidence of a change in the perception
of time in Cooper’s day, I am dealing with intellectual, and not social
history. Intellectual history is in part a product of social history, and
social history is in part a product of the history of ideas. Although
there is a lively debate about the precise nature of their effect on
social behavior, no one argues that Puritan concepts of law, contract,
corporation, and covenant did not have social impact in seventeenth
century Massachusetts. And the changes in the concept of time we
noted in Cooper were by no means a plaything of a handful of literary
intellectuals. I know of no more basic dimension of the transformation
through which society went in the early nineteenth century than just
this matter of time. This is not to say that disciplines or subdisciplines
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have no place in scholarly enterprise: of course they do. But they must
always be seen as means to an end, and not as the end itself. When
adherence to one method, one discipline or one subdiscipline comes
to serve as an ideological chastity belt designed to protect the purity
of a discipline against even fruitful insights of an adjacent field, it is
time that the disciplinary border went the way of the chastity belt.

This leaves the matter of reliability and certainty—how sure we
can be of the validity of literary evidence? Once again, common sense
provides surprisingly satisfactory answers. Imagine, if you will, a
kind of scale running, let us say, from the left-hand side of this page
to the right. We may label the left end “soft evidence,” “things we
are not very sure of” or “educated guesses”; the extreme right we
can label “hard evidence” or “things we are sure of.” In Cooper’s
The Prairie, ] would say that if we did not have available the results
of good twentieth century scholarship on the nature of the frontier
settlement process, to hypothesize that what one sees in the Ishmael
Bush family is to any considerable extent representative of what re-
ally happened would be to argue on the basis of fairly soft evidence; I
would put it somewhere to the left-hand side of the scale. I would also
note that literature in this case seems an excellent source of “testable”
and fruitful hypotheses. Given the fact that we do have excellent cor-
roborative evidence that Cooper’s estimate of frontier life was about
right, I would move it considerably to the right. But not too far, for
we know enough about the nature of historical scholarship to know
that sometimes very basic ideas change in time with the development
of new concepts or, occasionally, with the uncovering of new lodes
of historical fact.

On the other hand, I would not hesitate to locate at the extreme
right-hand side of the scale my contention that the basic ideas of
evolution were available at the time that Cooper wrote the lines I
have quoted. That is absolutely hard evidence. We may be sure of it,
or as sure as one ever is of anything. The idea is there; we know the
date on which Cooper wrote of it.

Notes

' Donald E. Stanford, ed., The Poems of Edward Taylor (New Haven,
1960), 63, 64.
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2 “AFunctional Look at Law: Political Crises, Values and Case Volume
in Puritan Law, 1670-1680, American Studies, XXII1, 1 (Spring, 1977), 71-86.
Turner now feels that “religion, law and the state have a special confluence
in seventeenth-century Massachusetts,” but that late in the century “this
confluence failed,” and “expectations of justice separated from religious
values.” (Quotations from Turner’s draft proposal for a further study of Pu-
ritan jurisprudence, tentatively entitled, “Civil Law and Religious Values in
Seventeenth-Century Massachusetts: Divergence of Law from Theology.”)
The rural community is Essex County, analyzed in David Konig, Law and
Society in Puritan Massachusetts/Essex County, 1629-1692 (Chapel Hill,
1979). See xi-xii. Like Turner, Konig sees an unusual willingness to run
to law, though he notes (see esp. 136ft.) that the law was also likely to be
viewed as anti-religious (because it strove to be dispassionate) or as a tool
of the “powers that be” by the less-privileged members of the community,
who sometimes resorted to extra-legal means of dispute.

3 Turner, Draft proposal, “Civil Law and Religious Values. . . .”

4 All subsequent scholars are indebted on this matter to Perry Miller—
see especially The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Cambridge,
Massachusetts, 1939) and The New England Mind/From Colony to Province
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1953). But in recent years there have been
several studies designed to sharpen the definition of what “covenant” really
meant. Thus Norman Pettit argues that it did not imply “a bargaining basis for
man’s relationship with God.” The Heart Prepared: Grace and Conversion
in Puritan Spiritual Life (New Haven, 1966), 220. Michael Zuckerman, in
Peaceable Kingdoms/New England Towns in the Eighteenth Century (New
York, 1970) argues that in that period at least, colonists were alarmed at
excessive use of courts and at the cost of going to law; there was a strong
feeling that religious people ought not to go to court against one another. See
esp. 89ff.

5 Introduction the The Prairie (New York, 1950), vi. Subsequent cita-
tions will be to this edition and will be handled parenthetically in the text.

¢ Tam indebted here to a seminar paper by Wayne Viitanen delivered
to a NEH Summer Seminar for College Teachers which I conducted in the
summer of 1978.

7 America in Fiction/An Annotated List of Novels That Interpret Aspects
of Life in the United States, Canada, and Mexico (Stanford, California, 1941,
1945, 1949, 1956, Palo Alto. California, 1967). This is the fifth edition.

8 Frontier Settlement in Mexican California/The Hijer-Padres Colony,
and Its Origins, 1769-1835 (New Haven and London, 1969). Hutchinson
quotes Smith’s An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations
on 397; the conclusions about Turner and California as social microcosm are
on 399 and 401. He cites, on 393, Manuel Payno, “Alta California,” from
the Revista cientific y literaria de Mexico, 1 (1845), 84.

 Atricky issue, it would appear. Students of Turner say that Turner in
the classroom had a far more subtle and sophisticated vision of history than
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Turner in print. I am not a specialist on the matter, but have several times
heard from his disciples that the master “knew” more than he published.

10 T am aware, of course, that these early evolutionary constructs gen-
erally lacked the idea of competition and survival so important in Darwin.
But that, however, is not what caused the popular shock. It was the idea of
evolution itself, as opposed to special creation.






Chapter 3
In Which Ralph Waldo Emerson
Invents the Interlinked World

I was never molested by any persons
but those who represented the state.
Thoreau, Walden

“The term ‘modernization,’” says a capable historian in a 1975
article, . . . does not appear in the writings of nineteenth-century
Americans.! He goes on to say that while Americans did not use the
term, they embodied it, that, indeed, modernization reached a “cli-
max” in the United States in the last century. So far as I know, he is
right in saying that the term in its present social-scientific acceptation
had not yet been coined; certainly he is right in seeing the Victorians
as paragons of faith in the values and procedures that characterize
modernized societies. I would argue, however, in the interest at least
of a salutary humility among social scientists, that the concept of
“modernization” was fully understood, as were its implications for
the future of society, quite early in the nineteenth century, and well
before the “climax.” It is more important, for our purposes, to argue
that many of the most signal characteristics of the Romantic move-
ment can be understood as direct reactions, often conscious, to those
social forces now often explained through “modernization theory.”

Three tasks, then: first, a brief explanation of the relevant char-
acteristics of modernization theory; second, evidence that American
poets, essayists, and writers of fiction recognized those trends and
spoke directly to them; third, discussion of aspects of modernization
in a wide range of our letters.

Modernization theory was designed primarily to see whether
there was sense and order to the transformations through which na-
tions pass as they industrialize. The idea involved analysis of what
happened, say, to Great Britain, the United States and Germany; com-
mon characteristics extracted from the analysis, it was hoped, could
then be applied to developed or developing nations. If clear “stages”

75
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emerged, planners would perhaps be able to predict problems, areas of
tension and so forth, and perhaps make the process less traumatic and
more humane. Most of the debate about the validity of this approach
is peripheral to our concern;” probably, since our topic is American
social history in its literature, we should not worry here about whether
the “stages” of modernization occur in a fixed order, about which
formulation of the stages is the most accurate, or even about whether
modernization should be regarded as good or inevitable, something we
should encourage in traditional—which is to say, non-modernized—
societies.® What is very useful, however, is a list of characteristics of
modernized societies on which there seems to be general agreement
among even those modernization theorists who disagree on other
matters. As societies industrialize, they say, they move in the direc-
tion of increased rationalization, demythologization, specialization,
compartmentalization, urbanization, and professionalization. The
government of a modernized country, moreover, touches the lives
of its citizens more frequently—providing services, exacting duties,
involving them in the governing process or repressively controlling
their lives: authoritarian states, in other words, can modernize, too.

These changes are both deep and widespread. They alter the
organization of society and the texture of each citizen’s life. The list
of changes seems immensely useful, because once one is attuned to
the items on it, one sees many of our authors differently, in social
contexts one had not considered. Yet they themselves were acutely
aware of what was transpiring; Emerson in particular pointed to
precisely that range of characteristics which modernization theorists
would list more than a century later. Here is a passage from Nature
(1836, revised in 1849):

The useful arts are reproductions or new combina-
tions by the wit of man, of . . . natural benefactors. He no
longer waits for favoring gales, but by means of steam,
he realizes the fable of ZAolus’s bag, and carries the two
and thirty winds in the boiler of his boat. To diminish
friction, he paves the road with iron bars, and, mounting a
coach with a shipload of men, animals, and merchandise
behind him, he darts through the country, from town to
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town, like an eagle or a swallow through the air. By the
aggregate of these aids, how is the face of the world
changed, from the era of Noah to that of Napoleon! The
private poor man hath cities, ships, canals, bridges, built
for him. He goes to the post-office, and the human race
run on his errands; to the book-shop, and the human
race read and write of all that happens, for him; to the
court-house, and nations repair his wrongs. He sets his
house upon the road, and the human race go forth every
morning and shovel out the snow, and cut a path for him.*

Emerson connects human reason, technological changes and altera-
tions in the “feel” of life; he also observes very specifically that the
state touches the citizens in new ways.

Along with the promise, he felt, however, come dangers; a
rationalized world is a world which stresses analysis, and analysis
means breaking down whatever one wants to understand. Its societal
equivalent and corollary is specialization. Specialization enables one
to move more rapidly in acquiring and applying knowledge, but the
specialist it produces may lack breadth of vision. He may not, indeed,
be a whole man. Henry David Thoreau’s Walden can be understood
in large part as an attack upon just such specialized division of labor.’

Emerson says that a person who thinks in such a way “works
on the world with his understanding alone,” and goes on to show
that such work leads to highly efficient but soulless and fragmented
specialization:

His relation to nature, his power over it, is through the
understanding; as by manure; the economic use of fire,
wind, water, and the mariner’s needle; steam, coal,
chemical agriculture; the repairs of the human body by
the dentist and the surgeon. This is such a resumption
of power, as if a banished king should buy his territories
inch by inch, instead of vaulting at once into his throne.*

Emerson’s linking science, technology, rationalization, and
specialization to a spiritual danger, a threat, if you will, to an inte-
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grated personality, might seem at first glance merely clever. Was he
not, after all, preaching the importance of the intuition, and are not
the connections merely bright guesses which serve to illustrate how
poetic intuition can leap from topic to topic? The answer is complex,
first, because the question implies a condescension toward that poetic
intuition which Emerson and other Romantics insisted on taking very
seriously; second, because, although Emerson did of course want the
connections to embody intuitive leaps, he had, as a matter of fact,
thought through these connections very thoroughly, and was sharply
aware of the increasing prestige of science.

Contemporary science fascinated and worried Emerson. He dis-
cusses it frequently, and often has it in mind even when he is not dis-
cussing it directly. It shows up in his imagery and in his comparisons;
often it provides his illustrations of cosmic unity. Consider this excerpt
from Section III, “Beauty,” in Nature: “The dawn is my Assyria; the
sun-set and moon-rise my Paphos, and unimaginable realms of faerie;
broad noon shall be my England of the senses and the understanding;
the night shall be my Germany of mystic philosophy and dreams.”
(13) That sentence performs a number of functions. It is a poetic il-
lustration of the sentence which precedes it (“Give me health and a
day, and I will make the pomp of emperors ridiculous”). It serves the
function of a footnote, too, letting us know the author’s intellectual
roots.” But it also tells readers that his indebtedness is not merely to
classical Greek, or to modern English and German philosophy; it is
also to the new sciences which had made the educated world acutely
aware of preclassic civilizations.

Emerson’s sharp consciousness of science is constantly evi-
denced. In Nature, which I am using as my chief text, he repeatedly
alludes to physics and principles of physics; in the section “Disci-
pline” he tells, us, “Open any recent journal of science, and weigh the
problems suggested concerning Light, Heat, Electricity, Magnetism,
Physiology, Geology, and judge whether the interest of natural sci-
ence is likely to be soon exhausted.” (25) The first paragraph of “The
American Scholar” contains a reference to “our cotemporaries in the
British and European capitals” who meet “for the advancement of
science.”® Any number of sensitive scholars have pointed out that
from the late eighteenth century on, people who kept up with natural
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history figured out, pretty much on their own, a kind of evolutionary
pattern roughly parallel to the one which Darwin was to popularize
in the 1850’s, though of course generally without Darwin’s exposi-
tion of the idea of competition and survival. It appears, to pick a
handful of odd places in which I have myself noticed it, in Bartram,
in James Fenimore Cooper, and in Herman Melville. Encountering
it in Emerson, then, is in no sense surprising, but it does help make
the point that he had had his nose in scientific speculation.” The ex-
ample to hand at present is again from Nature, a passage in Chapter
V, “Discipline,” in which he actually uses evidence of evolution as
an example of an “obvious” relationship, speaking of “resemblances
... in things whose analogy is obvious, as when we detect the type
of the human hand in the flipper of the fossil saurus. . . .” (27)

Emerson was aware, then, of the connections between new modes
of thought, brought in by the spread of scientific attitudes, and the
transformation of society. The ideas and attitudes were not brand
new, of course; they are plentifully evident among intellectuals from
the Renaissance on. In some American colonies, as we have seen,
they apparently had what would have seemed by European standards
unusual strength. Their accelerated dissemination suggested to Em-
erson both promise and menace. The public prints spread them, the
Revolution associated them with patriotism, and the national experi-
ment—an appropriate word—made them part of a national faith to be
propagated in the increasingly ubiquitous free schools. The author of a
study of the period in the nineteenth century in which schoolteaching
became a feminine task remarks, incidentally but significantly, that
the badly exploited schoolmarms seemed, despite conditions which
could have embittered them, enthusiastic about the mission they were
accomplishing,'® which, put in its broadest terms, meant indoctrinat-
ing young American kids into the articles of faith Emerson describes
as characteristic of his century.

