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Studies of the ownership and control of the capitalist press, the capitalist 
cinema, and capitalist and state-capitalist radio and television interlock 
historically and theoretically, with wider analyses of capitalist society, 
capitalist economy, and the neo-capitalist state. 

—Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (136) 

 
 

Politics is at the core of the world’s classics. Many literary 

theorists from the communism adapted from Karl Marx to 
the Chicana feminism nurtured by Ana Castillo's are rooted 
in political science, rather than in a purely textual analysis. 
Classical and modern authors frequently blend politics with 
fiction. Alexander Dumas and William Shakespeare 
dramatized political maneuverings in their histories and 
tragedies. Harriet Beecher Stowe, Charles Dickens and Mark 
Twain wrote against slavery in their novels, journals and 
letters. Political sarcasm and satire has been a dominant 
form of popular and elite expression from Aristophanes to 
Jonathan Swift, and even to the modern-day comedians. 
Realists and naturalists made melancholic anti-poverty and 
anti-corruption stands. James Fenimore Cooper pled for the 
rights of the Native Americans. Conrad protested against 
colonialism. These are some examples of canonical 
encounters between the causes of social justice and literary 
interpretations, or portrayals of the ills that plague 
humanity.  

The works in this issue of the Pennsylvania Literary 
Journal represent this diverse field. In the first essay, Dr. 
Frank D. Casale examines Mike Gold’s novel, Jews Without 
Money, about a poor Jewish family in early twentieth 
century New York, from the Bakhtinian perspective. How 
do Eastern European immigrants adjust to the English
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language? Why and how do some choose 
to refrain from assimilation? Casale 
defends proletarian fiction as a meaningful 
and affective form of social critique and 
literary expression.   

In the 2007 film, There Will Be Blood, 
Paul Thomas Anderson adapted Oil!, by 
Upton Sinclair, for a mainstream 
audience. Mark LaVoie compares this 
timeless classic to another by Mark Twain, 
Huckleberry Finn, arguing that Sinclair 
drew rebellious characteristics from Huck 
into the “red” Paul Watkins.   

Two legendary women the Roman 
Lucretia and the American Jane McCrea 
are examined as raped and murdered 
negative icons that helped to reinforce the 
necessity for the exclusion of women from 
republican governments, across the ages, 
in Sonya Lawson Parrish’s essay.  

Communist political theory is one of 
the most commonly used approaches in 
this issue. In Patrick Manning’s essay it is 
enriched by a blending with critical race 
theory in a study of Lloyd Brown’s Iron 
City, a novel about the assistance that is 
offered by the Communist party to an 
African American man, wrongfully 
accused of murder, during the WWII 
period.  

The genres of travel writing and 
political graphic novels are explored in Dr. 
Gene McQuillan’s contribution. The 
“wonks” under inspection are: Robert 
Kaplan, Ted Rall, and Rory Stewart. You 
will be amused and/or horrified by the 
graphic adventures related with fear, 
ambition and protest by these rebellious 
writers. You will even find a cartoon from 
the war-torn Afghanistan.  

The poetry in this issue features a work 
by a known novelist, Beckie Weinheimer, 
who writes about being mesmerized by a 

bagpipe player at the Santa Monica 
Promenade. 

Dr. Robert Simon leans on his foreign 
languages and poetic backgrounds as an 
editor of a new undergraduate foreign 
language journal at the Kennesaw State 
University, in his poem, “Suk Jin Choi, 
‘Lunar Eclipse.’” 

Danny Barbare’s work also appeared in 
the first issue of this journal. In “Snow in 
the South” he gives a vivid image of the 
season. 

As a published Professor at the 
National Taiwan Normal University, 
Yihsuan Tso knows a lot about “Work.” 
She pleads for release for the workaholics 
among us.    

The last section of this issue carries 
“The Streets of Baltimore,” a long poem by 
Clara Victoria Dargan MacLean about the 
death of Allen Poe in Baltimore. Original 
hand-written images of the work by 
MacLean are included. They were taken 
from the Duke University archive on my 
Indiana University of Pennsylvania grant-
funded trip to archives to gather 
abolitionist works by women. These works 
are posted on my Abolitionist Women 
Writers Archive’s website, 
http://sites.google.com/site/abolitionistw
omen.   
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Abstract: For the majority of the 20th Century, the 

conventional critical position has been that American 
Proletarian Fiction was a simple, poorly developed genre, 
and the prime example of how political commitment can 
hamstring a writer. One of the central modes of attack on 
Proletarian Fiction is the notion that proletarian, or working 
class texts, are severely limited by the political outlook of 
their creators. Proletarian writers of the 1920s, 30s and 40s 
are derided as being reductionist, totalizing, and insensitive 
to the multiplicity and diversity of social life. 

A novel that presents both the conflicted nature of 
language and society is Mike Gold’s Jews Without Money.  
Conceived to inspire class struggle, Gold’s novel generated 
critical contestation since its inception. It rewards a reader 
who approaches the text searching for sites of social 
contestation. The narrative and formal innovations of a 
politically motivated writer, such as Gold, attempting to 
accurately and politically represent the experience of 
immigrant Jews in New York City, can help critics 
reformulate notions of a collective or totality so that they 
are seen as sites of multiplicity and not monologism. It is 
exactly this tension, or struggle, between the text’s various 
narrative levels, that opens up the most rewarding space for 
both the study of proletarian fiction and present-day 
cultural and political criticism. 
 

 

 



8  Winter 

  

If, as David Reynolds has proposed in 
Beneath the American Renaissance, 
“complex literature can emerge only when 
a culture is suddenly deprived of its naïve 
absence of conflict,1” then it is logical to 
expect to find the political literature 
produced during the Great Depression to 
fit Reynolds’ understanding of complexity. 
However, for the majority of the 20th 
Century, the conventional critical position 
has been that American Proletarian 
Fiction was a simple, poorly developed 
genre, and the prime example of how 
political commitment can hamstring a 
writer. This seems an odd contradiction, 
as the time between World War I and 
World War II was hardly a period with a 
naïve absence of conflict. As Barbara Foley 
presented in Radial Representations, one 
of the central modes of attack on 
Proletarian Fiction is the notion that 
proletarian or working class texts are 
severely limited by the political outlook of 
their creators. Working class and 
proletarian writers of the 1920s, 30s and 
40s are derided as being reductionist, 
totalizing, and insensitive to the 
multiplicity and diversity of social life2.  

A novel which presents both the 
conflicted nature of language and society 
is Mike Gold’s Jews Without Money (1930).  
Indeed, Gold’s novel, which was conceived 
to inspire class struggle, and has generated 
critical contestation since its inception, 
seems ready to reward a reader who 
approaches the text with an eye open for 

                                                 
1
 Reynolds, David. Beneath the American Renaissance: 

The Subversive Imagination in the Age of Emerson and 

Melville. New York: Knopf, 1988. (56).  
2
 Foley, Barbara. Radical Representations: Politics and 

Form in U.S. Proletarian Fiction, 1929-1941. Durham: 

Duke UP, 1993. 

sites of social contestation.3 The novel 
provides for a fertile Bakhtinian reading 
not just because Gold represents the 
languages and practices of many 
differentiated social groups, and 
demonstrates a keen understanding of the 
struggle that ensues between them, but 
also because the structure of the book 
itself seems to be a prime example of 
Bakhtin’s ideas about language and 
narrative.  

The novel represents—through the 
narrative and the depiction of the 
characters, voicing these diverse social 
utterances—the way different languages 
create different world views, and how the 
interaction of different languages is also 
the interaction of different ideologies. 
However, Gold tries to incorporate and 
explain all of these diverse languages 
within one master code, or unitary 
language, the language of Marxism. Gold 
privileges the language of Marxism, which 
to Bakhtin would be but one language 
among many, and assigns it the role of 
fixing and defining meaning. This 
narrative fixing operates in direct contrast 
to the elements of heteroglossia, so richly 
represented in the text, which seek to 
deny the primacy of any one language over 
the rest. Indeed, if Gold’s novel were 
reductionist, the larger critical questions 
of Mike Gold’s Jews Without Money would 
be moot; however, since commentators on 
the novel (both supporters and detractors) 
have continually read a tension and 
contradiction in the text between its 
narrative content and one of its narrative 
voices, it is hard to accept the premise that 

                                                 
3
  See Left Letters by James Bloom, Radical 

Representations by Barbara Foley, and Gold: A 

Literary Anthology, by Michael Folsom. 
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the text is reductionist or doctrinaire 
simply as a result of Gold’s political 
commitment. Instead, it is exactly this 
tension, or struggle, between the text’s 
various narrative levels, that opens up the 
most rewarding space for both the study  
of proletarian fiction and present day 
cultural and political criticism.    

Before proceeding with a full reading 
of Jews Without Money we should first 
explore some aspects of Bakhtin’s theory. 
A brief summary of some of Bakhtin’s key 
terms will illuminate why his methodology 
is particularly apt for a study of Gold’s 
text. At the heart of Bakhtin’s work is his 
resistance to the imposition of any master 
language/code or universal norm on 
human interaction and speech because 
they impoverish the complexity of life, 
language and human agency. For Bakhtin, 
the novel is the prime form/genre for 
understanding the dynamic interaction of 
real social life. Central to this project is 
Bakhtin’s analysis of language and 
narration. Bakhtin posits two concepts for 
understanding language. Language is 
comprised of many diverse separate 
languages, each produced by an individual 
and specific experience (race, occupation, 
class, ethnicity, ideology, religion et. al.) 
and heteroglossia, which is the totality of 
all the various languages, and the space in 
which they enter into dialogue with one 
another. 

All utterances, in a way, are contested 
sites, as the meaning of each utterance 
may change depending upon its specific 
social, historical, and contextual 
conditions. Terry Eagleton correctly points 
out that “language, in short, was a field of 
ideological contention, not a monolithic 
system; indeed signs were the very 

material medium of ideology, for without 
them no values or ideas could exist.”4 

Language and ideology are related in a 
most concrete way. Different social groups 
possess their own language and that 
language is constructed by, and helps 
construct, a group’s ideology. The novel 
provides the prose artist an opportunity to 
represent the interaction of these different 
languages and the specific world view or 
ideology that a language is narrating. By 
depicting the interaction of languages the 
writer is able to capture the field of 
struggle that is language. To Bakhtin, the 
novelist, through the instrument of 
fiction, was best able to analyze and depict 
this contradictory nature of language—
characters become focal points for 
examining the dialogical interaction of 
language and ideology as “the activity of a 
character in a novel is always ideologically 
demarcated: he lives and acts in an 
ideological world of his own…he has his 
own perception of the world that is 
incarnated in his action and in his 
discourse.”5 Thus, in a novel a character’s 
ideology, discourse, and interaction with 
the environment of the novel are all 
fundamentally interlocking. Each 
character’s action  

   
is always highlighted by ideology, is 
always harnessed to the character’s 
discourse (even if that discourse is as 
yet only potentially a discourse), is 
associated with an ideological motif 
and occupies a definite ideological 
position.  The action and individual act 
of a character of a novel are essential in 
order to expose – as well as to test- his 

                                                 
4
 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction.  

Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1983. 

288 
5
 335 
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ideological position, his discourse.6 
 
Thus, the novel becomes a testing 

ground for the ideological content of 
language, and one way an author can 
realize his/her intent is by shaping the 
interactions and tests of various languages 
and social ideologies. When Gold is 
performing this function in Jews Without 
Money he is most effective, as the sections 
dealing with the social multiplicity of 
languages and voices and the sections 
dealing with using the environment of the 
novel to test a character’s ideology are the 
book’s strongest, as, for example in Chapter 
Five “Did God Make Bedbugs.” In this 
chapter, young Mikey Gold must deal with 
the twin horrors of watching a beloved 
horse, Ganuf, die, and a tenement 
apartment infested with bedbugs. The 
narrator ends the chapter by asking “Did 
the God of Love create bedbugs, did he also 
put pain and poverty into the world?”7 
When Gold attempts to impose a unifying 
master code, for example the soap-box 
scene at the end of the book, he runs into 
difficulty, as one part of the book’s 
structure contradicts the other. 

The very setting of the book, presented 
in the first chapter, a representation of 
1900-1930’s New York’s immigrant 
populated Lower East Side, presents itself a 
model of heteroglossia; it is a chaotic 
jumble of people, voices, and actions. The 
street “roared like a sea.  It exploded like 
fireworks.”8 This vast roar contains “armies 
of howling pushcart peddlers. Women 
screamed, dogs barked and copulated. 
Babies cried. A parrot cursed…a beggar 

                                                 
6
 334 

7
 Mike Gold, Jews Without Money. New York: 

Carroll&Graff, 1996, 72. 
8
  Mike Gold, Jews Without Money. New York: 

Carroll&Graff, 1996, 13 

sang.”9 This polyglot of voices is matched 
by a great mixture of actors, as “pimps, 
gamblers, and red-nosed bums; tinhorn 
sports and tall longshorement in overalls. 
An endless pageant of East Side life 
passed.”10 The city’s streets are a vast 
environment of mixing and interacting 
voices and sounds, each struggling over the 
other to be heard, each picking up flavor 
from the other, each having its meaning 
contextualized by the other. The sounds of 
work, play, strife, and commerce all bubble 
in one vast stew. Gold closes this evocative 
scene by summing up, “Excitement, dirt, 
fighting, chaos! The sound of my street 
lifted like the blast of a great carnival or 
catastrophe. The noise was always in my 
ears.  Even in sleep I could hear it; I can 
hear it now.”11  

It is not a coincidence that Gold begins 
his text with this scene. Gold’s artistically 
represented environment is a multi-vocal, 
multi-lingual site of violently interacting 
sounds. He has created a vibrant, living, 
social context for his novel, and the reader 
is never allowed to forget that all of the 
following discourse takes place within and 
surrounded by this social setting.   

Gold follows this scene by showing that 
the vortex of conflicting noise is grounded 
in a material, concrete situation, and that 
each different voice represents a different 
ideological picture of the world. European 
Jews, fleeing to this country, with their 
specific world view, encounter this chaotic 
city and cannot make sense of it; “they 
shrugged their shoulders, and murmured: 
‘this is America.’  They tried to live.”12 
Understanding this radically different 
American social scene was not easy for the 

                                                 
9
 13 

10
 13-14 

11
 14 

12
 15 



P J  11 

elderly, religious Jews as their 
consciousness and language were formed 
in a different country and meant to explain 
a different society. They cannot understand 
the social context of New York City, and 
can only murmur and refer to it by a vague 
referent “this is America.” For these elder 
Jews, America has come to stand for all 
they cannot understand. However, their 
children and grandchildren, raised in this 
environment, are able to understand and 
make sense of this scene. Gold recounts, 
“we children did not shut our eyes. We saw 
and knew,”13 and “it was my world; it was 
my mother’s world, too.  We had to live in 
it, and learn what it chose to teach us.”14 
Those raised in this environment are able 
to understand it, and thus develop a 
language to speak of it. Gold has not only 
created a rich, vibrant multi-vocal 
environment, he has also shown how the 
different languages of that environment 
interact. The character Mendel Bum 
demonstrates this, as Gold describes him: 
“it was flattering to Jews to know he often 
passed himself off as a real American, yet 
talked Yiddish and was loyal to his race.15 
Context struggles with language to socially 
shape meaning.   

Throughout the text the reader is 
constantly confronted by the various 
elements of heteroglossia. In one rich 
instance, Gold uses the occurrence of his 
child narrator’s birthday party to 
incorporate the language of the poor 
Jewish immigrant community. The 
neighborhood pours into Gold’s apartment 
and he tells us “there was talk”. The 
dialogue of the characters allows various 
Jewish terms to enter into the world of the 

                                                 
13

 15 
14

 19 
15

 80 

novel, as we hear of kraut knishes, blintzes, 
slivovitz, and wishniak16. The dialogue has 
allowed Gold to represent some of the 
specific cultural objects which this specific 
language grows out of.  Gold is using these 
elements of heteroglossia for more than 
local color however, as it allows him to 
reveal, once again, that this language 
represents deeply held ideological beliefs 
on the part of the speakers.  This becomes 
clear when the talk turns to Eastern 
European legend, and the “dybbuk”17 is 
invoked, and Gold’s father will not allow 
anyone to doubt the old legends: 

       
“I have read in the paper,” said my 

father, “that a dybbuk has entered a girl 
on Hester Street. But I don’t believe it.  
Are there dybbuks in America too?” 
 “Of course,” said Reb Samuel 
quietly. 
 “I don’t believe in Dybbuks!” 
[Mendel] laughed. “It is all a 
grandmother story!” 
 My father banged on the table and 
leaped to his feet. “Silence, atheist!” he 
shouted, “in my house we want no 
wisdom from you!” 

                                                 
16

 20 
17

 A Dybbuk is a malicious spirit in some versions of 

Judaism. “The earliest description usually hinted that 

they may be nonhuman demons. Later it was assumed 

they were the spirits of persons who have died. The 

dybbuk may be the soul of a sinner, who wishes to 

escape the just punishment meted to it by the angels of 

the grave who seek to beat them, or to avoid another 

form of soul punishment, which is wandering the earth. 

A dybbuk may seek revenge for some evil that was 

done to it while it lived. Alternatively, it may be lost, 

and will enter a body simply to seek a rabbi who would 

be able to help it and send it on its way. The living 

person may or may not know that a dybbuk is 

occupying his or her body, or it may be tormented by 

it. This depends on the intent of the possessing soul.” 

Ilil Arbel, “Dybbuk,” Encyclopedia Mythica, 2002 

http://www.pantheon.org/articles/d/dybbuk.html 

(12/9/09). 
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Reb Samuel then continues telling the 

legend of the dybbuk, and several others 
join in with tales from old world villages. 
Traditional Jewish tales are told, as well as 
references to pogroms. The last tale 
culminates in an illuminating manner: 

  
Leichner the house painter drank some 
wine.  He told of a Jew in his native 
village who had been troubled by 
devils.  They were colored red and blue.  
They rattled at the windows every night 
until the man could get no sleep.  He 
went to a Rabbi and bought six magic 
words which he repeated until the 
devils retreated.18 
 
 This tale is revealing for several 

reasons. First it shows that words can be 
seen as commodities to be bought and 
sold. More importantly, these words are 
clearly the material bearers of ideological 
belief. The words and tales of these old 
world immigrants clearly reveal how 
closely bound up are the words they use 
and their ideological beliefs.  Gold uses the 
device of incorporating Eastern European 
and Jewish tales into his novel in order to 
more clearly explain to the reader the belief 
system of these Jews, and the great conflict 
that entering into the social world of 
America created for them. Bakhtin tells us 
that incorporating other genres (including 
nonliterary ones) into the novel 
“introduces into the novel their own 
languages, of course, but these languages 
are primarily significant for making 
available points of view that are generative 
in a material sense”19. The incorporation of 
these tales and myths opens up the old 

                                                 
18

 23 
19

 Bakthin 323 

European environment of these characters. 
They allow the reader access to the old 
social context out of which these speakers 
and their language grew, providing a 
further insight into their ideology and the 
conflict between their world view and the 
world they are now embroiled in. 

However, the Jews are not totally 
unable to cope with the new American 
environment. They are also able to use 
their language, and the old world values 
that that language represents, to rename 
certain locations in America and recreate 
those specific locations into images of the 
villages they left behind. At one point in 
the narrative Gold’s family takes a trip to 
Bronx Park. Gold’s mother, who had not 
seen a forest since she left Hungary, 
becomes enraptured, declaring “Ach…it is 
like Hungary!”20 In the following scene the 
reader sees Gold’s mother recreating the 
forest to fit her own meanings: 

     
There was a flush of excitement on her 
black, gypsy face.  We were surprised at 
our mother.  She was always so slow 
moving and careful. Now she jumped 
over big rocks and puddles and laughed 
like a girl…each new mushroom 
reminded her Hungary and of things 
she had never told us.21 
 
The action and dialogue of this passage 

reveal Bakhtin’s idea of various languages 
struggling and interacting with each other 
in order to create meaning, and of the 
author’s ability to view an object and see all 
the various meanings that various 
languages have applied to objects. Gold’s 
mother applies her language to the object 
of the park, creating a new meaning for the 

                                                 
20

 Gold 151 
21

 153-154 
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park; it is no longer simply Bronx Park, it is 
now also Hungary.   

The interactions of the many different 
languages of the East Side, whether ethnic, 
political, professional, or religious play a 
central role in the novel. The most 
illuminating scene occurs when Gold’s 
mother helps an Italian woman:   

 
She could speak only Italian. My 
mother visited her, and through sheer 
sympathy, learned, in the course of 
several visits, a kind of pigeon-Italian. It 
was marvelous to hear my mother hold 
hour long conversations with this 
woman, in a polyglot jargon that was a 
mixture of Yiddish, Hungarian, and 
English. But the women understood 
each other.22 
 
Once again Gold has represented a 

vibrant, dialogic quality to language, as 
these two women interact to create a 
language they can both understand.   

This discussion of Gold’s mother can 
lead us into one further area in which Jews 
Without Money closely mirrors Bakhtin’s 
theories. Gold uses this instance of the 
mother (Katie Gold) interacting with the 
other poor women in the ghetto to once 
again valorize her. Throughout the book, 
Katie (whom Gold calls the hero of the 
book) represents the instinctual 
proletarian, one who, while having no 
official knowledge of Marxism, in the face 
of certain situations instinctively performs 
the ‘correct’ leftist act. Katie’s discourse 
throughout the novel, a discourse which 
distrusts with “that dark proletarian 
instinct all that is connected with money-
making”23 is constantly vindicated by her 

                                                 
22

 167 
23

 214 

actions, as she organizes a rent strike, 
provides shelter in her home for 
prostitutes, cares for the workers at her 
cafeteria job, and collects donations to 
help even poorer families pay the rent. Her 
actions test her discourse, and prove her 
discourse, her proletarian instincts, to be 
correct. 

Several other leftist characters are 
likewise valorized as their actions also 
validate their discourse. The clearest 
examples are Aunt Lena and Dr. Solow, 
and the love that develops between them 
as they fight to organize unions in the 
Lower East Side sweatshops. The two meet 
as Dr. Solow makes the rounds caring to 
the sic and infirm among the poorest 
residents of the ghetto. In the climax of 
their story arc, occurring after a brutal 
suppression of striking workers, Dr. Solow 
proposes to Aunt Lena. However, Aunt 
Lena has already promised herself to 
another man, a union leader who been 
jailed for helping to organize a strike. 
Solow, instead of sulking, is able to put his 
personal feelings aside, and continue 
working as a labor organizer and 
proletarian doctor. 

However, the discourse of several 
characters fails the test of action, most 
notably Gold’s father Herman. Herman 
constantly speaks of becoming a 
millionaire, and fully believes in the 
American dream. He believes in American 
individualism, and denounces unions and 
worker’s organizations: 

     
“A union?” he cried. “I spit on a 

union! I do not believe in such 
nonsense!  In America each man 
should make his own fortune!” 

“Have you made yours?” my Aunt 
asked quietly. 
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“No,” my father exploded, banging 
with his fork. “Not yet. All I need is 
three hundred dollars and I will start 
my suspender shop again.’24 
 
The irony is that Gold’s father is a 

pauper, a house painter that looses his job 
and eventually has to stand on the corner 
selling bananas for pennies.  Yet all the 
while he still holds on to his ideology. In 
this case we see what Bakhtin called 
double-voiced intention, in which the 
discourse of a character “expresses 
simultaneously two different intentions: 
the direct intention of the character who is 
speaking, and the refracted intention of 
the author.”25 Herman is obviously 
speaking to represent his beliefs, but Gold 
is also using them to represent his Marxist 
beliefs. Gold’s father’s discourse becomes 
the “symbol” of false consciousness and its 
harmful effects on the working class.  Gold 
juxtaposes Herman’s false consciousness, 
expressed through his discourse, with his 
material environment, with his social 
position, to achieve his authorial intention. 

Another character, Harry the Pimp, 
introduces the idea of tying language use 
to material performance. Harry “spoke 
perfect English,” and for Harry learning  

English meant becoming an American, 
and becoming an American meant 
becoming a success: 
 

“That is what I am always preaching 
to our Jews; learn English; become and 
American. Is it any wonder you must 
go on slaving in the sweatshops? Look 
at me; if I hadn’t learned English I 
myself would still be buried in a shop. 
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But I struggled –I fought- I learned 
English.” 

It was Harry the Pimp who gave me 
my first book to read.  “Here, study 
English,” he said. 26 
 
Harry’s character at first seems to be 

proof positive of his advice, as Harry lived 
and dressed well: “he was our pattern of 
American success.  People envied him.  He 
had big pull with Tammany Hall. He 
owned a gambling house”27.  Yet here Gold 
shifts tactics, once again using a voice from 
outside the novel to further his own 
intentions.  A different voice enters into 
the novel, and begins to create space for its 
meaning around the other languages 
present in the text. After the ironic 
portrayal of Harry the Pimp as a 
philanthropic business man Gold writes, 
“The Pimps were hunters…I never heard of 
a millionaire’s daughter who became a 
fifty-cent whore, or who was ‘ruined’ by 
dance halls.”28 This new voice, at first 
seems like just one among the many; it just 
seems as if Gold is employing a direct 
authorial narrator (in other words we are to 
assume it is the voice of the author of the 
text) to import one more social meaning 
into the text.  However, as this authorial 
voice continues to enter into the novel, 
such as in the following passage when 
Gold’s responds to his grammar school 
teacher, “it was torture to you, Ku Kluxer 
before your time, to teach in a Jewish 
neighborhood,’ or “Ku Klux moralizers say 
the gangster system is not American,”29 it 
becomes apparent that this Gold is 
attempting to do something quite 
different. Indeed, Gold the author is 
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injecting the language of Marxism to 
critique and subvert a different language, 
and thus a different ideology, the language 
of racism and anti-Semitism. Gold’s 
authorial narrator is trying to posit a 
unitary language to ‘explain’ certain 
elements of the novel to the reader. 

While heteroglossia enters into and 
creates the environment of this novel in 
varied ways (dialogue of characters, 
incorporated genres and folklore, the first 
person narrator of Mikey Gold) the direct 
authorial narrator, highlights one of the 
central tensions of the novel: Gold’s 
capturing of the chaotic, decentralized, 
historical nature of language versus his 
attempt to ‘interpret’ that presentation 
through the master code of Marxism. One 
stark instance of this tension occurs in the 
chapter titled “Did God Make Bedbugs”, 
when, in the middle of a long exposition by 
Mikey Gold, the first person narrator of the 
narrative elements of the story, the distinct 
authorial voice breaks in to fix the meaning 
of this passage: 

 
Did God make bedbugs? (Bedbugs are 
what people mean when they say: 
Poverty.  There are enough pleasant 
superficial liars writing in America.  I 
will write a book of Poverty; I will 
mention bedbugs). It wasn’t a lack of 
cleanliness in our home.30 
 
The use of the parenthesis makes this 

tension even more revealing. The voice of 
the author interjects into the middle of the 
childhood narration to explain the political 
meaning of some of the text’s terms. 
Another clear example of this pattern 
occurs after Mikey Gold has been 
describing an encounter between himself 
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and the gangster Louis One-Eye: “Everyone 
went on hating Louis One-Eye, and I did 
too. Now I hate more those who took an 
East Side boy and turned him into a 
monster useful to bosses in strikes, and to 
politicians on election day.”31Once again, as 
indicated by the signifier ‘now’ the author 
interjects into the narration in order to 
explain the political meaning of the Louis 
One-Eye. The use of ‘now’ highlights that it 
is the confused child speaking, but the 
radicalized adult that has undergone a 
conversion to Marxism as a result of the life 
process captured in the book. 

Interestingly enough, just as Gold’s 
unitary language of Marxism attempts to 
frame the multi-vocal environment; his 
only two direct invocations of Marxism 
frame the novelistic environment he 
created. The only times we actually read of 
revolutionary Marxism are in the author’s 
note and in the last chapter.   

The author’s note itself reads like a 
narrative, as it opens with Nazi storm 
troopers barging into the home of a Jewish 
radical and picking up a copy of the 
serialized version of Jews Without Money 
that the radical had been translating. Gold 
describes the scene as follows:  “‘ho, ho, ho’ 
he roared. ‘So there are Jews without 
money!’ And all the brown shirts laughed 
with him at the marvelous joke.  How 
could there be Jews without money, when 
every good Nazi knew with Hitler, Jews 
were all international bankers?”32  
Immediately after incorporating the 
language of the Nazis, the author responds 
by contesting the Nazis with his language 
of Marxism: “Hitler is a demagogue who 
succeeds because his followers are too 
ignorant to know that he lies.  The great 
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mass of Jews in the world today are not 
millionaire bankers, but paupers and 
workers.”33 Gold then makes the ideology 
of the language of the author even clearer: 

   
No, every Jew is not a millionaire.  The 
majority of Jews belong to the working 
class and the bankrupt middle class.  It 
is natural that in the present hour so 
many of them are to be found in the 
Socialist, Communist, and trade union 
ranks.  Jewish bankers are fascists; 
Jewish workers are radicals; the historic 
class division is true among the Jews as 
with any other race.34 
 
The last chapter of the novel also 

directly refers to Marxism, thus completing 
the frame around the narrative. In this 
chapter Mikey Gold, the young first person 
narrator, is describing his experience as a 
teen-age laborer, searching for jobs and 
working under horribly exploitative 
conditions. This chapter is meant to show 
how Mikey Gold transformed into Mike 
Gold, radical communist, because of the 
influence of Marxism. In the last chapter 
Gold condenses the litany of horrors a poor 
person endures as they attempt to scratch 
out a living in a brutally oppressive 
economic system. Bleak alienating 
workplace gives way to workplace as the 
narrator is depicted as loosing all of his 
innocence, his dreams, and his belief in the 
possibility of a good life as he realizes he is 
caught in the trap of poverty. Finally, the 
young narrator encounters a communist 
preaching from a soapbox. In the final 
scene of the novel, Gold presents the 
childhood narrator of Mikey Gold giving 
way to the adult author narrator of Mike 
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Gold, revolutionary Marxist. It is this final 
authorial position that informs the 
authorial commentary of Mikey Gold’s 
narration of childhood throughout the 
text. 

Gold’s establishment of a master 
language within this novel has always 
seemed problematic, even to critics 
sympathetic to his work, as it seems to 
contradict the rest of the text. For example, 
in Left Letters, The Culture Wars of Mike 
Gold and Joseph Freeman James Bloom 
argues that Gold does not privilege the 
Marxist language of the authorial narrator, 
and that any tensions between narrative 
levels of the novel is the result of Gold’s 
inability to deal with the aesthetic 
demands of high modernism.35 However, 
explaining the tension in the text as a 
result of the aesthetics of Modernism 
devalues both the political commitment of 
Mike Gold and the cultural value of the 
book. Indeed, it is the tension between 
Gold’s authorial Marxism (what Bakhtin 
would call a unitary or master language) 
and his depiction of the multi-vocal 
multiplicity of the Lower East Side that 
offer the richest opportunities for cultural 
and political criticism. Gold does such a 
wonderful job of representing the 
Bakhtinian picture of language that his 
attempt to contain language within one 
master code seems ineffective. 

