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ABSTRACT

POSSESSIVE INDIVIDUALISM AND SELF-DESTRUCTION:
A RECURRING NARRATIVE IN SELECTED PLAYS OF TENNESSEE WILLIAMS

By
Pranab Kumar

(ﬁln this dissertation I explore the trait that stands out most for
observers of the American culture: possessive individua]isqiilt differs
from the Asian and European conceptions of the self. Ameriéan
individualism, what Whitman called "the destiny of me," has developed
into the aim of being able to extend oneself, to appropriate, and to own
as much as possible. In his plays, Tennessee Williams explores the inner
tension that grows out of the possessive individual’s drive to be great
against his or her desire to be good. The drive for greatness or self-
promotion pushes many of williams7§‘individuals into a possessive frenzy
leading to self-destructive consequences. But Williams also offers the
antidote to this possessive bent in the American individual by creating
characters who fulfil the ideal of democratic or expressive
individualism. Williams’s democratic or exgressive characters stand
apart from their possessive counterparts.’

Democratic or expressive individualism originates in the
philosophy of Emersonian self-reliance and stresses the connection of
the individual to the world, but in ways that should not obstruct the
individualism of others. Democratic or expressive individualism is a
higher form of self-reliance. It is a mental self-reliance or mental
individuality, which aspires to an impersonality that manifests itself
in indirect service rather than through charity or paternalism.
Democratic or expressive individualism is opposed to active self-

reliance or active individualism, which is associated with worldliness



and tied up with egotism and selfishness in its pursuit of the prizes of
power, position, or fame.

1Qilliams offers a unique view of American individualism by
dramatizing the dilemma of possessive individuals, while subtly
suggesting an American alternative to the kingdom of the self through

the practice of democratic or expressive individualism.
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Introduction

The plays of the contemporary dramatists are not easily pigeon-
holed by the rules of traditional dramatic practices. After the world
wars, modern and contemporary dramatists’ focus has shifted from a
protagonist hero’s quest for the moral order of the universe to
characters who are bent upon exercising their right to exist in a
society that has become increasingly hostile to their individual needs
and desires. These characters are trapped in a materialistic world which
interferes with their essential humanness. The characters become
subservient to the rules of the community with which they are out of
tune. The more they are pressured into conforming, the greater their
suffering. Subsequently, these characters are pushed into becoming
outsiders, survivors, and non-conformists. In other words, they become
victims of an inimical and overpowering social order.

In 1939, a young Tennessee Williams declared in a letter to his
agent, Audrey Wood, the theme of his work: "As you have observed by now,
I have only one major theme for all my work which is the destructive
impact of society on the sensitive, non-conformist individual."' The
traditional reader, who is trained to look for clearly defined lines
between good and evil in a work of representational art, could easily be
misled if he or she applies this statement blindly to Williams’s works.
The truth is, Williams’s work is far more complex and far less didactic
than Williams’s own early impressionable assessment of his work. The
dramatic unfolding of the lives of Williams’s characters sharply

contrasts to the traditional ideal of the tragic hero whose tragic fall
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is a consequence of his tragic flaw, the recognition of which allows him
to depend on himself, so that he may walk away ennobled. The
complexities in lives of contemporary characters do not arise from the
characters’ inherent flaws. Instead, they are essentially victims of a
rigid social order. Thus the theater of the modern individual is a loss
of blame-worthiness and its replacement by compassion.

As Williams developed as an artist and continued producing
masterful works, his conception of his work in relation to life matured
considerably. His later pronouncements about his dramatic vision were
less romantic and more in tune with what he really understood about life
in America which he strove to capture in his work. In his essay,
"Tennessee Williams Presents his P[oint] O[f] V[view]," Williams
employed a more appropriate idiom to explain his stance and goal as an
artist:

People are humble and frightened and guilty at heart, all of us,

no matter how desperately we may try to appear otherwise. We have

very little conviction of our essential decency, and consequently
we are more interested in characters on the stage who share our

hidden shames and fears, and we want the plays about us to say "I

understand you." You and I are brothers; the deal is rugged but

let’s face and fight it together.’