I want to insist very strongly on this point: much of what we
usually think of as most impractical and high-flown in Romanticism
was a specific response to social history; it appeared in artists of very
different sorts, and even among writers who did not especially ad-
mire one another. Thus we are not surprised to find similar reactions,
perhaps, in the work of Henry David Thoreau. We are in Edgar Allan
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Poe. The tie between Thoreau and industrialization is covered in an
essay by Max Lerner and so can be treated very briefly here. Lerner
says that Walden is an

attack upon every dominant aspect of American life in
its first flush of industrial advance—the factory system,
the corporations, business enterprise, acquisitiveness,
the vandalism of natural resources, the vested commer-
cial and intellectual interests, the cry for expansion, the
classishness and theocratic smugness of New England
society, the herd-mindedness of the people, the unthink-
ing civic allegiance they paid to an opportunistic and
imperialist government.!

Taken by itself, of course, that statement is too one-sided, for
Thoreau is also a reflector and a supporter of many aspects of mod-
ernization. His challenge to custom and precedent, for instance, rests
on a modern respect for fresh rational inquiry. A student of mine put
it this way: “In discussing the necessity of discarding traditions and
answers others have found, Thoreau is in fact urging an increasingly
rationalized life: a life in which one acts because one has decided
that action has meaning and purpose for him.” His “sacred values,”
in other words, are recognizably modern, ours. One could also cite
his healthy interest in science and his surprisingly numerous positive
reactions to industrialization.

The picture, then, is somewhat complex. On the one hand, the
modernity of certain values and the excited response to certain aspects
of modernization; on the other, Thoreau’s transcendental desire for
experience beyond rationality—the cake-and-eat-it-too dilemma one
notes for other Romantics of this period.'

Discussing similarities of response in Thoreau and Emerson is
not calculated to surprise many students of the period; bringing in
Poe might. Poe is not often linked with Emerson; we know too well
his insecure scorn for “the frog pond” and its inhabitants, and his
somewhat spiteful characterization of Emerson in the “Autography.”"?
But the two respond very similarly to the issue we are discussing.
In a famous and early (1829) poem, Poe points an accusing finger at
science:
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Science! true daughter of Old Time thou art!
Who alterest all things with thy peering eyes.
Why preyest thou thus upon the poet’s heart,
Vulture, whose wings are dull realities?'*

One might conclude that Poe was genuinely hostile to science
were it not that his work, perhaps even more than Emerson’s, shows
a career-long fascination and even involvement with it. He wrote
stories about scientific and technological marvels and curiosities (“The
Thousand-and-Second Tale of Scherazade” is an especially good ex-
ample), science fiction intended to be credible (“The Balloon-Hoax™)
and whimsical (“Some Words with a Mummy”); he even got himself
involved in the production of a scientific textbook, ' and, of course,
late in his brief life, produced Eureka, the obscure treatise designed
to reconcile modern science with the mystical world view we think
of as more characteristic of Romantics. That mysticism itself, we
shall soon see, is very directly connected with modernization. For
now all that we are demonstrating is an acute awareness of science
and a perception of its relationship to changes in the everyday world,
changes threatening to the wholeness of life unless science and the
new range of popular values were put in a more universal perspective.

The history of that science itself suggests the nature of the trans-
formations which these writers saw occurring around them: science
was responding to specialization, becoming professionalized.' Write
a biography of a major figure of the Revolutionary era and one had
best be familiar with a number of fields. Franklin was certainly the
colonies’ premier “scientist,” but he did not call himself one—indeed,
we are told that the word in its present usage had not been coined.
He was also printer, author, inventor, statesman. And, like most other
savants with whom he corresponded, Franklin did not limit himself
to any one field of science. Nor to “pure” or “applied” science: those
distinctions had not been invented. Franklin made great theoretical
contributions to physics, and imagined an electrical picnic. His bifo-
cals and better stoves made more liveable the same rooms in which
he thought out polarity, meteorology, oceanography.

Franklin was exceptional, but not isolated: Joseph Priestly ended
his days in Pennsylvania because his theological opinions made
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England untenable; his superb laboratory technique and his brilliant
use of a dying theory keep him in the textbooks as one of the two
principal founders of modern chemistry. Charles Willson Peale,
friend and military aide to Washington, we remember not only as
a likeable and honest painter, but for other aspects of a varied and
energetic life—skilled craftsman, founder—some say “inventor”—of
an important natural history museum, useful scientist. At one stage
of his most famous scientific and museological project, exhuming
the remains of an enormous mastodon, Peale turned for help to his
colleague Jefferson, then President; Jefferson himself, of course,
embodies the tradition we have been describing: governor, President,
author, educator, musician, the most influential architect in our history,
father of democratizing legislation, and “scientist” as well.
Jefferson did more, probably, to speed the onset of modernization
than any other single American; the Declaration of Independence sets
forth as self-evident the rationalist values of fair play—the legislation
of which he was proudest struck down, in Virginia, the customary
British inheritance practices which perpetuated an aristocracy of
birth, rather than talents. Such changes are prime examples of what
modernization theorists call “rationalization”: one replaces traditional
ways with “rational” ways. His educational ideals, similarly, called
for a system designed not only to produce a literate and rational
electorate, but to hunt out talent and leadership in all sectors of the
population. The network of schools and colleges he envisioned was
never fully articulated; its ideals, however, remain the sacred values of
our educational system. But his career was that of a great eighteenth
century man, not that of a great man in a modernizing society: like
Peale, Franklin, Priestly, he was assuredly not a specialist.
Visualize if you will—the legend persists that it happened—an
encounter on the steps of the Rotunda, the library of Jefferson’s Uni-
versity of Virginia, on a day late in Jefferson’s life when the great old
man, during a visit to the academic community he had envisioned,
invented and housed, is supposed to have passed a freshman named
Edgar Poe. The meeting would not seem much more remote if I were
to claim that Confucius, say, or Rabbi Hillel, out for a stroll one day
in Fulton, Missouri, nodded “Hello” to Winston Churchill, in town
to give a speech. The encounter between Jefferson and Poe, however,
could really have happened. They were at the university at the same
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time. Its seeming implausibility suggests how radically and rapidly
society was being transformed, and helps me make my point about
the specificity of Romantic response to modernization. It did not oc-
cur to people in 1750 or 1792, apparently, to say that because they
were artistic and creative, Peale, Franklin, or Jefferson were unfit to
be scientists, or too unworldly to be effective leaders. But creative
people of Poe’s generation were held to be impractical, skilled only
in the production of pretties. Breadth of the Jeffersonian sort in a
man of the 1830’s would already have seemed unsound, as it does in
our own age, when Robert Frost used the instinctual specialization
of ants as an emblem for the spiritual perils of being bureaucratic:

It couldn’t be called ungentle.
But how thoroughly departmental. !’

But his sour lines came a century after the Emerson passage about the
soulless specialist. Our artists had long since pinpointed the danger;
I superimpose the reactions of Emerson and Poe because the two
men are so different from one another that their common response
suggests that a strong stimulus affected both, and also because each
is popularly supposed somehow to have been out of touch with the
flow of workaday affairs, Emerson because of a sort of lofty, ideal
unworldliness, Poe because of the creepy impression left by his sup-
posedly eerie biography (the worst details of which, we have known
since 1941, were largely invented by a biographer who disliked him.)'®
Of Emerson’s indelible Brahmanism they tell the story of his enter-
ing a noisy bar to rub elbows with working people and to hear their
honest and vulgar vigorous language, the speech of everyday, living
experience from which he wanted a poetry to grow. The place, if the
story is true, fell dead silent, till the barkeep nervously and politely
asked, “A glass of water, Mr. Emerson?””"* Of Poe, even some of our
best critics and scholars, as we shall see in our next chapter, have
concluded that it is impossible to tie him to the civilization in which
he lived—or, indeed, in the words of one of them, to “the spirit of
any age.”®

Yet both were men of their age; in Poe’s case especially it seems
profitable to point out that a suitably broad approach to literature as
social history is fruitful even in the case of an author long regarded as
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isolated from his society. We shall see in another context how untrue
is the allegation that Poe fails to reflect his society; he is, in fact a
very representative American. But our focus now is on the idea that
the Romantic artist is impractical, isolated from the give-and-take of
the everyday world. We think of Poe as almost the prototypical artist-
in-the-garret. That image of the artist is old enough, but it acquired
special urgency in the western world in the early Romantic period
precisely because of the forces of modernization. [ have a strong hunch
that one saw it first in England and only a little later in the U.S. only
because modernization reached the “take-off” stage—to use W. W.
Rostow’s term—sooner in England.

Perhaps it is no accident that one of the first American Roman-
tics to have strong British ties—he was a friend of Coleridge, and
knew European artists and literati in general—was also one of the
first to sound the complaint that the artist was being made helpless,
stereotyped, boxed-in. I hear in it an early warning of the dangers
of specialization, compartmentalization and professionalization.
Washington Allston’s friendships with the circle of writers and paint-
ers associated with the Caffe Greco in Rome begin in 1805. British
modernization antedates American by several decades. In a satirical,
almost cartoon-like painting of 1811, young Allston represented the
pathetic man of art in the world of business; it is called “The Poor
Author and the Rich Bookseller.” The businessman, portly and confi-
dent, sits comfortably while the skinny writer, standing, is obliged to
hop out of the way of the kid who is sweeping the room. Considering
the generosity and patience of Allston’s New England patrons and
sponsors after his return in 1818, Allston’s painting perhaps seems
unfair, but its sentiment is familiar to us; we have all heard about the
sensitive and hungry fellow in the shabby studio. That image appears
in American art at just the moment of the artist’s contact with the great
industrial take-off. W.W. Rostow offers these tentative “take-off”
dates:

Great Britain 1783-1802
France 1830-1860
Belgium 1833-1860
United States 1843-1860

Germany 1850-1873%
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His dates are developed from growth figures of various sorts, but to
work correlations between poets and G.N.P., or novelists and pig-iron
production strikes me as funny, and I will not do it beyond saying with
avagueness which my cliometrician colleagues would doubtless find
intolerable, that those dates are “suggestive.” Emerson tours Europe
in 1832 and 1833; Poe’s “The Purloined Letter” dates from 1844.

I point to that Poe story especially because it is so explicit a
response to modernized specialization and the badly misunderstood
“scientific” method. It is the response of the artist to specialization,
to the notion that one goes to the specialist for access to expertise
in some special area, and that all the artist is for is to produce pret-
ties, the products of his specialty. If that happened, he would lose all
those other roles he had held in the pre-modern world, the world in
which artist was also seer and prophet, perceiver of truths and truth.
It was against this danger that Shelley had warned in his “Defense of
Poetry” in 1822, when he insisted that “Poets are the hierophants of
an unapprehended inspiration; the mirrors of the gigantic shadows
which futurity casts upon the present . . . Poets are the unacknowl-
edged legislators of the world.” Poe’s complaints against the same
menace in the “Sonnet to Science” date from 1829. In his detective
story Poe shows the inefficacy of narrow and specialized investiga-
tion in matters of human importance: The Prefect of Police plods,
pries, searches, gets nowhere. The thief, the minister who stole the
letter, is known, yet the Prefect cannot locate the letter. Significantly,
he misjudges his adversary—the minister is known to be a poet, the
Prefect says; he must therefore be “only one remove from a fool.”*

Dupin, Poe’s detective hero, confesses slyly that he has been
guilty of a little doggerel himself. This is Poe’s way of telling us that
this work, too, is a “Defense of Poetry.” For Dupin’s methods work,
and the Prefect’s do not. Poets are not narrow specialists who produce
pretty things: the Minister is politician, poet and mathematician; Du-
pin also has broad interests which, like those of Franklin, Jefferson,
Priestley, or Peale, reinforce rather than impede one another. He is a
whole man, while the Prefect, as Emerson put it, “works on the world
with his understanding alone.” Dupin has an artist’s sensitivity and
an intuitive, empathetic feel for the thief’s complex personality; he
finds a truth that eludes the Prefect.
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The idea of the whole man is critical. We are accustomed to be-
ing told that Romanticism was the rebellion of the nineteenth-century
heart against the eighteenth-century mind, the rebellion of passion
against the control and moderation of the Age of Reason. Even were
that all there was to Romanticism, we would be justified in tying it to
modernization because, as we have noted, rationalization is one of the
prime characteristics of industrialized societies. The further societies
move from traditional modes of understanding and decision-making,
the nearer they approach such “rational” attitudes as skepticism, open-
mindedness, willingness to experiment, the more modern they seem.
“The age of arithmetic and criticism has set in,” Emerson wrote of the
era which “made itself remarked, say in 1820 and the twenty years
following.”** Much of Emerson can be understood in terms of reaction
to these tendencies: negative in that he feared a shallow modern man
might result; positive in that, as we have seen, he was as fascinated
by science, rationalism and the changes about him as the next guy,
even if the next guy were Edgar Poe. We have to remind ourselves
that Romantics are not merely rebels against the age which preceded
them; they are also its heirs, often skeptics, rationalists, satirists, and
ironists. Poe is an especially good example, as we shall see in the
next chapter. Much of his eceuvre is satirical, and many of his tales,
even those popularly categorized as tales of terror, of ratiocination,
or other genres, are at the same time whimsical, satirical, or ironic—
sometimes all three.”