Gold’s culturally progressive 
representation of immigrants—Jews and 
others—struggling make a life in the 
ghetto of New York’s Lower East Side, and 
of proletarians struggling to survive 
American capitalism should compliment, 
not complicate, the authorial narrator’s 
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 Bloom, James. Left Letters: The Culture Wars of 

Mike Gold and Joseph Freeman. New York: Columbia, 

1992.  
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Marxism. Yet this is not the case, as a 
tension between the two levels of the 
narrative is clearly noticeable in the text. I 
have argued, using Bakhtin, that the 
tension is the result of the imposition of 
one master code (Marxism) on the 
historically and contextually evolving 
qualities of language (heteroglossia). 
Instead of trying to explain away this 
contradiction as the result of Gold’s failed 
attempt to doctrinally impose either 
modernism or Marxism, the tension in the 
text should be regarded as one of its 
strengths. The narrative and formal 
innovations of a politically motivated 
writer such as Gold, attempting to 
accurately and politically represent the 
experience of immigrant Jews in New York 
City can help critics reformulate notions, 
of a collective or totality, so that they are 
seen as sites of multiplicity and not 
monologism. The interaction of language, 
class, and ethnicity should be a focal point 
of the study of proletarian and political 
fiction.  
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Abstract: Using textual analysis, as well as biographical 

material, this essay seeks to establish a literary affinity 
between Upton Sinclair’s Oil! and Mark Twain’s The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Furthermore, this essay 
finds that Sinclair purposefully invokes the image and 
literary-history of Huck Finn to advance his political 
agenda.   
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Mark Twain famously concludes The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by having 
Huck state, “But I reckon I got to light out 
for the Territory ahead of the rest, because 
Aunt Sally she’s going to adopt me and 
sivilize me and I can’t stand it. I been 
there before” (226).  If one wants to know 
what happened to Mark Twain’s boy-hero 
after he makes his statement, one need 
only read Upton Sinclair’s Oil!. I shall 
argue, based on parallels drawn from Oil! 
and Huckleberry Finn, that Sinclair 
presents Huck Finn to his reader in the 
form of Paul Watkins, the “red” idol of 
Bunny Ross, the novel’s protagonist.  Paul, 
the uneducated child of a religious zealot 
who first establishes ties in Socialism 
before turning to Communism, provides a 
view into the “could-be” grown-up life of 
Huck Finn.  A comparison of the two 
novels reveals linguistic, familial, and 
religious similarities between Paul and 
Huck.  These similarities may be 
coincidental, but Oil!’s many textual 
references to a variety of other literary 
figures and genres argues against that 
dismissive reading1.  Oil! demonstrates 

                                                 
1
 Sinclair’s literary references start early in Oil!  He 

alludes to Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 

just after the reader is introduced to J. Arnold Ross 

(Dad) and J. Arnold Ross Jr. (Bunny).  “Out of the 

clouds overhead a great bird came sailing; his wings 

collapsed as if he had been shot, and he dived into the 

abyss” (6). Coleridge’s own work reads, “At length did 

cross an Albatross;/ Through the fog it came; /…—

With my cross-bow I shot the Albatross” (Lines 63-63 

and 82).  The albatross imagery is the first in a 

succession of literary references that include nods to 

Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass: “…buying 

shoes, or ships, or sealing wax…” (115); English poet 

and critic, Matthew Arnold’s, name: “…she would call 

you ‘Mr. Ross’ during the first six months of your 

acquaintance, and after that she would call you 

‘Arnold,’ finding it dignified, perhaps because of 

Sinclair’s breadth of literary knowledge, as 
does Mammonart, Sinclair’s literary 
history in which he addresses myriad 
authors and works, including Twain and 
Huckleberry Finn. 

If it is true, as I shall argue, that Paul is 
Huck, why did Upton Sinclair re-imagine 
Mark Twain’s iconic Huck Finn as 
communist Paul Watkins?  Part of the 
answer is found in Sinclair’s declaration 
that “All art is propaganda. It is universally 
and inescapably propaganda; sometimes 
unconsciously, but often deliberately, 
propaganda” (Mammonart 9).  Sinclair 
uses nostalgia and a quintessentially 
American literary icon to advance his 
socialist agenda.  Huck, as I will show, 
embodies America’s perception of itself 
and is perhaps a perfect mechanism for 
moving Americans with a capitalist 
mindset toward the more altruistic ideal of 
Socialism. 

In the early to mid 20th century, 
capitalism and its machinations were at 
the fore of American life.  Since the late 
19th century,  the American economy had 
grown at a rapid pace, and Woodrow 
Wilson declared in 1913, “the masters of 
the government of the United States are 
the combined capitalists and 
manufacturers of the United States” (57).  
Sinclair, his socialist ideology readily at 
hand in the majority of his work, re-
imagines Huck in a subtle move, one 
which uses America’s propensity toward 
nostalgia as a kind of covert propaganda 
that works against capitalism.  This move 
invites Sinclair’s capitalist audience to be 
less resistant to Paul Watkins’s political 

                                                                            
Matthew” (242); and to German folklore when Bunny 

finds “thirty-two Loreleis in their grave-clothes” (341). 
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transformation and, by extension, 
Sinclair’s own political agenda.  Perhaps 
more intriguing is Sinclair’s own 
gravitation toward Twain as an author and 
toward Twain’s vagabond creation, Huck 
Finn.  Sinclair seems to use his novel Oil! 
and communist Paul Watkins as a 
corrective for perceived shortcomings in 
Twain’s personal and artistic character.  
The answer to why Sinclair re-imagines 
Huck as Paul, then, is a complex one that 
uncomfortably intertwines Sinclair’s 
political and literary-emotional agendas. 

As Kevin Mattson puts it in Upton 
Sinclair and the Other American Century, 
“Most of his novels read as if Sinclair is 
cruising through them, wishing he didn’t 
have to spend time developing plot or 
dialogue.  The characters often seem 
devised to make points better made in 
non-fiction” (8).  In Paul’s case, Sinclair 
does not just appropriate one of American 
literature’s best-loved creations in an act 
of literary laziness; he also appropriates 
the empathy Twain’s character built with 
readers.  Even though Paul is a communist 
and sometimes arrogant and 
contemptuous toward Bunny, the 
American psyche has been primed to like 
him.  Sinclair re-imagines Huck as Paul, 
and in doing so, reinvents an American 
literary icon that is already well-loved, and 
one which evokes a sympathetic response 
in Sinclair’s audience.  Essentially, by 
using Huck as the template for Paul, 
Sinclair creates a character whose political 
leanings, unpopular at the time of Oil!’s 
publication, will meet with less resistance 
than a character who does not already 
hold a sentimental place in the hearts of 
readers. 

The familial bond between Paul and 
Huck I referred to earlier has its roots in 
Sinclair’s own childhood.  Floyd Dell 

writes that Sinclair “dreaded going on with 
the endless and hopeless struggle with 
drink in which his father was involved” 
(25).  Leon Harris further expounds on 
Sinclair’s father’s drinking and the grief it 
caused.  Harris tells us that when Sinclair 
was a boy, he was often sent to fetch his 
drunken father from saloons, enduring the 
leers of prostitutes, and the sight of 
shiftless men, both of which greatly 
disturbed the boy (8).  Huck’s father, Pap, 
of course, is a shiftless drunk, and I believe 
that Sinclair identifies and sympathizes 
with Twain’s character.  There are 
differences, of course.  Sinclair’s father did 
not chase Sinclair about trying to kill him 
in a drunken rage, nor did he physically 
restrain him as Pap did to Huck, but one 
can see that the young Sinclair was a 
hostage, if only to his father’s addiction.  
Sympathetic to Huck’s plight because in 
some ways it mirrored his own, Sinclair 
creates a dysfunctional father/son 
dynamic in Paul and Mr. Watkins that 
incorporates both Huck and his own 
familial past. 

Oil! is not a novel about a 
dysfunctional father/son relationship, 
though.  On the contrary, Dad and Bunny 
have a loving relationship, with great deal 
of communication and affection, even 
when their lives and social aims conflict.  
This is the prominent family dynamic in 
the novel, and when viewed in the light of 
Dad and Bunny’s relationship, the 
interaction between Paul and his zealot 
father is harsh and ugly.  It is important 
that Sinclair chooses to reveal Paul and 
Mr. Watkins’s relationship early in the 
novel because it creates a sympathetic 
pallet from which to paint Paul.  Once the 
reader recognizes the Watkins’ unhealthy 
relationship, they become emotionally 
invested in Paul’s well being, and those 
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who have read Huckleberry Finn carry with 
them an emotional residue from Twain’s 
book, reinforcing a sympathetic Paul, who 
is the Huck-figure. 

The reader first meets fourteen-year-
old Paul while Bunny’s father is 
conducting business in the Groarty home.  
It is in a scene reminiscent of incidents in 
both Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn 
where either of the title characters mews 
like a cat at a window to gain the other’s 
attention.   Paul, hiding beneath a 
window, whispers up to Bunny, who is 
sitting on the window sill.  Bunny is 
surprised, but Paul is quick to let him 
know that “the lady who lives here is my 
aunt.  I dassn’t let her know I’m here, see, 
‘cause she’ll make me go back home.  I live 
on a ranch up in the San Elido, and I run 
away from home ‘cause I can’t stand it, 
see…And my aunt…she’d want me to go 
back home, and I can’t stand it” (Sinclair, 
Oil! 41).  Bunny, intrigued by the boy, 
brings Paul some food, thus beginning 
their long acquaintance. 

The dialect and phraseology used by 
Paul at the start of Oil! is very similar to 
Huck’s speech, especially his use of 
“dassn’t,” which Huck often says.  There is 
a definite rural-speak present in the 
speech patterns of Paul and Huck.  
Moreover, Paul’s use of the phrase “I can’t 
stand it” echoes not only the conclusion of 
Huck Finn, but the beginning of it as well, 
when Huck, like Paul, runs away from 
home.  “The Widow Douglas,” he says, 
“she took me for her son, and allowed she 
would sivilize me; but it was rough living 
in the house all the time, considering how 
dismal regular and decent the Widow was 
in all her ways; and so when I couldn’t 
stand it no longer, I lit out” (Twain, Finn 
7). 

According to his biographer Kevin 
Mattson, Sinclair modeled some of his 
writing after Twain’s style, noting, 
“[Sinclair] tried to have his characters 
speak a realistic dialect, the way Mark 
Twain had already done in Huckleberry 
Finn and Tom Sawyer” (35).  Paul’s vocal 
mimicry of Huck is one of the more 
effective tools Sinclair uses to evoke the 
spirit of Twain’s creation because language 
cannot be separated from Huck’s story.  
Twain scholars Lionel Trilling and Louis 
Budd elucidate the point.  Trilling says, 
“As for the style of the book, it is not less 
than definitive in American literature” 
(319).  Louis Budd states, “…today it is 
standard academic wisdom that Twain’s 
central, precedent-setting achievement is 
Huck’s language” (15).  Sinclair’s move to 
incorporate similar dialect and 
phraseology is a powerful one because 
Huck’s voice is undeniably his own.  
Therefore, one cannot read Paul without 
hearing the echoes of Twain’s creation.  
And in doing so, Sinclair creates the first 
textual bond between Paul and Huck. 

Sinclair next directs the reader’s 
attention to the issue of Paul’s father after 
Bunny sneaks food to Paul.  We learn that 
Paul does not want to go back home 
because he fears his “Pap,” who says he is 
“the wickedest boy [that] was ever born” 
(Oil! 45).  Paul’s father is part of the “Four 
Square Gospel” church and often “the 
Holy Spirit seizes him and he begins to 
jump and shake all over, and slides down 
out of his chair and rolls on the floor, and 
begins to talk in tongues” (Oil! 45).  In 
Huckleberry Finn, Huck also fears his 
“Pap,” whose “religion” is alcohol.  And 
while Pap does not attend a church, his 
actions during an alcohol-induced fit 
foreshadow Paul’s story: 
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There was pap looking wild, and 
skipping around every which way and 
yelling about snakes….then he would 
give a jump and scream…I never see a 
man look so wild in the eyes. Pretty 
soon he was all fagged out, and fell 
down panting; then he rolled over and 
over wonderful fast, kicking things 
every which way, and striking and 
grabbing at the air with his hands, and 
screaming and saying there was devils 
a-hold of him (Twain 28). 
 
However, perhaps the most direct 

allusion to Huck comes when Paul is 
discussing religion with Bunny.  Paul 
declares, “I just been makin’ up my mind 
to go to hell, and not give a damn. 
(Sinclair, Oil! 44).  Paul echoes Huck’s 
thoughts after he decides not to send a 
letter to Jim’s owner revealing where the 
runaway slave is hiding:   “All right, then,” 
Huck says, “I'll go to hell” –and tore it up” 
(Twain, Finn 168). 

Both of the boys believe they are 
“wicked” and blasphemous in their 
decisions to go to hell.  However, Paul’s 
blasphemy is decidedly stronger than 
Huck’s, because he boldly “cusses” God.  
“Why, I said, ‘Damn God!’  I said it half a 
dozen times, see, and I thought sure the 
lightnin’ would come down and strike me.  
I said: I don’t believe, and I ain’t a-goin’ to 
believe, and I don’t give a damn” (Sinclair, 
Oil! 44).  It is not only cussing God which 
makes Paul’s blasphemy more shocking 
than Huck’s, but the fact that Paul is 
versed in Christianity.  Huck has no use 
for religion, not out of spite or anger, but 
because of pragmatism.  Paul, though, has 
been raised in the Church and is versed in 
Christianity, yet he makes a conscious 
decision to rebel against the Church. 

Huck’s naïve attitude about religion 
evolves into Paul’s choice to break with 
Christian tradition.  Paul, though he may 
be born from Huck, must grow beyond the 
bounds of Twain’s vagabond boy.  It bears 
noting that Sinclair does not completely 
strip away the essence of Huck from his 
story.  Bunny’s understanding of religion 
actually preserves Huck’s (non)-religious 
spirit.  Paul, after witnessing Bunny’s 
apparent lack of religious knowledge, says, 
“Gee, kid, but you’re lucky!  You never 
knew you had a soul at all!  You sure 
missed a lot of trouble” (Sinclair, Oil! 46). 

Finally, regarding father/son dynamics, 
Sinclair deftly recalls the important 
material aspect of Pap and Huck’s 
relationship when he creates Paul and Mr. 
Watkins.  In Twain’s work, Pap does not 
have an interest in Huck until he learns 
that Huck has money; only then does he 
come back for the son he abandoned.  To 
Pap, Huck is worthless unless he provides 
him with some material comfort.  Huck’s 
six-thousand gold is the only thing that 
gives the boy worth in the eyes of his 
father. 

For Mr. Watkins, Paul’s worth is not 
derived from actual money but instead 
from Paul’s involvement with the capitalist 
system.  After Dad begins building the oil 
town for Ross Junior-Paradise, No. I—the 
oil drilling site named for Bunny, who is a 
junior—Bunny remarks on the great 
activity of the construction, “…it was 
wonderful to see what Dad’s money could 
do!” (Sinclair, Oil! 145).  This line is 
immediately followed by a description of 
Paul’s position as head carpenter in the oil 
town and Mr. Watkins’s attitude toward 
Paul’s involvement with the enterprise, as 
well as the material wealth that comes 
along with the project: 
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…Even old Mr. Watkins, Paul’s father, 
was impressed by this sudden rise of 
his “black sheep,” and no longer said 
anything about hell-fire and 
brimstone…It seemed to the Watkins’s 
family as if the whole country had 
suddenly moved to their ranch.  It 
meant high prices, right on the spot, 
for everything good to eat they could 
raise.  You could not help being 
impressed by so much activity, even 
though you knew it was the activity of 
Satan (Sinclair, Oil! 145)!  
 
One might view Mr. Watkins’s sudden 

appreciation for his “black sheep” son as 
no more than a father being proud that his 
son is doing something constructive with 
his life.  Although, I argue that Mr. 
Watkins’s admiration for his son is not 
only the product of approval for a job well-
done, but approval for joining in a 
capitalistic enterprise that elevates the 
status and wealth of the family.  Mr. 
Watkins’s motives may seem more pure 
than Pap’s motive but material gain is at 
the root of both father/son reconciliations.  
Furthermore, Mr. Watkins’s actions and 
acceptance of his son are more despicable 
than pap’s actions.  Pap, at least, admits 
that he has only come back to find Huck 
because he wants the gold; there is no 
deception in his return.  Mr. Watkins, 
though, is a hypocrite.  He labeled Paul as 
an outcast because his son forsook the 
Church and ran away to be educated in 
the secular world, yet Mr. Watkins is 
happy to let the “activity of Satan” go 
unchecked on his ranch because it brings 
him greater wealth. 

Sinclair is quick to point out that Mr. 
Watkins has essentially sold Paul’s soul for 
monetary gain.  As soon as he stops 
preaching “hell-fire and brimstone” 

because Paul has obtained a job working 
for Dad, Paul should be “lost” to Satan, yet 
this does not bother Mr. Watkins’s 
conscience.  Sinclair reveals the subtle 
insidiousness of a capitalistic society 
where a father would sell his son’s eternal 
soul for material wealth.  Mr. Watkins, 
when presented with material wealth and 
a secure connection to the oil industry, is 
willing to look the other way as “Satan’s 
work” is done around him, as well risk the 
eternal damnation of his son so that Paul 
might continue to work for Dad’s business 
venture.  Sinclair’s novel, published in 
1929, took full advantage of the perceived 
and actual corruption of the oil industry.  
The oil industry, an oligopoly with few 
major players, was booming in the 1920s as 
new oil sites sprouted up throughout the 
state of California, the setting of Oil!  The 
result was an image of greedy oilmen 
making mad grab for money at every 
opportunity.  Furthermore, public 
perception of the government and the oil 
industry was greatly hurt by the Teapot 
Dome scandal of 1924 in which Secretary 
of Interior Albert B. Fall leased 
government oil lands to companies in 
exchange for “gifts.” 

That Paul works is yet another 
evolution of Huck. Twain’s character is a 
boy who does not work, but Sinclair 
cannot have a jobless character end up in 
the ultimate worker’s party.  If Paul is to 
enter into Communism, it is imperative 
that work replaces play.  For Paul to grow 
as a character, he must leave the “freedom 
from commitment” Huck had as a boy 
(LeMenager 409).  To be an effective 
instrument of propaganda, Paul must 
work. 

In the oil camp Paul is surrounded by 
work, whereas Twain surrounds Huck 
with play.  While Huck begins Huckleberry 



24  Winter 

Finn with no job and ends it the same way, 
Paul begins Oil! with no job and quickly 
moves into the position of carpenter.  
Twain places Huck on the Mississippi 
River, a place which he associates with fun 
and play, even though it provides his 
livelihood.  “Piloting on the Mississippi 
River was not work to me; it was play—
delightful play, vigorous play, adventurous 
play—and I loved it” (Autobiography 317).  
Essentially, Twain surrounds Huck with 
play.  Conversely, Paul’s job is in an oil 
field where hard work and capital, in the 
form of oil, is all around him. 

Sinclair does not immediately put Paul 
to work; however, he does abbreviate his 
childhood.  He is nineteen when he begins 
his job as the boss carpenter of Ross 
Junior-Paradise No. I, but Paul’s childhood 
can be said to be finished when he initially 
runs away from the Watkins’ homestead 
and is forced to beg for food before finally 
finding a benefactor who facilitates his 
studies. 

It is clear that Sinclair understands 
what Karen Sanchez-Eppler notes in 
“Playing at Class”: “…to the extent that 
childhood means leisure, having a 
childhood is in itself one of the most 
decisive features of class formation” (40).  
Huckleberry Finn is a manifesto on the 
importance of allowing childhood to 
continue and the precedence childhood 
has over work.  But in Oil!, Sinclair is 
creating a worker from Huck, and 
therefore, he abbreviates Paul’s childhood 
so that he can grow into a socialist-turned-
communist.   

Paul, like Sinclair, turned to 
reformation, championing Socialism over 
capitalism, though as Arun Pant points 
out, Paul does not stop his move to the 
Left at Socialism: “In Oil!, Paul Watkins 
who is the light that illumines the pages of 

the whole gamut of the socialist 
movement for Bunny, after decades of 
weary struggle and frustrations leaves the 
folds of moderation while Bunny watches 
helplessly” (174).  Paul, content at first 
with his socialist ideals, is sent overseas to 
fight in World War I and later against the 
Bolsheviks.  During his time in Siberia, 
Paul becomes a Bolshevik sympathizer and 
returns to the United States a communist.   

That Paul slips beyond the confines of 
socialist moderation into Communism 
says much about Sinclair’s vision of 
American self-identification.  I argue that 
America saw itself as the Huck-figure, as a 
brash, young man with no restrictions 
upon him, a good heart, but not entirely 
refined.  Leslie Fielder calls this self-vision 
of America “The Good Bad Boy.”  “The 
Good Bad Boy is, of course, America’s 
vision of itself, crude and unruly in his 
beginnings, but endowed by his creator 
with an instinctive sense of what is right” 
(270).  There is an uncivilized air about 
Huck, the “crude and unruly” aspect of 
America that Twain recognized in his own 
time and, as Sinclair must have observed, 
the lens through which America still 
viewed itself in the early 20th century.  At 
the start of Oil!, as I have observed, 
Sinclair intends for his reader to correlate 
Paul with Huck.  Paul speaks as Huck 
does; it is an uncultured dialect which 
harkens to the rough and tumble Western 
man.  For Sinclair, the lower or working-
class must take up the mantle of Socialism 
or Communism.  When Paul ultimately 
ends up as a communist, it is a natural 
social/political progression for him (and 
by extension, for Huck). 

Arun Pant ably discusses this 
social/political pattern in “The Little 
Narrow Circle of Consciousness: Pink 
Prototype in Upton Sinclair.”  Pant notes 
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that rich protagonists in Sinclair’s novels, 
are usually “ambivalent…to the plight of 
the poor and underprivileged around 
[them]” (168).  Bunny, while sympathetic 
to his worker friends, shows little of “the 
same sympathy…to the workers as a class” 
(168).  This is a common trope in Sinclair’s 
work and helps to explain why he would 
initiate Paul into the realm of the Left but 
not do the same for Bunny: 
 

It is noteworthy that the characters 
drawn from this prototype are born in 
rich families, enjoying privileges of 
wealth and indisputable social 
status…Although they are seen in the 
novels by other characters of their class 
as going against the grain, their 
concern for social justice is never so 
forceful as to earn them the epithet 
“red” in the sense of being active 
crusaders, revolutionary zealots 
dedicated to the change and reform of 
the existing social order (Pant 169). 
 
In Sinclair’s novels, his pattern of class 

stratification does not allow characters 
like Bunny to obtain the coveted position 
of “true” Leftist.  Instead, the lower and 
working classes fill these positions in Oil!.  
Bunny may lend help to Leftist causes and 
may sympathize with socialists and 
communists, but he can never be “red” 
enough, as Pant says.  That political 
position is left to men like Paul who were 
born into meager means.  

Part of Sinclair’s opposition to placing 
upper-class characters in the position of 
socialist or communist may be because 
Sinclair understands the power of 
nostalgia.  Americans have long been fond 
of nostalgia, and the rough and tumble 
Western man is a nostalgic image which 
has captured the American imagination 

for two-hundred years.  As I discussed 
earlier, Huck primed the American psyche 
to accept Paul; this is partially 
accomplished through the exploitation of 
nostalgia on two levels: 1) the use of a 
Huck-figure to recall a cherished literary 
character, 2) Sinclair’s use of the Western 
man to evoke feelings of national pride. 

Sinclair not only conjures up the spirit 
and nostalgia of the Western man in Oil! 
by including Paul and a host of other 
ranchers, but he physically situates the 
bulk of the novel in California.  There can 
be no further West on American soil.  
Symbolically and literally, he creates the 
most Western story one can have set in 
the United States, again appealing to the 
subconscious (or, conscious) fervor 
Americans have for the idealized West. 

I now come to my final point about 
Sinclair’s re-imagining of Huck Finn.  
Huck was always, if not a socialist or 
communist, at least opposed to a middle-
class materialistic lifestyle.  Though he is 
newly rich—having acquired six-thousand 
dollars—Huck will not stay with the 
Widow Douglass because of the social 
requirements placed on the “sivilized” 
middle class.  Instead, he returns to his old 
life where he can be happy.  “I got into my 
old rags and my sugar-hogshead again, 
and was free and satisfied” (Twain, Finn 7).  
To Sinclair, Huck must have represented 
the perfect boy archetype that would grow 
into Paul Watkins. 

Nineteen-year-old Paul represents a 
more practical Huck.  He does not shun 
the comforts of a home but neither does 
he strive to live his life in abject poverty.  
He simply wants some comfort for himself 
and his fellow workers.  As Paul grows 
older, his political views shift steadily left, 
until, in the end, he is a communist.  Even 
on his deathbed he speaks out against the 



26  Winter 

capitalist machine in the mother tongue of 
Communism, Russian: “The other things 
Paul had been saying were phrases of the 
revolution, that he had heard first in 
Siberia, and then in Moscow.  No, Paul 
was not trying to talk to his sister; he was 
telling the young workers of America what 
the young workers of Russia were doing” 
(Sinclair, Oil! 541).  The fruition of Paul’s 
growth from runaway beggar to, as Bunny 
describes him, “the incarnation of the 
new, awakening working-class” whose 
“mind had been a searchlight, illuminating 
the world-situation,” is death (Sinclair, 
Oil! 534).  But as I mentioned, he dies still 
espousing his anti-capitalist convictions.  
Sinclair perceived the germination of 
those convictions in what Justin Kaplan 
observes in Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain: 
 

Tom Sawyer[...] ended with the 
establishment of a trust fund for Tom 
and Huck; to have money out at six per 
cent meant to be part of the fabric of 
organized, acquisitive society.  Huck’s 
first step toward winning his freedom 
from the town [...] and beginning his 
education of the heart and eye is to 
renounce his share of the trust—it has 
brought him nothing but trouble and 
confinement.  He helps Jim escape, 
thus symbolically destroying the 
institution on which the economic life 
of the community is built and, in 
actuality, committing a capital crime 
against the community (197-198; 
emphasis mine). 
 
Huck denies his money, denies middle-

class tenets, and denies the societal 
expectations at large.  These are hard 
sacrifices for a poor boy, but they are also 
the types of seminal sacrifices Paul would 
have made had his situation been Huck’s.  

Therefore, if Upton Sinclair re-imagined 
Huck as Paul, then Paul’s sacrifice of his 
life would have been one that Huck would 
have made. 

Sinclair had more reasons to use Huck 
Finn as a template for Paul Watkins than 
simply the literary kind.  That Sinclair 
would want to, in essence, reinvent Huck 
is no surprise given Sinclair’s admiration 
of Twain.  He councils in The Profits of 
Religion that if Americans “have an 
impulse to despair for your country, 
remember that it produced Mark Twain 
and Artemus Ward” (247).  In Mammonart 
he includes Mark Twain along with 
William Shakespeare as a “great writer.” 

 
Many of the world’s greatest writers 
have thus fallen victim to culture-
snobbery.  Shakespeare was despised 
by the academic critics of his own 
time, and apparently did not think 
enough of his own plays to see that 
posterity got a correct edition of them.  
When I was a boy we all read “Tom 
Sawyer” and “Huckleberry Finn,” and 
“laughed our heads off” over them; but 
if anybody suggested to us that Mark 
Twain might be one of the world’s 
great writers, we should have thought 
it a Mark Twain joke (90). 
 
And, in the same book, the title of the 

chapter on Mark Twain is “The 
Uncrowned King.” 

Twain was, as Sinclair observed “full of 
rebellion” (328), but the venerable author 
was not prone to action.  This is a fact 
backed up by Twain’s own words.  In his 
autobiography, Twain describes seeing 
“some hoodlums chasing and stoning a 
Chinaman who was heavily laden with the 
weekly wash of his Christian customers, 
and I noticed that a policeman was 
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observing this performance with an 
amused interest—nothing more” (131).  
Twain wrote up the incident for the paper 
at which he worked but it was not printed 
because the Irish were “the stay and 
support of the Morning Call,” not the 
Chinese.  Twain did not push the issue 
and with caustic tongue remarks of his 
character, “I was lofty in those days.  I 
have survived it.  I was unwise then.  I am 
up-to-date now” (131).  It was a pattern 
that would continue throughout his life.  
Justin Kaplan relates a Twain story in a 
similar vein: 

 
A few years later his target become the 
Belgian depredations in the Congo, 
and he wrote “King Leopold’s 
Soliloquy,” the most effective and most 
widely circulated piece of American 
propaganda in the cause of congo 
reform.  But he declined to commit 
himself to being a systematic reformer.  
He was a lightening bug, not a bee, he 
said, explaining why he could not write 
a second piece about the Congo.  “My 
instincts and interests are merely 
literary, they rise no higher; and I 
scatter from one interest to another, 
lingering nowhere” (366). 
 
Sinclair’s admiration for Twain is such 

that he may have been able to overlook 
Twain’s faults if they were relegated to 
isolated anecdotes.  But they were not.  
One notable disappointment in Sinclair’s 
eyes is what Twain called “The Gorky 
Incident.”  In 1906, Maxim Gorky came to 
America to gather support and money for 
what would eventually become the 
communist cause.   William Dean Howells 
and Mark Twain were sponsors of a fund-
raising dinner for Gorky.  Before the 
dinner could take place, however, the 

newspapers reported that the woman 
Gorky was traveling with was not his wife, 
but rather, his mistress.  Sinclair writes 
that Twain and Howells withdrew their 
support for Gorky as the “storm of scandal 
broke, and these two great ones of 
American letters turned tail and fled to 
cover” (Sinclair, Mammonart 328).  Twain 
insisted that he would not go against 
societal norms, that “Laws are sand, 
customs are rock.  Laws can be evaded and 
punishment escaped, but an openly 
transgressed custom brings sure 
punishment” (Twain, Letters 129).  This 
explanation would not have been 
acceptable to Sinclair. 