With this statement, Williams clarifies the link between 1life,
art, and the audience in modern America. Williams is writing about the
individual who is not a tragic hero, but the contemporary man or woman
who is struggling with his or her problems and obsessions and journeying
through the confusion of his or her life and times. And in dealing with
the ordinary individual Williams replays and dramatizes his own life

history through his works. In a culture that encourages individuals to

be responsible for making as much of a success of their lives, Williams
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3
sought to examine his own life through his dramatic works and make his
works the playground for self-examination. Thus, "Williams never stopped
taking his moral temperature and weighing the increasing psychic cost of
his drive to be great against his desire to be good." And in the
process, Williams’s "drama offers a unique view of American
individualism, bearing witness to both the brilliance and the barbarity
of the one big idea of the American experiment--what Whitman called ‘the
destiny of me.’"

In chapter one I establish the groundwork for my analysis of
Williams’s plays in this dissertation. I examine in detail the evolution
of American individualism, since I argue that Williams’s plays are
concerned with celebrating the unique quality of the American
individual. In chapter two I discuss the crude materialism or possessive
individualism that leads to self-destruction in Chicken and Lot in
Kingdom of Earth, and Jake and Silva in 27 Wagons Full of Cotton. In
chapter three I discuss the clash between two opposite forms of
individuals--the possessive individual, Amanda, and the
democratic/expressive individual, Tom--in The Glass Menagerie. In
chapter four I discuss the tragedy that issues from Blanche’s drive
towards a re-possession of reputation in A Streetcar named Desire. I
also demonstrate how Blanche’s drive to repossess her reputation
interferes with Stanley’s possessiveness of territory and space. This
leads to a violent conflict in which Stanley overpowers and destroys
Blanche. In chapter five I discuss the peculiar form of possessiveness
that is the male quest for status in society. In this chapter I examine

the alienation and frustration that Brick in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and
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Sebastian in Suddenly Last Summer suffer as a consequence of being
homosexual males in a patriarchal society. I conclude my analysis with a
discussion of The Night of the Iquana, particularly drawing on the
democratic/expressive individualism as embodied in the character of
Hannah Jelkes. I show how Hannah is able to present us with an American
antidote to the possessive individualism in the American character.

In my dissertation, I have not discussed some of Williams’s other
plays like Summer and Smoke, Sweet Bird of Youth, and Qrpheus Descending

because in these plays Williams is too heavily preoccupied with

exploring the tussle between the carnal and the spiritual elements in a
person’s character. They do not contribute to my overall argument. On
the other hand, plays like Rose Tattoo, with its "insistence that sexual
response is the answer to life’s problems,"* and Period of Adjustment,

an exploration of "a strangely ambiguous"’

marital situation, are
written in the comic genre and they are not helpful in my discussion of

the pattern of possessive individualism in Williams’s plays.
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CHAPTER ONE

POSSESSIVE INDIVIDUALISM IN THE DRAMA OF TENNESSEE WILLIAMS
AND ITS EVOLUTION IN AMERICAN CULTURE

I Tennessee Williams and the inner battle ground of Individualism

Williams was situated in America’s cultural history at a time when
the pre World War II rhetoric "that had reinvented small-town America"
with its old values of idealism and patriotism, and that had been
celebrated in works like Thornton Wilder’s Qur Town, the paintings of
Norman Rockwell, or the sanitized covers of Saturday Evening Post, were
being questioned by William Inge, Carson McCullers, and Robert Anderson.
While these artists dealt with the happy values of the pre World War
era, they also exposed their hollowness by pointing out how "bleak" such
values "could be until redeemed by an unambiguous love." These writers
appeared on the intellectual scene in America at a time when the
traditional reliance on "family and community, civility and
responsibility, style and grace" were being actively replaced by a
choice between accepting bland materialism or an unquestioning
conformity to a uniform lifestyle that generated a spiritually and
intellectually stifling influence in people’s minds.' It was also a time
when the modern world of inhuman mechanical transformations and
technologies ceased to be potent antagonists of man, because the
battleground had shifted to the "inner oceans" of the individuals’ own
consciousness.