These Romantics were unwilling to give up their rationalist heri-
tage—one remembers that our most explosive Romantic, Melville,
loved the grace and wit of great eighteenth century essayists—but
some of them were surer than was Melville that there was an order
to creation to which the inspired whole man, the visionary artist, had
the key. Thus many of these skeptical, rational aficionados of the
new sciences were mystics—indeed, I feel general agreement with
recent scholars who go further, and call them occultists.? They had a
unitary view of man and the universe, sometimes expressed in terms
of a world spirit or Oversoul which permeated all things; they felt
that the inspired seer could attain a transcendent communion with it
like the states of consciousness condoned in certain tribal religions or
in some oriental religions. Such communion involved merging with
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the world spirit, and as such was a source of inspiration and truth.
Their transcendentalism should not, however, be regarded merely as
aflight from the unpleasant realities of the world around them. I want
to argue that it, too, was a very specific answer and even a challenge
to aspects of modernization.

It is often difficult to get students—or even one’s colleagues—to
take such ideas seriously; one has to point out that similar world-views
have been the majority opinion, so to speak, of most of the human
inhabitants of the globe for most of human history, and that it is not
merely small tribal societies, which perhaps strike us as “primitive,”
which see the world in this unified way, but also several high civiliza-
tions. Poe and Emerson knew their Greek philosophers,”” and knew
which expressed the views they felt were true. They also had access
to the findings of the new sciences of anthropology and archeol-
ogy, to the great burst of Egyptological information that reached
the fascinated West in the wake of the Napoleonic expeditions in
Egypt and the discovery of the Rosetta stone in 1799, and they saw
a communality in cosmological vision between their classical writ-
ers, other ancient writers, the contemporary orient, and tribesmen in
lands far and near. We tend to think of science as the enemy of such
“magical” world-views, but the nascent social sciences, in showing
this recurrent pattern of occult belief from culture to culture across
space and ages, strongly suggested that “Truth” lay in that direction.?
Modern science paradoxically provided not only part of the threat
to the artist, but access to what seemed a model of artistic survival,
worth and power.

A shaman in a tribal society is a convenient and strong illustra-
tion of the sort of unity of role the Romantics had in mind. A shaman
is notably not a specialist, as an isolated traditional tribal society is
notably not modernized. Say that we locate in it a person who chants
songs in certain ceremonies, trains the young in sacred observances,
gives counsel when large decisions must be made, and performs
rituals to heal the sick. His singing makes him an artist; if his songs
tell of the tribal past, he is historian. His counsel makes him states-
man, his healing, a doctor. Each of these roles in a modern society is
performed by at least one different specialist. The example of a tribal
shaman is not chosen merely because it provides spectacular contrast
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with the way that roles are defined in a modernized society. The idea
of seeking an anthropological parallel, of doing “culture studies” of
American society utilizing methods borrowed from the anthropolo-
gists, is not something invented in the American Civilization program
at the University of Pennsylvania in 1950’s. Emerson himself thought
in such terms. Anthropology is one of a group of sciences which, at
about the turn of the nineteenth century, began to produce startling
new information; in the case of this particular social science, the result
was the potential for a kind of self-conscious detachment from one’s
own culture which made possible the cultural attitudes we have been
discussing.

Thus it is precisely the contrast between the holistic manner in
which the shaman operates and the increasingly specialized manner in
which roles are defined in the society which Emerson saw developing
around him which produced statements such as the following, early
in “The American Scholar”:

Man is not a farmer, or a professor, or an engineer, but
he is all. Man is priest, and scholar, and statesman, and
producer, and soldier. In the divided or social state, these
functions are parcelled out to individuals, each of whom
aims to do his stint of the joint work, whilst each other
performs his. (53)

We know that Emerson’s approach is specifically anthropological
from any number of passages in his essays. Early on in his first book,
Nature, he argues (although “argues” is always an odd word to apply
to Emerson) the basic mystical doctrine that the “analogies” we see
between nature and our own consciousness are in no way “capricious,”
but are based, instead, on the nature of things. Reasoning from analogy
is not a logical fallacy for someone who feels the world as one, alive,
a unity, and himself. An argument from linguistics helps him make
his point; in the chapter “Language,” he uses a linguistics founded in
assumptions we would have to call anthropological: “Because of this
radical correspondence between visible things and human thoughts,
savages, who have only what is necessary, converse in figures. As
we go back in history, language becomes more picturesque, until its
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infancy, when it is all poetry; or, all spiritual facts are represented by
natural symbols.” (19) Carl Strauch writes,

... 1n a series of journal entries from 1843 to 1845, in
the dialectic confrontation of opposites—science and
religion, skepticism and faith, evolution and emana-
tion—. . . [Emerson] accepted skeptical science together
with the religious impulse, but lifted both to a new level
of occult insight and symbolically clairvoyant fable.”

What I guess I feel is Emerson’s best and most sustained serious
poem, “Blight,” is thus not only a statement of the need for whole-
ness and a unitary vision, but also a demonstration of his familiarity
with the most advanced comparative-cultural and religious scholar-
ship and information. Indeed, it is surprising that such sophisticated
information was already available in 1843, when he first published
this poem: he understands, for example, that astrology and alchemy
were not ancient quack sciences, but rather occult systems designed
to get the initiate “through” to a sense of transcendent experience and
power. For our purposes, I suppose, the key passage is contained in
lines 18 through 32:

But these young scholars, who invade our hills,
Bold as the engineer who fells the wood,

And travelling often in the cut he makes,
Love not the flower they pluck, and know it not,
And all their botany is Latin names.

The old men studied magic in the flowers,

And human fortunes in astronomy,

And an omnipotence in chemistry,
Preferring things to names, for these were men,
Were unitarians of the united world,
And, wheresoever their clear eye-beams fell,
They caught the footsteps of the SAME. Our eyes
Are armed, but we are strangers to the stars,
And strangers to the mystic beast and bird,

And strangers to the plant and to the mine.*
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The “Latin names” are the heritage of the eighteenth century catalogu-
ers and category-makers, the scientific compilers who in fact paved
the way for the great theorists of Emerson’s age. But in Emerson’s
context the “young scholars” trained as specialists are narrow; Em-
erson’s young scholar is Poe’s Prefect and vulture, or Whitman’s
learn’d astronomer:

When I heard the learn’d astronomer,

When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns
before me,

When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add,
divide, and measure them,

When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured
with much applause in the lecture-room,

How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,

Till rising and gliding out [ wander’d off by myself,

In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,

Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars.?!

Such men fail to catch “The footsteps of the SAME,” that system of
linked analogies which the enlightened prophets-poets-perceivers, the
“old men,” knew bound themselves with the universe. To the tribes-
man or to the member of most traditional societies, that universe is
one, a whole, alive, and identical to the man who perceives it.

I was taught in college that Emerson was too civilized really to
take such views to heart, however often he alluded to them. A decade
later, an anthropologist friend told me that Emerson could not have
had the knowledge and cultural detachment needed to achieve a genu-
inely modern comparative-cultural attitude. But I had not yet looked
closely at “Blight,” and I now think both teacher and colleague were
wrong. Emerson knows fully with what he is dealing; he understands
this world-view perfectly, and embraces it explicitly, as when he
says in the “Nature” section of Nature, “The greatest delight which
the fields and woods minister, is the suggestion of an occult relation
between man and the vegetable,” a relation which the old men, the
“unitarians of the united world” studied in the flowers or in anything
else, precisely because the world was united, one, a whole, all parts
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of which were meaningful, alive and identical with the Oversoul and
with the man who studied them.

My decision to show that Transcendentalism is a response to one
aspect of modernization—specialization—is arbitrary. Other charac-
teristics on which modernization theorists agree would serve as well
to illustrate that these Romantic artists were consciously responding
to the great forces of social change which were transforming their
world. Instead of specialization, I could have selected from Rostow
or Brown urbanization, and made the same point: even when Em-
erson is at his most elevated, seemingly his most “impractical,” he
is responding most directly to large social forces around him. At a
passage in the chapter of Nature called “Discipline” in which he is
using linguistic evidence to make his recurrent point, asserting that
as language grows from things to abstraction, so matter is literally
tied to mind by analogy, he then springs to what we would today call
a holistic view of the world. “What is a farm,” he asks, “but a mute
gospel?” (26) Merely pastoralism, perhaps, echoing his thought of
a few pages earlier about the advantages which “the country-life
possesses for a powerful mind, over the artificial and curtailed life
of cities.” (“Language,” 21) Well, anti-urbanism is a response to
modernization: we have already noted that urbanization is one of
those central facets of modernization noticed by all theorists. Thus to
say that the pastoralism of Romantic writers indicates their remote-
ness from contemporary social forces is to miss a basic fact about
pastoralism. It is a response to those forces.

But there is more involved than that. For having said that a farm
is a mute gospel, he goes on: “But the sailor, the shepherd, the miner,
the merchant, in their several resorts, have each an experience pre-
cisely parallel, and leading to the same conclusion. . ..” (26) Thus
there can be a passage of the transcendent beams in locales other than
rural. Indeed, all of the categories and specialties of modernizing
society will yield the same truth. Categories and specialties don’t
matter. They and all human experience are one, a whole, the universe.

“Xenophanes,” he continues, “complained in his old age, that,
look where he would, all things hastened back to Unity. He was weary
of seeing the same entity in the tedious variety of forms. The fable of
Proteus has a cordial truth. A leaf, a drop, a crystal, a moment of time
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is related to the whole, and partakes of the perfection of the whole.
Each particle is a microcosm, and faithfully renders the likeness of
the world.” (27)

If this chapter has performed its office, however, you should be
convinced not only that in transcendental Romantics we find direct
responses to those alterations in the world listed by recent students
of modernization, but that their writings demonstrate a sophisticated
understanding of what was happening. Far from being remote, aloof
from social forces, Emerson especially seems in some ways their
cultural product. Yet, while its product, he impressively achieved
sufficient detachment from his own culture to be capable of very
sophisticated analysis of new forces and their implications. Because
he could list the forces and anticipate their effects, because he could
stand outside his culture and compare it knowledgeably with others,
he perhaps deserves mention as an important predecessor of modern
economics, sociology and anthropology, fields which in their modern
forms might have discouraged him for their specialization and, too
often, narrowness. Saying that he was a predecessor of new special-
ties would certainly tend to diminish a writer whose vision was of
underlying “Unity.” Say rather that he was a harbinger of that bolder,
broader scholar we all want to be, who, transcending the specialties,
sees the “footsteps of the SAME.”
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Chapter 4
Poe as American Emblem

His works bear no conceivable relation, either

external or internal, to the life of any people,

and it is impossible to account for them on the

basis of any social or intellectual tendencies

or as the expression of the spirit of any age.
Joseph Wood Krutch, Edgar Allan
Poe: A Study in Genius

That legend that Poe and Jefferson met briefly on the steps of the
library Jefferson had designed is unexpectedly haunting—Poe had
been educated in the tradition of the Universal Philosophers.' That
Jefferson could be statesman, agriculturalist, musician and scientist
while he, if he chose to be poet, would be typed as impractical, is just
the sort of thing that galled him and galled other writers of his day.
With modernization comes specialization. They put you in a box. One
is almost tempted to wonder whether this is one more reason for the
popularity of that recurrent favorite theme of magazinists in Poe’s
period, burial alive! Poe looks back very specifically to a time when
artists were not in boxes:

Occasionally the poetic intellect—that intellect which
we now feel to have been the most exalted of all—since
those truths to us were of the most enduring importance
and could only be reached by that analogy which speaks
in proof-tones to the imagination alone, and to the
unaided reason bears no weight—occasionally did this
poetic intellect proceed a step farther in the evolving of
the vague idea of the philosophic. . . . And these men,
the poets . . . ponder piningly, yet not unwisely, upon
the ancient days when our wants were not more simple
than our enjoyments were keen—days when mirth was
a word unknown, so solemnly deeptoned was happi-

97
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ness—holy, august and blissful days, when blue rivers
ran undammed, between hills unhewn, into far forest
solitudes, primaeval, odorous, and unexplored.?

It is for such reasons that Poe’s detective, Dupin, treats sarcastically
the unimaginative methods of the bumbling prefect of police. In more
recent jargon, what Dupin is saying is that the prefect lacks a holistic
view. He proceeds by compartmentalization, analysis, breaking things
down, which is not the way to truth. Dupin is something of a poet.
The poet understands intuition; he understands the frequencies and
wave-lengths which tie the world together.

Poe’s attack on analytical science and compartmentalization and
his defense of unitary philosophy, then, are absolutely characteristic of
his era. It is absurd to say that he is an atypical man of his age because
he is a romantic, yet that is what, in effect, has too often been said.
Poe’s philosophical stance ties him to many of the most characteristic
spokesmen of his age, and is, like theirs, largely a defensive reaction
to large-scale changes in the world brought on by industrialization,
which they accurately sensed threatened the artist’s power and stature.