For as much as Sinclair admired Twain, 
he also disapproved of many things that 
Twain did as an artist.  Sinclair laments 
that Twain allowed his wife and daughters 
to edit his work, reducing or eliminating 
potentially offensive material from his 
writings.  “What these women did to 
America’s greatest humorist make one of 
the most amazing stories in the history of 
culture.  They went over everything he 
wrote and revised it according to the 
standards of the Elmira bourgeoisie” 
(Mammonart 330).  But perhaps Twain’s 
most egregious offense was his 
disinclination to face human suffering in 
art.  Sinclair recalls a letter he received 
from Twain about this very subject: 
 

“The Jungle” was published, and 
[Twain] wrote me a letter.  It was 
burned in the Helicon Hall fire, and I 
recall only one statement: he had put 
the book down in the middle, because 
he could not endure the anguish it 
caused him….What right has a man to 
refuse to endure the anguish of 
knowing what other human beings are 
suffering?...think what the uncrowned 
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king of America could have done, in 
the way of backing a young author who 
had aimed at the public’s heart and by 
accident had hit the stomach 
(Mammonart 328)! 
 

This kind of emotional cowardice stands 
in stark contrast to the method in which 
Sinclair operates. 

How torn Sinclair must have been over 
Twain.  On the one hand, Twain is an 
author he holds up to William 
Shakespeare, and on the other hand, he is 
a man who will not stand for his 
convictions or art.  I posit that it was the 
ambivalent feelings he had for Twain that 
pushed him to use Huck Finn as the 
genesis of Paul Watkins.  Twain’s literary 
genius and his character, Huck, were 
certainly factors in the creation of Paul 
Watkins, but might his disdain for Twain 
also be a reason that Sinclair chose 
Twain’s most iconic character?  I believe 
that Paul Watkins is the evolution of a 
character which Sinclair knew Twain 
never had the ideological fortitude to 
write about while he was alive.  By co-
opting one of the “world’s greatest 
writer’s” characters, Sinclair 
simultaneously places himself on the 
literary level of Twain and creates a kind 
of curative for the shortcomings of Twain, 
as well. 

In the end, though, by appropriating 
Huck, Sinclair takes advantage of 
America’s preexisting empathy with the 
character, as well recalling a time and 
place of nostalgia.  Furthermore, by 
reaching back to a well-loved character 
and time, Sinclair employs Paul as an 
effective instrument of propaganda for his 
Leftist ideals.  Paul harkens back to a 
nostalgic time in America’s history, one 
which embodies a young, rough and 

tumble time.  It is a distinctly American 
identity, which is important to effectively 
advance Sinclair’s political agenda.  
Communism was seen as an outside force, 
a distinctly un-American social/political 
movement, but by employing American 
literary icons—Huck, and by extension, 
Twain—Sinclair puts a stateside face on 
Communism.  While Sinclair was a 
Socialist, not a Communist, by displaying 
Communism through the sympathetic 
figure of Paul, Sinclair actually allows for a 
favorable view of the far Left and the 
“nearer Left” of Socialism by American 
audiences, engaging in successful art as 
propaganda. 
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Abstract: The myth of Lucretia’s rape and suicide, which 

instigated the founding of the Roman Republic, has been 
transmitted through the centuries and appears in several 
historical instances, when authors wished to discuss or 
promote monarchical tyranny and republican values.  
Recently, feminist scholars have traced the use of the 
Roman Lucretia myth through history to account for the 
various ways in which women’s deaths have been used to 
help form patriarchal republican governments based on 
male fraternity.  These republican formations often 
highlight virtue and exclude women’s participation in such 
governments through the literary recitation of female rape 
and death.  Using this idea of founding republican myths, 
this essay explores the ways in which the Jane McCrea 
captivity, popularized and fictionalized during and 
immediately after the American Revolutionary War, echoes 
the use of Lucretia’s tale in order to form an American 
republic.  Specifically, this work investigates the 1784 hybrid 
captivity/seduction novel by Michel Rene Hilliard-
d’Auberteuil, Miss McCrea: A Novel of the American 
Revolution, and its use of McCrea’s seduction as well as her 
captivated and murdered body to establish an exclusively 
masculine right to republican political formations in 
America. 
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The myth of the rape and suicide of 
Lucretia, and its impact on the formation 
of the Roman Republic, is a classical tale 
which has been told and retold for 
centuries. Reemerging continually 
throughout various historical periods, this 
myth seems to do more than just recount 
how Republican Rome was originally 
founded. At its most basic level, the story 
relates how Lucretia, a chaste and virtuous 
wife, is raped by the tyrannical Prince 
Tarquin. Following her rape, she tells her 
tale to a company of men, which include 
her husband, father, and Lucius Junius 
Brutus, before ending her life. Brutus then 
uses this tale, and Lucretia’s body, to spur 
the overthrow of Rome’s tyrants and 
found a republican government.  

The first written version of the 
Lucretia’s story is recorded by the Roman 
historian Livy in Ab Ubre Condita Libri. 
Additionally, authors such as John 
Fletcher and John Wilmot chose to re-
interpret the Lucretia myth in 
seventeenth-century England prior to and 
after the English Civil War while Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and Voltaire both wrote 
renditions of the Lucretia tale that became 
immensely popular during the French 
Revolution. Highlighting the plight of 
Lucretia as it is connected to tyranny, 
these particular uses of this myth, offered 
during times of great debate over the 
powers of monarchy and the virtues of 
republicanism, point to the fact that this 
particular woman has served as a central 
figure for planting and supporting 
republican political ideas and fraternal 
bonding across different historical and 
literary traditions. In the case of 
Rousseau’s The Death of Lucretia, critics 
have asserted that unlike most of his 

theatrical works, this particular drama was 
“a flirtation of the grand project of 
introducing political (and even 
republican) drama, not only to Geneva, 
but to monarchic France.”1 The play itself 
supports this idea, as the rape of Lucretia 
instigated the republican overthrow of the 
Roman king by Brutus. In an effort to 
incite both Lucretia’s husband and Rome 
as a whole, Brutus points to this raped 
woman as the virtuous cause for male 
efforts to form a republican government 
opposed to the slavish tyranny of the 
Roman monarchy: 

 
Choose either to see yourself scorned 
by the Tyrant, dishonored by his son, a 
slave to the one and the other, and a 
companion of their unhappiness, or, 
with us, to avenge your fatherland, 
your spouse, yourself; to be virtuous, 
free, and to say it all in a word, a 
worthy spouse of Lucretia, a worthy 
son of her virtuous Father, a friend of 
Brutus, and a citizen of Rome.2 
 
In Rousseau’s text, the rape of this 

woman is the catalyst for male bonding as 
well as the impetus for such men to 
overthrow tyranny to revenge a woman’s 
violated body. Although this particular 
reference works to recount the original 
founding myth, the popularity of this text 
during the French Revolution also 

                                                 
1
Allan Bloom, Charles Butterworth, and Christopher 

Kelly, Introduction, Letter to D’Alembert and Writings 

for the Theater: The Collected Writings of Jean-

Jacques Rousseau, Volume 10, (Hanover, NH: UP of 

New England, 2004). xxiv. 
2
 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Death of Lucretia, Letter 

to D’Alembert and Writings for the Theater: The 

Collected Writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Volume 

10, (Hanover, NH: UP of New England, 2004), 174. 
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reinforces the idea that the defiled body of 
a woman is used in various places to 
bolster the claims for establishing new, 
republican governments at different 
historical moments.   

Following Lucretia’s story as it appears 
and reappears over time creates a pattern 
which connects the use of the myth to a 
variety of political formations, leading 
feminist scholars to question the true 
purpose and meaning behind this story of 
rape and death. In Chaste Thinking: The 
Rape of Lucretia and the Birth of 
Humanism, Stephanie Jed asserts, “From 
the perspective of the legend’s 
transmission, we can begin to see this rape 
not as an inevitable prologue to Rome’s 
liberation but a historical figuration, 
formed and reformed to serve various 
interests and needs in different historical 
moments.”3 With this idea in mind, it can 
be conferred that the tale of Lucretia is not 
specific to a Roman government, but is 
applicable for all republican formations.  
The tale of rape, violence, and death of a 
woman serves a central role in various 
republics, and Lucretia has been invoked 
in many instances to help assert the ideas 
of liberty over tyranny.  

The use of Lucretia’s rape and death as 
a vehicle for male social and political order 
can be illuminated through a 
consideration of Gayle Rubin’s assertions 
in “The Traffic in Women.” Although 
Rubin does not specifically mention rape 
within this essay, her investigations into 
the meaning behind kinship systems 
directly addresses the ways in which 
female bodies are used as commodities for 
social and political union. In particular, 
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Rubin analyzes Levi-Strauss’ ideas 
concerning the kinship system to show 
that while women are exchanged within 
this system, their status as gifts do not 
allow them inclusion in the social aspect 
of the exchange. This causes male bonding 
over the bodies of women while women 
are excluded from the social and political 
networks that such an exchange creates.  
Rubin makes this clear, stating “it is men 
who are the beneficiaries of the product of 
[women’s] exchange – social 
organization.”4 As women’s bodies are 
used for exchange in order to establish 
relationships between men, women lose 
all claims to the ability to participate 
within these male-dominated social and 
political associations. This kinship order is 
the reason why Lucretia can be continually 
invoked to help form particular political 
formations, as her body symbolically 
represents the ways in which the bodies of 
women are commodified in an effort to 
facilitate patriarchal governments. Within 
the Lucretia myth, the Roman men 
attendant to her suicide caused by her 
rape bond over the loss of a social 
commodity taken from them through the 
tyrannical act of a prince, as the value of 
the body of this woman is first degraded 
by her rape and nullified by her death. 
Lucretia’s death and her status as a 
commodity within a male social formation 
cause her to lose all claims to participate 
in a republican government, which her 
body helped to form. 

By using a violated female body to 
further the formation of fraternal bonding 
and government, this tale allows 
republicanism the illusion of inclusion at 
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the expense of women. The American 
Revolutionary War, which was instigated 
by a desire to found a republican 
government, did not explicitly invoke the 
Lucretia myth at its inception; however, 
the need to exclude women in political 
spheres was still prevalent, and a new tale 
was mythologized to achieve the same 
ends. Michel Rene Hilliard-d’Auberteuil’s 
seduction novel, Miss McCrea: A Novel of 
the American Revolution, is one rendition 
of the story of Jane McCrea, a woman 
sexually assaulted and killed by British 
allied Native Americans during the 
American Revolutionary War. This novel, 
which fictionalizes the account of 
McCrea’s death in connection to overt 
political concerns for the new American 
republic, serves the same function as the 
Lucretia myth without specifically 
invoking this recycled republican image. 

The story of Jane McCrea, while not 
exactly mimicking the traditional Lucretia 
narrative, was used during and after the 
founding of the American republic and 
held many of the same philosophical 
underpinnings as the old founding myth. 
By reworking the tale of Lucretia and 
offering a new female sacrificial figure to 
fit a new nation with diverse 
representations of villainy and tyranny, 
the murder and mourning of Jane McCrea 
gave patriarchal republicanism in America 
a new rallying cry. Turning from suicide to 
murder, and from actual rape to the threat 
of rape, Jane McCrea’s death, and its 
invocation throughout the founding of the 
American republic, allowed male citizens 
to create a new, American version of the 
Lucretia myth, which functioned similarly 
to the Roman republican version, and 
helped further American male fraternity. 
 
 

The Tale of Jane McCrea 
 
Renditions of Jane McCrea’s death are 
highly varied, but there are a few central 
facts that remain the same through all 
interpretations. A woman in her teens to 
early twenties, Jane McCrea was described 
by most to be exceptionally beautiful. 
While her family affiliations during the 
war are debated, it is well established that 
she herself was engaged to a British 
loyalist named David Jones. Living in the 
Fort Edward area of New York, on July 
27th, 1777, McCrea was taken captive by a 
group of Native American allies to General 
Burgoyne’s British forces. While in 
captivity she was killed and scalped. This 
basic account describes a tragedy of war in 
many respects, but the use of this tale in 
various forms became the reason behind 
McCrea’s fame during the Revolutionary 
period, despite the tale’s fundamental 
similarities to various other war stories 
circulated at this time. 

By all accounts, America was a country 
seeped in such tales of native atrocity and 
British tyranny at this historical moment, 
but the McCrea myth seemed to strike a 
particular cord. Richard Ketchum, in his 
historical text Saratoga: Turning Point of 
America’s Revolutionary War, states, 
“Something about Jane McCrea’s murder 
differed from all the other lurid stories so 
that it fired the imagination of a 
thoroughly alarmed public.”5 This alarmed 
public turned to McCrea’s story and used 
it to boost the revolutionary cause. 
Rendered in newspapers, song, public 
conversation and private journals 
throughout July and August of 1777, this 
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tale was one of the major factors in the 
increase in colonial army enrollment 
during the same months, and the cause 
célébre which allowed the colonists to win 
the decisive battle at Saratoga, which 
many point to as the moment when 
America secured future victory in the 
Revolutionary War.6   

As important as McCrea’s tale seems to 
have been in the immediate historical 
moment following her death, the later 
renderings of her tale specifically places 
her story within a decidedly republican 
context. These renditions of McCrea’s 
tragic death occur in such forms as the 
seduction novel, poetry, and historical 
paintings. These versions of McCrea’s 
death begin to give the tale a mythic status 
and position this female figure as a 
signifier for republican ideas of 
community and fraternity in the face of 
tyranny. Just as Lucretia before her, 
McCrea’s silence in death begins to speak 
volumes about the intended role of 
women within republican governments. 
By emphasizing the lack of male 
protection for McCrea in a world filled 
with British tyranny and native savagery, 
these tales assert that there is a decided 
need for male fraternity and male political 
power in a liberating, republican 
government.   

At the same time, McCrea’s tale does 
far more for the silencing of women than 
the Lucretia myth. McCrea, unlike 
Lucretia, was not even allowed to voice 
her grievances or tell her tale, as she was 
killed before declaring her loss of chastity 
to any male political figures. In essence, 
the need for male fraternity is established 
without the female voicing the need. 
McCrea does not cry for her own 
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vengeance. For the interpreters of McCrea, 
the sign of her bloody scalp is enough not 
only to instigate patriarchal 
republicanism, but also to confirm that a 
woman’s voice is neither needed nor 
wanted in such a political formation. 

The McCrea story, through all of its 
incarnations, both echoes the Lucretia 
myth while also adding new comments on 
female virtue, silence, and place in a 
republican government. This new version 
of the classic Lucretia story highlights 
specifically American concerns while also 
reinstating republican issues that have 
existed for centuries. At the same time, 
the McCrea rendition also adds a 
combination of forms to the American 
literary cannon by fusing genres such as 
the captivity narrative and the seduction 
novel in order to fulfill didactic republican 
aims.   
 
 
Captivity, Seduction and 
Republicanism 
 
One of the first extended literary 
renditions of the McCrea tale was Michel 
Rene Hilliard-d’Auberteuil’s 1784 novel, 
Miss McCrea: A Novel of the American 
Revolution. Within the confines of this 
novel, the story of McCrea slightly 
deviates from the historical record. There 
is no David Jones in the text. McCrea is a 
single sixteen-year-old girl living with her 
elderly father in New York City. When the 
British invade the island, and before the 
McCreas can escape to their country estate 
in upstate New York, Jane meets and falls 
in love with the British Captain Belton. 
Turned by love from revolutionary to 
loyalist leanings, McCrea forsakes her 
father, her friends, and falls for the 
deceitful charm of this British soldier. 
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Jane, although having fought Belton on 
one occasion to secure her chastity, 
continues to love him and is lead astray by 
both him and a false female servant. In an 
attempt to meet Belton at camp and marry 
him against her father’s wishes, Jane is 
captured, stripped naked, and killed by a 
group of Indians. 

This work, with its sentimental 
portrayal of a fallen and murdered Jane 
McCrea, fits squarely within the seduction 
novel genre, a popular literary form during 
this time period. The seduction genre 
itself, while rendering sad tales of fallen 
women, coquettes, and the male rake, also 
carried with it a decidedly didactic tone, 
which extended not only to the social, but 
also the political. Especially during the 
post-Revolutionary period, this genre form 
allowed authors discussing the new 
American republic the space to examine 
social and political issues pertinent to the 
new nation. Critic Donna R. Bontatibus 
explores the political implications of the 
seduction novel and positions the rise of 
republican ideology at its core, stating: 
 

After the Revolution, America dubbed 
itself the new republic, a paradise 
regained. In this new Eden, many[…] 
were concerned with the character 
America was to assume and project. 
Part of the success of this new 
character involved eliminating 
seducers, coquettes, and libertines 
from society because they were viewed 
as fatal to the success of the new 
nation.[… ] Seduction tales were not 
only cautionary advice to the young 
woman of the new republic, but also 
political tracts that explored the 

potential for virtuous characters to 
exist in a corrupt and hostile world.7 
 
Although Bontatibus’s assertion gives 

insight into the political formation of 
America through the use of the seduction 
genre, a clear understanding of the 
“hostile and corrupt world” repudiated by 
such texts is missing. If the American 
republic was indeed the new Eden, then 
the risk of seducers was eminent, and 
identifying such agents of seduction or 
various threats to the new republic were 
paramount.    

However, the seduction genre is not 
the only literary form at work within this 
rendition. Because the tale itself is an 
Indian captivity narrative, this work 
mimics many of the same genre traits 
from this form; however, it is easy to see 
the connections between the seduction 
and captivity narrative genres. This link is 
explored in depth in Michelle Burnham’s 
Captivity and Sentiment: Cultural 
Exchange in American Literature, 1682-
1861.  Within this work, Burnham 
investigates the various correlations 
between American captivity narratives and 
sentimental genre forms. Specifically 
referencing Hilliard’s Miss McCrea, 
Burnham asserts, “This text clearly 
employs elements of both a sentimental 
[seduction] novel like Clarissa and a 
captivity narrative.”8 This equation with 
the captivity of McCrea and the use of 
seduction genre forms clearly establishes 
the correlation prevalent in such works.   
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Additionally, like the McCrea tale 
itself, the Indian captivity genre allowed 
literary texts to focus on decidedly 
American issues and concerns, as this 
genre relied heavily on interactions 
between American colonials and Native 
Americans. In her introduction to the 
collection Women’s Captivity Narratives, 
Kathryn Zabelle Derounian-Stodola 
maintains that “the Indian captivity 
narrative functions as the archetype of 
American culture, or its foundation text, 
in which initial contact between 
Europeans and Native Americans 
inevitably evolved into conflict and finally 
colonial conquest.”9 This argument could 
be extended in light of McCrea’s tale and 
Miss McCrea to highlight republican 
interactions between the British and 
Americans, as the captivity genre during 
the revolutionary period included such 
didactic political undertones and 
established the need for emancipation of 
the colonies from British colonial 
captivity.  

The Indian captivity narrative genre 
also provides an interesting place for 
women to assert their own stories into the 
national historic narrative. Captivity critics 
such as Burnham and Christopher 
Castiglia have made the claim that such 
narratives offered women a space for 
political agency in a time when such 
agency was often denied. Castiglia’s Bound 
and Determined makes an interesting 
assertion that by voicing their own stories, 
white women in eighteenth and 
nineteenth century America were allowed 
inclusion into political discourse, and this 
inclusion disrupted the homogenous 
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republican narrative of America. While 
such works offer agency to women who 
author their own tales of captivity, other 
critics such as June Namias and Rebecca 
Blevins Faery assert that the editorial and 
authorial intervention of male authors 
into tales of female captivity work to 
silence the captive and force the narrative 
to conform to traditional social and 
political structures. In the case of McCrea, 
who never authored her own story, any 
claim to female political and authorial 
agency is denied by the men who tell her 
tale. 

Hilliard’s text, while working within 
both the captivity and seduction genres, 
identifies and generalizes the dangers to 
women and the nation in his novel. In an 
effort to teach the new nation what is and 
is not acceptable in terms of republican 
virtue and political value, Miss McCrea 
uses the sad tale of Jane to highlight 
several issues. By examining the role of 
choice and freedom for females in a 
republic, exploring the seductive power of 
the British court for the new nation, and 
emphasizing the need of male fraternity 
for female protection, Hilliard’s text 
renders a new Lucretia myth that 
specifically invokes American national 
issues. 

 
    

McCrea, Love, and Liberty 
 
Central to the McCrea tale in general and 
Miss McCrea specifically is the assertion of 
her choice in love. As Jane is rendered as a 
lover of loyalist men, her choices in love 
lead her away from liberty into the realm 
of tyranny, and ultimately culminate in 
her death. Captivity scholar June Namias 
positions this issue of choice and love at 
the forefront of the tale: 
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In the era of republicanism, following a 
war in which women were forced to 
assume positions of independence, the 
[McCrea] story raises questions about 
the perils of granting them wider 
freedom. How would young women of 
the emerging nation make use of the 
independence of mate choice available 
to them, and what would be the 
potential impact of this freedom on the 
social and political body?10  
 
This argument posits the choices of 

women in the field of marriage as a 
concern for the new republic in America, 
and why would it not be? If the female 
body is the site for potential republican 
children, then the marriage choices of a 
free female population becomes a central 
political issue. Consequently, should a 
woman choose the wrong mate, revert 
back to a loyalist sentiment, or choose to 
not reproduce at all, then the body of the 
female begins to have a direct impact on 
the new republican political process. 
Republicanism needs strong male political 
bodies, which in turn suggests that good 
republican mothers are needed in order to 
raise those male bodies. Giving women 
choices in marriage can lead to broader 
political choices, and can also lead to the 
decline of republican male bodies for 
future generations.   

This issue of choice and love, central to 
the McCrea tale, becomes a political 
lesson in the use of the female body for 
republican propagation. In her essay, “The 
Republican Wife: Virtue and Seduction in 
the Early Republic,” Jan Lewis explains the 
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importance of the marriage metaphor to 
American republican ideology, asserting 
that “the rhetoric of marriage, much like 
that of politics, served both to expose 
underlying fears and to legitimate and 
encourage patterns that had already come 
to prevail.”11 This argument helps explain 
the conflicted nature of republican ideas 
of marriage and mate choice, as male 
republican figures began to fear that 
women could not be trusted to make the 
correct choices in this area. In order to 
retain good republican mothers, women in 
the new nation had to learn that denying 
republican values because of love was a 
hazardous decision, and one that involved 
harsh punishment.   

Hilliard’s novel extends this idea and 
places Jane in the context of a punishable 
love match. Her choice of lovers, the 
British Captain Belton, takes her firmly 
away from the republican values that she 
possessed at the beginning of the novel, as 
witnessed by the reader when Jane is first 
introduced. Disheveled and alone in her 
father’s home, the reader first encounters 
Jane in earnest prayer to God, stating, 
“Spare our brothers who march under 
Washington’s banner; they support Thy 
cause by supporting their country’s, for 
one can not cease loving his country 
without failing in his duty toward Thy 
laws.”12 

This introduction to Jane is interesting 
on several levels. Initially, it establishes 
the young woman as a good, republican 
daughter and a pious Christian, both of 
which are virtuous traits mandated by the 
American nation during and after the 
Revolutionary War. However, because 
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Jane later breaks her vows to God and 
country in her choice to love Belton, she 
condemns herself within this prayer. She 
does in fact “cease loving [her] country,” 
and therefore fails in her pious duty 
toward God, which can be seen as just 
cause for her eventual punishment by 
death and scalping. Although crafting her 
as a pious and republican young lady, the 
text quickly establishes a love which will 
cause Jane to forsake republican duties 
and ideas. 

Immediately following her prayer, 
Captain Belton bursts into her 
unprotected home, and Jane’s republican 
and virtuous thoughts are quickly replaced 
by her immediate love for Belton. After a 
few gentlemanly speeches, Jane discovers 
that Belton is wounded and quickly rushes 
to his aid. In doing so, she begins to 
abandon her virtue to some degree, as she 
“tore in pieces the kerchief that covered 
her fair bosom, which had been heaving 
violently for some moments.”13 Following 
this exposure, Belton becomes more 
infatuated with the lovely McCrea, and 
despite her father’s return and 
condemnation of the British officer, 
McCrea has already turned. Her love for 
Belton compounds her physical exposure 
to her loss of republican ideals, as she 
begins to fantasize about the British 
victory she had prayed against at the 
beginning of the novel, as “She convinced 
herself that it would not take long for an 
army so powerful to subdue the American 
troops, so poorly armed and even more 
poorly disciplined.”14 In beginning to 
fantasize that the British would win the 
war, Jane is represented as going against 
her original and just thoughts; however, 
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sexual and psychological maneuvering are 
needed to supplant her republican notions 
with the arguments of a British loyalist. 
Her wishing away the revolution in the 
hope to establish a connection to Belton 
makes Jane appear politically fickle as she 
begins to desire love over liberty. 

Most notably, this passage also 
establishes her choices in love as outside 
of the realm of both political and familial 
patriarchy. Jane’s love of Belton, although 
dangerous to the republic, is supported by 
the very freedoms that the republic 
affords. This is the central issue of Jane’s 
choice. As a good republican, she upholds 
those individual freedoms that give her a 
right to choose; however, as a lover of a 
loyalist she can use such freedoms to 
subvert the republican political system. In 
order to counter such subversion, Hilliard 
begins to establish Jane’s political and 
social degradation long before she is 
murdered. 

This political and social decline begins 
with the relationship with her father. The 
sole living family member to Jane in this 
text, Nathaniel McCrea is also the central 
republican figure. Jan Lewis argues for a 
decided connection between familial and 
social responsibility during this historical 
period, stating: 

 
Because eighteenth-century thought 
placed the family and the state on one 
continuum, that of “society,” and did 
not yet […] erect a barrier between the 
private sphere of the family and the 
public one of the world, it could 
dramatize issues of authority in terms 
of relationships between members of a 
family.15 
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With this idea of the combination of 
family and social or political life in the 
early American nation, the conflation of 
Nathaniel to republicanism in general 
becomes a touchstone for post-
revolutionary ideas of both fatherhood 
and political responsibility in all areas of 
life. His recurring emphasis on republican 
values, and the didactic messages he 
imparts to Jane, serve as lessons to the 
whole of the nation and are not just a 
father’s singular instruction to his 
daughter. His conflict with Jane’s love 
choice then becomes a conflict between 
republican founding ideology and female 
freedom, and Nathaniel’s protests assert 
this republican dilemma.  

Against the match of Jane and Belton 
from the start, Nathaniel positions Belton 
as a “vile agent of European tyranny” upon 
first seeing him in his house, and 
throughout Jane’s love affair continues to 
condemn the man for his loyalty to the 
British crown.16 Spurred by his republican 
valor despite his age, Nathaniel decides to 
leave his daughter alone so he can join 
with Washington’s army, but first he tries 
desperately to dissuade her from loving or 
marrying Belton. When Jane refuses, 
Nathaniel laments to God, crying, “Do you 
permit my daughter to desert our sacred 
cause!”17 Brokenhearted, Nathaniel leaves 
his daughter alone and without 
consolation, returning to her only at the 
very end of the novel. The desertion of 
Nathaniel, the McCrea patriarch, 
establishes Jane’s refusal to confirm to 
republican values despite, and on some 
level because of, the freedom 
republicanism offers her. Although he has 
no power or force to deny her love match, 
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Nathaniel’s desertion of Jane confirms 
both his condemnation of his daughter’s 
choice and her disregard for republican 
values as they are represented by her 
father, and by extension, republican 
political ideology in general. 

Now left alone, Jane soon becomes 
ostracized from her republican 
community at large. Her isolation and 
suffering is caused solely by her love for 
Belton, and her punishment is harsh: 

 
The rumor spread that she had become 
a Tory, that she was in love with an 
English officer, and that she kept up a 
correspondence with him. Those who 
were wont to call on her suddenly 
stopped their visits; she was shunned 
when she appeared in the village [and] 
during the time that she was thus 
forsaken, she suffered a severe but just 
punishment for infidelity to the duties 
of patriotism.18 
 
The message within this isolation of 

Jane is clear; because she chose a loyalist 
and shunned her republican ideas she can 
no longer be allowed entry into republican 
society. This condemnation of her love 
choice places the republican society at 
large as arbitrators of proper republican 
female conduct. Although republican 
freedoms give Jane the right to choose 
anyone to love, it is clear that the 
republican nation will not support or 
tolerate women’s choices that could 
jeopardize a republican political future.   

Jane’s choice leads to her social and 
political punishment long before she is 
killed. Her isolation from republican 
fathers and good republican citizens 
teaches the reader that such choices come 
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with very harsh consequences. She may be 
able to choose whoever she wants, but 
Jane must learn to live with the 
consequences of such choices, and Hilliard 
takes pains to assert that her punishment 
for choosing wrongly is justified. In a new 
nation where women are not fully trusted 
to responsibly live with the freedoms 
granted to them through a republican 
government. Jane’s story of an unwise 
choice becomes a warning for all future 
republican women: use your freedom of 
choice wisely or suffer the repercussion.  

 
 

Captain Belton and the Threat of 
Courtly Pleasure 
 
However, regardless of Jane’s right to 
choose her love, it is clear from the 
beginning of this novel that Jane is 
deceived into that choice by the wily 
Captain Belton. Belton, a British officer 
and a frequent visitor to King George III’s 
court, becomes the perfect example of 
seduction for the new nation. Lying, 
deceitful, and at some points vicious, he 
symbolizes the courtly extravagance and 
libertinism which threatens the new 
American republic. Jan Lewis also explores 
this issue in “Republican Wife,” asserting: 
 

Flirts and fops, coxcombs and 
coquettes romp through the pages of 
republican literature with abandon. 
Their names are code words that 
signify luxury, vice, and deceit; their 
presence in a story points almost 
without exception to an unhappy 
ending. They promise ruin not only for 
themselves and their victims but also 
for the infant nation, for they practice 

habits that were commonly believed to 
spell the death of republics.19 
 
Although Lewis does not go as far as to 

explicitly state the horrible actions of 
these characters that could ruin a republic 
in general, rakish connections to the 
British court in early republican seduction 
novels points to the immoral and 
exclusionary conduct of nobility as the 
direct threat to the republic. Belton, who 
in Miss McCrea serves as this immoral 
court seducer, is the physical 
manifestation within the text of this 
particular political threat. 

When the reader is first introduced to 
Belton, he appears to be an admirable 
young man. As an elegant and charming 
gentleman, his courtly nature allows him 
to conceal his true immoral conduct. 
Positioning honor and duty as his main 
concerns and defending his involvement 
with the British army from Nathaniel’s 
attacks, Belton valiantly proclaims, 
“Military honor does not allow me to cease 
to serve my sovereign. It is my duty to 
obey, and it does not behoove us to reason 
on the justice or vengeance of kings.”20 
Here Belton makes a claim to both honor 
and patriotism which would seem to help 
establish his ethos as a noble and 
principled soldier. 