Williams’s stage directions to his episodic memory play The Glass
Menagerie succinctly hints at this picture of the new individual’s
despair in modern society: "[A]11 of these huge buildings are always

6
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burning with the slow and implacable fires of human desperation."? The
source of an individual’s unhappiness lay within the individual. The
unhappiness was not so much a result of any external condition but
internal turmoil. It resulted from his or her unfulfilled desires and
needs. But the more the individual reflected on himself or herself and
questioned authority and traditional values, the greater became the
fragmentation of the self, since the individual no longer felt any sense
of belonging anywhere.

Williams’s plays, which deal primarily with the individual’s
plight in contemporary American society, culminate in violent incidents
of castration, cannibalism, madness, spiritual disintegration and the
like. This symbolic representation of the individual’s turmoil in
Williams’s plays can partly be attributed to what C. W. E. Bigsby calls
a romantic’s "fascination with extreme situations." But on a deeper
level, these horrifying spectacles were presented by Williams to jolt
the audience and the readers out of their complacency and draw them into
the inner despair of the contemporary individual in a democratic society
at a time of great upheaval in America’s cultural landscape. Indeed,
Williams’s aim in his plays is to draw our attention to the frustrations
and disappointments that the individual faces when he or she is trying
to find a place in society or forge an identity, and this letdown of the
individual serves as an ironic commentary on the nature of democracy
itself, where the growth of the individual is one of its cornerstones.

Williams’s plays do more than document the frustrations of
individual development. The plays serve as an ironic commentary on the

Tack of development of the true individual self in a democracy. While it
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8
is understandable why the individual’s plight or suffering is often
considered tragic in contemporary American drama, I personally feel that
the individual’s suffering in Williams’s plays tends to be terrifying
rather than being simply tragic. I am choosing the word terrifying to
characterize Williams's plays, as I feel that a tragedy, as we have come
to understand it from its evolution since the ancient Greek times, is
primarily a fait accompli, whereas terror is linked with the sense of
anticipation, the dark ponderous obsession with man’s recognition of his
own negative potential,® the "deliberate cruelty" that one is capable of
inflicting on one’s fellow humans purely on the grounds of self-
pr-eservation to guard one’s own interest or to protect one’s "territory"
Fr-om direct or perceived aggression, thereby securing one’s own sense of
space, freedom, identity, and self. I think it is this trait that
Wi T Tiams’'s plays are dramatizing minutely. In dealing with a clash of
ind 7 viduals, Williams is at once able to exhibit his craftsmanship by
exp» T o iting the dramatic tensions that are inherent in the unique nature
of . American life, and also by documenting these explosive situations
that develop during moments of individual assertion and individual
Con ¥ rontation in the American culture, Williams is able to focus our
Attt e@ntion more vividly on the fact that sometimes individuals themselves
Ar'e@ t he sources of their own destruction. The stoic but compassionate
Wannah Jelkes in IThe Night of the Iguana says: "Nothing human disgusts
We un Jess it’s unkind, violent."* Perhaps this is the attitude Williams
Wants us to cultivate after we have watched his theater of American
life. Williams’s plays are the testing grounds where we are invited not

to pass moral judgment but to exercise compassion and empathize with
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9
those who have lost on the battle ground of individual assertion. But
above all, we are invited to exercise tolerance for those who are weak,
wayward, and unprotected because in a democracy the other name for
freedom is tolerance.

Williams’s plays are so infused with the modern American concept
of the individual that his plays are not effective in cultures where the
concept of the individual is wholly different. For instance, in Asian
cultures such as India the individual is an amalgamation of a familial

self (self as defined by one’s position in one’s family) with a
transcendant self (self as defined by one’s awareness of one’s closeness
w 7 t h the Gods, an individuality that is independent of material
a t tachment), with very little scope of development of a more independent
se T1F. This Eastern individual is quite different from the contemporary
American individual in whom the independent self is the dominant note,
wi € h very little emphasis on the familial and transcendant self.® Since
Wi T 7 iams’s plays celebrate the unique quality of the American
ind 3 v idual, a closer examination of the evolution of American
ind 4 v idualism is pertinent in connection with my study of Williams’s
Play s | Not only the uniqueness of American individualism, but its
Var i eties, is pertinent for an understanding of the variety of
WiV W 4 ams’s characters.