But one need not turn to philosophy to connect Poe to American
social history; there are more obvious ties, and a review of some of
them should be useful to suggest approaches to other “difficult” or
“alienated” authors. This is not to imply that Poe is worthy of discus-
sion for methodological reasons only: he is well worth “doing” for
his own sake. We have for so long taken Edgar Allan Poe as a prime
example of the alienated genius or the sensitive artist suffering in a
materialistic environment, or—a favorite French literary fantasy—as
a writer who should have lived in France, that I feel the need for a
very general statement which points out a number of important ways
in which the man and his work are unmistakably, unambiguously of
his time and place, which is to say, American, of the 1830’s and *40’s.
Poe is the American author of greatest influence on world literature;
his stories are immensely popular, and his poetry, whether or not we
feel that it is important (Poe did not—he said that his poems were
experiments, and that he had never had the leisure to make himself
a better poet), has served several generations of youngsters well as
introduction to the possibilities of sound and rhythm. He is, in short,
in every way a big figure, and we should learn to be more comfortable
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with him by understanding his connections to his American environ-
ment.

Lest I be accused of assaulting straw men, incidentally, let me
begin by showing that the incredible assertion by Krutch above is
not an inexplicable lapse of judgement by a smart critic. Other major
students of American literature and culture have said pretty much the
same thing. Perry Miller said that he knew of no way to place Poe in
a history of American literature, unless it was by “postulating a Dark
Tradition, running from Charles Brockden Brown through Poe to
Ambrose Bierce and William Faulkner.”® Vernon Parrington felt that
Poe was not in the main current; F. O. Matthiessen drummed him out
of the American Renaissance.* Even Alfred Kazin, who complained
about Parrington’s blindness to Poe, failed to do much to root Poe
on native grounds, and, though Poe knew a lot about and wrote on
the relationship between inspiration and the landscape, and published
large portions of an uncompleted novel about the American frontier,
Henry Nash Smith never thought to mention him in Virgin Land.’

This is no scandal: probably when writers think of Poe in con-
nection with national issues, various peculiarities of his best-known
work, his contentious literary career and his biography make him seem
an exception to whatever rule they have in mind. The process rather
reminds one of the manner in which historians and social scientists
used to shunt aside black Americans: “They’re very important; they’ve
been treated abominably; the injustice must be rectified—but we can’t
discuss them here; these terms and definitions were developed for
white Americans.” “Poe as the nigger of American literature” might
serve as an appropriately loaded ironic phrase, given his racist feel-
ings on the one hand and the slights he has received on the other.

But that racism is in itself a clue: who will argue that racism was
not an important part of American life in the age of Poe? Poe played
at being southern aristocrat; he wrote sympathetic reviews of books
defending slavery, and even argued that slavery was morally uplifting
for the slaveholder.® There is no need, in short, to fabricate a “dark
tradition” in order to tie Poe to his nation and his time; one already
exists.

Fortunately, there are other and more positive connections as well.
For convenience, I will list some categories which might be fruitful,
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admitting at the start that the categories overlap and are arbitrary. Poe’s
work reflects his age in America in the following ways: 1) His work
and the work of other romantics is in large part a reaction to mod-
ernization. 2) His philosophic stance is not only very characteristic
of his period, it is also in part a response to the threat to the artist’s
role posed by modernization. 3) He is fascinated by contemporary
technology. 4) He shares in national self-consciousness by express-
ing concern with the problem of a national literature. 5) He is what
we would today call a “media author,” alert to the messages in each
medium. 6) He is sensitive to popular culture in ways both obvious
and subtle. 7) His works reflect many of the most condoned values
of our culture. 8) He reacts vigorously to American government and
political theory.

The first three items on our list we covered adequately, I hope, in
our last chapter; the similarities in response by writers as different as
Emerson and Poe—and many other Romantics one could name—sug-
gest the scope and strength of both stimulus and reaction. We might
point out that even the celebrated cold relations between Concord
and Fordham do not indicate any real intellectual difference in the re-
sponse to modernization, to the threat to the artist’s role, or to modern
science and technology. Poe’s impatience with contemporaries who,
like Emerson, should have been his philosophical allies, stems not
from ideological hostility, but from a combination of other reasons:
jealousy, perhaps, and certainly impatience with their manner of pre-
senting a sacred—which is to say, “pre-modern”—world view. His
characteristic complaint against the Transcendentalists is, in effect,
Why are they bothering to argue? Don’t they know that these things
are, as Agathos puts it in Poe’s tale “The Power of Words” [1845],
“simply true?”

That hostility was also, of course, a matter of temperament and
biography. Poe was insecure, and Emerson did call him “the jingle-
man.” Touchiness, contentiousness, and irascibility, however, are not
adequate reasons for denying a writer his time and place. Nor should
the eerie stereotype of Poe—even had it been true—have blinded
critics to his interest in his environment. Were it not for the notori-
ous creepiness of Poe’s popular image, his reactions to progress and
technology might strike us as far more “typical.” They remind me
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of Twain’s: on the one hand, he is skeptical of national faith in the
connection between new gadgets and genuine human progress; on
the other, absolutely fascinated with the implications of new technol-
ogy and new processes. In three tales,” Poe skylarks about voyages
by air, but the playfulness fails to conceal his fascination with the
possibilities. “The Thousand-and-Second Tale of Scheherazade”
(1845) lists strange scientific facts and technological wonders of the
age—steam-powered ships, new processes in printing (reminding
one again of Twain, who sank a fortune into an automatic typesetter),
balloon flight, a train that went 71 m.p.h., a steam incubator for eggs,
the Daguerreotype, and so on. Both “Mellonta Tauta” and “Some
Words with a Mummy” mock pride in such technological advances,
but even these two stories, like Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in
King Arthur's Court, betray itchy curiosity about the possibilities of
technological applications. Similar contradictions in Twain strike us
as “characterically American.” Those in Poe should as well.?

-1-
Poe as Patriot

“. .. we are a poetical people”

American self-consciousness about its productiveness in the arts
is generally recognized as an important characteristic of the early na-
tional period. The charge that Poe is isolated from such concern, not
interested in the issue of an American literature, is based on simple
ignorance of his work. He is very much concerned. And, narrow as
his points of view on many issues frequently are, the stand he takes
on the matter of national literature seems sound and defensible. I have
in mind especially what he says in the first pages of his long review
of books on poetry by Joseph Rodman Drake and Fitz Green Hal-
leck which ran in the Southern Literary Messenger for April 1836.°
Poe writes, “There was a time, it is true, when we cringed to foreign
opinion—Ilet us even say we paid a most servile deference to British
critical dicta” (p. 276). All that, however, has changed, he goes on; it
has been replaced by a cocksure chauvinism, so eager to praise any
national production that it ignores more mature continental criticism.
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We have good writers, he concludes, but we should not praise anything
just because it is American.

Poe, of course, has an axe to grind. His comments give him an
opportunity to respond to snide Northern reactions to his critical work
for the Southern Literary Messenger. But his prefatory remarks also
function as an extremely good introduction to his discussion of Drake
and Halleck. The opening of that discussion, indeed, makes the con-
nection clear. Poe writes, “Perhaps at this particular moment there
are no American poems held in so high estimation by our country-
men, as the poems of Drake, and of Halleck”—which is to say, this
illustrates what I just said about the perils of mixing patriotism with
critical judgment.

The Drake-Halleck review is, incidentally, among the most care-
ful and sensitive pieces of criticism that Poe produced. While on the
one hand one wants to agree with the judgment of those writers who
feel that it is a terrible shame that the man had to waste his energies
reviewing the second-rate materials that appeared on his desk, it is
worth saying that at least some of the poems discussed here seem still
to be readable today, and that Poe’s close analysis of them succeeds
in illuminating some genuine critical distinctions: also that Poe finds
some things to admire in them. Certainly if the reactions of my own
children are any gauge, portions of Drake’s “The Culprit Fay” function
very well as children’s poetry. Sometimes close examination of the
less-than-great enables a critic to define the differences between art
and near-art, and thus ultimately to approach definitions of the nature
of high art. That is Poe’s real subject in the portions of this careful
and thoughtful essay which are devoted to close literary analysis.

The argument that provides his “frame,” however, the one about
national pride and literary judgment, is as important to Poe. Sidney
Moss reminds us how hard Poe fought throughout his career for higher
ethical and critical standards in the discussion of American works.'°
To praise “puerilities,” Poe writes, “as among the loftiest efforts of the
human mind” just because they are American, “is to prove ourselves
at once a fool, a malingerer, and no patriot” (p. 298). “That we have
among us poets of the loftiest order we believe—""he concludes, “but
we do not believe that these poets are Drake and Halleck” (p. 318).

Poe is literary patriot enough. In response to the familiar cliché
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about how the practical workaday Americans will never produce
true poetry, Poe growls, “Those who have taken most careful note
of our literature for the last ten or twelve years, will be most willing
to admit that we are a poetical people; and in no respect is that fact
more plainly evinced than in the eagerness with which books pro-
fessing to compile or select from the productions of our native bards
[such as the works of the anthologist Rufus Griswold, which Poe is
discussing], are received and appreciated by the public.”!! Poe wrote
that in 1842; he was even angrier in 1845 at John Wilson (“Christo-
pher North”) of Blackwoods for insulting James Russell Lowell, and
extended the target of his griping to the power of the entire British
critical establishment:

There is not a more disgusting spectacle under the sun
than our subserviency to British criticism. It is disgusting,
first, because it is truckling, servile, pusilanimous—sec-
ondly, because of its gross irrationality. We know the Brit-
ish to bear us little but ill-will—we know that, in no case,
do they utter unbiased opinions of American books—we
know that in the few instances in which our writers
have been treated with common decency in England,
these writers have either openly paid homage to English
institutions, or have had lurking at the bottom of their
hearts a secret principle at war with Democracy:—we
know all this, and yet, day after day, submit our necks to
the degrading yoke of the crudest opinion that emanates
from the fatherland. Now if we must have nationality, let
it be a nationality that will throw off this yoke.?

Readers of Poe familiar with his cool attitude toward popular gov-
ernment will perhaps be surprised at his fervor here in defense of
democracy. He is inconsistent—patriotic in “Politian” (1835-45),
suspicious of aristocracy in several stories, critical of national taste
in “The Philosophy of Furniture” (1840) and elsewhere, hostile to
popular rule in “Mellonta Tauta”—but an unfair assault on a com-
patriot apparently brings out the democrat and patriot in him. No
need, however, to labor the point: Poe shows all the national self-
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consciousness one could reasonably expect of an author.

-
Poe and the Media

“. .. lastly, I effected a bargain . . . and united
all the literature of the country in one magnifi-
cent magazine. . ..”
—Thingum Bob, in Poe’s “The
Literary Life of Thingum Bob, Esq.”

For several generations Poe specialists have worked to debunk
the ghoul-haunted version of Mr. Poe’s biography. They are correct;
the ugliest aspects of the older image of Poe were based on hearsay
and deliberate slander. We know that a good deal of his literary output
may be understood in more-or-less everyday terms. However unsuc-
cessful we Poeians have been in altering the picture of Poe which
appears in the popular media, in short, we seem to have convinced
one another that Poe must have been sober at least some of the time
and that there are reasons to question the reliability of evidence for
some of the seamier things we used to think were true about him.
Establishing Poe’s close ties to the media of his time should help us
establish context for both works and behavior. Yet despite a number
of very good books that have appeared in recent years in which are
discussed the intimate relationship between Poe and the print publica-
tions of his day,"* I’m not sure that we fully grasp how much of Poe
can be understood in terms of the push and pull of the media.

We should be aware of the pressure of the media in at least two
senses. First, there are fairly obvious matters, for instance, the fre-
quency with which Poe discusses the printing and publishing indus-
tries themselves. On a less obvious, but in some ways more profound,
level there is also the pull of the media as the media scholars of the
1960’s explained the idea: it can often be said in Poe, to use Marshall
McLuhan’s famous phrase, that “the medium is the message.”"*

The obvious first. Poe talks a great deal about the business and
methods of printing. In a passage published in 1828—and which,
incidentally, I am quite certain Poe knew—James Fenimore Coo-
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per wrote, “in America the printer came into existence before the
author.”"® The smell of printers’ ink is upon Poe, a practicing editor
who knows not merely the drudgery of editorial offices, but also the
processes that go on in the print shop. He shares this quality, too, with
Mark Twain; we have not had any trouble connecting Mark Twain to
the American environment and to American social history. An easy
example may be found in Poe’s story “X-ing a Paragrab” (1849). To
tell the honest truth, I do not know precisely what is Poe’s target in
this satire,'® but [ understand fully those parts of the story which treat
the difficulties encountered by Bob, a twelve year old printer’s devil.
The tale has to do with squabbling editors. Bob’s editor, embroiled in
a literary brawl, has composed a paragraph filled with “O’s.” Poe lets
his readers in on the jargon of the composing room: “Meantime the
devil to whom copy was entrusted, ran up stairs to his ‘case,” in an
unutterable hurry, and forthwith made a commencement at ‘setting’
the MS. ‘up’.” The rest of the story has to do with the consequences
of Bob’s discovery that all of his “O’s” have been lifted; his decision
to substitute X’s for the O’s sets up the opportunity for some puns
in the last few pages; the story concludes with Bob telling us that
his editor never could be “‘persvaded fur to drink like other folks,
but vas continually a-svigging o’ that ere blessed XXX ale, and, as a
naiteral consekvence, it just puffed him up savage and made him X
(cross) in the Xtreme.””