This assertion of honor and duty may 
at first seem admirable, but Belton’s 
praiseworthy characteristics go against the 
republican ideas of liberty from 
oppression and are inherently flawed 
within this revolutionary context. For 
Americans at this time, it is important to 
judge the justice of kings, which is the 
very reason why the Revolutionary War 
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was initiated. However, Belton’s flawed 
political logic is not enough to fully 
condemn him, as political ideologies can 
be molded and changed. Belton himself 
comes to represent British extravagance 
and tyranny, as his very nature is equated 
with the deceitful and selfish nature of 
British court life soon after he first meets 
the McCreas: 

 
He was a man of intelligence, he had 
travelled, and he possessed an eminent 
degree of that false good breeding and 
dexterity of language which, lending 
itself to the concerns of other, only too 
often conceals a hard and deceitful 
heart. While listening to him, Miss 
McCrea became less sensible to the 
public calamity, and Nathaniel went so 
far as to express regret that this 
amiable warrior […] had taken part in 
the most evil of causes. Belton replied 
that this was the effect of what the 
nobles of England called duty.21 
    
The references to “false good breeding” 

and the military idea of honor and English 
nobles connected here situate Belton 
within a line of English nobility and 
political thought that is antithetical to 
American republican values. His status as 
a villainous character is derived, in large 
part, from his bad breeding and false 
political allegiance, which leads to his 
lascivious nature.  

His false chivalry is stated once again 
while wooing Jane as he marches with the 
British occupying forces in front of her 
house: 

When he was scarcely within ten steps 
of the window where Jane was seated, 
he cast his eyes upward and gazed at 
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the house. He saw a girl behind the 
blind and, certain that it was the 
beautiful Jane, immediately made a 
deep bow to her, and with so much 
nobility and grace that he would have 
succeeded in charming a girl much 
more accustomed to flattery.22  

 
 This act of chivalry is crouched in 

possessive terms, as it is apparent that the 
gallantries of his actions are solely 
accredited to his desire to seduce and 
possess Jane. It is the gallantry and false 
chivalry of these actions that liken him 
more to the British court, as his false show 
and deep bow seem to echo the social 
customs of British nobility. Jane’s seducer, 
then, is the nation’s seducer as a whole, for 
the political and social dependence on 
British nobility and their norms are the 
very social constructions that American 
republicanism wished to avoid when 
founding the new nation.  

The libertine aspect of Belton’s nature 
is first fully revealed when he attempts to 
rape Jane at a clandestine meeting while 
her father is away and Belton is stationed 
in New Jersey. The rake begs Jane to meet 
him at a secluded country house and she 
agrees. At the very moment of arrival, 
Belton begins his attempts at ravishing the 
young Jane: 

 
He employed the most cunning arts to 
augment the turmoil of this bewildered 
girl. Under the pretext of giving her 
help in her weakness, he pushed her 
down on a bed of cornstalks. [Jane] 
believed that their meeting would be a 
moment uniting ecstasy and virtue, but 
after the audacity of Belton she could 
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not mistake the danger to which she 
was exposed. […] To seduce her he 
made use of all that he fancied of 
greatest persuasiveness, but he got 
only tears and a pledge to marry him.23 

 
After many hints at the rakish nature 

of Belton, his true identity is finally 
revealed. This seduction scene, which is 
hindered by Jane’s virtue, is the only 
instance when her republican nature 
defends itself from Belton’s courtly 
extravagance. As a court libertine, bent on 
ravishing young maidens in the pursuit of 
sexual pleasure, Belton is stalled by the 
republican virtues of purity and chastity 
and foiled in his attempts; however, this 
does not end Jane’s love for Belton or the 
British threat to the republican nation. 
Burnham’s Captivity and Sentiment asserts 
that Jane’s attempted rape “illustrated in 
perfect Whig terms the potential fate of 
American liberty – raped and destroyed by 
the aggressive power of Britain.”24 
Although not deflowered by Belton, Jane is 
still seduced by this British stand-in, and 
her continued love for this man asserts the 
republican nation is constantly 
endangered by the threat of British 
nobility, depravity, and extravagance. 

Belton’s libertine nature and past vices 
come into the novel once again when Jane 
finds the forlorn and distressed Emilia in a 
field, who is discovered to be his previous 
lover. Telling Jane her sad story, Emilia 
relates that Belton was raised in the 
country, but “preferred the manners of 
London to those of Yorkshire” and 
eventually became so perverse that he 
seduced, dishonored, and turned away 
from his former love before coming to 
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America with the British army.25  Emilia’s 
account of the turn of Belton from an 
honorable young man to a vice-filled 
villain places London, and by extension 
the British court, as the corrupting agent 
of this male youth. 

However, Belton’s character is not the 
only one that uses the British court as a 
site for seduction. Betsy, the treacherous 
servant to Jane who conspires with Belton 
to seduce the young woman, also works to 
establish England’s extravagance as a 
point of seduction. In wooing Jane on 
Belton’s behalf: 

 
Betsy kept up the longing in her young 
mistress with magnificent descriptions 
of the splendor that prevailed at the 
Court of England; the variety and 
grandeur of the daily spectacles at the 
London theaters; and the differences 
that separated the rich from the poor, 
the powerful from the weak, under the 
oppressive names of nobility and 
masses, and under the awe-inspiring 
influence of deference and contempt. 
 
These accounts of the London 

spectacle made Jane eager “to become a 
woman of society, and to ride in a gilt 
carriage through the great cities of 
Europe.”26 In her grand tales of 
extravagance, riches, and power, Betsy 
explicitly sets up the distinction between 
England and America, invoking a noble 
versus the masses dichotomy in order to 
seduce Jane into dreams of a life of wealth 
and privilege.   

These dreams of privilege, however, 
explicitly contradict the republic ideas of 
equality among citizens, and are the true 
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indication of Belton’s dangerous 
seduction. Jan Lewis, in explaining the 
virtuous wants of a true republican bride, 
claims, “Unlike her European sisters, who 
supposedly married to raise their status, 
the American maid aimed at – and hoped 
to maintain – a happy medium, a domestic 
version of that steadily improving yet 
never changing society that […] had [been] 
identified as the ideal society of republican 
dreams.”27 Betsy’s luring of Jane through 
the extravagance of the British aristocratic 
system defies this argument for true 
republican brides. Jane’s dreams of 
nobility also position her as moving 
outside of the dreams of marriage 
belonging to truly republican women. 
Betsy, by nullifying the virtue of a 
republican wife that could exist in Jane, 
allows Belton to further seduce the young 
woman, and by extension, become an 
overall threat to the republican nation.   

Belton, as a symbol for the 
extravagance and exclusion of the English 
court, makes the seduction of Jane a 
metaphor for the seduction of the 
American nation. Although power and 
wealth seem good for the individual, they 
set up an exclusionary system between 
those that have and those that do not, a 
system which contradicts the inclusive 
nature of republicanism. Additionally, 
Belton’s libertine attitude exemplifies the 
inherent vice and villainy of court life in 
England and presents this issues as a 
corrupting influence on the new 
republican nation. Belton is not just the 
seducer of Jane, but rather the 
embodiment of the seductive power of 
English wealth and nobility over the new 
American republic. His success in 
obtaining Jane’s love and trust indicates 
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that there were still dangers in viewing the 
British nobility as a model for emulation. 
Miss McCrea presents Belton as an 
emblem of the villainy of such a system, 
and uses his deceitful and seductive 
actions as a warning for the nation as a 
whole. For Hilliard, the danger is clear; 
America, as a new and fledgling republic, 
should be wary of the influence of old 
world power and wealth or its republican 
virtue could be lost. Jane’s eventual death, 
and the male republican failure at 
protecting her in the text, makes this 
threat even more prevalent.   

 
 

McCrea and Masculine Failure 
 
If Jane McCrea was to become a symbol 
for the new American republic, the 
mandate of the Lucretia myth would 
affirm that her death is inevitable. 
However, the death of Jane McCrea is 
specifically posited in the text to show that 
if masculine political power had been 
more vigilant or successful, Jane could 
have been saved. The desertion of her 
father, the inclusion of false female 
figures, and the conflicted representations 
of the Indian captors in this text assert the 
failure of masculinity to protect the once 
virtuous and republican McCrea. This 
emphasis on masculine failure is the 
catalyst for the formation of and 
adherence to republican fraternity and 
male political dominance, all in the name 
of protecting womanhood. 

Nathaniel McCrea is the first male 
figure to fully fail Jane. As referenced 
earlier, Nathaniel left his young daughter 
isolated and unprotected within the text 
in order to fight with George 
Washington’s army. Although Nathaniel 
makes an effort to persuade his daughter 
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against her love for Belton, he is both 
absent and ineffective. For all of his grand 
speeches to his daughter on the topics of 
British tyranny and republican ideals, he is 
not capable of controlling her will or 
imposing his protection over her. At the 
end of the novel, when Jane confesses to 
him she is running to the British camp to 
meet Belton, the action which leads her 
into the hands of the murdering Native 
Americans, Nathaniel is unable to stop 
her. Apparently dumbfounded by her 
confession, “He fell into an armchair and 
raised his trembling hands. Tears coursed 
the creases of his cheeks; he was unable to 
speak.”28 This complete impotence to 
restrain or convince Jane at this most 
crucial moment ultimately leaves her free 
to head toward death.   

Part of this incapability comes from 
the republican ideas of freedom which he 
must follow and which gives her love 
choices. However, this ineffective 
masculine figure effectively calls into 
question the very idea of female 
independent political agency in a 
republican nation. If Nathaniel had proper 
patriarchal power over his daughter, she 
may have been protected. By extension, if 
male patriarchal government could have 
political power over the female populace, 
the seduction and murder of good 
republican women could later be 
prevented. This logic, which the book 
expresses to a great extent, allows for the 
exclusion of women in the patriarchal 
system in the guise of a father-knows-best 
attitude. In order to protect their women, 
republican men must band together and 
exclude them from certain freedoms and 
political activities.     
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The failure of Nathaniel McCrea is 
compounded by the servant he chooses to 
leave with Jane: the devious Betsy. Betsy, 
an ex-convict exiled from England, agrees 
to help Belton seduce her virtuous young 
mistress. Together, Belton and Betsy 
represent the combined villainy of the 
British, and Betsy specifically inhabits 
ethnically and racially charged ideas of 
tyranny, as she “had lived for a time 
among the Indians” and was originally 
from Ireland.29 Rebecca Blevins Faery, in 
Cartographies of Desire, claims that in the 
McCrea tale Betsy’s “image and story thus 
helped […] position the identity of the new 
Americans somewhere between those two 
cultural-racial groups [of the British and 
the Indian] but [maintained it was] 
distinct from both.”30 The hybrid racial 
and ethnic nature of Betsy in this novel 
directly conflicts with the argued racial 
and cultural distinction the McCrea story 
generally projected. Betsy serves as an 
example of the deviant influence of both 
racial and ethnic groups, the Native 
Americans and the British, and lures her 
mistress away from her true republican 
nature. 

At the same time, this racial and ethnic 
hybridity combined with her loyalist 
leanings make Betsy a villainous woman 
who has already fallen. This fallen woman 
then leads a virtuous republican woman 
astray. It is the idea that women cannot be 
trusted to fully exhibit and sustain 
republican virtue on their own that calls 
for the need for political fraternity for 
female protection. As June Namias asserts, 
“the writers of history and literature 
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covertly question the extension of rights 
for women as open to misuse by 
unpatriotic or frivolous females,” and the 
role of Betsy in Miss McCrea exemplifies 
this underlying republican ideology.31 
While psychologically and physically 
leading Jane away from her father and his 
republican values, Betsy serves as an 
example of how women, together, can lead 
the entire nation astray. In order to fully 
protect both the nation and virtuous 
females, male republicans must unite to 
block female political freedom that could 
lead to republican destruction. 

Following Betsy’s lead and agreeing to 
flee to Belton at the British camp, Jane and 
her servants are attacked and captured by 
a party of Native Americans working for 
the British army.  The majority of these 
men are represented as savage agents of 
British tyranny who are bent on 
destroying American liberty and freedom. 
After killing her servants, stripping her 
naked, and tying her to a tree, they began 
to argue amongst themselves who would 
take her as a war prize, as “Each felt that 
he deserved to have Jane, and each wished 
to lead her to his tent as compensation for 
services rendered in the war. Cruelty 
became a mark of distinction as each told 
of his crimes and how many rebels he had 
massacred in carrying out the orders of 
the great king.”32 These symbols of 
savagery are the vicious extension of King 
George III’s tyranny, as they specifically 
lay claim to killing in his name. They 
represent the savage nature of the British 
political system within this text, and 
connect the British monarch and 
government to barbarity and atrocity. 
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However, there is one among them 
that wishes to help Jane.  Kiashuta, a chief 
within the group, vows to save Jane’s life 
and take her to the British camp or else 
die in her defense. Represented in 
language equated with western ideas of 
valor and warrior prowess, Kiashuta is 
seen as a noble and logical representation 
of his race. He tries to convince the others 
to spare the beautiful captive, but they are 
bent on rape. As he repulsed attacks in 
order to save McCrea’s chastity, he is 
likened to the mighty Hercules, but it is all 
in vain, “when one of the Indians […] got 
up in a rage and rushed at Jane with his 
hatchet raised. He struck her with it and 
said, ‘Die! May the passion which you 
prompted from Kiashuta turn to rage and 
revenge us for it!’”33  

Kiashuta’s rage does in fact turn to 
revenge, as he hunts down and kills Jane’s 
murderer, retrieves her scalp, and 
mournfully buries her mutilated body. He 
then runs for the British camp to inform 
Belton of Jane’s death.  After telling his 
tale, Kiashuta offers Belton his hatchet 
and his life in revenge, but Belton is too 
anguished to comply. Relying on himself 
and his own honor, Kiashuta restates his 
promise to protect Jane or die and 
“immediately plunged his hatchet into his 
side” as “the witnesses were astonished 
and horrified.”34 Kiashuta thus fulfills his 
promise to Jane and becomes an emblem 
of both masculine failure and honor. He 
fails in his physical attempts to save Jane 
from rape and murder, presumably 
because he is Native American, which 
ultimately leads to his honorable suicide. 
Because Kiashuta is not republican, his 
inability to save Jane becomes a call for all 
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republican men to protect republican 
women in a way that other men 
positioned outside of the dominant social 
and political order cannot. This native 
serves as a reminder of past masculine 
failure and a figure for the extent to which 
republican men should strive to protect 
virtuous republican females.   

Thus, the failure of republican men to 
protect Jane from villainous females, 
seducers, and Native American savagery is 
exemplified through Kiashuta’s suicide 
because of his association to the British 
military and his realization of the horrors 
that such a relationship produced. 
Michelle Burnham specifically explores 
this issue in connection with both 
captivity narratives and sentimental 
seduction literature, arguing, “As much 
Indian-hating as these sensationalized 
stories indulge in and produce, they 
contain an even more forcible anti-British 
element, since the Indians were typically 
seen less as autonomous agents of violence 
than as pawns of the corrupt British 
military.”35 Because republicans feared 
both British seduction and native 
savagery, the negotiations between these 
two forms of villainy seemed to oscillate 
during this time. This allows for Hilliard’s 
sympathetic rendition of Kiashuta’s fight 
and suicide, as he is the noble savage 
figure that confronts the British army with 
the atrocity that their practices produced. 
However, because Kiashuta is a Native 
American figure, he cannot adequately 
protect Jane, and the novel still leaves the 
readers musing on the life and trials of a 
beautiful dead girl. 

Although the text does not reveal a 
republican fraternity founded on the death 
of McCrea, this fraternity is both invoked 
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and called for by the end of the novel. If 
Jane had been protected by political and 
familial patriarchy, and by extension 
excluded from certain rights and liberties, 
her death could have been prevented. The 
end of Miss McCrea, with its sentimental 
portrayal of both Jane and Kiashuta’s 
death, asserts that honorable republican 
males are needed to control women in 
order to ensure their eventual protection 
as well as the protection of the republican 
political system at large. Jane’s silence and 
death support this need as she is never 
allowed to voice her tale or claim her own 
meaning through its representation. 

 
 

McCrea, Lucretia, and Republican 
Patriarchy 
 
In the end, Hilliard’s novel, with its 
combination of Indian captivity narrative 
and seduction literary traits, enables the 
McCrea tale to become an educational tool 
for the new republic. This text also seems 
to exemplify very specific connections 
between the tales of Lucretia and Jane 
McCrea. Both expound sexual violence, 
seduction, and the death of women as a 
cause for the rise of republican nations, 
and more specifically, patriarchal 
republican formations. These tales give 
male political figures the necessary means 
and examples through which they can 
both silence and control the female bodies 
within a republican government. If 
Stephanie Jed’s argument, which was 
discussed at the beginning of this essay, is 
credited, then the tales of both Lucretia 
and Jane McCrea serve specific political 
and social functions at specific historical 
moments. More importantly, it can be 
argued that such tales place the body of 
the female, whether it is Lucretia or 
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McCrea, at the center of republican 
literary desires to assert ideology and 
control a female populace. 

McCrea, however, brings new issues to 
the tale which the revolutionary and post-
revolutionary moments demanded, such 
as the inclusion of marriage choice and 
representations of tyranny through the use 
of racialized bodies. Miss McCrea gave this 
republican political founding a specialized 
version of the Lucretia myth that was 
tailored to decidedly American concerns. 
Within its captive/seduction plot, Jane 
becomes the new, American Lucretia who 
fully functions as both the means and ends 
in which women within the founding of 
the nation could be excluded from the 
political benefits of republicanism. Her 
bloody scalp not only haunts Belton until 
his death, but serves as a warning for the 
American nation as a whole: protect and 
control women or republican virtue will be 
lost. 
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Abstract: Lloyd Brown’s Iron City narrates the story of a 

group of incarcerated African American communists and the 
relationship they have with Lonnie James, who is wrongfully 
accused of murder. Through the work of the Communist 
Party, the characters in Brown’s novel challenge mainstream 
conceptions of race and national belonging. This occurs 
despite the Party’s official rhetoric of the Popular Front, or 
the World War II era platform that focused attention on the 
defeat of fascism abroad, to the neglect of domestic issues 
like civil rights. The Double V campaign responded to the 
Popular Front by advocating victory against foreign and 
domestic fascism; it functioned as a political expression of 
W.E.B. Du Bois’ double consciousness, a condition illustrated 
throughout Iron City. The novel articulates a re-imagined 
American identity. One that does not exclude based on racial 
difference, but instead is an American identity that depends 
upon difference in order to be fully realized. 
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In Lloyd Brown’s Iron City, Isaac 
Zachary, at work as a brakeman on the 
Georgia Southwestern and Gulf Railroad, 
watches as the American flag is lowered 
down the flagpole. His attention, however, 
is not on the flag. Instead, his “eyes stayed 
fixed on the inexorable, jerking rise of the 
rope.”1 The symbolic representation of an 
undivided American identity does not 
exist for Isaac. Instead, that very symbol—
the flag—is elided by the threat of the 
noose and the violence of racism. For 
Brown and his characters, the existing 
modes of being “American” exclude the 
African American. Therefore, salvation 
from this crisis requires a reimagining of 
what that identity entails. Through the 
work of the Communist Party, the 
characters in Brown’s novel challenge 
mainstream conceptions of race and 
national belonging. This occurs despite 
the Party’s official rhetoric of the Popular 
Front, the World War II era platform that 
focused attention on the defeat of fascism 
abroad to the neglect of domestic issues 
like civil rights. The Double V campaign, 
initiated by the African American press, 
responded to the Popular Front by 
advocating victory against foreign and 
domestic fascism. In this essay, I will 
discuss the differences and practices of the 
Popular Front and the Double V 
campaign. The Double V, I will argue, 
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functioned as a political expression of 
W.E.B. Du Bois’ double consciousness. To 
illustrate the tension and trauma of 
double consciousness, I will look closely at 
specific scenes and themes in Brown’s 
novel. Finally, I will demonstrate how 
Brown’s novel articulates a re-imagined 
American identity. One that does not 
exclude based on racial difference, but 
instead is an American identity that 
depends upon difference in order to be 
fully realized. 

The central plot of Lloyd Brown’s Iron 
City occurs within the confines of the 
segregated Monongahela County Jail 
during the early 1940s. The jail is in Iron 
City, a northern industrial city modeled on 
Pittsburgh.2 Lonnie James, an African 
American, has been wrongfully accused 
and sentenced to death for the murder of 
a white drug store owner. Paul Harper, 
Isaac Zachary and Henry Faulcon are also 
imprisoned for being active members of 
the Communist Party. Although arrested 
with a group of white communists, they 
are separated from them based on the 
prison system’s segregationist practices. 
Lonnie, having exhausted all the means 
available to him to protest his conviction, 
turns to these men and the Communist 
Party for assistance. Although the 
outcome of Lonnie’s case is left 
ambiguous, the novel demonstrates an 
intense solidarity among the African 
American and white communists working 
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toward Lonnie’s freedom. Although much 
of the narrative and character 
development occurs outside the prison 
context via flashbacks, imprisonment 
remains a pervasive theme throughout the 
novel. Brown’s depiction of the prison 
suggests the violent and confining 
experiences of African Americans 
specifically and the working class more 
broadly within the American socio-
political system.  

At the time of his arrest, Lonnie James 
had been laid off from “the mill”—the 
factory which employed many workers in 
Iron City;3 he epitomizes a disenfranchised 
minority laborer. Lonnie’s conviction 
results from the inherently racist U.S. 
juridical process, racism targeted at 
working class African Americans. He is 
arrested when the police assume that he 
has stolen a suit coat, his suit coat that he 
was carrying home from the dry cleaners. 
He is imprisoned without being arraigned 
and continuously interrogated. After a 
week of interrogating Lonnie “about a 
hold-up in Glenmere, and a watchman 
who had been shot…and—a dozen murder 
cases from the Unsolved File,” the police 
finally begin to question him about a 
murder at a drugstore.4 After another 
round of beatings and endless 
questioning, Lonnie confesses to the 
murder he did not commit. Paul, 
understanding the racist implications of 
Lonnie’s imprisonment, identifies the 
interrogation as “‘legal lynching’”5 and 
compares it to the case of the Scottsboro 
boys, where nine African Americans men 
were wrongfully accused of raping a white 
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woman.6 Much like Scottsboro, the racist 
practices of the legal system prompt the 
eventual intervention of the Party in 
Lonnie’s case.  

In his study of imprisonment and 
cultural productions, Peter Caster 
discusses the process of discrimination 
and racism inherent within the U.S. 
juridical process. He demonstrates that 
“criminalization, arrests, convictions, and 
sentencing…have drawn on existing racist 
imaginations of black masculinity in 
determining crime and punishment.”7 
Although Caster’s study focuses on a 
variety of twentieth-century cultural 
productions, including many produced 
later than Iron City,8 it is certainly the case 
that these racist imaginations were a part 
of African American cultural productions 
early in the century. For example in Native 
Son Richard Wright, through Bigger 
Thomas’s attorney Max, argues that there 
can never be a fair trial because “[e]very 
conceivable prejudice has already been 
dragged into this case.”9 Essentially, Bigger 
Thomas is convicted of the rape and 
murder of Mary Dalton before he is even 
tried, as evidenced by the Tribune’s 
newspaper article about Thomas’s arrest. 
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The article asserts that Bigger “seems a 
beast utterly untouched by the softening 
influences of modern civilization”10 clearly 
defining Bigger as criminalized and 
animalized. These characterizations of 
Bigger and the resulting prejudicial trial 
articulate the “racist imaginations” 
identified by Caster.  

Not coincidentally, Iron City’s plot 
structure revolves around a similar act of 
criminalization based, not on facts, but 
instead on race. Brown most likely alludes 
to Wright’s Native Son to invoke the racist 
practices of the American criminal justice 
system and critique Wright’s position on 
the Communist Party. Later, I will discuss 
the way Brown challenges his 
contemporaries’ views of the Communist 
Party. Presently, however, it seems clear 
that Brown invoked themes Wright had 
used earlier to connect Lonnie and his 
narrative to a long history of systematic 
racism that criminalizes African 
Americans. In fact, Lonnie’s interrogation 
stems from the racist imaginations 
identified by Wright and Caster; in one 
instance, he is questioned about the 
“Lovers’ Lane Case” where the interrogator 
insists that Lonnie killed a man and 
“then…raped his girl and killed her too.”11 
Here, the police officer invokes common 
racist myths, primarily the black sexual 
predator and the white female victim, a 
myth which is obviously central to the 
previously mentioned Scottsboro case and 
Native Son. These myths serve to 
criminalize Lonnie without any evidence 
necessary, simply because he is an African 
American. 

In addition to Lonnie’s treatment 
within the criminal system, the jail itself 
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becomes emblematic of the racism that 
pervades American society. The structural 
elements of the prison “looked like a great 
ocean steamer, riding high in the 
water…with all passengers lining the five 
long decks…The top three levels were 
white men, but directly across, running 
the length like a waterline, the row of 
faces was dark.”12 This image depicts, as 
Alan Wald demonstrates, “a fantastic, 
race-stratified, Pequod-like ship of 
humanity.”13 Furthermore, the “ocean 
steamer” with the black bodies in the 
bottom also suggests the history of the 
Middle Passage and enslavement, a history 
which is synonymous with the history of 
capitalism in the “New World.” Inasmuch 
as American slavery made possible the 
capitalist expansion of the state, Brown 
suggests here that the prison system 
similarly disenfranchises minorities and 
the working poor in the service of capital. 
Much like slavery before it, this process of 
systematic racism and classism maintains 
capitalism’s hegemony. The prison, then, 
is analogous to the structures of racism 
associated with the slave trade. In Brown’s 
novel, the United States Communist Party 
becomes an alternative to this systematic 
discrimination prevalent in American 
society. 

The United States Communist Party 
formed the Popular Front campaign in 
1935 in response to the fascist threats in 
Europe. Replacing its call for a global 
revolution of the working class, the 
Popular Front advocated for a “coalition of 
liberals, radicals, trade unionists, farmers, 
socialists, blacks and whites, anti-
colonialists and colonized” to battle the 
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fascist threat abroad.14 The coalition 
strengthened its call to forge these 
allegiances after Hitler’s invasion of the 
Soviet Union in 1941. The Popular Front’s 
“mandate was to sacrifice demands for 
desegregating the military, for the right to 
strike, and in the case of the colonies, such 
as India, for national independence.”15 The 
Communist Party appeared to have 
abandoned all matters of social and racial 
justice for the success of the war, 
apparently abandoning the African 
American cause. Ralph Ellison’s Invisible 
Man offers an important example of the 
believed antagonism between African 
Americans and the Communist Party, 
thinly veiled in Ellison’s text as “the 
Brotherhood.” Despite earlier promises of 
liberation, the invisible man realizes the 
Brotherhood and its leader Jack had only 
exploited him, that the members of the 
Popular Front had no intention of working 
toward racial equality. The invisible man 
sees the Brotherhood in the same light as 
the other racists he has encountered.16 
Although Ellison’s depiction of the Party’s 
relationship to African Americans – much 
like Richard Wright’s in Native Son before 
him – becomes the version which is 
canonized, 17 Brown depicts a Communist 
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Party which remains dedicated to the 
cause of racial justice even during the 
Popular Front years.  

In response to the Popular Front, The 
Pittsburgh Courier, an African American 
newspaper based in Pittsburgh but with a 
national readership, initiated the Double 
V campaign in 1942, and it was quickly 
popularized throughout the African 
American press.18 In contrast to the 
Popular Front’s call to suspend 
involvement in civil rights, the Double V 
advocated “‘Victory over discrimination at 
home/ Victory over the Axis Abroad.’”19 
The Double V does not dismiss the aims of 
the Popular Front necessarily; in fact those 
“who adopted the ‘Double V’ always 
placed the war abroad as the struggle 
which had to be won first.”20 The 
campaign did not advocate the 
abandonment of the war effort but 
indicated, according to the fiction writer 
Chester Himes, that World War II cannot 
be won “unless a second front is opened 
against ‘our native fascists.’”21 

The Double V campaign articulates a 
compelling and recurring struggle in 
African American discourse: Du Bois’ 
double consciousness. Du Bois describes 
double consciousness as a “sense of always 
looking at one’s self through the eyes of 
others” with the individual longing “to 
make it possible…to be both a Negro and 
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an American” without erasing or 
subjugating either identity.22 In advocating 
for both civil rights and the war effort, the 
Double V and those who supported it 
expressed this same desire, to be wholly “a 
Negro and an American.” The cause 
against fascism could not preclude 
progress against racial discrimination. It 
may appear, though, that the official 
rhetoric of the Communist Party 
dismissed racial policies as secondary by 
advocating a united front against fascism 
abroad as the only agenda of importance. 
As Wald argues, “an interracial utopia was 
not part of the day-to-day life experiences 
of ordinary African Americans.”23 Instead, 
the reality of racism and segregation 
deeply influenced the political ideologies 
of African Americans. According to Wald, 
Brown’s novel depicts “‘real Communists’ – 
people whose revolutionary politics are of 
the fabric of their whole person, not 
merely the mouthing of political 
slogans.”24 To demonstrate that his 
characters were “real Communists,” Brown 
emphasized the material reality of their 
experiences. 

The material conditions of Brown’s 
characters further the Marxist tradition 
present in the novel. In his brief 
summation of Marxist literary criticism, 
David Richter suggests that “what drives 
historical change are the material realities 
of the economic base of society rather 
than the ideological superstructure of 
politics, law, philosophy, religion and 
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art.”25 Although Marxist literary criticism 
provides a variety of different approaches 
to texts,26 a person’s material reality 
becomes the cornerstone of Marxist 
literary thought. From representing the 
characters’ labor to the conditions of the 
prison, Brown’s Iron City similarly claims 
the centrality of his characters’ economic 
and material realities in determining their 
actions, ideals and, perhaps most 
obviously, their politics. In detailing these 
material conditions, Brown proves that the 
specific African American experiences of 
his characters ultimately shape their 
political convictions and lead them to the 
Communist Party. Arguably, 
communism’s philosophical aim is 
ultimately to erase former categories of 
nation and race to form a more 
internationally unified proletariat. 
However, for Brown’s characters, the 
ultimate transcendence of nation and race 
can only occur through their specific 
experiences. 