Individualism was alien to America’s founders. The Puritan ethos
was based on John Winthrop’s ideal of a religious community where
““‘oderation" was the operative word around which people arranged their

Wves . People in the community did not have the "natural liberty" to do

whatever they wanted. Winthrop inculcated in the Puritan community a
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10
code where a person’s individualism was subordinated to the group’s or
community’s well being. "We must delight in each other, make others[’]
conditions our own, rejoyce together, mourne together, labor and suffer
together, always having before our eyes our community as members of the
same body."® Thus, there was a certain element of authority in the
pronouncement that limited an individual’s right to total freedom, but
this strict sense of control did not last long.

Drama was also alien to America’s founders. American drama, even
after America’s birth as a newly independent, democratic country after
the revolution, stayed surprisingly undistinguished until the twentieth

century. Alexis de Tocqueville, an astute observer and critic of
American democracy, considered drama as the "literature of the stage"
arnnd was of the opinion that the dramatic form, even among aristocratic
na € ions, was "the most democratic part of their literature." De
To< qgueville likens drama to an immediate, down to earth, easily
Aaccc e ssible, unique form of literature since: "No kind of literary
gr-&aa € i fication is so much within the reach of the multitude as that which
is devrived from theatrical representations. Neither preparation nor
stud y s required to enjoy them: they lay hold on you in the midst of
your- prejudices and your ignorance." He also indicated that the new
dent ity, the fully independent spirit that a new nation acquires after
a = re@wolution[,] which subverts the social and political state of an
aristocratic people,” is most noticeable in the nation’s dramatic
“te?‘ature.’ De Tocqueville saw in the dramatic medium the exact energy
And enthusiasm conducive to capturing the excitement and fervor of any

Social or political change in a nation’s history. His comment about the
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11
truly democratic, independent, revolutionary zeal of drama is
perceptive. Yet, one cannot help but wonder as to what took drama in a
democratic nation, such as America, so long to develop into a
distinctive genre, and capture the American spirit of freedom and
independence when the other two forms of literature, poetry and prose,
had already produced their distinctive American voices.

On the other hand, when we recapitulate the progress of American
drama from the perspective of contemporary readers and audiences, we
cannot help but feel that the delayed appearance of distinctive American

dr-ama was serendipitous in that the delay prevented a premature
de velopment of an artificial tradition on borrowed themes before the
or- 7ginal theme for American Drama could have evolved, since the
d 7 s tinctive American character had not yet formed. The American
ch &a racter took a two hundred year period of gestation before it was
ready for dramatic treatment.

Partly, the slow development of American drama was caused by the
fact that the political and social situations in America were different
from any other nations’. America was not throwing off the yoke of any
trad § tional form of entrenched aristocratic oppression or inequality,
Ne 3 L her was it overhauling a systematic centuries-old tradition of old
wor 1a authority and government control. America was a new country where
the S ettlers came to escape the tyranny of old world customs and

SOVernment. While the "new man" in America was afforded a new habitat,
where he was reinventing himself with his new found independence from
the O 1d world authority of government and aristocracy that had held him

Captive, his energies were naturally more devoted towards self
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12
development through an exploration of unlimited space. Finding a place
for himself in that space was more important than giving in to
intellectual pursuits. Furthermore, as de Tocqueville remarked, American
literature would not develop on the literary rules of the old world,
since "in a democracy each generation is a new people," and "so it is
difficult to establish strict literary rules among them," and since they
are "accustomed to the monotonous struggle of practical life, what they
want is vivid, lively emotions, sudden revelations, brilliant truths, or

errors able to rouse them up and plunge them, almost by violence, into

t he middle of the subject."
America was not a copy of the old world system; it was a place

swhyere man was free and enjoyed a completely new way of life. The

ury 7 quely individualistic, freedom loving, unfettered, adventurous life
th at the settlers embarked upon in the new world was the special feature
Of T he American man, and in order to capture this special quality in