Poe’s interest in the processes involved in getting work to the
public extended to all aspects of magazine and book publication.
He commented on the physical appearance of books, the quality of
paper, page size, typography and design. He said that he liked to use
cuts, but much preferred the suggestiveness of woodcuts to the more
explicit quality of the increasingly popular steel engravings. Plates or
illustrations were tremendously important to magazine publishers in
Poe’s day. Editors believed that good plates could quickly double the
circulation of a magazine. We have to remember where we were in
the history of the media in the 1830’s and 1840’s: photography was
available and very exciting, but photographs could not yet be printed
in books, newspapers or magazines.

The other visual mass media with which we are familiar were
not, of course, yet available. The steam and electronic revolutions,
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however, were well under way; the world felt smaller, as we have seen
in discussing technology. The combination of these forces produced
a great hunger for visual materials relating to exotic places. The tug
we recognize when examining twentieth-century photo essays on
far-off lands—the sort known best in the National Geographic—was
already strongly felt by Poe’s day. Those National Geographic articles
richly illustrated with “Kodachromes by the author” have their clear
precedents in articles, often written after the cut had been produced,
on interesting or exotic places, which ran in many American and
British magazines in this period."’

Poe responded in several ways. There are tales such as “The
Balloon- Hoax” about travel and the new technology, of course, but
also works designed to appeal because of their exoticism. His abor-
tive serial novel, The Journal of Julius Rodman, exploits interest in
the trans-Mississippi west; his novel The Narrative of Arthur Gordon
Pym pretends to be a factual account of adventure in latitudes further
south than any previously explored. Any number of stories are set in
exotic or picturesque places: “A Tale of the Ragged Mountains” in
the misty Virginia mountains named in the title, “The Assignation,”
his romantic fantasy on Byronic gossip, in Venice; “A Descent into
the Maelstrom,” at a remote location off the coast of Norway, and so
on.

As for the medium as message: consider first Poe’s letter to Mrs.
Richmond (“Annie”)"® in which he asks her to read his story “Hop-
Frog” (1849), published in a frankly commercial “sporting magazine,”
The Flag of our Union. He said that The Flag of our Union was “not
a very respectable journal, perhaps, in a literary point of view, but
one that pays as high prices as most of the magazines.” Poe’s self
consciousness in the letter shows, obviously, that he knew that where
your work appeared affected readers’ attitudes toward what you wrote.

Poe knew how to make format speak, too. Most of the magazines
for which he wrote carried articles and sketches as well as fiction,
and did not distinguish fiction from non-fiction through format. Poe
frequently made this fact about medium part of his message by writ-
ing stories which masquerade as articles.'” Thus “The Imp of the
Perverse” (1845) pretends to be a philosophical discussion until nine
paragraphs from the end, and “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar”



American Literature and American Society 107

(1845) starts by explaining that it was written to counteract gossip
about a remarkable event:

Of course I shall not pretend to consider it any
matter for wonder, that the extraordinary case of M.
Valdemar has excited discussion. It would have been a
miracle had it not—especially under the circumstances.
Through the desire of all parties concerned, to keep the
affair from the public, at least for the present, or until
we had farther opportunities for investigation—through
our endeavors to effect this—a garbled or exaggerated
account made its way into society, and became the
source of many unpleasant misrepresentations, and, very
naturally, of a great deal of disbelief. It is now rendered
necessary that [ give the facts—as far as I comprehend
them myself. (134)

The best illustration of this sensitivity, perhaps, is his tale “The
Balloon-Hoax.” Poe had numerous ties to newspaper journalism, and
a razor-sharp sense of how newspapers worked and what they could
do. Harold Scudder® tells the story of the connection between Poe’s
hoax and an extraordinarily fast run by a packet ship. In February of
1844, a packet ship on the trip between Charleston and New York
beat the mail service by three days. Poe used this media fact to make
credible the scoop appearing in the “extra” of the New York Sun. It
explained how the Sun could have a story no other paper carried: it
would be three days before anyone could check. The “story” in the
extra, of course, was Poe’s tale, a work of fiction masquerading as
a newspaper story, which worked because of his acute sensitivity to
what newspaper readers were like and what they knew. Poe’s tale,
moreover, gains plausibility because the people involved in the great
balloon adventure, a supposed trip from Great Britain to Charleston,
South Carolina, were real persons, balloonists whose names had
been before the public somewhat earlier when they were involved
in a true and almost equally remarkable balloon trip: they had flown
from Great Britain to Germany. Poe’s tale, then, is not only about
media, but somehow “through” and “because of” media as well.
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One could point also to what I suppose should be called “com-
parative journalism,” for one needs approximately such a label to
explain the structure of Poe’s tale “The Mystery of Marie Roget”
(1842). This is the tale in which Poe takes the details of a notorious
murder case that occurred in New York and transposes them to Paris.
It makes dull reading, to tell the truth, and has always seemed to me
the weakest of Poe’s detective stories, but its journalistic assump-
tions are interesting enough: Poe’s detective, Dupin, sits in his study
reading accounts of the murder from the various newspapers, and
Poe, who identifies the American newspapers he has in mind, alleges
that he knows enough of their strengths and weaknesses to be able to
characterize a given fact or interpretation as reliable or unlikely.

Related to this is comparative journalism of another sort, his
practice of gathering together various reviews. He once published a
special supplement of the Southern Literary Messenger in order to
present reviews of his work as its editor; the supplement consists of
brief comments from Poe, and a lengthy string of reviews, friendly
and unfriendly, abusive and intelligent. He did the same thing in fic-
tional form in the story “The Literary Life of Thingum Bob, Esq.,”
(1844) in which “Thingum Bob’s” literary effusions are variously
greeted by a group of ignorant and biased reviewers for different
literary magazines. The story is thus not only a satire on a specific
writer, Lewis Gaylord Clark, but also an attack on the corrupt system
of patronage and favoritism that prevailed in the interlocking worlds
of newspaper, magazine and book publishing in Poe’s lifetime.

Finally, one wants to remember Poe’s long-time dream of own-
ing his own first-class literary magazine. I take this as a sure sign of
Poe’s confidence that he could play upon the print media of his day
as upon an organ.

-3-
Poe and Popular Culture

We now demand the light artillery
of'the intellect; we need the curt, the
condensed, the pointed, the readily
diffused—in place of the verbose,
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the detailed, the voluminous, the
inaccessible.
—Poe, “Marginalia”

I said at the outset that these categories overlap. Much of the
material suggested under the heading “the media” could be placed here
in a discussion of the relationship between Poe and popular culture.
But I chose to make popular culture a separate heading in order to
stress the homeliness of some of Poe’s materials. “Some Words With
a Mummy” (1845), for instance, has its time and place writ large
upon it. This is the story in which foolish scientific amateurs obtain
a surplus mummy from a museum and bring it to life. Their attempts
to impress the ancient Egyptian with the accomplishments of modern,
particularly American, and especially New York, civilization fail; the
revivified mummy keeps insisting that things were better and more
impressive in ancient Egypt. This framework allows Poe to make
topical and local jokes.

The story idea itself, first, exploits popular interests. There was a
tremendous amount of curiosity about the exciting field of Egyptology,
brought into the world spotlight by Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign,
and kept in public view through a series of spectacular revelations.
Thus when Poe and his snickering collaborators at the New York Sun
planned their balloon-hoax, they chose to fill out the page of “The
Extra Sun” on which the story ran with an article on Egyptology. It
was, in other words, still front page news.

The texture of the story, second: much of “Some Words With a
Mummy” consists of material of a sort which would be familiar to
anyone who knows American popular magazines, a string of scientific
and technological curiosities. Having shown that he is philosophically
more sophisticated than his interrogators, the Egyptian refuses to be
impressed by phrenology, animal magnetism, modern astronomy, or
optics, topics on which the questioners assume that a comparison of
Egypt with “‘the moderns and more especially with the Yankees, al-
together [attests] to the superior solidity of the Egyptian skull.”” (519)
But the poor Egyptian finally has to admit that his civilization has
nothing to match the majesty of the famous riprap fountain at Bowl-
ing Green, nor those much-advertised patent medicines, Ponnonner’s
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losenges or Brandreth’s pills. The story, in other words, makes use
not only of local New York jokes, but the humor of advertisements
as well. The reader will perhaps recall that Melville also responded
to patent medicines. There is a passage in Moby-Dick in which he
explains how one would treat a tummy-ache in the sperm whale: row
up to the front end of the beast with a few boatfuls of Brandreth’s
pills, shovel them in, and flee. Such cheerful tastelessness reminds
one very precisely of contemporary children’s scatalogical jokes about
such products as Ex-Lax.”!

Vulgar jokes occur with some frequency in Poe. Elmer R. Pry
noted one recently in Poe’s story “Three Sundays in a Week.”” He
points out that the discussion of a wedding employs the phrase “come
off” in a context which clearly implies sexual connotations; reinforc-
ing the sexual line are references to the bride’s “plum.” “Plum” had
the same sexual connotations in slang as “cherry” does today. We
are sure that Pry is right, first, because similar obscene jokes appear
elsewhere in Poe, and also because Poe has his characters laugh at
them in “Three Sundays in a Week.”

Poe’s attitudes toward sex, while complex, seem very much
characteristic of his age. However overdrawn was her Freudian por-
trait of Poe, Marie Bonaparte was unquestionably right in pointing
out that in prudish ages a substitution gets made of death for sex.”
I imagine that it is for this reason more than any other that Poe’s
heroines expire in their wedding chambers, in their wedding beds and
under circumstances which, as numerous other critics have pointed
out, strongly suggest such “substitution.” Thus Poe’s famous dictum
that the most beautiful subject for a poet is the death of a beautiful
woman, a statement which might seem on first glance to isolate Poe
from the everyday life of any culture, seems on closer inspection
instead to reflect some very basic forces within Ais. A Jungian might
argue that the forces are from sources deeper, indeed, than “culture”
itself.

Many Poe stories reflect the interests and activities of an urban
American in the first half of the nineteenth century. Several seem to
have been inspired by theatergoing: I think in particular of “King
Pest” (1835), “The Masque of the Red Death” (1842) and “The
Spectacles” (1844). The first I suspect because of its dance-of-death,
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graveyard-grotesque, slapstick-macabre subject and plot: there is a
theatrical tradition of such material.** The second borrows its setting
from the stage; Poe gives literal stage directions, telling us how his
tale is to be mounted: a long corridor exists only to hold braziers,
the light from which is to shine through the colored windows of the
string of chambers through which his doomed revelers move. And
the third story actually takes place largely in a New York theater.

It would not be hard to multiply examples of Poe’s involvement
with popular culture. Both in obvious matters of texture and detail,
and on more profound levels of attitude, prejudice and hang-ups, he
seems a citizen of his time and place.

-
Poe and American Values

[TThe origin of the principal social evils of any
given land is not to be found (except in a much
less degree than we usually suppose) either in
republicanism or monarchy or any especial
method of government—. . . we must look for
the source of our greatest defects in a variety
of causes totally distinct from such action—in
a love of gain, for example. . . .

—Poe, in a review of Friedrich von

Raumer, England in 1835

Having stressed, some pages back, Poe’s ties to romantic ideal-
ism, with its strong undercurrent of mysticism, it may seem para-
doxical that I conclude by claiming that Poe believes in those sacred
values of modern western civilization discussed in our first chapter.
The two seem contradictory: the first, transcendental and holistic;
the latter, “linear” and analytic. Well, Whitman and Emerson warned
us about worrying overmuch about consistency or contradictions!
Both positions are certainly characteristic of Poe’s age, and both are
evident in Poe’s work. Moreover, as I suggested, romantic idealism,
mysticism and occultism are in large part a reaction to the processes
of industrialization, compartmentalization, specialization and the
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other characteristics of modernization which western sacred values
justify and in large measure create. If the two are contradictory, they
are also symbiotic.

By “sacred values,” again, I mean those values which, on the most
highly condoned level, one never finds attacked; these are values to
which even opponents in disputes will agree—indeed, both sides may
generally be shown to be appealing to the same values. Two quick
examples: “profit,” while undoubtedly a value that is very important
in our culture, is not, by this definition “sacred.” On the most highly
condoned level, one can find it under attack, find statements about
its over-emphasis, or the need to keep it in proper perspective. “Fair
play,” in contrast, is never—at least in the statements and materials
examined in a recent study—questioned.” Opponents in a given
argument are likely to refer to it to bolster their cases.

One family of sacred values could roughly be called “cartesian.”
Such values are consistently affirmed in Poe. Rational explanations
of puzzling phenomena can be found. The celebrated and bewildering
“automated” chess player of Maelzel, Poe demonstrates, will yield its
secret to the analytical observer. Proper analysis will crack any cipher,
we learn in “The Gold-Bug” (1843) and in Poe’s editorial columns
in which he invites readers to send in passages in code for him to
decipher. Indeed, even his version of that apparently contradictory
philosophical idealism, the heritage of his reading in Greek idealists
and modern philosophers such as Fichte, is ultimately grounded on
a belief in a universe that will give up its laws to man. And those
laws will be reasonable, even comprehensible in physical terms. It
is for this reason that he argues in Eureka and his mystical fantasies
that spirituality must ultimately have some physical “carrier.” Some-
times he says that he believes there is an “ether” which provides the
physical basis for idealism—it pervades the entire universe, and even
our thoughts literally set it in motion, so that every human thought
changes the universe. At other times, he says that he is an atomist,
and that the essential unity of all material creation is the underlying
physical explanation for that occult or holistic world view which we
have already discussed. The point is the same either case. He wants
to find a way to have both his cartesian rationalism and his idealism.