Despite the goal of eventually moving 
beyond categories of nation to an 
international proletariat, Marx and Engels 
in The Communist Manifesto understood 
the necessary relationship of nation to the 
revolution. They write that “[t]hough not 
in substance, yet in form, the struggle of 
the proletariat with the bourgeoisie is at 
first a national struggle.”27 This position is 
translated into practice. As Barbara Foley 
indicates, for the Depression-era Party 
(1928-1935), “black cultural practices, 
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which were often carried over from 
slavery, should be understood as ‘national 
in form, but proletarian in content.’”28 In 
this period, African Americans were 
understood within the official Party 
platform as a nation within a nation, and 
“this position called for both a multiracial 
workers’ solidarity and self-
determination.”29 In other words, the 
Party supported solidarity amongst the 
proletariat regardless of race while 
simultaneously advocating a separate, 
nationalist African American state. With 
the advent of the Popular Front campaign 
in 1935, the Party maintained theoretical 
allegiance to the concept of black self-
determination; however, there was also an 
increased emphasis placed on multiracial 
unity.30 Whereas the Depression-era Party 
emphasized the particularity and 
“distinctiveness of black folk culture” in 
opposition to “bourgeois cultural 
hegemony,” in the Popular Front period 
this folk culture would be posited as 
central to American nationalism more 
generally.31 Emphasizing black cultural 
expression demonstrates “that blacks were 
not simply integral to, but in fact 
representative of, the body politic.”32 
Furthermore, as the Party focused more 
on multiculturalism in relation to 
representations of minority nationalism, 
“a different type of nationalism emerged 
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as assimilable to the program of the left—
namely, American patriotism.”33 With its 
move to understanding black cultural 
expression as an essential component of 
American identity, the Communist Party 
challenged conceptions of national 
belonging, undermining white bourgeois 
expectations of what it meant to be 
“American.” Furthermore, it allowed for a 
multicultural perspective from within the 
Party itself, evidenced in Iron City by the 
protagonists’ individual paths to 
communism.  

In Iron City, the three protagonists 
drawn to the Communist Party—Paul 
Harper, Henry Faulcon and Isaac Zachary 
(known as Zach) —arrive at their political 
convictions in different but culturally 
specific ways. Henry, drawn to the African 
American Baptist church,34 meets Lucy 
Jackson who appeals to him for assistance 
with the Communist Party’s campaign to 
save the Scottsboro boys; Paul witnesses 
the eviction of African Americans and 
connects that with his and his father’s own 
economic and social struggles;35 Zach lives 
in the segregated south and continually 
experiences on-the-job discrimination and 
violence.36 Unlike, for example, Ellison’s 
invisible man, Brown’s characters are not 
persuaded or cajoled into joining the 
Party;37 instead, he connects their life 
experiences as African Americans directly 
to their realization of the importance of 
the Communist Party. Although the 
characters’ culturally specific experiences 
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are the impetus for joining the Party, 
Brown does not neglect the goal of 
interracial unity. Instead, he demonstrates 
how the Communist Party expresses the 
concerns of the African American person, 
proving the Party is in service of the 
people. Furthermore, Brown demonstrates 
the multicultural policies of the Party, 
policies which included specific national 
expression. 

Although each character’s individual 
narrative proves telling and emotionally 
provocative, Zach’s experience most 
explicitly demonstrates the interconnected 
agendas of racial equality and workers’ 
rights. In one of many flashbacks, the 
reader learns that Zach yearns to become a 
railroad engineer. He began his work in 
the roundhouse, quickly earning a 
promotion to brakeman and then 
alongside the engineers as fireman. While 
on the railroad, Zach finds “a great family, 
the rough brotherhood of workingmen” 
amongst his fellow workers.38 This 
brotherhood largely, though not entirely, 
transcends color lines, where “black 
worker and white worker worked side by 
side; not as equals, of course, but 
nevertheless together.”39 Despite his years 
of experience on the railroad, the 
interdependent forces of capitalism and 
racism preclude Zach from earning any 
other promotion. He realizes that he 
“would never drive an engine until 
Negroes had the right to drive engines.”40 
Exclusion from the labor union, the racist 
hiring policies, and the constant threat of 
violence to African American workers 
highlight the conflict between the white 
workers’ and the African American 
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workers’ goals. White workers assert their 
rights to higher wages and better working 
conditions, whereas African American 
workers struggle to assert the simple right 
to work at all. Zach does pay a large price 
for his determination. During the Great 
Depression, some African Americans, 
including Zach, still were employed on the 
railroad. However, the new union rules—a 
union African Americans could not join—
required that any new employee be a 
member of the union and, effectively, 
white. This resulted in “[a] strange war” in 
which black workers were shot and killed 
so that white workers could win their 
positions. Zach was among the twenty-two 
people shot, though he was lucky enough 
to survive.41 Eventually, his unemployment 
forces him to leave the South for the 
northern, industrial Iron City. 

Certainly, these discriminatory 
working conditions are alien to white 
workers—they are specifically an African 
American experience. Zach’s struggle is 
the struggle of double consciousness, akin 
to the Double V platform. How can he 
maintain his African American identity 
while asserting his rights as an American? 
After moving to Iron City from the 
segregated South, he sees a campaign flyer 
for the Communist Party’s Presidential 
and Vice Presidential candidates: William 
Foster, a white American, and James Ford, 
an African American. This flyer offering 
the possibility of an African American Vice 
President “is something that belonged to 
the world of fantasy.”42 The two 
candidates typify the racial unity sought 
by the Communist Party, and it is that 
unity which attracts Zach because “[o]ne 
Negro could not make it alone…and the 
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black workers could never make it without 
the white.”43 The passion Zach once had 
for his railroad work becomes redirected 
toward the larger goal of the Communist 
Party. Here, the struggle of the 
Communist Party is the struggle of African 
Americans. Whereas the Popular Front 
rhetorically disassembled the connection 
between the leftist movement and the civil 
rights movement, African Americans, 
because of their daily experiences, could 
not see these issues as separate. Thus, the 
Double V became an expression of that 
identity. Wald writes that “the logic of life 
experiences in which [African American] 
writers [of the World War II era] were 
immersed tended to push them toward a 
practical or at least implied Double V 
perspective in fiction writing.”44 Although 
Brown certainly asserts the importance of 
interracial collaboration, the dynamic 
histories of each of the characters make 
their brand of communism decidedly and 
necessarily a part of their African 
American identity. 

Brown, despite the official policies of 
the Popular Front, demonstrates—
through the Party’s actions in his novel—
the continued commitment to racial issues 
pervasive in the Party. After hearing the 
details about Lonnie’s unfair arrest and 
sentence, Henry, Paul and Zach agree “to 
be the first three members of the Lonnie 
James Defense Committee.”45 Through his 
wife Charlene, Paul enlists the help of the 
communist committee outside the prison. 
Despite an initially slow start, Charlene 
and other advocates for Lonnie convince 
the Party to undertake his case as a serious 
and necessary matter of their concern.46 
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Not only are African Americans involved 
in the cause, but also “the white 
comrades…in this jail and the ones outside 
too; and the white militants in the unions 
and middle-class progressives.”47 This 
group – essentially the members of the 
Popular Front – support Lonnie’s cause, 
the fight against discrimination and 
criminalization. Through the efforts of the 
Communist Party, Brown refutes claims 
that it completely abandoned African 
American causes. Instead, it becomes 
possible to reconcile the rhetoric of the 
Popular Front with the Double V 
campaign; the struggles of African 
Americans revise the vision of the Popular 
Front. Charlene’s insistence on the Party’s 
central role in saving Lonnie James is 
analogous to the Double V’s insistence on 
the importance of race issues, an 
insistence which still does not abandon 
the Popular Front’s main objective of the 
war effort. Instead, the Double V extends 
the fight against fascism to its logical 
conclusion, namely an end to racial 
discrimination. 

Brown’s hope for a united Communist 
Party culminates as the prisoners listen to 
the boxing match between Joe Louis and 
Billy Conn. The radio plays over the jail’s 
loudspeakers for all to hear. Seeing the 
match through Lonnie’s eyes, its 
significance is clear—a win for Joe Louis 
foreshadows a win for Lonnie, a step closer 
to averting his death sentence. As the 
match continues, an angry call and 
response ensues amongst the prisoners. 
One half of the jail yells “‘KILL THAT 
NIGGER!’” demanding Joe Louis’s (and, by 
implication, Lonnie’s) death; the other half 
of the jail responds by shouting “‘NO! NO! 
NO!’” When the prisoners’ volume 
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increases, the prison guards throw inmates 
into solitary confinement, and the guards 
turn the loudspeakers off and listen to the 
radio themselves. When this occurs, the 
prisoners begin a third chant demanding 
the guards to “‘TURN ON THE RADIO.’” 
This demand unites the once antagonistic 
sides against a common enemy, a unity 
which eventually proves triumphant. The 
radio is turned back on, only to hear the 
fight’s conclusion: Joe Louis won.48 
Brown’s depiction does not ignore or 
placate the racism inherent in the 
uprising. Instead, this scene articulates the 
possibility of success through unification.  

Despite the communal voices raised 
against the guards, the scene necessarily 
returns to the prison. The reality of the 
racially segregated confinement cannot be 
ignored. When victory seems to be his—
when both the prisoners’ shouts have been 
recognized and Louis has been announced 
the winner—Lonnie places “his hands 
where the paint was worn off the [prison] 
bars.”49 Superstitiously, Lonnie had 
avoided placing his hands in that precise 
location previously, fearing that it would 
destine him to the gallows like those in his 
cell before him. In this moment, there is a 
loss of that fear, most likely because of his 
believed connection to Louis’s fate. At the 
same time, Brown returns the reader 
materially to the prison, to the bars, to the 
confinement. Earlier, Faulcon had realized 
that the bars were made by McGregor 
Steel; “‘Ain’t that a bitch,’ said Faulcon. 
‘Half the guys in here…have made 
McGregor steel…we made this here jail for 
them to put us in.”50 This is the prison of 
the capitalist system which depends upon 
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the reproduction of a disenfranchised 
proletariat. Even though their unified 
voices were successful, the bars of capital 
remain persistent constraints. Although 
this scene is certainly hopeful, Brown 
subtly articulates that the essential focus 
of the Party—for both African Americans 
and white Americans to fully realize 
freedom—is toward a revolution against 
capitalism, toward a breaking of the metal 
bars of the capitalist enterprise which 
imprisons everyone. Still, this struggle is 
imbued with the simultaneous struggle 
against racism.  

In the chapter immediately following 
Louis’s victory, Brown parallels the story 
of the boxing match with the Nazi 
invasion of the Soviet Union. “Again,” 
Brown writes, “there was the clash and 
swirl of two contending chants: a greater 
kill-the-nigger side was screaming…Heil 
Hitler! and two hundred million voices 
shouted NO!”51 The conflict of World War 
II is inseparable from the conflicts of race 
relations back home; the Nazi invasion is 
the racist chant writ large. This parallel 
construction illustrates Wald’s argument 
that “[t]he experience of national and 
racial oppression was vivid, real, and 
overwhelming” and could not be ignored 
and stunted by the Communist Party’s 
official rhetoric of the Popular Front.52 
Within the African American experience, 
Nazism and domestic racism were 
symptoms of the same societal ills, and 
defeating one without addressing the 
other was impossible. The work of the 
Communist Party, for Brown, was 
necessarily linked to the experiences of 
African Americans.  
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Brown’s use of folklore further draws 
communist ideology into African 
American cultural discourse by connecting 
folk heroes with labor issues. For example, 
while Zach is working as a brakeman, he 
hears the stories of Railroad Bill.53 In 
addition, Zach invokes John Henry 
through the depiction of Zach’s own wife 
Annie Mae and her similarity to Henry’s 
wife Polly Ann.54 These folktales ground 
the experience of African American 
laborers in their cultural heritage and 
connect that historic and cultural 
experience to the ideologies of 
communism. As Brown retells it, when 
Railroad Bill arrives in town, “the people 
all rushed inside to bolt their doors…[and] 
the sheriff lock[ed] himself into his own 
jail for safety.”55 Here, the racial 
hierarchies entrenched in American 
society, as demonstrated through the 
prison, are reversed. The sheriff, by virtue 
of being inside a jail cell, becomes 
criminalized, and Railroad Bill free. The 
hierarchies inherent in labor relations are 
also challenged; the American dream of 
hard work to achieve success becomes 
interpreted through the legend of John 
Henry and Polly Ann.56 These folk 
characters typify exploited workers, where 
being the most productive guarantees 
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continued labor at best, and death at 
worst.   

In her study of the African American 
folk in the works of Ellison and Wright, 
Robin Lucy demonstrates that “the Party 
defined black folk culture as an expression 
of a unique national culture and of a 
workers’ culture…that was inherently 
oppositional to capitalist and racial 
exploitation.”57 Brown’s inclusion of John 
Henry highlights this duality, where a 
black worker uncovers the inequality of 
capitalism and racism. The folk culture 
components in the novel not only 
demonstrate the Party’s inclusion of 
national black culture, but they also 
articulate the reimagining of an American 
identity within the Party’s rhetoric. 
Including specifically black cultural 
elements was, as Lucy argues, “motivated 
by the ‘politics’ of delineating an inclusive 
American culture that involved vital 
African American expressions while 
making forms of oppression visible as one 
source of this culture.”58 In Iron City, black 
folk heroes like John Henry expose the 
violence of a political, cultural and 
economic system that brutalizes workers 
and minorities. This exposition occurs 
through the inclusion of nationalist icons, 
icons which are reimagined as related to 
the work of the Party.  

These folk characters reappear in the 
novel’s penultimate vision of Henry’s 
dream, a dream Wald describes as “a 
memorable fusion of folk religion and 
Marxist politics, an Afro-Americanized 
utopian socialist vision.”59 Faulcon dreams 
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that he leads a communist rally in front of 
the entire population of Monongahela 
County, over 2 million people. The rally 
occurs in a large arena, and Faulcon is at 
the front on a pulpit-like platform. 
Railroad Bill, Stackalee and John Henry 
participate in the ceremony, with Railroad 
Bill and Stackalee described as “‘members 
of the inside committee,’” apparently 
imagined as influential Party officials.60 By 
inscribing the communist project within 
the African American experience, by 
“Afro-Americanizing” the socialist vision, 
the novel demonstrates that “the 
autonomous dynamic of Black resistance 
to racial oppression cannot be 
subordinated to class considerations”61 
while simultaneously maintaining that 
this inclusion is not purely nationalistic. 
Faulcon asserts that he is not “‘being 
nationalistic…it’s just that I know my own 
people so much better.”62 Here, Brown 
articulates again that national reformation 
needs to be achieved before international 
unity. For Brown, the African American 
experience frames black inclusion in the 
Communist Party, and issues concerning 
discrimination cannot be separated from 
larger, global concerns of fascism. 

Henry’s dream functions as Brown’s 
vision of the goals of the communist 
project in the United States. This utopian 
vision certainly sees the interracial 
coalition as essential to success, but again, 
Brown will not exclude the African 
American experience. The dream 
attempts, as Du Bois writes, “to merge [the 
American Negro’s] double self into a 
better and truer self.”63 Using the 
Communist Party as the structure, 
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. Brown, Iron City, 251-2. 
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. Wald, Trinity of Passion, 65. 
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. Brown, Iron City, 251. 
63

. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 39. 

Faulcon merges this double-self and unites 
the African and American identities within 
the arena of communism, an arena which, 
in Faulcon’s dream, is also home to the 
rest of those professing an American 
identity. It is an American identity which 
must be reimagined, an American identity 
which necessarily challenges and 
undermines the classist and racist 
hierarchies which existed and persist 
today. In this dream, “American” takes on 
a specifically communist ideology. The 
rich capitalists are ejected from the front 
seats, the seats of authority and power, to 
the rear of the auditorium. Henry also 
notices women are not present and the 
African Americans and whites have 
maintained strict color barriers. When 
mentioned, the women rush into the 
auditorium, and the two races integrate 
throughout the crowd, destroying the 
appearance of “‘a Jim Crow meeting.’”64 
When Faulcon directs everyone to “‘scatter 
around’” he insists that he “‘don’t want my 
people to get lost.’”65 Interracial solidarity 
does not mean the end of racial and/or 
cultural difference. In fact, in this episode 
interracial solidarity depends upon these 
differences.  

The hopefulness of Faulcon’s dream is 
followed by three paragraphs that conclude 
the novel and return to the racist prison. 
Like the earlier movement from the 
prisoners’ united voice to the reality of the 
prison, Brown once again juxtaposes the 
communist hope with the harshness of 
America’s capitalist and racist systems. 
Byrd, the racist prison guard, enters 
Murderers’ Row and looks in on a sleeping 
Lonnie James. Then, “this old old man with 
death on his face” silently berates Lonnie 
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. Brown, Iron City, 253. 
65

. Ibid., 253, original emphasis. 
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before leaving to continue his patrol. 66 In 
its brevity, this scene illustrates the 
possessing and powerful gaze of a corrupt 
system. In placing this scene in proximity 
to Henry’s dream, Brown recognizes the 
hurdles impeding the goals of the 
communist project; the desired revolution 
struggles against a system designed to 
exploit and disenfranchise African 
Americans. Despite the obstacles, Brown 
articulates the revolution’s urgent 
necessity. For Brown, accomplishing the 
goal of the communist project will be 
difficult, but nothing short of survival—
Lonnie’s specifically, and the African 
American proletariat’s broadly—is at stake. 
Faulcon’s dream realizes the urgency and 
necessity of revolutionizing the American 
social fabric, a revolution requiring 
interracial solidarity that does not erase 
racial and cultural differences. In Henry’s 
dream, the coexistence of diversity and 
unity is realized, thus imagining the 
possibility for change. His dream asserts 
the ideal set forth fifty years earlier by Du 
Bois, “[T]he American Negro…would not 
Africanize America” nor “bleach his Negro 
soul in a flood of white Americanism.”67 
Through the Communist Party, Brown’s 
Iron City realizes this identity, an African 
American who is “both a Negro and an 
American,”68 articulating the possibility for 
the trauma of double consciousness to 
heal. 
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Abstract: Travel writers are generally not frequently 

consulted when it comes to debates about contemporary 
foreign policy. Robert Kaplan’s recent article “Cultivating 
Loneliness: The Importance of Slipping Away from the Pack 
to Encounter, and Understand, the World Firsthand,” 
published in the Columbia Journalism Review, challenges 
that viewpoint, and insists upon the importance of 
traditional travel writing as a means of providing informative 
narratives about other countries. Two texts about 
Afghanistan, Ted Rall’s To Afghanistan and Back: A Graphic 
Travelogue (2002) and Rory Stewart’s The Places in Between 
(2004), also contribute to this debate and encourage readers 
to re-consider how and why travel writers can and should 
engage with current foreign policy debates. 
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[ I ]  

 
If one wants advice about international 
policy, why not ask the stranger in the 
village? 

Travel writers soon face a few very 
basic contradictions when it comes to 
writing texts that might also serve as 
policy documents or even as contributions 
to a policy debate. In plain terms, if a 
traveler has stuck around a place long 
enough to carefully gather necessary 
information, to sift through opposing and 
contradictory views, to present various 
interpretations and proposals, and to 
amend them in light of public response 
and disclosure, then one has almost 
certainly stopped being a “traveler” and 
become someone else: an anthropologist, 
an apologist, a neocolonial administrator, 
a foreign correspondent, a somewhat 
shaggier version of a talking head, a more 
reliable spokesperson who has gradually 
traded the backpack and hash pipe for a 
laptop and a tab at the local martini bar. 
Thus, it would appear that one can be a 
“travel writer” and a public voice in 
“policy” debates—but just not at the same 
time or in the same text. Robert Kaplan 
has no patience with such simplistic 
claims, and his article in a 2006 issue of 
the Columbia Journalism Review clearly 
frames his argument that such writing is 
not only possible but urgently necessary. 
“Cultivating Loneliness,” (subtitled “The 
Importance of Slipping Away from the 
Pack to Encounter, and Understand, the 
World Firsthand”), starts off by taking aim 
at some of the problems of contemporary 
journalism. Most of his targets are quite 
familiar: a blogosphere filled with more 
rants than reports, a preference for 
pundits and sound-bites over nuanced and 

detailed narratives, a desperate and 
contrived need to keep “current” in a 24-
hour news cycle, an Internet-based culture 
that displaces print journalism, and an 
audience that not only tolerates but 
demands more of what has caused these 
problems in the first place. His initial 
diagnosis of the state of modern 
journalism might seem not only quirky 
but downright archaic: “Above all, it is the 
lack of appreciation for geography in the 
broad nineteenth-century sense of the 
word that is basic to an age of journalism 
increasingly given to summarizing from 
above rather than reporting from below” 
(1). As Kaplan continues his argument, he 
does not just consider the possibility that 
travel writers can contribute to current 
policy discussions—he insists that the 
tradition of travel writing has been and 
should be an indispensable context for 
such debates. 

The sub-title of Kaplan’s article might 
initially read like a series of tired New Age 
clichés, yet his own writings and 
experiences are based on a continual 
tension: in plain terms, the same fellow 
who is comfortable placing an article in an 
Ivy league journalism review is probably 
better known for The Ends of the Earth, a 
1996 book about his own previous trips to 
“the frontiers of anarchy.”1 Kaplan leans 

                                                 
1
 There are several other strongly worded reviews of 

Kaplan’s work. The following would provide an 

introduction. Packer, George. “A Prophet of Doom 

Lightens Up.” Los Angeles Times 17 March 1996: 

BR1. (Packer notes Kaplan’s attempt to combine travel 

writing and policy declarations, but adds that “for long 

stretches the two works against each other, sustaining 

neither argument nor narrative.”) Mousavizadeh, 

Nader. “The Occidental Tourist.” New Republic (Vol. 

14) April 1996: 32-37. (Mousavizadeh claims that 

“Kaplan’s book is a long argument for the triumph of 

experience over abstraction, of the seen over the 

thought. But he is so eager for recognition that he 

overstates his case before he has had a chance to make 
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hard on the term “geography,” and he 
follows up his accusation with a pointed 
declaration of how travel writing may 
provide a few solutions to the problems he 
has noted. As he states:  

 
Journalism desperately needs a return 
to terrain, to the mind of firsthand, 
solitary discovery of local knowledge 
best associated with old-fashioned 
travel writing. Travel writing is more 
important than ever as a means to 
reveal the vivid reality of places that 
get lost in the elevator music of 24-
hour media reports. In and of itself, 
travel writing is a low-rent occupation, 
best suited for Sunday supplements. 
But it is also a deft vehicle for filling in 
the void in serious journalism (2). 

 
There are a few strands to Kaplan’s 
proposal, and the first is a careful 

                                                                            
it.”) Holland, Patrick and Graham Huggan. “Postscript: 

Travel Writing at the Millennium.” Tourists with 

Typewriters: Critical Reflections on Contemporary 

Travel Writing. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P., 1998: 

197-217. (One of their arguments is that “Kaplan 

shares with [Paul] Theroux—and a great many other 

contemporary travel writers—an impulse to keep 

(inter)textual layers between himself and what he is 

reporting.”) My own comments on Kaplan, and 

Holland and Huggan, can be found in McQuillan, 

Gene. “Travel Writing and/as Geopolitics.” Global 

Babel: Questions of Discourse and Communication in 

a Time of Globalization. Eds. Samir Dayal and 

Margueritte Murphy. New Castle, UK: Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing, 2007. Also see Dunn, Kevin C. 

“Fear of a Black Planet: Anarchy Anxieties and 

Postcolonial Travel to Africa. Third World Quarterly 

April 2004: 483-499. (In Dunn’s words, “Although 

Kaplan intends to draw a new map of the world—‘an 

ever-mutating representation of cartographic chaos’ 

where old borders crumble and the centers of power 

continually shift—in the end he gives us a clearer map 

of his own mind. Were The Ends of the Earth simply 

another travelogue destined for a dusty shelf, his 

limited vision might not matter. But his ideas hold 

sway in Washington.”) 

distinction about what he means by “travel 
writing.” It obviously is not the New York 
Times’ “Escapes” section or National 
Geographic Adventure, but it also is not 
just a blanket recommendation for more 
“literary” texts. Readers of Granta’s well-
known issues of travel writing (see Granta 
issues 10, 15, 26, 73, and 94) might 
instantly start thinking of some likely 
candidates: James Fenton, John Ryle, 
Ryszard Kapuscinski2 There are few 
mentions in Kaplan’s writings of writers 
such as Bruce Chatwin or Redmond 
O’Hanlon, since his version of journalism 
does not make room for the deliberate 
blurring of fiction and non-fiction. 
Kaplan’s direct references to “old-
fashioned” travel writings, namely Freya 
Stark’s The Southern Gates of Arabia and 
Owen Lattimore’s The Desert Road to 
Turkestan, are offered with the knowledge 
that few contemporary readers will know 
of them. Yet it quickly becomes clear why 
Kaplan includes them. Stark’s narrative 
features a Yemeni who makes a distinction 
between those locals who know the truth 
and speak it—and those who “know the 
truth and speak of palm trees” (Kaplan 2). 
This warning against settling for merely 
exotic narratives is reinforced by two of 
Kaplan’s other choices, namely Winston 
Churchill’s The River War and T.E. 

                                                 
2
 One need not look any further than one of the “Travel 

Writing” issues of Granta to find writers who share 

Kaplan’s preference for isolated travels that also 

require a serious awareness of both literary and 

political contexts. A few noteworthy examples: James 

Fenton’s “The Fall of Saigon” from Granta 15: 27—

116; John Ryle’s “The Road to Abyei” from Granta 

26: Travel: 42—104; Nicholas Shakespeare’s “In 

Pursuit of Guzman” from The Granta Book of Travel 

[1998]: 235—264; Manuel Bauer’s “Yangdol’s 

Journey” from Granta 73: Necessary Journeys: 43-66; 

and George Bowater’s “We Have No Minorities” from 

Granta 94: On the Road Again: 206—220.
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Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom, which 
emphasize that some versions of travel 
writing can be formative political 
experiences.   

Kaplan’s subtle switch from 
“geography” to “terrain” places a strong 
emphasis on the physical experience of 
movement in a foreign land, especially one 
that is falling apart: think of James 
Fenton’s The Fall of Saigon or Ryszard 
Kapuscinski’s Another Day of Life. In 
Kaplan’s lexicon, “geography” is more of 
an aerial view, a dense (and often 
academic) cartography which tries to 
chart the contexts and histories of each 
place and culture; the reading of “terrain” 
is that of local detail, a knowledge gained 
only by getting “out” of certain things—
especially secure compounds, clean sheets, 
motorized vehicles, and press briefings. 
This pairing of terms also becomes the 
basis for Kaplan’s own reporting. He surely 
is not making any original 
recommendations by merely suggesting 
that one should escape “away from the 
pack” to experience a subject “firsthand.” 
Yet, his own work has shown just how 
committed he is to such methods, and he 
has become one of the better-known 
advocates for this hybrid genre that uses 
intensive travel writing as the basis for 
serious journalism. His 1996 book The 
Ends of the Earth: A Journey to the 
Frontiers of Anarchy was a test case for 
this method. His journey, which led to 
Sierra Leone, the Ivory Coast, Turkey, Iran, 
Uzbekistan, India, and Cambodia, is 
described as “a brief romp through a swath 
of the globe, in which I try to give personal 
meaning to the kinds of issues raised in 
Paul Kennedy’s Preparing for the Twenty-

First Century (xiii).3 Kaplan’s writings 
depend heavily on his attention to 
“terrain” while also aspiring to “serious 
journalism”—in between his travels to 
over 70 countries he has done consulting 
work with the U.S. Army’s Special Forces 
Regiment, advised President Bill Clinton 
about American policies in Bosnia, and 
received the U. S. State Department 
Distinguished Public Service Award. This 
does not mean, however, that Kaplan’s 
writings always manage the ambitious 
balancing act that he describes. There are 
frequent and often clumsy shifts between 
personal and spontaneous encounters, and 
a more academic analysis of global trends. 
Kaplan’s desire to be an “authentic” travel 
writer leads to occasionally gratuitous 
scenes of danger and adventure, such as 
hitching rides through Sierra Leone in the 
midst of a civil war (58-67). His efforts to 
display his credentials as a “serious” 
journalist lead to a bloated 33-page 
bibliography/index and more statistics 
than, perhaps, any other travel text. 
Despite these obvious flaws, Kaplan has 
written a daring book that challenges 
many pre-conceptions about travel 
writing.  

Of course, the balancing act that 
Kaplan describes is more than just a 

                                                 
3
 Kaplan’s book relies heavily on two broad theses. 

The first challenges the notion that the end of the Cold 

War would issue in a period of relative worldwide 

stability. Kaplan argues that the West faces what he has 

called “the coming anarchy” arising from instability in 

the Third World, in which failed attempts at nation-

states would lead to volatile combinations of 

fundamentalism, tribalism, military dictatorships, and 

civil terrorism. The second focuses on environmental 

contexts for this “anarchy.” He often invokes Thomas 

Malthus and his theories of over-population, and 

employs them to offer predictions about which regions 

of the world will face a terrifying and continual 

combination of political strife and environmental 

degradation. 
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textual matter of alluding to other 
travelogues and framing policy issues in 
terms of a closely read “terrain.” The 
process that Kaplan calls for also becomes 
part of the public theater of credibility, in 
which audiences may now yawn or wince 
at the mention of yet another “embedded” 
reporter, while also continuing to insist on 
“front-line” reporting from those who have 
really “been there.” Two recent narratives 
about Afghanistan—Ted Rall’s To 
Afghanistan and Back: A Graphic 
Travelogue (2002) and Rory Stewart’s The 
Places in Between (2004)—make it clear 
that the scoping out of “terrain” is also 
closely paired with the development of a 
public persona. In these texts, and in the 
publicity arising from them, the persona of 
the bold and isolated travel writer is used 
(with both great under- and over-
statement) to create a broader popular 
platform for Rall’s and Stewart’s own 
policy statements. In such situations, the 
credibility earned in the process of 
learning a new “terrain” can become a sort 
of trump card—though some writers slam 
it on the table with a flourish, while others 
keep it patiently tucked in hand.  
 
 

[ II ]  
 

In his “Introduction” for To Afghanistan 
and Back: A Graphic Travelogue, the TV 
talk-show host Bill Maher declares, “And 
while I don’t always agree with Ted on the 
current conflict, the fact is he was there” 
(7).  If Ted Rall has been “there,” he will let 
you know in graphic detail. Any reader of 
his texts need not wait long for the 
description of some impending physical 
disaster, and Rall often trots out the 
familiar cheap thrills of travel in the Third 
World: suspect food and intestinal 

distress, burnt-out drivers and washed-out 
roads, absurd threats and misguided 
violence. Yet Rall’s catalogs of his own 
misery are also presented as the inevitable 
(read self-inflicted) side effects of a near-
obsessive series of trips. By the time that 
Rall had arrived in Afghanistan in late 2001 
to witness the U.S. invasion, he had 
previously made four extended visits to 
the area that he frequently calls “the 
Stans.” (He also returned to Tajikistan in 
2002.) His previous travelogues are 
gathered in the collection Silk Road to 
Ruin: Is Central Asia the New Middle East? 
(2006), and most readers will soon be 
checking the book’s numerous maps and 
charts to figure out the locations and 
demographics of Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Kazakstan, and the Xinjiang Uighur 
Autonoumous Region. Throughout Silk 
Road, Rall uses a distinctive format, 
pairing long-form magazine articles 
written for P.O.V. and Drill with more 
idiosyncratic “graphic novellas.” His first 
trip, detailed in the graphic novella 
“Beijing to Istanbul 1997,” fail to progress 
much beyond a catalog of shocking 
drudgery: lousy food, corrupt officials, 
temperatures up to 124 degrees, lying 
locals, and incomprehensible travel 
systems (69-95) As he explains in his 
companion article, “Goods Eats,” this trip 
was also an intestinal disaster, as a 
combination of diarrhea and giardia and 
temperatures of left him with a 44-pound 
weight loss (109-116). Rall’s willingness to 
suffer for the sake of a story is presented a 
key aspect of his credibility as a journalist, 
but it’s only part of a carefully constructed 
persona. He has an Ivy League degree in 
History, but he generally doesn’t try to 
present himself as some sort of gritty 
intellectual. If anything, the distinctive 
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aspects of his work derive from pop 
culture forums, especially his stints as a 
popular radio talk show host and as a 
controversial political cartoonist. His 
curiosity and restlessness lead to 
unexpected invitations: his Stan Trek 2000 
gathered together 23 fans of his “Stan 
Watch” radio talk show who were willing 
to “Join Ted Rall through hell and back!” 
while his 2000 trip to visit dissidents in 
Turkmenistan was sponsored by the U.S. 
State Department. All of these varied trips 
and textual formats are compiled in Silk 
Road to Ruin, a truly surprising hybrid of 
travelogues, maps, statistics, cartoons, and 
commentary.  

Silk Road to Ruin is presented not 
merely as a collection of previous work but 
also as a preparation for To Afghanistan 
and Back. Rall’s “graphic travelogue” 
begins with a Kaplanesque encounter.4 
While waiting for a decent breakfast 
before joining a journalist convoy to 
Afghanistan, Rall is ambushed by a 
pretentious and paternalistic “old pro” 
who rattles off a list of clichés, starting 
with, “Listen buddy, this ain’t no game” 
(37). Rall has no patience for this, but his 
reason for starting with it is obvious: as he 
defines his allegiances, he makes a clear 
distinction between himself and the other 
journalists. He makes no pretense about 
being a grizzled war reporter or a well-
connected correspondent. He positions 
himself as the lone independent 

                                                 
4
 For reviews of To Afghanistan and Back, see the 

following: Rosen, James. “The Pen and the Sword.”  

The Washington Post. 2 June 2002: 1-2. <http://lexis-

nexis.com.>  Brown, Jesse. “’We’re stupid, we’re 

ignorant, and we’re mean.” The Globe and Mail 

(Canada). 8 June 2002: 1-3. <http://lexis-nexis.com>.  

Astor, Dave. “Cartoonist’s Wild Visit to a War Zone.” 

Editor and Publisher Magazine. 20 May 2002: 1-2. 

<http://lexis-nexis.com>. 

alternative to the lumbering BBC and CBS 
crews, and he explains,  

 
I’d been to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Pakistan, and I loved them all. Even 
when Talibs in Kashmir threatened 
to execute me for being American, I 
couldn’t stop returning to Central 
Asia. It’s clash between Islamic 
fundamentalism and left-over 
Soviet totalitarian dictators, plus its 
special witches brew of tribal feuds 
and a Caspian Sea oil rush made it 
as fascinating as it was scary (39).  

 
The book is at its best when it shows 

the constant dangers for journalists in 
Afghanistan. In the “Night of the Hunted” 
chapter, Rall recounts the night on which 
armed thugs knocked on the doors of 
many writers at his hotel until they found 
one who answered—then they shot him, 
stole thousands of dollars, and were 
presumed to be returning the next night 
for more. Two other journalists in their 45-
person convoy were also killed in separate 
incidents; 8 more from another group 
were killed in a nearby city. The book also 
dismisses reports claiming that post-
Taliban Afghanistan was becoming either 
safe or coherent. Northern Alliance 
soldiers who had displaced the Taliban 
were found to be just as repressive (49). 
American “precision” bombs landed very 
imprecisely (66). Women in burqas were 
being stoned for adultery while 
pornography and opium were sold openly 
(77-8). While he travels with this convoy, 
Rall often sets himself apart from his 
colleagues, insisting that they were there 
for “scoops” and “sexy” scenes of disaster, 
while he was in search of “the human 
angle: how people lived.”  
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To Afghanistan and Back, like Rall’s 
previous work, combines a series of 
newspaper/magazine articles with longer 
texts that closely resemble “graphic 
novels.” For clarification, Rall describes To 
Afghanistan and Back as a “graphic 
travelogue,” and his previous texts as 
“graphic novellas.” There is, of course, a 
short list of texts that combine comics and 
war journalism: the list usually begins—
and quickly ends—with Joe Sacco’s War’s 
End, Safe Area Gorazde, and Palestine.  
Rall openly acknowledges his debt to 
Sacco, noting that he “virtually invented” 
the genre, but he also makes his own very 
distinctive contributions.5 Sacco is best-
known for his intricately drawn 
panoramas of the human and architectural 
wreckage of war. Rall’s drawings are much 
jumpier and more fragmented, and 
constantly shift their focus and 
perspective. Rall’s work is the pictorial 
equivalent of using a hand-held camera 
while driving down a bumpy road—yet 
unlike traditional journalism, Rall’s format 
features himself as both cameraman AND 
reporter. Viewers often see frames where 
Rall draws himself narrating his own 
misadventures. This becomes an especially 
effective choice as he learns how his 
previous jaunts in the “Stans” have given 
him little real preparation for the violent 
chaos of daily travel and reporting in 
Afghanistan. This sort of narrative 
discontinuity is poorly-suited to print 
journalism, and the choice of a graphic 
format allows Rall to use this 
fragmentation as both the theme and form 

                                                 
5
 For notes on graphic formats, see Rall, Ted. “Drawing 

Behind the Lines.” Foreign Policy. May/June, 2004: 

72-75. (This piece actually does not focus on “foreign 

policy,” and offers his own patient appraisal of Guy 

DeLisle, Marjane Satrapi, Joe Sacco, and the “graphic 

novel” format.) 

of his reporting. According to Kristian 
Williams’ “The Case for Comics 
Journalism,”  

 
Comics are well suited to that role 
because of the inherent narrative 
properties of the medium. They are not 
merely illustrated stories, or pictures 
matched with commentary. Instead, 
the narrative relies on both the words 
and the pictures; meaning is produced 
by the interaction of image and text. 
Yet each element remains to some 
degree independent of the other. For 
this reason, and because several sets of 
text-image blocks can appear side by 
side on the same page, comics are well 
suited to represent the fragmentation 
of experience during crisis, or the 
incommensurable views of opposing 
sides in the midst of conflict (3). 
 
The sequence of panels on pages 64-65 

clearly rely on the juxtapositions that 
Williams outlines. The two pages feature a 
series of very brief “scenes,” most 
consisting of just one or two panels. The 
panels on page 64 depict one of Rall’s 
many harrowing car rides. In one panel, a 
dismembered animal is raining down on 
Rall’s jeep after a mine explodes, and in 
the next, an unidentified “radio guy” is 
punctured by the debris from a shell 
attack. A reader shouldn’t expect much of 
context or follow-up; instead, a reader 
witnesses “the fragmentation of 
experience during crisis” that Williams 
describes. Page 65 (see the next page) 
presents another variation on the ways in 
which seemingly simple “sets of text-
image blocks” can construct meaning. Rall 
simply dislodges the usual cartoon format 
of parallel panels-above-panels, with the 
result that the expected “sequence” of the 
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narrative is disrupted. I won’t claim that 
Rall is a highly experimental graphic artist: 
try Chris Ware’s Jimmy Corrigan or Kathy 
Acker’s Blood and Guts in High School if 
you are tempted to look for more radical 
departures from narrative convention. Yet, 
Rall surely does manage to use these shaky 
drawings and unpredictable formats to 
convey his own stark painful panic. As he 
says in a postscript to the book, “Reading 
some of my dispatches from Afghanistan 
now make my toes curl, and not in a good 
way” (Afghanistan 114).  

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Rall’s cartoon, a segment from page 

65. 
 

Rall presents himself as a savvy 
traveler—and he is—but his experiences 

often lead him to hasty acts of self-
congratulation. In today’s media markets, 
journalists and travel writers often try to 
create a buzz about their own work. 
Nevertheless, one should consider how the 
sort of journalism advocated by Kaplan is 
closely aligned with certain versions of 
self-promotion, some of which undermine 
Kaplan’s own arguments. Obviously, 
Kaplan and Rall share a commitment to 
using intense and even dangerous 
travelogues, as a means of stepping out of 
certain assumptions and impositions in 
order to get a sense of a place’s human and 
geographical “terrain.” Still, To 
Afghanistan and Back represents a flawed 
example of what Kaplan called “a deft 
vehicle for filling a void in serious 
journalism.” As Rall himself admits: 

 
I banged out To Afghanistan and 

Back in six weeks. It hit stores in late 
March, making history as both the first 
“instant” graphic novel and the first 
volume of reportage about the fall 2001 
war against the Taliban. 

Whatever benefit of hindsight was 
lost by my hasty authorship of 
Afghanistan was probably made up for 
by its sheer immediacy. Other works 
on the same subject features tighter 
construction, consistent tone and 
academic footnotes, but none will give 
you as good a sense of what the war 
zone looked, felt and smelt like during 
the late fall of 2001. I tried to explain 
why the war had happened, what it 
meant, and what its ramifications 
would likely be. I don’t know whether I 
succeeded. My book did manage to 
create a sense of place (Silk Road, 
xviii). 
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Previously I argued that Rall’s book is 
compelling when it tries to convey the 
“immediacy” of what things “felt and smelt 
like,” he also had more ambitious plans for 
the book. Yet he infrequently moves far 
from the loathed “convoy,” for the simple 
reason that journalists were being killed 
all around him. Of course, the targeting of 
Western journalists soon compromised 
Rall’s hopes, but there is a broader 
problem here, and it arises when Rall tries 
to “explain why the war had happened, 
what it meant, and what its ramifications 
would likely be.” At times, Rall wants to 
emulate Joe Sacco and World War II 
journalists such as Bill Maudlin; more 
often he angles for a yelling match with 
other radio talk show guests. To get a 
sense of Rall’s dual aspirations, read the 
“Introduction” by Bill Maher, the host of 
TV’s Politically Incorrect. Initially, Maher 
compares the book to Michael Herr’s 
famous Dispatches, and praises Rall for 
going “deep in the heart” of the war to see 
things “firsthand.” By the end of the 
“Introduction,” Maher is crying, “Ted, you 
revolting little America-hating pinko” (7). 
Maher critiques not only Rall’s travels in 
Afghanistan, but also a series of Rall’s 
previous disreputable rants. His infamous 
“Terror Widows” cartoon accused some 
9/11 widows of greed. The 
Editorial/Opinion piece, “Army of Scum,” 
compared American troops in Abu Gharib 
to the SS. A 2004 cartoon referred to 
Condaleezza Rice as a “house nigga.” An 
Editorial/Opinion article about Ronald 
Reagan’s passing claimed that Reagan was 
“turning crispy brown” in Hell.6 But, 

                                                 
6
 For notes on Rall’s cartoons, see Lewis, Michael J. 

“Cartooning, Left and Right.” Commentary. October 

2003. (He refers to Rall’s “Terror Widows” as “the 

most appalling cartoon to leap from the ashes of 

September 11.”) For further context on post-9/11 

Maher is not condemning Rall, nor does 
he have any serious interest in 
investigating any of Rall’s claims. He 
follows up his “pinko” insult by saying, 
“And I mean this in the best possible way” 
and calls Rall a “great guest.” Rall openly 
intended his book to be a counter-
narrative to those offered by CNN and 
ABC. Those familiar with his previous 
attacks, will find more of the same in To 
Afghanistan and Back. Yet the overall 
effect of the book is disappointing, since it 
is not so much an expression of dissent, 
but a calculated performance of dissent, 
one which positions Rall as a left-wing 
version of Ann Coulter rather than a 
writer whose travels have provided a more 
nuanced opposition. Rall soon winds up 
boxing himself in. The Fox News 
correspondent James Rosen notes in a very 
short but pointed review that Rall is “a 
supremely gifted writer and cartoonist,” 
but he also chides Rall for his calculated 
over-simplifications, starting with Rall’s 
often quoted lines that “America must 
have its vengeance. We’re not the kind of 
people to sit around and mourn a few 
thousand dead office workers when there’s 
some serious ass to kick. So we’ll bomb or 
invade or something. It won’t matter, but 
that doesn’t matter. It’s what we do” (To 
Afghanistan and Back 13; quoted in Rosen 
2). In this sense, Rall is indeed a “great 
guest,” since he comes to each show with 
his own pack of verbal IED’s. 

Rall’s writing weakens quickly when he 
pitches it to the talk-show crowd, but the 
problem isn’t primarily that Rall is “left-
wing.” As someone who has long enjoyed 
and taught travel writing, I found much 

                                                                            
political cartoons, see Tugend, Alina. “Maybe Not.” 
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that was appealing about Kaplan’s 
argument that travelogues were an 
antidote to the simplistic tirades that 
defined much of Bush-era policy debates. 
After all, the best travel writing is known 
for its immediacy and its idiosyncrasies, its 
reluctance to settle for some sort of goal-
oriented reporting that shapes its vision of 
the world to match some wider agenda. 
Yet even the quirkiest travel writers 
gradually reveal their own allegiances and 
pitch their work toward some audience, 
and in doing so they may forget what 
made their own liberations possible. 
Kaplan’s goal is to escape the “Pack,” and 
while this metaphor seems almost 
automatic for travel writers, the “lone 
wolf” model of American journalism also 
has its obvious and even embarrassing 
limitations, especially during a decade 
featuring the “cowboy” version of 
American foreign policy. Rall’s To 
Afghanistan and Back declares his open 
disdain for what those writers and 
commentators that represent what he calls 
“the laptop and video-feed set” (25). While 
establishing his credentials as an 
alternative source, Rall too often becomes 
a caricature of the blog-and-flog version of 
American media, in which hastily written 
rants rely on intentional over-statements 
that soon lead to predictable invitations to 
TV sparring matches between righties and 
lefties. This forum for policy debate often 
dominates news cycles, and Rall thrives on 
these sorts of pitched battles. Rall’s book is 
sub-titled A Graphic Travelogue, and it 
deserves attention as one of few texts that 
combine the techniques of graphic novels 
with travel writing. Yet readers will 
generally find little of what Kaplan calls 
“terrain” in Rall’s writing, often because he 
lacks the patience or restraint to keep 

himself out of his own descriptions and 
declarations.  

  
 

[ III ]  
  

The rear cover of Rory Stewart’s The Places 
in Between makes an obvious sales pitch: 
“Someone in Kabul told me that a crazy 
Scotsman had walked from Herat to Kabul 
right after the fall of the Taliban . . . I 
thought the story was an urban legend. I 
was wrong” (Ignatieff 7). It might initially 
seem that this book shares a few traits 
with Rall’s: a lone and “crazy” traveler, a 
dangerous land, a “legend” that sprang up 
around his story. Those assumptions fall 
apart as one actually read Stewart’s book. 
Toward the end of The Places in Between, 
he arrives at a small village in the 
mountains of Afghanistan, as the winter 
sun is setting. Ali, the son of a poor family, 
agrees to help Stewart find lodging, and 
leads him through a minefield on the way 
to his family home. The family takes him 
in as a guest and insists on showing him 
something: 

 
Ali lifted the lid of a carved wooden 

box, kissed the bundle inside, 
unwrapped it carefully, said a prayer, 
and opened the Koran. The fire had 
consumed one corner, exposing thin 
layers of oil-blackened paper, and as 
Ali opened the book, same ash fell 
from the binding. 

“The Taliban did this to our holy 
Koran,” said Ali’s brother. 

“If you want to understand the 
Taliban, look at what they did to our 
holy Koran,” Ali added. 

There was no electricity or 
television in the village. These men 
had never visited an Afghan city or met 



P J  71 

a journalist. I wondered why they 
immediately explained to me what the 
Taliban had done and why they 
focused on this Koran rather on their 
families and their village (235). 

 
Stewart soon tried to provide his own 

answers to his questions, but before 
considering these it would help to 
remember what had brought Stewart to 
this home. He began his book by 
admitting, “I’m not good at explaining why 
I walked across Afghanistan.”7 These and 
many other understatements sometimes 
allow a reader to forget that this journey 
was only a part of a much grander 
scheme—Stewart had previously walked 
across Iran, Pakistan, India, and Nepal. 
While he did much of the walking alone, 
his book is full of meetings, since the 
Scottish Stewart also speaks Dari, the 
Afghan dialect of Persian. And while his 
journey was so demanding and unique 
that many people considered it “an urban 
legend,” readers might also be surprised to 
find that he’d developed a healthy 
suspicion of travel writers and travel 
writing. 

Stewart’s knowledge of local language 
is a crucial part of the book. He’s a patient 
listener and he knows full well that his 
comfort (and maybe even his life) depends 
on his reading of details, so the chapters 
are filled with suggestive sketches of 
humble meals and guarded exchanges. 
One could easily list scenes in which this 
knowledge leads to dense and patient 
retellings of conversations that often read 
like short stories. Several, such as his day-
long effort to find a dang (a sturdy walking 
stick with a metal tip), are light comedies 
(6-9). Others take place during potential 
life-or-death exchanges. Late in the book, 
when he has finally arrived in Kabul, he 

encounters some Taliban who seem eager 
to toy with a lone Westerner. Stewart 
quickly senses that it would be better if he 
declares himself an Indonesian rather than 
British or American. He is immediately 
challenged to “Speak some Indonesian,“ he 
does: “Salmat Sore? Apa Kabar? Baik-baik 
saja? Ada masalah di sini?” and as the men 
depart they let him know that they 
considered killing him (279-84). In 
between the laughter and the threats are 
many moments in which the “terrain” of 
Afghanistan is depicted not primarily in 
terms of geography but of conversation. 
Stewart is a gifted prose writer, and in 
pieces such as “Iranian Girls” from 
Prospect 68, his wry and attentive 
commentary suggests how seemingly 
causal meetings with a class of Iranian 
women are charged with the painful 
ironies of living in societies that are 
struggling with the tensions between 
Muslim traditions and modern revisions.  

Being attentive to such ironies and 
tensions is, of course, all too familiar in 
contemporary texts about countries such 
as Afghanistan, and Stewart rarely settles 
for convenient images, preferring instead 
to register the pauses and twists of daily 
speech. Again and again, Stewart remains 
wary about making any generalizing 
statements about the significance of these 
encounters, and prefers instead to re-
create lengthy dialogues. During many of 
these dialogues, Stewart assumes the role 
of an occasional participant rather than a 
travel writer/reporter looking to frame a 
story, and in doing so his work seems to 
be heeding the advice of a previous travel 
writer who had been cited prominently in 
Kaplan’s article:   

 
There is nothing that shuts off the 
speech of simple men like the 
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suspicion that they are being pumped 
for information: while if they get over 
the feeling of strangeness they will 
yarn as they do amongst themselves. 
Then in their talk there comes out the 
rich ore of what they themselves 
accept as the truth about their lives 
and beliefs, not spoiled in trying to 
refine it unskillfully by suiting the 
words to the listener (2).  

  
The previous statement from Owen 
Lattimore becomes another important 
strand in Kaplan’s argument, and 
introduces another aspect of “terrain.” For 
Kaplan, it is not enough to dwell 
intensively in a place, to know the roads 
and the seasons, to recognize the political 
vectors, cultural allusions, and economic 
indicators. Eventually, one also gains the 
privilege to put one’s feet under someone 
else’s table and simply talk, and Kaplan 
leans heavily on the following distinction: 
“Reporting emphasizes the intrusive, tape-
recorded interview; travel writing 
emphasizes the art of good conversation, 
and the experience of how it comes about 
in the first place” (2). It is a welcome 
advice, but it also serves to remind a 
reader of D.H. Lawrence’s dictum, “Never 
trust the artist. Trust the tale.”  Kaplan’s 
The Ends of the Earth features the 
comments of ambassadors and 
economists, taxi drivers and tour guides, 
theology students and dissidents, yet my 
numerous re-readings of the book remind 
me that one rarely hears a voice. Simply 
opening up the book to 15 or 20 random 
pages makes it all too clear that many of 
these dialogues are buried amidst lengthy 
dissertationish summaries of trends and 
expectations. Two moments in particular 
reveal how Kaplan often works against his 
own better instincts. In the first, he 

reports about a dinner meeting between 
“Michelle” (a pseudonym for a European 
diplomat) and an unnamed ambassador 
from “another” Western embassy. The 
conversation is actually not presented to 
the reader, but summarized instead in a 
two-page series of seven “bullet-points” 
that reduce the conversation to the 
equivalent of a guarded press release (45-
6). It should be mentioned that Kaplan 
knew this conversation was “off-the-
record,” but it represents a tendency to 
register and categorize conversations as 
evidence rather than as the rich ephemeral 
exchanges that Lattimore describes. By the 
time a reader gets to the chapter 
“Bangkok: Environmental and Sexual 
Limits,” one is actually not surprised to 
read the following declaration:  

 
In Bangkok, I experienced travel more 
through the reading of monographs 
than through conversations in the 
street or in buses—because here was 
one of the few places where accurate 
figures existed on location. (In the 
cases of West Africa and Central Asia, I 
got my figures in Washington.) In 
Thailand, more statistics told a very 
dramatic story—a story with important 
lessons for many of the other places I 
had passed through in the course of 
my wanderings (379).  
 
Kaplan’s “on location” seems to 

represent his actual definition of “terrain”– 
those situations in which local details also 
happens to match with global contexts. 
Stewart obviously works much more 
attentively with individual voices. While 
the journey is often strenuous and 
dangerous, Stewart refrains from taking 
his own efforts too seriously, and he’s not 
above laughing at himself as he leads his 
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dog across a snow field—and amuses the 
locals by finding out that the “snow field” 
covered a river, which they soon fell into. 
He relies carefully on his knowledge of 
archeology, Persian history and literature, 
and other travel narratives, and avoids the 
temptation to settle for easy exoticism: 
while he may have choked down pickled 
ibex blood, he only makes a passing 
reference to it. When Stewart is lead into 
Ali’s home, this was not an unusual ritual, 
since he had done so in roughly five 
hundred villages during his journey. As 
often happened, his hosts found his story 
to be almost unbelievable, until they 
realized his knowledge of the area and his 
ability to have a conversation, they often 
shared questions and stories. In this scene, 
Stewart reacts gradually to the display of 
the Koran. He soon learns that his Ali and 
his family, like many Afghan villagers, are 
illiterate; that “our” Koran actually 
belonged to another family; and that the 
Koran had been burned when the Taliban 
set fire to an entire house. In many scenes 
in this book, Stewart refrains from 
imposing a neat narrative frame upon 
what he hears or witnesses: he is not going 
to settle for some quick fable about a 
family, a holy book, and a zealot with a 
torch. He remains keenly aware that even 
in a remote village, seemingly cut off from 
Western discourse, those that he meets 
might still be presenting themselves 
through other people’s narratives: “I 
wondered why they immediately 
explained to me what the Taliban had 
done and why they focused on this Koran 
rather on their families and their village.”  

While I just praised the restraint that 
characterizes The Places in  

Between, the book makes a very 
sudden shift just after Ali insists once 
more time, “But look at the Koran.” 

Actually, “shift” is much too simple a 
word, since at this point Stewart steps into 
a separate discursive universe. The 
conversation with Ali just disappears and 
Stewart launches into the real topic of the 
chapter, “Blair and the Koran.” After 9/11, 
Tony Blair made a point of mentioning 
that he had three editions of the Koran, 
and carried “a copy of the Koran at all 
times”; George Bush was also given a copy 
that he accepted with his left hand. Both 
men referred often to the Koran in 
passing, especially when suggesting how 
the Taliban were false representatives of 
Islam (236-7). Yet as he does elsewhere in 
the book, Stewart backs away from the 
temptation to deliver hasty arguments, 
and rather than just patching together the 
usual Bushisms, he moves on toward a 
more pointed question: now that he had 
walked through Afghanistan, met warlords 
and peasants and thugs, heard about 
innumerable tribal conflicts and seemingly 
pointless acts of vengeance, what did he 
have to say about all this?  

The chapter “Blair and the Koran” is 
quickly followed by “@afghangov.org,” in 
which Stewart contemplates the 
dissonance between the well-intentioned 
reports of NGO’s and relief agencies and 
the lives of the people he had met: 
“Without the time, imagination, and 
persistence needed to understand 
Afghan’s diverse experiences, policy 
makers would find it impossible to change 
Afghan society in the way they wished to 
change it” (247). Ali’s reappearance in the 
second of these paragraphs is indicative of 
the ways in which Stewart works within 
and also resists the reliance on “terrain” 
that Kaplan has championed. It is clear 
that Stewart can travel comfortably within 
the discursive contexts that project all 
sorts of contradictory priorities upon an 
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ever-rebuilding Afghanistan—and it is also 
clear that Stewart has much more patience 
than most travel writers when it comes to 
the bureaucratic imperatives that might 
make such re-building possible. 

Within The Places in Between, Stewart 
limits his engagements with policy debates 
to the discussions mentioned above, and 
even these brief excursions seem oddly 
placed in the book. In some ways the 
inclusion of the chapters “Blair and the 
Koran” and “@afghangov.org” seems 
inevitable; Stewart’s trip took place just six 
months after 9/11 in a country where the 
Taliban had just been overthrown. 
Reading The Places in Between primarily as 
a policy document is fruitless, yet it is 
impossible to ignore how this book 
became the platform upon which Stewart 
developed his later ambitions. They have 
taken four primary forms. The first was 
just as audacious as his walk across 
Afghanistan. His book The Prince of the 
Marshes: And Other Occupational Hazards 
of a Year in Iraq recounts his efforts as a 
deputy governor for the CPA (Coalition 
Provisional Authority) in the southern 
marsh districts of Iraq starting in 2003.7 
He also served as a frequent contributor to 
various journals and newspapers, 
including a stint as a guest columnist for 
The New York Times editorial page.8 He 
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 Stewart’s book, first published in 2004, had received 

a decent reception in England, but his American 

audience was basically created in Bissell, Tom. “A 

Walk Across Afghanistan.” New York Times Book 

Review. 11 June 2006: 1. 
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has created the Turquoise Mountain 
Foundation in Kabul and served there as 
its Executive Chairman; the foundation 
serves to restore and revive the cultural 
and architectural heritage of the city.9 

Finally, he is the faculty Director of the 
Carr Center for Human Rights Policy at 
Harvard University’s Kennedy School of 
Government.10 My interest here is not to 
trot out Stewart’s resume, but to re-
consider Kaplan’s claim that travel writing 
can become a crucial component of one’s 
status as a policy advocate. Reviewers and 
interviewers frequently preface their own 
comments about Stewart by referring to 
his journey from The Places in Between. 
Michael Upchurch starts his article about 
The Places in Between by asking, “Could 
Rory Stewart be Bruce Chatwin 
reincarnated” (1)? When Robert Hanks 
profiles Stewart for a piece about his work 
for the CPA, he notes comparisons to 
Colin Thubron and Robert Byron. When 
Michael Petrou interviews him about Iraq, 
the Turquoise Mountain Foundation, and 
a meeting with Canadian officials, 
Stewart’s travels in Afghanistan are 
frequently referenced as crucial aspects of 
his later projects. A long feature about the 
Turquoise Mountain Foundation in 
Smithsonian refers to The Places In 
Between and class it “a best-selling work of 
travel literature” (67). There are many 
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other examples that can be cited here. 
Having established himself as a bold 
traveler, an evocative writer and a 
committed public spokesperson, Stewart 
also challenges readers to consider the 
ways in which a travel writer might 
become part of a policy dialogue. Readers 
must confront at least two complex issues 
here, the first being the constantly 
changing dynamics of Western 
intervention in Afghanistan. The second 
involves a possible misidentification—
readers of Stewart may have more 
enthusiasm for travel writing than he 
does. 
 
 

[ IV ]  
 

As Stewart had walked across Afghanistan, 
he was accompanied by assigned guides 
for roughly the first half of the trip, and 
while these men seemed to mean well, 
they frequently “introduced” Stewart to 
villagers in ways that ranged from 
ridiculous to dangerous. (During just one 
chapter, “Qasim,” he is introduced as 
being Ukranian, Muslim, a native speaker 
of Russian, a United Nations 
representative, and a medical doctor.) So 
what might Stewart have to say about 
being described as a “travel writer?” More 
pointedly, to what extent might he align 
himself with the sort of “travel writing” 
done by Kaplan and Rall?11 

                                                 
11 A comprehensive bibliography of Stewart’s articles 
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It is, of course, much easier to see the 
contrast between Stewart and Rall.  For all 
of Rall’s professed obsession with the 
Stans and its people, actual conversations 
with Afghanis (that is, those that do not 
focus on prices for transit or bribes at 
checkpoints) rarely appear in Rall’s texts, 
and at least one result of this is that Rall 
must settle for much less subtle forms of 
the dissonance that Stewart notes. Each 
has a healthy skepticism of the 
divergences between governmental or 
academic cartographies and the on-the-
ground realities that they try to describe. 
Yet Rall’s mismash of left-leaning rants 
and self-promotional posturing are in 
most cases a dodge. While they seem to 
reward readers with the smug recognition 
that the neo-cons in charge of American 
foreign policy have been so dim-witted 
and self-serving that they can’t be either 
trusted or respected, that recognition isn’t 
matched in turn by anything that remotely 
qualifies as a careful policy 
recommendation, and finally Rall’s texts 
only seem to provide more than cheap 
thrills. While Stewart’s text quite often 
read like short stories, Rall’s are closer to 
outtakes from Fahrenheit 9/11. 

Stewart more closely resembles the 
sort of throw-back travel writer that 
Kaplan recommends. Stewart tips his hat 
to many other well-known travel writers—
Robert Byron, Eric Newby, Bruce 
Chatwin—and the boldness of his decision 
to walk through Afghanistan might lead 
some readers to assume that he is another 
“crazy” adventure writer. The “urban 
legend” that Ignatieff refers to has become 
a convenient part of the mystique about 
Stewart, and he is wary of being defined by 
it. Like many American readers, I first 
noted Stewart’s book when I picked up 
The New York Times Book Review and 
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immediately saw a photo of a backpacker 
with a walking stick striding across a high 
mountain plain with his shadow stretched 
out behind him. The reviewer, Tom 
Bissell, called it a “striding, glorious book. 
But it’s more than great journalism. It’s a 
great travel narrative” (1). He also made 
the point of comparing Stewart’s book 
with Robert Byron’s classic Road to 
Oxiana—and preferring Stewart’s.  This 
sort of obvious and familiar iconography 
surely sold a few more copies, but it would 
be a mistake to think that it fully 
represents Stewart’s own image of his trip.  