Dostoevski was perhaps the first to notice that even at his most
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fantastic Poe is rigorously logical. The weird happenings of his best-
known macabre tales can almost always be accounted for “realisti-
cally”: often they are perceived by an unstable character, and so might
be a reflection of his mental state. And “Even his most unbounded
imagination,” Dostoevski says, “betrays the true American.” Even
the strangest visions are compelling because of Poe’s “power of de-
tails.”?¢ I think Dostoevski connects the Americanness with the love
of fact and detail; he says that it is what makes Poe different from
other writers of fantasy.

Another range of national values strongly expressed on the
sacred level has to do with individual potential and creativity. (This
group of values includes such things as Individual Potential, Talent
or Genius, Self-Expression, Creativity, Innovation, Diversity, Indig-
enousness, Naturalness.) I do not think it is necessary to cite chapter
and verse in Poe’s critical writings to show that he subscribes to the
entire range. Poe stood, for example, for great artistic freedom, for
a system in which the creative spirit had far freer access to society’s
media and rewards than was the case in his own day. That life-long
battle against literary back-scratching and “old school tie” to which
we have referred was fought in the name of fair play in the cause of
those values which I have just listed.

Indeed, about the only value on the list of sacred values which
does not find consistent endorsement in Poe is Meliorism, for Poe
is truly suspicious of the possibility of genuine progress. For all that
he attacks injustice, he is skeptical of the national faith that human
reason can devise better institutions, and that better institutions will
produce a better life for mankind. He remains suspicious, as we
noted, of “Mob,” though he also makes occasional attacks on aristo-
cratic pretension. In several stories he mocks the national confidence
that our democratic institutions will bring on the golden age. This
is especially clear in “Mellonta Tauta” (1849). Characters living a
millennium from now look back on our day and laugh at such ideas.
They themselves, however, are shown to be as prone to error and to
cocksure temporal chauvinism as were Poe’s contemporaries. Thus
even the one value that Poe attacks links him clearly to his society.
And the point he makes—that a few hundred years will put any civi-
lization’s pretensions in perspective—was made by other Americans
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in his day. Indeed, science of the period encouraged such statements,
for the great discoveries in archeology, especially the work of the
Egyptologists, and in geology, made people very much aware of the
enormous age of the earth. As E. P. Richardson has pointed out,”
Thomas Cole’s series of paintings “The Course of Empire” (1836)
stirred audiences precisely because of the new and acutely frighten-
ing sense of “pastness” in the period in which it was produced. Thus
Poe’s suspicion of the efficacy of governmental and institutional
reform is itself a clear reflection not only of his conservative politi-
cal attitudes, but of strongly-felt popular intellectual currents. Even
the apparent contradiction between his hostility to Jacksonian and
post-Jacksonian popular politics and his quite frequent attacks on
aristocratic pretensions—in tales such as “Hop-Frog” (1849), “The
Masque of the Red Death” (1842) and “Mystification” (1837)—are
in no way inconsistent with vacillations in national attitudes in his
age. On the contrary, they are very typical.

A brief word, while we are on the subject, on Poe and American
government: only an understandable ignorance of the nature and
details of the day-to-day exposure of Americans to politics in Poe’s
era can account for the failure of some commentators to see how large
an element politics is in Poe’s work. Some of his tales are topical
political satires: I think especially of “Four Beasts in One/The Homo-
Cameleopard” (1836) and “The Man That Was Used Up” (1839). In
others, Poe inserts political referents as incidental jokes and allusions:
good examples appear in the story we were just discussing, “Mellonta
Tauta,” where Poe works in references to a New York City official, a
senator, the President, and so forth.”® Sidney Kaplan thinks that The
Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym contains a racist political allegory;*
though I am not sure that he is right, I have a strong suspicion that
Poe intended an allegorical statement on the South and its “peculiar
institution” in “The System of Dr. Tarr and Prof. Fether” (1845).%°
There is no need to belabor the point: one can begin with Burton
Pollin’s valuable Dictionary of Names and Titles in Poe's Collected
Works (New York, 1968), select some political figures, see how often
Poe mentions them, then look in the Virginia Edition (or the AMS
reprint of it) to check out the context. One comes away convinced
that Poe was not isolated from national political interests, forces and
personalities.
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I conclude from this brief run-down of ties to his world that we
can connect Poe to all those fields of study we use to understand an
age and place: intellectual history because he reflects the interests of
his age; sociology, because he carries many period, class and race
attitudes; “New History,” because he shows us how men lived on
the day-to-day level; popular culture, because he understands and
responds to it; psychohistory, because he is a fabulous source of
information about the underside of the Victorian mind, and material
culture, because he records it in detail. He seems to me as American
as violence, idealism, racism (and its adversary, fair play), the Wild
West, electronics, occultism and apple pie.
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1941), 594.



American Literature and American Society 117

19 This was especially easy to do in magazines which did not print the
author’s name under the title of each piece: the reader had no clue at all. See
the discussion of false starts in Poe’s fiction in Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV,
“Blackwood Artists” a la Poe: How to make a False Start Pay,” Revue des
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rative of Arthur Gordon Pym as Satire,” GENRE, 111 (Dec., 1970), 379-99.
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Chapter 5
Hawthorne and the Industrial Revolution

“In the Name of the Prophet—figs!!”
—Street-cry of “the pious hawkers
of Constantinople,” reported humor-
ously in James and Horace Smith’s
Rejected Addresses, and from that
source quoted by Poe as a motto for
a satiric tale

Despite Hawthorne’s usual complaints about his lack of talent
in representing the “beef and ale” of everyday life, and his usual
theoretical justification for leaving such things out—this always boils
down to his saying, in effect, “I am a romancer, dealing not with
the truths of the physical world, with which I can play more or less
fast and loose, but rather with the truths of the spirit; this gives me
license to be unreal”—despite all this, he has made The House of the
Seven Gables quite rich in the texture of life in a nineteenth century
American town. Thus we learn about gadgets, about the railroad,
about the trade of a daguerrotypist, about cabs, omnibuses, the city
water cart and its losing battle with dust in the summer street, and
even some things about consumer economics, about tradesmen with
carts and wagons selling fish, meat, and other products, and of course,
about “cent-shops.” I think again of Mexico, where much small trade
and service is still handled in such ways. In residential districts in
Mexico City, tradesmen and craftsmen come into the neighborhood,
and advertise themselves by characteristic sounds—noises, whistles,
calls, or tunes: a bell means the garbage cart is coming, a steam
whistle that the locomotive-looking wagon of hot yams and baked
bananas is going by; a singsong cry heralds fresh fruit, and a doleful
“Gaaaz!” shouted into the hallway of an apartment house brings out
householders to purchase tanks of liquid gas. The knife and scissors
sharpener announces himself with an airy arpeggio on his pan’s-pipe;
he still brings his wheel to the shade of a wall or tree as he did to that
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of the Pyncheon elm in Hawthorne’s Salem, and, while you can get
your shoes repaired in a shop or “shoe hospital,” you can also take
them to the shabby man who carries his shop in his pocket, and fixes
shoes right out on the street. Thus the housewives and maids of any
colonia today would soon learn the sound of the fish-hawker’s horn
which old Clifford Pyncheon heard, and, if the fish were fresh and
not too dear, would visit the cart to buy lisa, sierra, or huachinango.!
Such trade is less institutionalized and more personal; you dealt in
Hawthorne’s Salem as you do in the calles of Mexico with people
rather than stores or supermarkets. We learn that there still is some
barter in Salem and that business is not strictly business; it is also
social interaction, as when young Phoebe deals with a very old woman
who has come to trade homespun yarn for whatever she can bargain
the shopkeepers out of.?

-1-
Clifford and the Water-Cart

The audience was of a generally decent and
respectable character . . . all looking rather
suburban than rural. In these days, there is
absolutely no rusticity, except when the actual
labor of the soil leaves its earth-mould on the
person.

—Miles Coverdale, in Hawthorne’s

The Blithedale Romance (1852)

That old woman is interesting to us because, along with all of the
other miscellaneous information Hawthorne drops about nineteenth
century Salem, he tells us she is the last woman in town who still
spins her own yarn.

That fact tells us important things about the enormous transfor-
mations through which the United States had gone in the previous
decades. Had we looked at the start of the nineteenth century we
would have seen a very different country from the place Hawthorne
was showing us in the 1850’s. The United States in 1800 was not only
a new political experiment, it was a society still primarily rural and
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agricultural, technologically not very impressive,* linked by certain
shared cultural and political assumptions, and primarily western
European in those portions of its population which possessed politi-
cal clout. Its cities were small, though important in their influence,
and in cities and in countryside, for the most part, the family (which
sometimes meant the family plus apprentices, servants, employees,
and/or slaves) was the basic economic unit. The rural woman not only
spun her own yarn, like the lady in The House of the Seven Gables,
she also manufactured soap and had charge of a wide number of
household, garden and barnyard activities that were productive in
nature and for which she had been trained since childhood. The man
who married her did so in large part for sound personal economic
reasons: he became immediately richer on acquiring a wife who had
these skills. She was likely to feel the same way about it, since her
husband had been “socialized” into a wide range of complimentary
skills and responsibilities. Both, moreover, wanted children for eco-
nomic as well as emotional reasons, for each healthy child increased
the labor force of the remarkable and durable economic unit which
was the family.

Even the things that the rural family did not produce itself were
likely to be produced by other families, the members of which viewed
their roles in similar economic terms. Production was not centralized
in factories or rationalized by production lines; commerce was gener-
ally not corporate. Thus the craft establishments that produced barrels,
shoes, candles or iron products, the retail establishments of towns and
cities, and even quite large mercantile enterprises were likely to be
essentially familial in structure, although the definition of “family”
might have to be enlarged, in the case of especially large projects, to
include servants, apprentices, and more distant relatives, especially
youngsters sent in to learn the trade. In such establishments, too, the
wife played an important economic role. Depending on the enterprise,
she might manage the considerable household logistics—feeding
such a crew in itself was akin to running a small restaurant—super-
vise servants, or direct one or another aspect of the business, such as
bookkeeping. It was not considered unladylike for her to understand
the business—the idea that ladies had to be helpless, as we shall see,
was a corollary effect of the next stage of modernization—and she
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was perfectly capable of taking it over in the event of her husband’s
absence or death. Here, too, children were assets, not economic li-
abilities.

Hawthorne’s novel is set midway in the change that was to
transform American life by the end of the nineteenth century. By
that time, the country would be immensely large, knit together by
roads, rails, canals, and electronic media of communications. It would
be ethnically heterogeneous: its ex-slaves, citizens, although badly
treated; Native Americans, having been engulfed or transplanted,
would be expected to vanish shortly (they did not); and millions
of new Americans would have poured into the nation, mostly from
southern and eastern Europe and the Far East. Most American fami-
lies in 1900 were no longer economic units which produced goods.
In affluent households, mother and the kids had lost their productive
economic role; instead, daddy went out to work, and the rest stayed
home to consume. If, perhaps, this made life physically easier for the
wife and children, it also seems to have put new strains on them, for,
deprived of the sense that they were part of the economic team, they
began expecting unreasonable returns from family; “happiness” and
“fulfillment,” the conscious pursuit of which is guaranteed to produce
unhappiness and frustration. In many poorer urban families, everyone
worked, but generally not together in the older way: perhaps the father
toiled long hours in a plant, while his wife took in piece-work of one
sort or another, his daughter cleaned people’s homes, and his young
son tried to pick up odd jobs on the street.

Even the quality of time had changed. In Walden (1854), Henry
David Thoreau noticed that having railroads in the country made
the country run on time; he liked the attentive alertness which that
produced. But, as he knew, there were dangers in the change, too. He
feared that the railroad ran on the bodies of the underpaid workers
who built it. A child working for a family enterprise in the eighteenth
century worked very long hours, but the pace of work was usually
humane; he could rest, chat, change tasks, often even take time off to
play or learn. Benjamin Franklin grew up in such a shop; his father
was “a tallow-chandler and sope-boiler.” Young Franklin disliked the
trade, yet his description of his work in the Autobiography makes
clear the variety of work he did: “. . . I was employed in cutting
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wick for the candles, filling the dripping mold and the molds for cast
candles, attending the shop, going of errands, etc.”* The proprietor
of an early New England mill employed children; he had them work
the same dawn-to-dark hours, but failed to note that the machines
in the mill had altered what that time meant: the looms and bobbins
demanded a kind of constant, numbing, rhythmic attention unknown
before the Industrial Revolution. He was a very nice man, and meant
to be kindly to the youngsters in his employ. The sprinkler system he
installed above their heads was turned on late each afternoon to keep
them attentive and alert: a kind man could have done that only if he
had failed to see what machines do to time.

Now not all of these transformations are visible in the Hawthorne
novel, in part because of the novel’s limited range, and in part because
itis a product of the midcentury, before all of these things had occurred
or reached culmination. It is too early, for example, for there to be
very much talk about a flood of really alien immigration; the flood
is still a trickle, though it is visible now and then, as in the person of
the young Italian organ grinder who appears on Pyncheon Street with
his music, his animated mechanical figures, and his monkey which
so disturbs Clifford. Yet to my mind, it is Hawthorne’s generation
that lived through the most profound part of the change, for steam
power, the telegraph, photography, the factory and the new sciences
altered the world more radically than it had ever before been changed
in a lifetime—more “basically,” I think, than anything since, as well,
since subsequent changes all seem implicit in these. Chemistry was
new; so were machine-powered transportation, instantaneous com-
munication and widespread understanding of the extent of past time.
Those alone are more fundamental than any innovations since, even,
we must hope, atomic power. So many indications of change are
present already that the world of Pyncheon Street, quiet though it is,
dazzles and bewilders Clifford, the Rip Van Winkle of the tale, who
has been out of circulation long enough to be startled by changes far
more radical than those which bewildered Rip. Rip slept through the
American Revolution; poor Clifford missed the Industrial Revolution.