A crucial distinction soon arises in the 
book’s third chapter, “Whither on the 
Shores of Asia,” in which Stewart 
comments at length about Babur, “the first 
Emperor of Mughal India” and the author 
of a lengthy diary describing his travels 
along the route now being taken by 
Stewart. Though Babur’s travels pre-date 
Stewart by 500 years, they are clearly 
presented as a means of defining his own 
purposes: “He tells this adventure story 
with impressive modesty… He does not 
embroider anecdotes to make them 
neater, funnier, more personal, or more 
symbolic. Unlike most travel writers, he is 
honest” (11). 

Stewart refrains from explaining this 
last sentence and has little interest in 
either picking a fight or grandstanding 
about his own adventures. His knowing 
respect for Babur’s writings serves as both 
a tribute and a set of self-enforcing 
principles about what his own writings 
can and should offer to readers. In chapter 
after chapter, a reader becomes aware of 
how much restraint is placed upon his 
own narrative. The chapters, which rarely 
exceed 5 pages, are resolute in their 
avoidance of shallow exoticism or neat 
politicized formulas. A lesser writer could 

have turned this tightly structured 300-
page book into one of the sprawling and 
baggy meta-narratives for which Kaplan 
has often been criticized.  

These texts by Kaplan, Rall, and 
Stewart also represent a trend in 
contemporary travel writing. As someone 
who enjoys both reading and teaching 
about travel writings, I’ve often noticed 
that students seem to associate them with 
“old-fashioned” texts: diaries, journals, 
encyclopedias, photo albums, 
commonplace books, family movies. From 
such a perspective, travel writing seems to 
be “classic”—popular audiences often talk 
about and read about classic travelogues, 
but they do so in polite and often tired 
ways, as if they were browsing through an 
old copy of  National Geographic. This, of 
course, leaves contemporary travel writers 
in a recurring dilemma in which they try 
to signal their allegiances to previous 
travels and travelogues while also hyping 
the currency of their own work. My own 
reason for picking up Kaplan’s The Ends of 
the Earth was both personal and 
professional: it got a stunning review from 
Colin Thubron, author of Behind the Wall 
and many other well-known travel books. 
It was 1999, and I had just heard Thubron 
read from his yet unpublished In Siberia at 
a conference, and while browsing through 
the publisher’s displays I read Thubron’s 
comment: “The urgency of the project, and 
the breadth and the diligence of his 
research, make The Ends of the Earth an 
impressive work: Most travel books seem 
trivial beside it” (1). The rear cover boldly 
featured a review that referred to Kaplan 
as “an American master of a newish genre 
that might be called travel writing from 
hell” (Ignatieff 7). A decade later these 
terms still resonate, and any reader of 
Kaplan and Rall and Stewart notes that 
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while these books have their own distinct 
flaws, none settle for “trivial” excursions. 
Consider the terms “urgency,” “breadth,” 
and “diligence”: how better to describe the 
ways in which travel writing can 
contribute to policy debates? (And it 
doesn’t hurt to offer audiences a quick 
tour of hell.)  

Yet a reader of Thubron’s full review 
also knows that his praise for The Ends of 
the Earth is immediately followed by this 
criticism: “But in the end, of course, the 
sheer complexity and variety of peoples 
defeat him. They simply will not conform 
to any overarching prognosis” (1). The 
attempt to make “peoples” conform to a 
“prognosis” remains a crucial problem for 
all three writers, especially Kaplan and 
Rall. Their depictions of the people they 
encounter are compromised by their 
inability to speak the local languages, and 
they are reduced to receiving much of 
their knowledge from guides and 
translators and other texts. More 
significantly, they find few ways to read 
how the “locals” perceive them. Stewart’s 
conversations often rely on an essential 
dissonance: for every one or two villagers 
who speak to him, there are usually 
several more who are speaking candidly 
about him, often without realizing that 
Stewart understands what they’re saying. 
He’s the proverbial “stranger in the 
village”—but he also becomes quite aware 
of how his “strangeness” registers with 
those around him. This recognition leads 
in turn to a key aspect of Stewart’s “policy” 
recommendations. His readings of what 
Kaplan calls “terrain” begin with daily 
conversations about how people are 
making sense of their own personal 
geography. Then and only then does 
Stewart even consider how other 
conversations and discourses are being 

established to frame these “places in 
between.” 

Kaplan’s article “Cultivating 
Loneliness” had boldly claimed that an 
archeology of traditional travel writing 
could provide a “deft vehicle” for serious 
writers. While there is much in Kaplan’s 
work that I came to be wary of, his phrase 
does indeed describe Stewart’s The Places 
in Between. When asked about his own 
allegiances as a writer, Stewart claims that 
he considers literature, rather than travel 
writing or journalism or history, as the 
source for his inspirations. During his 
interview with Robert Franks, Stewart 
explained his doubts about travel writing, 
saying that many travel books “strike me 
at some fundamental level romanticizing, 
oversimplifying, and slightly mendacious. 
They appeal to a taste for highly colored, 
glamorous narratives.” He adds that his 
own interest is in “everything that [is] 
elusive and confusing and troubling about 
trying to explain someone else’s country” 
(3).  His title can be read in multiple ways. 
The most obvious reference is to the 
villages he passed through, which remain 
“between” the usual destinations and 
interpretations of contemporary 
Afghanistan. The title can also be read as a 
reference to the place that his narrative 
occupies among the usual genres that 
might be used to identify it. Thus, 
Stewart’s resistance to certain kinds of 
travel writing seems to be less of a 
dismissal of the genre itself and more of a 
statement of independence. The Places in 
Between does not fit easily into any of the 
categories that might describe it: 
travelogue, autobiography, journalism, or 
(as the book’s rear cover notes) “History/ 
Current Events.” As a result, it both resists 
those who are looking for easy readings 
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and rewards those who give it the patient 
attention it deserves. 
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Abstract: Throughout the history of Ireland, there had 

been countless risings; and nationalists sought to achieve 
their independence through armed struggle. However, the 
years between 1916 and 1923 were so dramatic in terms of 
bloodshed, terror and violence that “the struggle for Irish 
independence, carried on for hundreds of years, reached its 
climax.” This article is concerned with Sean O’Casey’s 
experience of rebellion and war and his rendering of them 
in his work. Although the plays considered in this article 
(the Shadow of a Gunman (1923) and Juno and the Peacock 
(1924) are not necessarily mirrors of the historical times in 
which they were written, they contain enough elements that 
reflect a great deal of the life in Ireland in the periods 
considered. Indeed, politics, being the basic “donnée,” 
occupies a prominent position in his work. O’Casey decided 
to reveal the real conditions of the Irish people during the 
Easter Week Uprising, the War of Independence and then 
the civil war by rendering, on stage, their daily social, 
economic and political problems. In fact, the Irish 
playwright went so far as to consider his plays a realistic 
picture of Ireland, reflecting a consistent social and political 
point of view. His plays are informed by rootedness in his 
country and abhorrence of social injustice and moral 
degradation. 
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The “textual real” is related to the historical real, not 
as an imaginary transposition of it, but as the 
product of certain signifying practices whose source 

and referent is, in the last instance, history itself.
1 

 
 
Most contemporary criticism gives more 
importance to the text as object of study 
rather than to the socio-political 
background from which the author 
emerges. Instead of concentrating on 
historical and biographical backgrounds, 
modern critical theories, like New 
Criticism argue that “the critic should 
analyze the words on the page rather than 
work from extrinsic evidence.”2 However, 
the author as a social being cannot free 
himself from the different historical, 
political and social factors which shape his 
outlook, and have an impact on his 
writings. Indeed, to say that an author is 
out of touch with the background that 
surrounds him is erroneous because such a 
statement ignores, on the one hand, the 
relationship existing between man and 
society, and on the other hand, the 
importance of the literary works as mirrors 
reflecting a part of the general situation in 
the author’s country. The writer is in no 
way a historian giving a scholarly 
presentation of the period in which he 
lives, but he cannot free himself from the 
influence this precise period has on his 
work in general. 

Throughout the history of Ireland, 
there had been countless risings; and 
nationalists sought to achieve their 
independence through armed struggle. 
However, the years between 1916 and 1923 

                                                 
1
 Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology (London: the 

Thetford Press, 1976), p. 75. 
2
John Peck and Martin Coyle, Literary Terms and 

Criticism (London: Macmillan Education LTD, 1984), 

p.153. 

were so dramatic in terms of bloodshed, 
terror and violence that “the struggle for 
Irish independence, carried on for 
hundreds of years, [reached] its climax.”3 
During that period, a lot of movements 
and parties appeared “each claiming to be 
the voice and the way,”4 and all 
participating in the struggle for Irish 
independence, and for uniting their forces 
to challenge British rule. The Insurrection 
of 1916 in Dublin was met with anger and 
bitter recrimination by the Irish people in 
the days that followed the Easter Week. 
But the execution of the political leaders 
soon swayed public opinion towards Sinn 
Fein5. Indeed, within a few weeks the dead 
Easter Nationalists were elevated to the 
status of martyrs. Radical nationalism grew 
fast threatening to lead to a new explosion 
of violence. Moreover, the Irish 
parliamentary party failed to secure the 
Home Rule bill, lost the confidence of its 
supporters, and was eliminated from the 
elections of 1918. Consequently, only two 
years after the Rising, radical nationalism 
became stronger. As a matter of fact, after 
their defeat during the Easter Rebellion, 
the Irish Volunteers re-organized 
themselves and became the Irish 
Republican Army. They chose armed 
struggle as the only means of wrenching 
independence and avenging their defeated 
comrades. As will be shown in this paper, 
O’Casey, in The Shadow of a Gunman, 
attempts to render an atmosphere with 
which the Irish audience was quite 
familiar. Accordingly, the play should be 
                                                 
3
 Jules Koslow, Sean O’Casey : The Man and His 

Plays. (Canada: Forum House, Pan Books Ltd, 1969), 

p.21. 
4
 Idem 

5
 58 Irishmen were killed in the fighting and 97 others 

were sentenced to death as rebels. The punishment was 

actually effective in the case of 16 men among whom 

were Padraic Pearse and James Connolly. 
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looked at in terms of the political 
implications it has on social life. However, 
it should be recalled that O’Casey’s interest 
is in society, rather than in the individual.  

The play, first performed in 1923, is set 
in a Dublin tenement house in May 1920. 
The whole country is under martial law. 
The Irish Volunteers, now known as the 
Irish Republican Army, have transformed 
the country into a “Gunmen’s Republic” 
with daily ambushes and terrorism. The 
British authorities, for their part, seek to 
counter-attack through house raids and 
reprisals. In that tenement house lives 
Seumas Shields, a peddler, and his 
roommate Donal Davoren, a thirty-year-
old poet and dreamer. Davoren is believed 
by his neighbors to be a fugitive IRA 
gunman and is admired by all. Minnie 
Powell, another resident from the upstairs 
room falls in love with the dreamer-poet 
thinking him to be a hero. Davoren, 
flattered by the admiration of his 
neighbors and the love of Minnie Powell, 
accepts the idea and decides to become 
“the shadow of a gunman,” playing the part 
of a gunman on the run. Maguire, another 
peddler, leaves a bag in Shields and 
Davoren’s room. A raid is made upon the 
house by the Black and Tans. Maguire, the 
pseudo-peddler is killed in an ambush. The 
two roommates discover, to their dismay, 
that the bag contains bombs. Minnie 
Powell takes the bag to her room where it 
is found by the raiding Auxilaries and is 
carried off by them. The latter are 
ambushed by Republicans. Minnie jumps 
from the lorry where she was put, trying to 
escape, and is accidentally shot by her own 
people. 

Most of the action of the play takes 
place in a squalid room. Seumas Shields 
sleeps in a bed, while Davoren sleeps on a 
couch adjacent to a typing table. It is 

important to notice that the lodging room 
is a convenient setting, as it gives an 
opportunity for a continual come-and-go 
for a number of tenement dwellers, whose 
presence needs no explaining. Davoren has 
to endure incursions from callers all day 
long, starting by the mysterious Maguire 
and the caricatured landlord to the hero-
worshipper, Tommy, and the attractive 
Minnie. The realism of the setting does not 
prevent O’Casey from distorting reality 
when the thematic design of the play 
demands such distortion. 

The first act is very funny in action but 
profoundly saddening in its implications. 
Indeed, as the plot tightens, we are 
gradually made aware of the tragic 
consequences of the dreams, illusions and 
lies in which the Dubliners live. The play 
shows also the helplessness of the Irish 
working class against the tragic 
background of the Irish Revolution. The 
bitterness of the Dubliners is expressed 
through Seumas Shields in the first act. 

 
The country is gone mad. Instead of 
counting their beads now they’re 
countin’ bullets, their Hail Mary’s and 
paternosters are burstin bombs, burstin 
bombs, an’ the rattle of machine guns ; 
their De Profundis is the Soldier’s song 
an’ their creed is, I believe in the gun 
almighty, maker of heaven an’ earth, an’ 
it’s all for the glory o’God an’ the honour 
o’Ireland.6 
 

The above extract epitomizes accurately the 
reversal of values resulting from the 
“Troubles.” Through Seumas Shields, 
O’Casey expresses the horrible state to 
which Ireland has been reduced by the 

                                                 
6
 Sean O’Casey,  The  Shadow of a Gunman, in Three 

Plays, opcit, p.110. 
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Anglo-Irish war.  Moreover, the playwright 
lays bare the sordid strife prevailing in the 
streets of Dublin and the resentment of 
Dubliners at large. 

Most people were passively 
sympathetic towards the Republican cause. 
This can perhaps be explained by the 
vacuum resulting from the political parties 
withdrawing from the scene after the 
Easter Week Rebellion, a vacuum quickly 
filled by the Irish Republican Army. This is 
illustrated by the position of the tenement 
inhabitants towards Davoren. All 
mistakenly think that he is a heroic 
revolutionary and fugitive gunman. As 
such, they respect and admire him and 
seek his friendship. Tommy Owens can be 
taken, in this context, as a typical example 
of the simple-minded hero-worshipper, as 
were in fact most of his countrymen. 

 
Tommy is a hero-worshipper, and like 
many others, he is anxious to be on 
familiar terms with those he thinks are 
braver than he is himself, and whose 
approbation he tries to win by an 
assumption equal to their own.7 

 
Thus, in The Shadow of a Gunman the 

Irish Republican Army has become the 
only recognised representative of Irishness. 
To solve his problem with his neighbours, 
Mr. Gallogher prefers to lodge his request 
with the “Gentlemen of the Irish 
Republican Army” as the supreme force 
able to provide protection for his family, 
and chooses Davoren, the “fugitive 
gunman” to transmit his request to the 
Republicans. Mrs. Henderson and Mr. 
Gallogher are farcically drawn, and the 
letter of request is presented comically in 
the first act, but it will carry tragic 

                                                 
7
 Ibid, p.93. 

overtones in the second act. Similarly, the 
piece of paper Davoren writes for Minnie 
as a light-hearted romantic keepsake, in 
the comedy of the first act, is found 
smeared with her blood when a bullet 
pierces her heart. Ironically, even 
Davoren’s name is erased from the paper 
by Minnie’s blood. 

O’Casey reserves many of his sharpest 
satiric barbs against man’s self-deception 
and self-righteousness. The playwright has 
fashioned most of his effective satire in the 
play out of his awareness and observation 
of this flaw. Moreover, O’Casey places 
catch-phrases in the mouths of Shields and 
Davoren to throw ironic reflections upon 
the attitude and behaviour of the two 
characters. In fact, the immediate emotive 
associations are banal and sentimental, but 
their adaptation works at several levels of 
meaning. Thus, it is one of the many 
ironies of the play that Shields never 
realises that his catch-phrase, “Oh, 
Kathleen Ni Houlihan your way’s a thorny 
way,”8 applies to Minnie Powell who gives 
her life to save Davoren, the poet 
masquerading as a patriotic gunman. The 
playwright in fact goes further in his 
ironies as he makes Shields jeer at Minnie 
Powell, because the poet is attracted by 
her. “I wouldn’t care to have my life 
dependin’ on brave little Minnie Powell; 
she wouldn’t sacrifice a jazz dance to save 
it.”9 The remark is most unfair as it is 
precisely Minnie who saves their lives, by 
taking the bag of bombs to her room. 
Later, when Minnie dies, Shields refuses to 
accept the blame. “She did it off her own 
bat. We didn’t ask her to do it.”10 Shields’s 
catch phrases function as a leitmotif with 

                                                 
8
 Ibid, p.82. 

9
 Ibid, p.109. 

10
 Ibid, p.129. 
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significant implications to the action. The 
phrases’ true significance expands, as the 
play progresses, to bear, at the end, 
political and moral connotations. 
O’Casey’s satire of the two roommates 
depends upon their folly in convincing 
themselves of their own grandeur despite 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary. 

O’Casey also makes use of a Black and 
Tan raid episode to show his audience the 
practices of the British soldiers. The raids 
are made at night when people are asleep. 
The occupants of the tenement house are 
pulled out of bed, searched, and on the 
slightest pretext, arrested and taken off. 

 
The street door is broken open and 
heavy steps are heard in the hall, 
punctuated with shouts of “old the 
light ‘ere, Put ‘em up.” An auxiliary 
opens the door of the room and enters, 
revolver in one hand and electric torch 
in the other.11 
 

Even in the middle of such a chaotic 
situation, or precisely because of it, the 
tenement inhabitants have learnt to make 
the difference between the practices of the 
Black and Tans and those of the English 
Tommies. “If it’s the Tommies it won’t be 
so bad, but if it’s the Tans, we’re going to 
have a terrible time.”12  Indeed, the 
Tommies as regular soldiers were less 
brutal, while the Black and Tans, the hired 
mercenaries, were ruthless in their tortures 
and killings. An extract from Juno and the 
Paycock expresses the position of the 
tenement inhabitants on the coming of the 
Black and Tans. Mrs. Madigan, one of the 
tenement dwellers, recalls how a barber 
hung out a pole painted green, white, and 

                                                 
11

 Ibid, p.122. 
12

 Idem. 

orange (the Republican colors) after the 
Easter Week, but substituted for it one 
painted red, white and blue (the British 
colors) after the arrival of the Black and 
Tans. The situation is well summarized by 
Jules Koslow in his book Sean O’Casey: The 
Man and His Plays. In it, the critic states: 

 
The Sinn Fein terror and the Black and 
Tans counter-terror had made each 
passing day a day of apprehension and 
each night a night of death. Through 
the land the cry “Up the Republic” was 
echoed by rifle and pistol shots.13  
 

The arrival of these troops resulted in more 
killings and ambushes in town and country. 
A description of the situation is made by 
Saros Cowasjee in his book, Sean O’Casey: 
The Man Behind the Plays. 

 
The stopping of a lorry outside a house 
was the signal for the occupants hastily 
to throw garments and rush to open 
the door, in the hope of being in time 
to prevent its being broken in. Then 
followed the rush of armed men 
upstairs and into every room, attic and 
cellar, swinging revolvers and shouting 
threats, the bursting open of 
cupboards, tearing up of floor boards 
and ripping of mattresses. If, as 
frequently happened, the raiders were 
drunk, or in a savage temper as the 
result of a recent ambush, shots would 
be fired through the walls and ceilings 
and breakables smashed. Any man 
found in the premises was in danger of 
being shot out of hand. Those taken 
away in lorries were sometimes shot 
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 Sean O’Casey: the Man and His Plays, op cit., p.22. 
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dead and reported as” shot while 
attempting to escape.14 
 

This extract evokes most accurately the 
chaotic world in which the Irish people 
found themselves. The Auxilary in the play 
remains on the stage for a very short time, 
but in these few minutes he appears true 
to life and reveals all the defects of the 
auxiliaries during the Irish troubles. 
Indeed, when he hears, from Mrs. Grigson, 
that a bottle of whiskey has been found by 
the other auxiliaries, he leaves the room to 
have his share of the drink. Davoren’s fear 
that “they’re bad enough sober, what’ll 
they be like when they’re drunk”15 is 
answered by Minnie’s death at the end of 
the play. 

Moreover, there is a deliberate attempt 
on the dramatist’s part to show through 
Seumas Shields the situation in which the 
Dubliners find themselves. It is always the 
civilians who suffer most, not because they 
are involved in the struggle, but only 
because they do not know how to protect 
themselves in the middle of ambushes and 
bombs. “It’s the civilians that suffer; where 
there is an ambush they don’t know where 
to run. Shot in the back to save the British 
Empire, an’shot in the breast to save the 
soul of Ireland.”16 The Black and Tan war is 
not just a background to the life of the 
tenement inhabitants; it is an integral part 
of their life. Thus, the wound is not only 
physical as Seumas Shields emphasises, “If 
this continues much longer, I’ll be nothing 
but a galvanic o’shocks.”17 Everyone is sure 

                                                 
14

 Dorothy Macardle, “The Irish Republic” in Sean 

O’Casey: the Man Behind the Plays, Ed, Cowasjee, 

Saros. (London : Oliver & Boyd Ltd, 1963), pp.30-31. 
15

 The Shadow of a Gunman in Three Plays, op cit, 

p.125. 
16

 Ibid, p.112. 
17

 Idem. 

that on this day or the next his turn will 
come, and he would be shot purposely, or 
by accident, as “the gunmen” are “blowin’ 
about dyin’ for the people, when it’s the 
people that are dyin’ for the gunmen.”18 
The words of Seumas Shields sum up 
O’Casey’s viewpoint as he himself 
confessed to one of his friends that 
“whatever the idealist may think it is only 
the poor who get it in the neck.”19   

The theme of the play is a blow at big 
talk when matched by little courage. 
Indeed, as shown during the raid in the 
second act, while the men in the tenement 
hide in cowardice, Minnie Powell alone 
assumes the initiative of courage “Davoren 
reclines almost faintly on the bed, Seumas 
sits up in an attitude of agonised praying 
Minnie alone retains her presence of mind. 
When she sees their panic she becomes 
calm, though her words are rapidly 
spoken, and her actions are performed 
with decisive celerity.”20  Believing she dies 
a heroic death, Minnie ironically dies for a 
false ideal. Indeed, Donald Davoren, who 
is not a hero, escapes, while Minnie dies 
not so much for the Republic, as for her 
love of him.  

The ending of the play has more than 
an implied touch of irony and bitter pathos 
about it as Davoren consumed by remorse 
bemoans, “Ah me, alas! Pain, pain, pain 
ever, forever! It is terrible to think that 
little Minnie is dead, but it is still more 
terrible to think that Davoren and Shields 
are alive.”21 Here comes to our mind 
Davoren’s statement at the beginning of 
the play, “And what danger can there be in 
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 Ibid, p.111. 
19

 Ibid, p.111. 
20

 The Shadow of a Gunman in Three Plays, op cit, 

pp.121-22. 
21

 Ibid, p.130. 
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being the shadow of a gunman?”22 By the 
end of the play the “gunman on the run” 
resolves to pack up and go in fugitive 
search for accommodation elsewhere.  

I have dealt upon the political issues 
because these issues are at the root of the 
tragic conflict. Thus, it is no accident if the 
same political theme is treated in 
O’Casey’s second play, Juno and the 
Paycock (1924). The terror that 
characterised the Irish life in the period 
following the Easter Uprising could not 
stop despite the efforts of both the Irish 
political leaders and the British 
government to reach an agreement. Even 
the treaty signed between the two parties 
in mid-summer 1921, which was designed 
to bring truce, became the cause of an 
even greater and more devastating war. 
Indeed, the treaty, signed between the 
British Executive and some representatives 
of the Irish Dail, gave Home Rule to the 
Irish Republic, to the exclusion of six of the 
counties of Ulster, which remained within 
the United Kingdom as “Northern Ireland.” 

Indeed, the Irish leaders were divided 
upon the terms of the treaty imposed by 
the British. Thus, although the 
negotiations were not broken off, they 
were, nevertheless, delayed for a long 
period of time. The Irish Republican 
Brotherhood Council was disposed to sign 
the treaty as a “stepping stone” towards 
further Irish independence. Indeed, the 
pro-treaty members were ready to make 
use of “all instruments political and 
otherwise to achieve full national 
independence.”23 But, according to the 
anti-treaty faction, Ireland which had 
always been a united territory was about to 
become partitioned: twenty six counties on 
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one side, and six on the other. In spite of 
all these differences between the different 
leaders, the treaty was signed on Tuesday, 
6 December 1921. Ireland was to become a 
Self-Governing Dominion within the 
British Empire; and the members of the 
Irish parliament were to take an oath of 
allegiance to the Crown. However with the 
signing of the treaty, the division inside 
the IRA became more evident. The pro-
treaty members claimed that they could at 
least provide independence to Ireland 
while the opponents of the treaty accused 
their colleagues of betraying the “Republic” 
by taking the oath of allegiance. The IRA 
became sharply divided, and both the pro-
treaty and the anti-treaty members 
claimed to represent the true IRA and to 
defend the country. This was a prelude to 
Civil War. The Irregulars used once more 
the tactics that had already been used 
against the British, and made as many 
victims among the civilians as the British 
did before, if not more.  In April 1923, the 
“Irregulars” Army Council announced the 
suspension of hostilities, and after three 
weeks of negotiations, De Valera 
proclaimed a definitive cease fire on 24 
May because, according to him, “military 
victory must be allowed to rest for the 
moment with those who have destroyed 
the Republic.”24 The anguished disillusion 
caused among ordinary people is given in 
the phrase uttered by Johnny Boyle in Juno 
and the Paycock, “Ireland only half free’ll 
never be at peace when she has a son left 
to pull a trigger.”25 It shows how the hopes 
for Irish independence sought by the 
patriots of the Easter Rising were 
thwarted. What made things worse was 
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that former comrades engaged in a savage 
civil war, started denouncing one another. 
The supporters of the treaty became 
known as “Staters,” while their opponents 
were known as “Diehards” or “Irregulars.” 
The latter were bitter because they could 
not accept dividing the country and taking 
an oath of allegiance to the British Crown. 
They denounced their fellow comrades 
who appeared to have sold out to the 
British. 

To bring out O’Casey’s viewpoint about 
the period mentioned above, it is enough 
to cite one comment of his concerning the 
“Treaty” and the Irish Civil War. 

 
The alternative Treaty proposed by De 
Valera’s party consisted of a few 
differing words that added nothing and 
took nothing away from the original 
document. But they went to war about 
it, and devastated Ireland between 
them. The members of the contending 
parties, too, were all of the same faith, 
all good Catholics, yet they tortured 
and slaughtered each other with vigour 
and venom, in the way that Christians 
do, have done, and will do again. 
During the fight, father was against  
son, brother against brother, girl 
against her lover; all fighting it out for a 
cause no one understood, and for 
which very few cared ; while the 
mothers, alone sensible and suffering, 
bore the brunt of it all among the 
workers, knowing probably that when 
it would be all over, they and their 
families would be living in the same old 
way denying themselves things that the 
rent might be paid, and uncertain 

where the food for the next day would 
come from.”26       
 

This statement is important because it 
sheds light on the worldview that informs 
Juno and the Paycock. 

Juno and the Paycock, like the previous 
play, is set in a tenement house. The action 
takes place, as already said, in 1922, during 
the Irish Civil War. However, the Civil War 
is not the whole of the play. Jack Boyle, 
“the Paycock,” his wife Juno, and their two 
children, John and Mary, live in a two- 
roomed flat in one of the Dublin 
tenements. Jack Boyle is a pub lounger 
who obtained his title of “Captain” from 
being “wanst on the wather, in an oul’ 
collier from here to Liverpool.”27 His other 
title, “the Paycock,” was given to him by 
his wife because he prefers taking the floor 
in a public house to doing a day’s work. 
Juno is also nicknamed thus because she 
was born, courted and married in June. 
Mary, the daughter is on strike against the 
victimisation of a fellow worker. Johnny is 
an invalid who lost his arm fighting for the 
Republic. Mary Boyle is courted by Jerry 
Divine, a champion of democratic freedom 
who dreams of becoming a great Labour 
leader, but Mary throws him over in favour 
of Charlie Bentham, a school teacher 
studying law. 

In fact, Bentham comes to the Boyles’ 
house with a story of a legacy which is 
coming to the family. Upon the prospect, 
the Boyles start buying new furniture, and 
give a party to their neighbours to 
celebrate their good fortune. The party is 
interrupted by the funeral of the son of 
another resident, Mrs. Tancred, whose 
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body has been found riddled with bullets. 
When the tenement inhabitants go to the 
procession, a message is brought to Johnny 
to attend an IRA meeting, but he refuses to 
go. Soon, the prosperity of the Boyle family 
proves chimerical, and Mary is abandoned 
by Bentham. Johnny and his father disown 
her for having “disgraced” them. The 
furniture dealers take away the furniture, 
and Mrs. Madigan, a neighbour, takes 
away the gramophone in lieu of her unpaid 
loan. Johnny is taken away on suspicion of 
betraying Mrs. Tancred’s son, and is 
murdered. Juno and her daughter decide 
to start a new life elsewhere, leaving the 
“paycock” alone unaware that “th’ whole 
worl’s….in a terr…ible…state o’…chassis.”28  

Early in the play, the audience is made 
aware of the political atmosphere in which 
the tenement inhabitants live. Mary Boyle, 
reading the morning newspaper informs us 
of the tragic killing of Mrs. Tancred’s son 
in an ambush. Full details are given in the 
paper. “Seven wounds he had—one 
entherin’ the neck, with an exit beneath 
the left shoulder blade; another in the left 
breast penethratin’ the heart an….”29 From 
the way Mary reads the news, and from 
Juno’s response to it, “I’ll read it myself, 
Mary, by an’ by, when I come home,”30 we 
are made aware of the familiarity of the 
tenement inhabitants with such acts. In 
reality, death in ambushes and shots in 
cold-blood have become routine in the 
Dubliners’ daily life. The ambush in which 
Mrs. Tancred’s son was killed is just one 
ordinary piece of news. Another 
illustration, of the use of bombs this time, 
is presented when Johnny makes his first 
entrance on stage and a direction notes 
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that “the left sleeve of his coat is empty,”31 
and Juno recalls how a bomb “shattered his 
arm….in O’Connell Street,”32 when he was 
fighting for the Diehards against the 
Starters. The situation is even worse now. 
Death is easy and anyone can be killed 
simply by looking through the window at 
the wrong moment, “an’ mebbe get a 
bullet in the kisser.”33 Most of the 
tenement men have been killed or maimed 
in ambushes or because of bombs. 