Most of these changes can comfortably be handled by the list of
characteristics which modernization theorists tell us typify modern-
izing societies. Industrialization and the increased impact of tech-
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nological innovations are plentifully visible in Salem. The change
in the system of distribution and the alteration in the structure of
the family and in sex roles are closely related to specialization. And
specialization and urbanization turn out to be opposite sides of the
same coin, since the specialties tend to locate themselves in the towns;
then, the towns’ influence is felt far out in the countryside, as Haw-
thorne reminds us in another novel from the 1850°s, The Blithedale
Romance, when he has his narrator go to a show in the lecture hall
of a tiny rural hamlet and remark, as he looks around the audience,
that nowhere in the United States anymore can one find people who
look really rural—they look, he says, suburban. And suburban, of
course, usually implies, “We live here, and daddy travels to work in
the town.” I doubt that Hawthorne has that in mind in that particular
passage: the town is too remote. If the people look suburban, it must
be because in manner and especially in dress they have the mark of
the city upon them, which brings us back to where we began, to the
old lady who came to Hepzibah Pyncheon’s cent-shop to haggle with
young Phoebe Pyncheon, and who still manufactured her own yarn.
They look suburban, I presume, because they are wearing “store-
boughten” clothes, and not homespun. Their clothing is made by
specialists in manufacturing clothes.

Several other textural details, seemingly thrown out in passing,
turn out to be thematically important. The ambivalence towards en-
terprise and modernization, notable in Thoreau, is present again in
Hawthorne. This novel contains both the idea that commerce corrupts
(37) and that it brings life and health. It is therapeutic when the broken
old lady Hepzibah earns her first honest penny from her cent-shop
(52); on the other hand, Hawthorne uses the pejorative “hucksteress”
to refer to the career in Hepzibah’s future.

The novel, moreover, even gives us some evidence about the
commercial media of the day and about the nature of the reading
audience. Hepzibah’s tenant Holgrave is a fairly well-known maga-
zine author. He has written for Graham s and for Godey s, two of the
best-known periodicals of the period, places in which Hawthorne,
Poe and other good magazinists were happy to publish. But Hep-
zibah’s young country cousin Phoebe, a literate, bright, lively, alert
and intelligent girl, has not heard of him, suggesting the existence
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of a range of choices of interests, activities and reading matter. Not
every literate young lady read the Ladys Book. We shall describe
such voluntarism as characteristic of twentieth century society. Its
existence should make us skeptical of easy generalities about taste,
class and audience. The evidence of Hawthorne’s novel suggests that
even in 1850, the “mass media” exist, and that this early the mass
of Americans fail to use them with the uniformity which that word
“mass” implies. Something more akin to Tocqueville’s voluntarism
or our “web” seems to apply, even this early in the American version
of media development. Americans pick and choose; no two seem to
share exactly the same pattern of associations, friendships, affiliations,
experiences and tastes. It is a point we should keep in mind, for since
the popularization of the ideas of José Ortega y Gasset, there has been
a tendency to confuse mass man—which really means “unthinking
man”—with “man in the presence of the mass media.” The two are
not the same.’

Hawthorne understands, too, the implications of the railroad for
changing society. It ties the world more closely together, as Clifford
points out in an extraordinary passage which we’ll discuss shortly.
Clifford, who has been in prison for many years, and has a poetic and
dreamy nature to start with, reacts with great strength to those things
which have changed most dramatically since before his incarceration.
From an upper window, he looks out on the world; when a politi-
cal parade goes by one day, he almost falls from the window in his
eagerness to make contact with the new life around him. We think of
another characteristic of modernization: increased contact between
the government and the citizen. We think of it again when we are told
about Clifford’s remarkable reaction to the municipal water-cart when
it goes by to damp down the dust in the street. Clifford is startled and
surprised every time he sees it; it is too new for him to get used to.
Recall Emerson’s comment on how the whole world now runs the
errands of the individual citizen. Emerson’s snow-clearers are the
same municipal employees.
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2-
Holgrave

How much mere industry proves!
—Thoreau, Journal, November
18, 1857

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s sarcastic comments about what democ-
racy does to leaders should not hide from us the fact that this is an
intensely democratic book. We see Judge Pyncheon as a hypocriti-
cal public official in a democracy, who smiles his glaring smile and
bows in sham cordiality even to the humblest, but Hawthorne does
not want us to conclude that things were better in the good old days.
Hawthorne, indeed, begins the book by telling us that his romance
has a moral, and that the moral is the need to remove the dead hand
of the past from our shoulder. The old Puritan ancestor’s delusion
about a regal family inheritance, and Hepzibah’s humiliation because
she, a lady and a descendant of one of the first families of the area,
must now open a cent-shop to support herself, are closely related.
Our sense that family ties shouldn’t matter, that each individual ought
to make it on his own, on the basis of his own talents and energy,
sets us off from traditional societies; what is involved is an aspect of
rationalization. It is not unfair to say that that side of modernization
is largely what The House of the Seven Gables is about. Indeed, if one
lists the characteristics which modernization theorists associate with
modernization, each appears more or less prominently in the novel:
urbanization, compartmentalization, industrialization, rationaliza-
tion, increased government contact with the citizen, secularization,
institutionalization, specialization. Hawthorne tells us that in the
seventeenth century dispute between Colonel Pyncheon, who built
the house of the seven gables, and the plebian Mathew Maule, laws
and institutions that one expects to function more or less impersonally
and “rationally” sometimes did not. He calls the dispute, . . . this
controversy between two ill-matched antagonists” and says that it
occurred at a period . . . when personal influence had far more weight
than now.” (7) Maule, moreover, was executed in the witchcraft trials
of the 1690’s, “one of the martyrs to that terrible delusion. . . .” That
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Hawthorne sees witchcraft only as a delusion in itself says much
about modernization and rationalization.

We noted in an earlier chapter the suggestive evidence that Puritan
use of the court system was different in kind from our own.® Case load
seems to have gone up not in relation to situations that might have
increased the frequency of different kinds of crimes or of disputes
between individuals, but rather in relation to broad general threats
against the Puritan commonwealth itself. It is almost as though the
Puritans were going to court to assure themselves that everything
was still all right, despite, for example, periodic attacks in England
on the peculiar arrangements that made their colony so nearly an
independent nation.

The courts, moreover, do not seem to have operated under certain
common-law assumptions which we take to be universal in English-
speaking places. The principle of equality before the law was by no
means always adhered to in Massachusetts. Courts almost seemed
to rule in a manner which, however apparently unfair, reassuringly
reinforced the hierarchical structure of the society. We learn through
Holgrave’s short story’ what we suspected from the beginning—that
for the original Colonel Pyncheon to acquire Maule’s land following
Maule’s execution for witchcraft, there must have been a lawsuit
(194), undoubtedly “unfair” from a more modernized point of view.
Two trials, then, the Salem witchcraft trial of old Maule and the suit to
acquire Maule’s land, mark an era when law and court meant different
things than they did in the time of the novel, one because the “crime,”
witchcraft, had could no longer be considered the responsibility of
civil government in a rationalized, “demythological” state; the other
because what had been standard procedure in premodern times would
seem corrupt in a modernizing nation.

The young daguerreotypist Holgrave himself, however, is Haw-
thorne’s most obvious symbol of the new times. Hawthorne’s account
of Holgrave’s career is significant in several senses. If in modernized
societies one’s job and one’s status should increasingly depend upon
ability and expertise, and less on family influence and tradition, a
citizen might reasonably be expected to have tried out more than one
sort of occupation; one might even develop an ideal of pluralism ap-
plied to profession, an idea which might eventually produce a cheerful
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disregard of the class and status implications of some lines of work.
Something of the sort exists for many contemporary Americans, who,
though they now, perhaps, hold “professional” jobs, are not at all
ashamed to tell of their earlier experiences in construction work, as
waitresses, or whatever. Indeed, such radical shifts in status sometimes
continue after a “higher” status is achieved: I know, for instance, of
people who spend half of each year as substantial property owners and
entrepreneurs in Maine, and the other half working—albeit sometimes
not too hard—at “low status” jobs (bellhop, for example) in Florida;
or retired merchants, executives and military officers with part- time
jobs at fixed hourly salaries, held “just to keep busy” or “to keep up
circulation” in such places as franchise operations, department stores
or discount houses. The lack of serious self-consciousness about such
experiences is special; it does not appear in many nations. Though my
Mexican students, for instance, considered themselves socially quite
radical, not one of them had ever held a “menial” job. All worked,
but generally in the family business, at desk-jobs, or as middle-/or
low-level bureaucrats. They were incredulous at my having once been
a truck-driver; indeed, almost embarrassed that I would have told
them such a thing, or perhaps at being in a class taught by an ex-truck
driver.® Earlier that same academic year I had been guest professor
at a university in Los Angeles where many of my students were not
middleclass kids who worked at hard jobs part-time or during sum-
mers, but rather full-time truckers, prison guards, and checkout clerks
who went to school at odd hours to effect sharp changes in social
status. That is another idea familiar to estadounidenses but exotic
abroad. Class lines are far less rigid in Mexico now than they once
were, but they are still rigid by our standards, and a modernization
theorist might point to his theory in explanation.

When Melville published Typee in 1846, his American readers
assumed that the narrator was in fact the author; his British readers,
unable to swallow the idea that a common sailor could write so well,
did not. This was despite the efforts of the English publisher to make
the book feel like non-fiction—he even had had the young author
add “documentary” chapters so that it would seem less professional.
It was also despite the fact that 7ypee was published as part of a se-
ries of non-fiction volumes. The difference in reception says much
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about class assumptions and social mobility in the two countries. In
some aspects of modernization, Great Britain, despite its head start,
lagged behind its ex-colonies by 1846, a fact quickly to be reflected
in phenomena as diverse as technological innovation, the ease with
which social lines could be ignored, and literary responses.

I also sense in this matter of class-crossing a further reason for
the friendship that would develop between the class-crossing Melville
and the socially perceptive Hawthorne. Such things are generally
unproveable, but we can prove the common interest. The first page
of Melville’s first novel shows it when the narrator of 7Typee contrasts
himself as a poor whaler to comfortable “state-room” sailors; in
Redburn, especially the early portions, we feel the pain and, finally,
desperation of a poor youngster from a more genteel background
than those of the people with whom he is going to work. Insecure
Wellingborough Redburn suffers for his “truck-driving”; Ishmael, a
little older, we sense, is almost pugnaciously proud of it. Hawthorne
sees such alterations in station as almost a sign of Americanness.

For all his weaknesses, Holgrave is presented as a “type” of the
American of the future—"in his culture and want of culture . . . in
his faith, and in his infidelity; in what he had, and in what he lacked,”
Holgrave, Hawthorne says, . . . might fitly enough stand forth as the
representative of many compeers in his native land.” (181)

Though now but twenty-two years old (lacking some
months, which are years in such a life), he had already
been, first, a country schoolmaster; next, a salesman in
a country store; and, either at the same time or after-
wards, the political editor of a country newspaper. He
had subsequently travelled New England and the Middle
States, as a pedlar, in the employment of a Connecticut
manufactory of cologne-water and other essences. In an
episodical way he had studied and practised dentistry,
and with very flattering success, especially in many
of the factory-towns along our inland streams. As a
supernumerary official, of some kind or other, aboard
a packet-ship, he had visited Europe, and found means,
before his return, to see Italy, and part of France and
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Germany. At a later period he had spent some months in
a community of Fourierists. Still more recently he had
been a public lecturer on Mesmerism, for which science
(as he assured Phoebe, and, indeed, satisfactorily proved,
by putting Chanticleer, who happened to be scratching
near by, to sleep)® he had very remarkable endowments.
His present phase, as a daguerreotypist, was of no
more importance in his own view, nor likely to be more
permanent, than any of the preceding ones. (176-177)

Hawthorne makes clear that Holgrave’s assumptions about what it
takes to operate effectively in a modern society are accurate. His
career would make no sense at all in a traditional society, in which
one would expect a child to follow the family occupation, or to be
apprenticed out, perhaps, to another occupation which would then
become his lifework.

But it is not merely the ease with which one can change profes-
sions—it is the professions themselves. They are created out of the
spreading effects of industrialization, and interrelated with the spread
of rationalization, sometimes half-digested, to fields previously tradi-
tional in nature; related, too, to the development of the new sciences
and of new pseudo-sciences which grew in the interstices between fact
and speculation. The House of the Seven Gables dates from 1851; in
1855, when he was 52, Emerson entered the following extraordinary
item in his journal:

The new professions. The phrenologist; the railroad
man; the landscape gardener; the lecturer; the sorcerer,
rapper, mesmeriser, medium; the daguerreotypist. Pro-
posed: The Naturalist, and the Social Undertaker.'

Holgrave’s career runs through Emerson’s list except for landscape
gardening (though he does smaller-scale gardening in the Pyncheon
yard), but Poe provided a hero in that profession; significantly, indeed,
he made him his ideal poet, the recreator of ancient and transcendent
beauty in an otherwise imperfect world." Hawthorne’s hero—though
we are never sure that “hero” is the right word for this whimsical,
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skeptical, thoughtful, and self-critical fellow whom Hawthorne half
mistrusts, and who half mistrusts himself—is the author’s version of
the type of the modern. Full both of promise and menace, he symbol-
izes the changed and changing America which Hawthorne, for all
his conspicuous modesty about his inability to portray the everyday
world, so accurately mirrored.

-3-
Hawthorne and the Media

It is a principal aspect of the electric age that

it establishes a global network that has much

of'the character of our central nervous system.
—NMarshall McLuhan, Understand-
ing Media: The Extensions of Man
(1964)

There is simply no way to exaggerate the shock and exaltation
produced by the overwhelming changes in thought and technology
during the first decades of the nineteenth century, changes which
Holgrave represents. I suppose that we are so accustomed to being
told such things that while we do not challenge them, we do not feel
their force. For my generation, television was an exciting innovation;
when my family bought its first set, I wasted hours and days staring at
the thing, kiddie shows, wrestling matches, test patterns, anything. But
TV, powerful as it was, was really only an extension of the principle
of radio,'? whose simultaneity of transmission was already available
via the telephone, and before it, the telegraph. The greatest shock was
electrical transmission of information itself, the transformation from
a world in which the fastest long-distance medium of transportation
and communication was the sailing vessel to one in which wires tied
the world together in a manner that changed everyone’s life, and put
romantic intellectuals in mind of what they had always wanted to
believe anyhow about the interrelations of things.

It is worth our while to try imaginatively to project ourselves
back into the shoes of someone who lived through that change, and
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then to remember that it was but one among a series of overwhelming
alterations in the facts of life. The same generation that learned of the
ancientness of the earth and the antiquity of human civilization had
its own earth transformed by an engine that could produce rotary mo-
tion," by the telegraph and by photography. So Hawthorne’s choice of
careers for young Holgrave is by no means capricious. And, like the
telegraph, whose simultaneity seems to Clifford a “type” of the nature
of the universe and of the human mind, the daguerrotype has occult
implications: it is a sun-machine, its metal plate is literally a mirror
(remember that vapor of mercury, a substance crucial to alchemy,
was also crucial to the daguerreotype), and it sees spiritual truth, as
Hawthorne’s ugly Judge Pyncheon discovers, despite our attempts
to produce more attractive images.'* Thus paradoxically, some of the
first and most world-transforming of the products of the new age of
progress and rationality—for no other age has ever been so radically
affected as was the early nineteenth century—suggested immediately
to our artists the relevance of an ancient mystical philosophy.
Holgrave’s other skills are no less reflective of this range of as-
sociations. There are some who believe, Hawthorne tells us in the
usual ambiguous way in which he handled the not-quite-credible,
that members of the Maule family have the ability to “influence . . .
people’s dreams. The Pyncheons, if all stories were true, haughtily
as they bore themselves in the noonday streets of their native town,
were no better than bond-servants to these plebian Maules, on enter-
ing the topsy-turvy commonwealth of sleep.” Hawthorne continues,
“Modern psychology, it may be, will endeavor to reduce these alleged
necromancies within a system, instead of rejecting them as altogether
fabulous.” (p. 26) That last sentence is more than the usual gothicist’s
attempt to suggest a more or less convincing rational alternative to an
event more easily explained as supernatural. Hawthorne lived in an
age in which it truly seemed as though science were about to provide
physical proof for various kinds of apparently “spiritual” ties.
Indeed, thinking people already had a pretty good idea of what
that physical basis was going to be. There is a wondrous passage in
The House of the Seven Gables in which Hawthorne’s two “old owls,”
Hepzibah and Clifford, flee from the dead past of the Pyncheon house
into the bewildering world outside. They take a train to nowhere, for
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to Clifford, the new medium is itself the message. During that famous
train ride, Clifford buttonholes a stranger and babbles on about how
the world is “growing too ethereal and spiritual” for ancient evils to
hold sway for very much longer. Mesmerism and spiritualism are the
two examples of the trend which he thinks of first; his auditor calls
them humbug. Clifford continues, in a passage about the telegraph
which strongly suggests the writings of the media analysts of the
nineteen fifties and sixties,

“Then there is electicity,—the demon, the angel, the
mightly physical power, the all-pervading intelligence! .
... Is that a humbug too? Is it a fact—or have I dreamt
it—that, by means of electricity, the world of matter has
become a great nerve, vibrating thousands of miles in
a breathless point of time? Rather, the round globe is a
vast head, a brain, instinct with intelligence! Or, shall
we say, it is itself a thought, nothing but thought, and no
longer the substance which we deemed it!” (264)

Although Hawthorne, of course, is far more skeptical than dreamy
Clifford that any force will transform his most basic given, the hu-
man heart, he does understand, as did Emerson, the capacity of a
new medium to remake the feel of the world. Like Poe, he saw the
connection between this new knowledge of electricity and philosophi-
cal idealism. As Holgrove can yoke mercury and the sun, so he can
harness the probably electrical influences between minds, for, Maule
that he is, he is an accomplished hypnotist.

I'am not claiming, of course, that American writers invented this
rationalization of spirituality via the medium of electricity. The idea
simply was abroad, and had suggested itself to sensitive observers for
decades. The root sources is probably Mesmer himself, who thought
he discovered that a magnet moved near their bodies could affect his
patients, and then that the magnet itself was not necessary—his hand
alone would suffice because of its “animal magnetism.” In 1816,
according to Mary Shelley, she, Shelley, Byron, and the odd doctor
and author John Polidori passed several strange days together in
which frightening dreams, schemes for gothic stories and scientific
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speculation blended together; we are not surprised to note that there
was talk about electricity as the medium of spiritual contact.'* Thus
when Poe said, of the insights of classical idealists, that their ideas
are “simply true,” he, like other romantics, often meant what he said
very literally. They had in mind the specific idea of the identity of
thought with the universe. Both world and mind were tied by simul-
taneous spiritual flashes, and the telegraph not only made the anal-
ogy palpable, it suggested the scientific explanation for spirituality.
The idea that the operations of the brain were electrical was already
abroad in the land. I elsewhere have pointed to a fugitive item in an
American magazine of the 1830’s, which reports that according to
French scientific journals, “M. Magendie continues to obtain the
happiest results from the application of electricity in affectations of
the senses. . . .

The vision is fully adumbrated in Clifford’s speech on the train;
Clifford tells us how transportation and the “ascending spiral curve”
of progress are going to make us a nation of nomads again, more
“etherealized,” less in love with things than with movement. One is
forcibly reminded of recent statements about the retribalization of
twentieth century life; Marhsall McLuhan thought that the electronic
media would be responsible for a social transformation. One wonders
whether he knew that Hawthorne’s Clifford accurately predicted the
Winnebago.

I find it interesting that in Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred
Years of Solitude (Cien arios de soledad), in which the occultism is
very explicit—alchemy, for example, plays a conspicuous role in the
plot—the same technological innovations symbolize exactly what
they do in Hawthorne: the gypsy Melquiades, alchemical adept,
introduces the daguerreotype to Macondo; Aureliano Triste, tied to
gypsy wonders by his ancestry and his profession,'” brings Macondo
the railroad. I do not know whether Garcia’s insights came mostly
from personal observation in Colombia, from his training or reading,
or, for that matter, from modernization theorists; the fact that Latin
America, especially remote areas, modernizes later and differently,
is of course significant. But I do know that the date of Cien afios de
soledad is 1967, and The House of the Seven Gables, 1851, and that
impresses me.
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Notes

' Timagine that Hawthorne’s fishmonger sold cod; if he could get that
to Mexico cheaply, he would clean up. Cod—bacalao—is a great holiday
delicacy, now prohibitively expensive, and often black-marketed.

2 The House of the Seven Gables is volume II of the “Centenary Edi-
tion,” The Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne, edited by William Charvat et al
(Columbus, Ohio, 1963—). The present passage appears on 290. Subsequent
references to the novel will be handled through parenthesis in the text.

3 Eugene S. Ferguson, “On the Origin and Development of American
Mechanical Know-How,” American Studies (MASJ), 111, 2 (Fall, 1962), 3ff
compares the nation technologically in two periods and discusses reasons
for an extraordinary transformation. A superb article which modernization
theorists should study carefully.

4 Leonard W. Labaree et al, eds., Autobiography of B.F. (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1964), 54.

5 Tdiscuss this confusion in some detail in “Some Observations on the
Concert Audience,” American Quarterly, XV (1963), 152-163.

¢ See Chapter One, note 22 and Chapter Two, notes 2 and 4.

7 Hawthornean ambiguity, as always, masks the “facts.” In this case,
Hawthorne hides them under layer on layer of “might-have-been’s” and
“possibly’s”—not only are they as usual the result of hearsay, gossip, and
doubtful tradition, but the whole foggy business is presented through a work
of fiction by a character who mocks his own abilities.

8 They would probably have been appalled had I told them what kind
of truck I drove—a little ice cream truck from which I peddled pops, bars,
and quarts—for an ice cream peddler occupies an even lower social level
in Mexico. Be that as it may, I had had to get a chauffeur’s license to obtain
the job, and that made me a truck driver.

® Whether Hawthorne was once naively impressed by someone “mes-
merizing” a rooster or chicken or whether he means this as a joke, I cannot
say. But many farm kids can show you how easy it is to “hypnotize” poultry;
I have seen Mexican women do it to birds they are taking to market; it takes
but a second. I want to acknowledge indebtedness to C. Loring Silet, who
pointed out this odd joke or slip to me.

10 The Journals of Ralph Waldo Emerson: With Annotations, edited
by Edward Waldo Emerson and Waldo Emerson Forbes (Boston and New
York, 1912). The passage is from Journal XLVI, vol. 8, p. 574. I would like
to acknowledge the contribution of Richard Boudreau, who pointed me to
this passage in Emerson.

' This is in Poe’s “The Domain of Arnheim”; the ideal poet is Ellison.

12 T do not mean here to challenge the provocative suggestions of media
specialists about the important differences in emotional “feel” and social
import between the various media. I agree that print media are different
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from electronic media, and that film, television and radio have very different
emotional effects.

13 Steam engines were not new: Newcomen engines of enormous size
had worked faithfully in English mines for well over a century before the
development of engines that could drive a ship or railroad engine.

4 Tam indebted again here to C. Loring Silet, whose as yet unpublished
paper on daguerreotypy in The House of the Seven Gables 1 find very sug-
gestive.

15 She said that the idea got into her dreams in the form of the scene
in which a dead man is revived by electricity. “She awoke, and recogniz-
ing that what had terrified her might terrify others, began to write the novel
Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus. . ..” E. F. Bleiler, “John Polidori
and The Vampire.” The essay appears in E. F. B.’s edition of Horace Walpole,
The Castle of Otranto, William Beckford, Vathek, and John Polidori, The
Vampire, Three Gothic Novels, And a Fragment of a Novel by Lord Byron
(New York, 1966).

1 Atkinson's Casket X1V, 5 (May 1838), 235, quoted in Stuart Levine,
Edgar Poe: Seer and Craftsman (Deland, Florida, 1972), 96.

17 He manufactures ice; his family’s career was transformed by a block
of ice brought to Macondo by the gypsies.



Chapter 6
The Pequod Meets the Soulsbys
Moby-Dick as Social History

“Missions I would quicken with the Wall
street spirit.”
—the man in grey, in Melville’s The
Confidence-Man

A literal-minded reader certainly might find good reason to
conclude that Moby-Dick is of not much use for American social
history. In certain obvious ways the book is not “realistic.” It does
not take place in the United States; many of its characters are not
even Americans. After the opening chapters there are no women
characters present (although a few female relatives exert some influ-
ence). It contains, moreover, numerous errors, contradictions, and
inconsistencies that would seem to make suspect any social evidence
it might contain. Yet Moby-Dick is, in fact, a document of both our
civilization and of certain world-wide historical tendencies. There
are interesting things to be learned from it on the subjects of race,
religion, the economic structure and related values, modernization—
especially specialization, technology, work roles and the organization
of means of production—folklore, changes in the manner in which
human consciousness is perceived and attitudes towards tradition and
innovation.

As an old Melvillian, I hate to limit my discussion of Moby-Dick
to ways of doing social history with it—for that matter, [ hate to limit
myself to Moby-Dick alone, since there is rich material as well in
works from Typee in 1846 to the posthumous and incomplete Billy
Budd. The very dawn of Melville’s fiction, the first page of Tipee,
makes us feel class injustice. In works which are very different from
one another—in the semi-autobiographical early South Sea novels,
Typee and Omoo; in Mardi, Redburn, Pierre; in his magazine fiction
and in The Confidence-Man—Melville addresses social problems
specifically. He comments on the effects of industrialization and
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modernization upon sex roles, theories of government, business and
religion; he is especially concerned with the connection between
change and poverty.! Melville is a social writer; “The Tartarus of
Maids,” or Chapter VIII of The Confidence Man or “Cock-aDoodle-
Doo!” with its vision of the railroad as “the chartered murderer” or
numerous other places and works show that plainly enough.

But as a matter of fact, there is more to be said about Moby-Dick
and social history than we have space for, and in this chapter [ will try
to be more suggestive than exhaustive, to move from one approach to
another in an effort merely to show how rich the work is, to encour-
age, again, imaginative historical examination of literary works other
than those whose main self-conscious objective is social. I know of
studies which tie Moby-Dick to social history in two ways, through
discussions of the ship as a nineteenth century factory and of the
economics of the voyage. I have some suggestions to make on those
topics, but will not limit myself to them. In a perhaps perverse effort
to show how comfortably one can relate a high-romantic seafaring
romance to other more obviously social literary d