 
Hasn’t the whole house, nearly, been 
massacred? There’s young Dougherty’s 
husband with his leg off; Mrs Tavers 
that had her son blew up be a mine in 
Inchegeela, in ca. Corck; Mrs Mannin’ 
that lost wan of her sons in an ambush 
a few weeks ago, an’ now, poor Mrs 
Tancred only child gone west with his 
body made a colland her of.34 
 

However, it is Mrs. Tancred who best 
describes the real tragedy of the tenement 
inhabitants. When preparing herself to go 
to hospital to see the body of  her dead 
son, Mrs. Tancred relates how neighbours 
and former comrades become enemies and 
kill one another, “….an’ I’m told he was the 
lead her of the ambush where me nex’ 
door neighbour, Mrs Mannin’ los’ her Free 
State soldier son.”35 Ironically even her son 
was killed because of the betrayal of a 
neighbour and former comrade. 

The violence of the time also results in 
brief menacing appearances, as that of the 
two men who take Johnny away. Their 
existence is not ignored by the tenement 
inhabitants as they make regular visits to 
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the people, questioning them and asking 
about former comrades who joined the 
other side. 

 
An’ for th’ last couple of months, either 
when th’ sun was risin’ or when th’ sun 
was settin’, you had C. I. D men 
burstin’ into your room, assin’ you 
where you were born, where were you 
christened, where were you married, 
an’ where would you be buried.36 
 

In fact, this state of affairs has affected the 
people’s everyday language. Thus, when 
Juno accuses Boyle of being at the pub 
drinking, he answers, “…Is a man not to be 
allowed to leave his house for a minute 
without havin’ a pack o’ spies, pimps an’ 
informers cantherin at his heels?”37 
Although presented in a comic way by the 
Paycock, the significance of his statement 
is not lost on the audience. Later in the 
play another reference is made to these 
appearances; when there is a knock at the 
door, Boyle looks out and says, “It’s a fella 
in a trench coat.”38 No one fails to 
understand the reference made to the 
Irregulars. The trench coat was what might 
be described as the battle dress of the IRA 
during the Irish troubles. 

Johnny’s political guilt lies behind the 
whole momentum of the play. His 
confused actions lead to his physical and 
psychological break-up. The latter 
manifests itself in the form of 
hallucinations, fits of temper, bitterness 
and whining self-pity. He screams out in a 
distraught outburst of terror when the 
reassuring light of the votive lamp in front 
of the statue of the Virgin has gone out. He 
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also imagines he sees the bullet-ridden 
corpse of his neighbour, Robbie Tancred. 
“Oh, why did he look at me like that?… It 
wasn’t my fault that he was done 
in…Mother O’ God keep him away from 
me!”39 The ghost of Robbie Tancred is used 
by the playwright to illuminate the 
audience about the conflict within the 
mind of Johnny. Indeed, Johnny caused the 
death of his friend, and this is the source of 
his tragedy. The sad lesson he learns is that 
he caused the death of Robbie Tancred’s 
body, and that the spirit will come to 
haunt him. The murder of Robbie is now 
upon his conscience, and he sees his own 
death as atonement for his crime. Thus, 
just before his death, the red votive light 
flickers, burns brightly and finally goes 
out. It remains extinguished till the end of 
the play. Not long after, two young men 
from Johnny’s former battalion come and 
take him despite his plea to be left alone. 
Although the error of his act has long been 
evident to him, to the very end, Johnny 
maintains the rightness of his cause, “I’ve 
lost me arm, an’ me hip’s desthroyed so 
that I’ll never be able to walk right agen! 
Good God, haven’t I done enough for 
Ireland?”40 But the Mobiliser is not moved 
by his utterances. He replies 
unemotionally, “Boyle, no man can do 
enough for Ireland.”41 

The most pathetic utterance occurs at 
the climax of the play, with Juno’s 
mourning exit, “Sacred Heart of Jesus, take 
away our hearts o’ stone, and give us 
hearts o’ flesh! Take away this murdhering 
hate and give us thine own eternal love.”42 
Juno has learnt from the death of her son, 
and earlier from her neighbour’s mourning 
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that in death there is no distinction 
between a Diehard and a Republican, all 
are beloved sons, dead for a cause no one 
understands. However, as she very 
appropriately points out, “what can God do 
agen the stupidity o’ men.”43 Juno’s plea 
does indicate what O’Casey’s attitude 
towards the Civil War was indeed through 
Juno’s pathetic utterance. The author 
certainly succeeds in conveying his 
passionate hatred of warfare. 

The final act is designed to accomplish 
two large objectives, the one political and 
the other personal. Thus, after Juno goes 
out accompanied by her daughter, O’Casey 
does not close the scene. Instead, after a 
pause, Jack Boyle and Joxer saunter in, 
roaring drunk, turning Ireland’s misery, 
and their own family misfortune to 
ridicule. The artistic reason for this is that 
the play is a tragicomedy, and as such both 
voices must speak at the end. Indeed, the 
terrible ending, of Juno and the Paycock, is 
made more terrible by the final comic 
dialogue of the worthless husband and his 
companion Joxer, which follows 
immediately on the prayer spoken by Juno 
before she leaves the house with her 
betrayed daughter. The squalid humour 
makes the suffering seem more real by 
contrast. Yet, as we shall see later in our 
study of characterization, although Boyle 
declines in audience sympathy by the end 
of the play, O’Casey never makes a villain 
of him. His very shortcomings are what 
make him one of the many representatives 
of society.  

As in the other play, O’Casey mingles 
in Juno and the Paycock tragedy with the 
most grotesque comedy to realize 
effectively the tragic dilemma of the Irish 
people. Indeed, although the 
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overwhelming effect is tragic, the play is 
full of comic scenes with significant 
implications. An illustration of this 
technique is Jack Boyle’s catch phrase, “th’ 
whole worl’s in a terrible state o’ chassis.”44 
This line works on different levels and 
takes on social, political and moral 
implications according to the various 
contexts in which it appears. In the final 
scene of the third act, the phrase gives the 
scene its power and arises with perfect 
naturalness out of the plot. The phrase’s 
symbolic implication is the chaos of the 
Civil War and the consequent family 
disintegration and moral breakdown. 

Moreover, O’Casey deliberately uses 
familiar Irish lyrics to achieve the purpose 
intended by his comic scenes. The use of 
banal stage lyrics, such as, “If You’re Irish 
Come Into the Parlour” and “When Irish 
Eyes are Smilin,” realize a horrifying irony 
precisely because of their comfortable 
sentimentality. They reflect, in fact, the 
falsity existing beneath the jovial exterior 
of the characters.  

Although a lot of critics proved that 
O’Casey depicted these events in a 
“dispassionate and objective way,” we 
cannot, nevertheless, neglect the fact that 
we can easily find opinions in his writings. 
Thus, in an article written in 1960, O’Casey 
declares, “I, of course, lived in the midst of 
all the events described in the play [Juno 
and the Paycock]. There I was part of them 
yet subconsciously commenting on all that 
was said, much that was done.”45  

Certainly, O’Casey’s life story and 
experience of revolt and imprisonment 
play a vital role in his plays. The latter are 
formed through a selection of real-life 
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material, chosen by the dramatist 
according to the importance it had in his 
life. Despite O’Casey’s short-lived 
experience in different political 
organisations, and despite his 
representation of these movements 
through his characters, he does not side 
with anyone in particular, for he has 
already sided with pacifism. In The Plough 
and the Stars, for example, O’Casey uses 
Nora to tell us about the men engaged in 
actual fighting. He does not scorn their 
ideals, nor does he make cowards of them. 
O’Casey is horrified of warfare, for the 
price of war is death and destruction. 
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Artist’s Statement: I rarely write poetry and that is 

because I'm not much of a word smith. I write fiction and 
with 300 pages I can usually say all I want to say. But 
sometimes, when I feel something so strong, so potent, so 
moving, fiction just doesn't work. Then I find myself, the 
clumsy awkward poet that I am, writing in stanza form 
because I have to, because nothing else will take this 
smothering ache inside me away so that I can breathe. 
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I hear its mournful melody  
Beckoning in the distance 
I push through throngs of 
Giggling girls in spaghetti-strap tops and 
skinny leg jeans 
Rowdy young men with pants belted 
below their boxers 
Its haunting tones murmur me past  
The huddled homeless man shaking coins 
in a paper cup 
The buzz of the outdoor cafes 
With their chinking of glass and table 
chatter 
Its woeful strains move me beyond oohs 
and ahhs  
For a clown shaping balloons into bunnies 
and poodles 
Its sorrowful melody whispers between 
the brassy break dancing music 
Blaring from a boom box rusty and 
splattered with paint 
Where a youth springs backwards, landing 
perfectly in his polished paten leather 
shoes 
I do not pause to gape at the contortionist 
escaping his chains 
Nor to listen to the woman with long 
braided hair  
Strumming her guitar  
Humming a melancholy tune 
 
But only stop when I see him— 
Yes, he is here 
Beyond the dinosaur vine fountain 
He stands legs apart with his bag and 
pipes  
Under the lit doorway of a store now 
closed 
The sound fills my ears  
It’s soft like hills purple with heather 
And strong like an ancient stone castle 

And suddenly the wind, salty and wet 
whips through my hair 
Bringing a thousand voices from the past 
I see their kilts and plaids 
And hear the names of those before me 
Stewart and McMinn 
My eyes grow wet with the foggy mist 
My heart swells 
For a hidden part of myself 
I do not know 
 
People ask me if I’ve ever been to Scotland 
And I don’t know what to say 
Because I’ve been to the Promenade in 
Santa Monica on a Friday night 
And heard the bagpipes play  
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A
search for forms of communication distant from those most 
common, in the use of traditional symbols as well as the re
writing of various known literary motifs.  I do my best 
keep all possible l
available for
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Suk Jin Choi, “Lunar Eclipse” 

 

Artist’s Statement: My poetry represents the constant 

search for forms of communication distant from those most 
common, in the use of traditional symbols as well as the re
writing of various known literary motifs.  I do my best 
keep all possible lines of interpretation open to
available for the reader.   
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y poetry represents the constant 

search for forms of communication distant from those most 
common, in the use of traditional symbols as well as the re-
writing of various known literary motifs.  I do my best to 
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As would a column of tan smoke 
To reveal a summer afternoon dark, 
So would the hair waving gently past your shoulder, 
Moon in lines of cuneiform 
Those suns unsold above its glistening light, 
 
As would your terrestrial hands 
To give face to such acts, 
Or night’s own hair, mine and yours alone, 
Speaking in Slavic tongues, 
Enjoying the good weather, 
 
And from the suns’ hidden price, on high 
From all directions into 
A column of tan, ceramic smoke 
Earthen sky for earthen onlookers 
Glistening fondly from all sides. 
 
8/31/2009 
Kennesaw, Georgia 
“A galeria de arte” 
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A
around the house. I chose winter because I felt each image, 
especially the coldness of the poem. It is a special occasion to 
get sn
every fifteen years or so. I use my senses: smell, hea
sight, touch, and taste, as if going around the house in my 
mind like some kind of a bloodhound. There are places that 
are dark; I know something is there and with a little patience 
I know they are gems. I surround these dark images and wait, 
much li
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Artist’s Statement: First I thought about memories 

around the house. I chose winter because I felt each image, 
especially the coldness of the poem. It is a special occasion to 
get snow in South Carolina, because we only get a decent one 
every fifteen years or so. I use my senses: smell, hea
sight, touch, and taste, as if going around the house in my 
mind like some kind of a bloodhound. There are places that 
are dark; I know something is there and with a little patience 
I know they are gems. I surround these dark images and wait, 
much like fishing, till I start getting a nibble. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Winter 

about memories 

around the house. I chose winter because I felt each image, 
especially the coldness of the poem. It is a special occasion to 

because we only get a decent one 
every fifteen years or so. I use my senses: smell, hearing, 
sight, touch, and taste, as if going around the house in my 
mind like some kind of a bloodhound. There are places that 
are dark; I know something is there and with a little patience 
I know they are gems. I surround these dark images and wait, 
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Opening the front door with my blue        
Batman shoes on pajamas, feeling 
The arctic air through the screen door, 
Stepping outside hearing snowplows and 
The neighbor’s boiling turkey stew. 
I watch a sheet of snow concealing 
The road, like a smith making dressed ore.  
On my brow and hair and tongue, 
Every bared inch is covered   
With the soft cold flakes, landing. 
Standing in the same spot as long 
As I can stand this singular white morning. 
The sky, a heavenly gray as far as I can see; 
Until the horizon, there won’t be a beach flea. 
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A
but goes beyond it like dots existing in the space between 
oneself, other people, history and other dimensions.  Poetry 
is not just language or the
not solely linguistic, pictorial, abstract, concrete, imagistic, 
philosophical, subjective, objective, biographical, historical, 
performative, disinterested or ves
be any of these.

languages, subjects, disciplines, and other conceptual 
categories.  Moreover, bringing sounds back to poetry 
would magnetize the audience before the stage, in 
bookstores and in libraries.  In addition, half the
language users, women
by reinventing the art through their lens. 

poets may be eccentric or fervid, yet they do not l
when lying has the power to c
poet when they enter a poem and gain
understanding of it.  Furthermore, poetry does not have a 
judge; it is its own judge, a fact history reveals with 
vacillating tastes and generations’ favorites.  Therefore, a 
great p
none of these.
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Artist’s Statement: Poetry is not written from one’s soul 

but goes beyond it like dots existing in the space between 
oneself, other people, history and other dimensions.  Poetry 
is not just language or the language on the page.  Poetry is 
not solely linguistic, pictorial, abstract, concrete, imagistic, 
philosophical, subjective, objective, biographical, historical, 
performative, disinterested or vested in interests. Poetry can 
be any of these.    

Poetry of the future will be forged by crossing genres, 
languages, subjects, disciplines, and other conceptual 
categories.  Moreover, bringing sounds back to poetry 
would magnetize the audience before the stage, in 
bookstores and in libraries.  In addition, half the
language users, women, will remake the masculine language 
by reinventing the art through their lens.  

An honest race telling quasi-truths, those whom we call 
poets may be eccentric or fervid, yet they do not l
when lying has the power to change minds.  Every
poet when they enter a poem and gain a candid 
understanding of it.  Furthermore, poetry does not have a 
judge; it is its own judge, a fact history reveals with 
vacillating tastes and generations’ favorites.  Therefore, a 
great poet writes not for this epoch but for the future, or for 
none of these. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Winter 

Poetry is not written from one’s soul 

but goes beyond it like dots existing in the space between 
oneself, other people, history and other dimensions.  Poetry 

language on the page.  Poetry is 
not solely linguistic, pictorial, abstract, concrete, imagistic, 
philosophical, subjective, objective, biographical, historical, 

ted in interests. Poetry can 

the future will be forged by crossing genres, 
languages, subjects, disciplines, and other conceptual 
categories.  Moreover, bringing sounds back to poetry 
would magnetize the audience before the stage, in 
bookstores and in libraries.  In addition, half the world’s 

will remake the masculine language 

truths, those whom we call 
poets may be eccentric or fervid, yet they do not lie, even 

minds.  Everyone is a 
a candid 

understanding of it.  Furthermore, poetry does not have a 
judge; it is its own judge, a fact history reveals with 
vacillating tastes and generations’ favorites.  Therefore, a 

oet writes not for this epoch but for the future, or for 
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They, camping out in offices, studios, and labs, 

Are toiling for the family bread. 
We, working double shifts of daylight and moonlight, 

If late for the second, dinner not multi-course— 
Are shirking responsibilities by working for personal pleasure; 

 
The paid work  
Not counted;  
The unpaid  
For granted. 

 
Endowed, bound, and prescribed—ours and theirs. 
Workaholics, treble burden and splitting shoulders not chosen. 
If these be curses passed down from the first couple, 
Why are ours double, yet singly counted? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



100  Winter 

  
  
 
 

UNPUBLISHED MANUSCRIPT 
 

 

 

The Streets of Baltimore 

 

 

CLARA VICTORIA DARGAN MACLEAN  
 
  
Introduction 
By: Anna Faktorovich 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 1. Duke University 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
This manuscript is a part of my Abolitionist Women Archive, 
http://sites.google.com/site/abolitionistwomen, composed 
mostly of scans and transcriptions. I gathered these primary 
letters, journals, poems and other un-published works on an 
Indiana University of Pennsylvania research-grant-funded 
trip to Duke University, University of North Carolina, North 
Carolina Archive, Philadelphia Free Library and the Library 
of Congress. I am composing a book proposal for a book on 
the same topic with the consultation of a University of 
North Carolina Professor, Mae Henderson. I hope to find a 
publisher at this December, 2009 MLA Convention. In 
September, I presented my findings at the Southern Women 
Writers Conference, in Georgia.  

The writer of “The Streets of Baltimore” is Clara Victoria 
Dargan MacLean. Her correspondences and other works, 
including an “annotated manuscript of Fenelon” are mostly 
stored at the Duke University Archives, which describes the 
collection thus, “Materials contain much information on 
Southern literature and the effect of the Civil War on 
literary efforts and remuneration, as well as personal and 
family matters."  

MacLean was an author of published romantic fiction 
and poetry, a vocalist, and a teacher. She became a poetess 
in her teens with a publication of a poem in the Courant, in 
Columbia, South Carolina. Before she turned eighteen, she
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won a prize for her story “Helen Howard” 
from the Field and Fireside. One of her 
longer works was a novel, Light o’ Love, 
published in New York in 1891. Other 
published stories included: “The True 
Story of ‘Lorena’” in the Bob Taylor’s 
Magazine (June 1906), and “Philip My Son” 
in the Crescent Monthly (May 1866). Four 
of her poems were anthologized in The 
Magazine of Poetry and Literary Review in 
1895. One of these, from 1864, written near 
the end of the Civil War, is especially 
striking: 
 

Then and Now 
 

I woke within the darkened dawn 
I woke and saw the mournful stars 
Go slowly trooping o’er the plain, 
Bearing the grand old warrior Mars 
Upon his crimson shield,  
And said “It is a sign to me 
That he is dead—his soul is free; 
As wane those stars within the west 
So he has found a dreamless rest 
Upon the battle-field. 
 
“God pity me! He was my friend 
And this his welcome natal morn; 
Yet there he lies so cold and still  
And I lie here, alone, forlorn 
And watch the day grow red— 
The dreary day! Oh piteous stars, 
Bear to his rest your hero Mars, 
But look across the azure plain,  
Look back and tell me once again 
Is my brave hero dead?”   

 
As you will see when you read the 

longer poem included with facsimiles of 
the originals in this section, “The Streets 
of Baltimore,” written on May 7th, 1890, 
the themes are similar. Both are about the 
death of a loved one. And, I believe that 

both are about the Civil War. The latter 
was written many decades after it, and is 
said to be a eulogy for Poe, but the 
similarity between the two suggests that it 
is a longer explanation of the theme of 
death and mourning for life and a loved 
one, introduced in “Then and Now.” 

MacLean, who lived between 1849 and 
1920, grew up in Fairfield County, South 
Carolina. She migrated frequently, 
especially after her marriage to Judge 
Joseph Adams MacLean in 1871.  

A Guide to the Micro film Edition of 
Southern Women and Their Families in the 
19th Century: Letters and Diaries 
summarizes her collection thus, “Her 
correspondents include many Southern 
literary figures... The letters contain 
discussion of… the effect of the Civil War 
on literary effort and remuneration…”  

Her diary and papers are cited in a 
number of publications including: Lewis’s 
The Queen of the Confederacy, and in a 
chapter on “Lucy Holcombe Pickens” in 
the South Carolina Women: Their Lives 
and Times. Clara was Lucy’s friend and 
they exchanged several letters, stored in 
different archives. Most of these were 
written after Emancipation, when previous 
southern plantation owners were suffering 
destitute. Lucy met the Russian Czar and 
the English Queen shortly before the 
beginning of the Civil War and part of her 
family’s financial woes were their over-
spending on this lavish trip to Europe. Her 
husband went to Russia to serve as a 
minister there. Upon their return to the 
states, Lucy became the wife of the 
governor of South Carolina, the belly of 
the old “confederacy.” Therefore, the 
letters that MacLean sent to Lucy, and to 
other similarly significant southern and 
northern figures, must have had an impact 
on their views on slavery and other issues.  
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Clara MacLean makes several 
contradictory references as she describes 
the origin of the poem in scribbles 
throughout this long poem, wrapped in a 
letter to a friend. At one point she writes 
that the poem was copied by her from a 
poem that was published in a “New York 
paper… thirty years ago.” Thirty years prior 
to 1890, would put the authorship of this 
piece at around the time of the Baltimore 
Riot, the first bloodshed in the Civil War, 
back in 1861. I will describe the history of 
this riot a bit later in the introduction. It is 
more likely that she wrote it herself, but 
refused to take credit for it in a letter that 
accompanied the poem (Image 7-8). On 
Image 11, though, she states that the poem 
was written by Edgar Allen Poe, and Image 
5 declares that the poem was written by 
Poe’s spirit to a Medium in New York. The 
quantity of these contradictory 
authorships and the fact that the poem is 
clearly written in the same style as “Then 
and Now” prove that she is the author.  
 
 
The Last Days of Edgar Allan Poe 
 
Poe died on the streets of Baltimore on 
October 7, 1849. The circumstances 
around Poe’s death are a mystery. He was 
found in delirium, wearing somebody 
else’s clothing, and was said to have 
repeatedly called out “Reynolds.” His final 
words might have been, “Lord save my 
soul.” According to some accounts, he 
might have died of syphilis.  

The sequence of events that led to his 
death might have begun in Philadelphia, 
on a trip to Richmond. He might have 
been “beguiled into taking stimulants, or 
sought relief from pain in narcotics.” 
Something caused him to believe that he 
was “pursued by some fearsome foes.” 

Not hearing from him for ten days, his 
“Muddy,” or his mother-in-law, Mrs. 
Clemm, wrote in a letter,  
 

I fear everything… Do you wonder that 
he has so little confidence in any one? 
Have we not suffered from the blackest 
treachery? I fear that he has got into 
some trouble… Oh, if any evil has 
befallen him, what can comfort me?... 
No one to console and comfort him 
but me; no one to nurse him and take 
care of him when he is sick and 
helpless (Ingram 416).  

 
It is an intriguing mystery to try to 
imagine why Muddy was so fearful and 
what is the “blackest treachery” that she 
and “Eddy” suffered from, before his 
death.  

He recovered from his Philadelphia 
spell, and continued to Richmond to stay 
with a friend. He even gave a series of 
lectures there, the first titled, “The Poetic 
Principle.” He joined a Temperance 
Society. In a few months, he had to travel 
to New York to negotiate with a publisher 
and to bring Muddy to his wedding. 
Before he departed, he notified Muddy of 
his plans to marry Mrs. Shelton, his 
“boyhood love,” and that he was planning 
to permanently move to Richmond to be 
closer to Mrs. Shelton’s family, and to start 
the journal of his dreams.  

On October 3rd, He was only supposed 
to stop briefly in Baltimore on his way to 
New York, arriving there by boat. Shortly 
before the boat-ride he complained of, 
“indisposition, chilliness and exhaustion.” 
On the shore, he gave his trunks to a 
porter to prepare them for his trip to 
Philadelphia, planned for departure in an 
hour. It is possible that symptoms of ill 
health led him to break his temperance 
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promise and to consume a “deleterious 
drug.” A different theory relates that he 
stumbled into a “gang of ruffians” who 
“drugged” and “dragged” him around the 
city to participate in election fraud “for 
Members of Congress.” He was found, 
“insensible,” four days later, on October 
7th, on a park bench. The person who 
recognized him, escorted, or perhaps 
carried Poe into the Washington 
University Hospital, where he died at 
midnight (Ingram 416-428).  
 
 
The Baltimore Riot (1861)—The First 
Bloodshed of the Civil War 
 
The Riot occurred shortly after Abraham 
Lincoln’s election, as calls for succession 
were voiced across the south, and were 
documented in seven southern states. The 
first major attack actually happened on 
April 12th, a week earlier, when the 
“Confederate commander of Charleston, 
Brigadier General Pierre G.T. Beauregard, 
implemented his orders and began the 
bombardment of Anderson’s troops at,” 
the surrounded and starved, Fort 
“Sumter.” There were no casualties in this 
bombardment on the 12th.  

The Riot took place when, after 
hearing the news of the bombardment, 
Lincoln sent “75,000 ninety-day 
militiamen to suppress the rebellion 
against the federal authority” (Cook 126). 
Then, on the 19th of April, the Sixth 
Massachusetts Regiment was “attacked by 
a mob of citizens on the “streets of 
Baltimore.” Was this the same “gang” that 
drugged Poe a decade earlier? The fighting 
continued until the Mayor and the Police 
Commissioner of Baltimore ordered 
railroad bridges into the city to be burned 
to prevent the rest of the federal troops 

from entering the city. With only one 
point-of-conflict, Lincoln moved his entire 
force into the area, and, “By the end of 
May, 1861, Maryland was under martial law 
and controlled by Federal troops 
garrisoned in the state” (Cannon). The 
Civil War had begun.    
  
“The Streets of Baltimore” is a poem about 
a battle within Poe’s soul, within 
MacLean's soul, or, perhaps, within the 
nation’s soul in the aftermath of the Civil 
War.  
 

 
 

Fig. 2. Civil War Surrender Museum, NC 
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[ Image 5 ]   

 

 

  

The Streets of Baltimore1. 
  
Supposed to have been dictated  
by Edgar A. Poe’s spirit to a  
“Medium,” in New York 
  
Woman weak, and woman mortal, 
Through thy spirit’s open portal  
I would read the Rumi2 record 
If my earthly being floored 
I would feel that fire returning  
Which within my soul was burning 
When my star was quenched in darkness 
Let to rise on earth no more 
When I sank beneath life’s burden, 
In the streets of Baltimore3 

                                                 
1
 “Streets of Baltimore” – the name of a 1966 

country song, composed by Tompall Glaser and 
Harlan Howard. Parsons, Gram. “Lyrics for Streets 
of Baltimore.” CMT. Reprise. 3 March, 1990. Web. 
2
 Rumi – Jalāl ad-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī, Persian 

poet, philosopher and mystic. 

  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                            
3
 Baltimore Riot – the poem might be referring to 

the April 19
th, 1861 riot, which occurred in a 

confrontation between Union troops and “pro-
South” civilians, and is considered to be the first 
bloodshed in the Civil War. 
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 [ Image 6 ]  
  
  

 
  
  
Oh! those memories dire and saddening, 
Oh! that might of anguish maddening, 
When my lone heart suffered shipwreck 
On a demon-haunted whore— 
When the friends grow wild with laughter 
And the silence followed after 
Was more awful, and appalling,  
Than the cannon’s dead roar—  
Than the clash of mighty armies, 
Through the streets of Baltimore. 
Like a prig serpent crawling, 
Like a Maelstrom4 madly boiling, 
Did this Phlegethon5 of hay, 

                                                 
4
 Maelstrom – “a powerful often violent whirlpool 

sucking in objects within a given radius” (Merriam-

Webster’s Online Dictionary). Poe wrote a story called, 

“A Descent into the Maelström” in 1841. This story in 

a story is related by a man turned-old-too-soon on the 

Norwegian coast, when he encounters a Maelstrom on 

a fishing trip. It is extremely likely that MacLean is 

referring to this story because of the clear link to Edgar 

Poe. 

Greet my maddening spirits before 
Rushing onward, blindly reeling 
Tortured by intensest feeling 
Like Prometheus6, when the vultures 
Through his quivering vitals tore 
Swift I fled from death and darkness  
Through the streets of Baltimore 
  
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                            
5
 River Phlegethon—the flaming river in Greek 

mythology that flowed into Tartarus.  
6
 Prometheus—in Greek myth, he is a Titan, who stole 

fire from Zeus to give it to humankind, for this he was 

bound to a rock and his liver was repeatedly eaten by 

an eagle. 
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[ Image 8 ]  
  

 
  
  
[After the end of an introductory letter to 
a friend] 
  
For love will temper every change 
And after all surprise 
And wristy with the dreams of earth 
The hills of heaven will rise. 
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  [ Image 9 ]  
  

 
  
  
No one near, to save or love me, 
No kind face to watch above me 
Though I heard the sounds of footsteps 
Like the waves upon the shore --  
Beating, beating, beating, beating 
Now advancing, now retreating,  
With a dull and dreary rhythm, 
With a long continuous roar 
Heard the sound of human footsteps 
In the streets of Baltimore. 
There at length they found me lying, 
Weak and mildewed, sick and dying, 
And my shattered wreck of being, 
Yearning for a kindly refuge love. 
But my woe was past enduring,  
And my soul cast off its mooring, 
Crying as I floated outward  
“I am of the earth no more, 
I have forfeited life’s blessing 
In the streets of Baltimore.” 
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[ Image 10 ]  
  

 
  
  
Where wast then, oh Passes Eternal! 
When the prig fiend infernal, 
Beat me with his looming faces, 
Till I sank to rise no more,  
Oh! was all my life a long error 
Lamented in that night of terror 
Did my sin find satiation, 
Which tis judgment went before,  
Summoned to a dread tribunal 
In the streets of Baltimore? 
Nay, with deep delirious pleasure, 
I had drained my life’s full measure, 
Till the fatal fiery respect 
Fed upon my being’s core, 
Then with force, and fire volcanic 
Summoning a strength Titanic,   
Did I hunt the hands that bound me,  
Battered down my being’s doom 
Fled, and left my shattered dwelling 
In the dust of Baltimore 
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 [ Image 11 ]  
  

 
  
  
The Streets of Baltimore 
by Edgar Allen Poe 
  
Going back without lamenting  
With a sorrowful repenting 
I can read my life’s sad story 
In a light unknown before. 
For there is no woe so dismal 
Not an evil so abysmal, 
But a rainbow full of glory, 
Shams the yawning chasm over 
And across that bridge of beauty  
Did I pass from Baltimore. 
In the great eternal City 
Where the angel hearts take pity, 
On the sin, which men forgive all 
Moving on incitingly compline,  
Earth has lost the power to chasm me 
Death can never more slam me,  
And I drink fresh inspiration, 
From the Source, which I adore  
Through my grand apotheosis, 
That, “Now liveth,” in Baltimore. 
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[ Image 12 ]  
  

 
  
 
Now no longer sadly yearning, 
Love for love finds much returning  
And there comes no ghostly raven 
Tapping at my chamber’s door, 
Calmly in the golden glory, 
I can sit, and read life’s story 
For my soul from out that shadow 
Flies leer lifted evermore— 
From that deep and hiemal shadow 
In the streets of Baltimore. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 