mars, anew sensibility was required of the poets, novelists, and

dr-ama tists, whereby they could invent a distinctive style which would

a1 T Ow them an all-inclusive portrayal of the assertion of the new

iNnd § w jidual’s uniqueness and infinitude.
However, the case for American drama is a little different from

that of poetry and prose. American drama took the most time to develop
ANA mature into its distinctive American form partly because of the
firse settlers’, the Puritans’ anathema and indifference to this
Part icular art form. Also, during the time of settlement and after, the
PROD Te themselves were "changing every moment with changing of place of

vesidence, feelings, and fortune." American dramatists neither had any
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American "traditions, nor [any] common habits, to forge links between
their [the peoples’] minds." Fashioning plays on borrowed
superstructures of heroic traditions of nobility and aristocracy, with a
mythic background about great nationalistic wars and acts of personal
heroism on the part of the heroes, whose exploits and heroic attributes
dramatists could use to construct model plays, would hardly capture the
predominantly ordinary, classless people’s imaginations in America.
Dealing with European heroes and myths in American drama could hardly
satisfy this new nation’s objective.
Furthermore, drama by itself is a very different form of
7 ¥ terature than poetry or prose (novels, essays, etc.). Unlike the other
Two genres’ dependence on printed words, that is its overtly textual
na ture, drama not only uses words to capture the characters’ dialogue,
bws & it is primarily live "action in imitation of human behavior."
Dy~ama’s primary "emphasis on action" makes it more than merely a form of
P& = 5 jve, subjective literature. Drama has a certain amount of life to it
im T hat a dramatic text has to be "acted," its words must accompany
hurmsa n action on stage "to give the author’s concept its full value," and
it wmaa st also have an receptive audience.” This kind of participation in
the excitement of theatrical activity was sinful during the Puritan
PeY § od of America’s history.
Moreover, because dramatic "action" is at the heart of drama,
“"'Or‘ds (the literary component of the dramatic fragment) become
“SeCOndary." Thus, employment of actors to bring out the significance of
the " relationship, the interaction of... characters," and the task of

s“cCessquy being able to suit the words to convey "the imponderable
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mood, the hidden tensions and sympathies of human relationships and
interaction" with utmost economy are ingredients that do not constrain a
poet or novelist. Furthermore, as drama is "concrete representation of
action,” it cannot deal with any abstract philosophizing in its artistic
process, as this risks alienating the thought from human reality,
thereby failing to reach the audience. Whatever is said or done during
the process of dramatic action on stage, needs the support of "real
human behavior... in the most concrete form in which we can think about
human situations."" Therefore, when a dramatist chooses to dramatize
*action," he or she has to consider the most common and immediately
recognizable forms of behavior that the dramatist’s society encourages
oy~ holds valuable. The American dramatists’ quest was in finding a
d 7 s tinctive feature of American life that was representative of its
people in a new land. They needed to capitalize on a uniquely American
ch a racteristic that would lend itself to dramatic, action-filled
re p» r-esentation on stage. American dramatists were able to realize this
que s t after a long period of apprenticeship in imitating European
MOl e 1, honing their skills by experimenting with native themes,” and
Car-e Fully observing the new man’s impulses, until they were finally able
to b yreak out of the traditional mold by dramatizing the unique nature of
Ame - ¥ can individualism, with its inherent tension between an
ind WV idual’s necessity to conform while becoming aware of the potential

in the principle of being true to one’s self.
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II The Founding Theme for American Drama
a) Individualism and Land: A Conflicted Individualism
If the occurrence of the Puritan society in America enabled the
settlers to cultivate a certain space in which they could pursue their
religious beliefs freely, then that same circumstance and space fostered
the growth of a particular spirit of individualism or identity that
characterizes the American character. When the Puritans came to the new
world, justifying their arrival and experience in America as a
reenactment of the 01d Testament episode "in which they [the Puritans]
were the Jews, God’s chosen people, fleeing from oppression to a new
C amnaan," they were more specifically driven by a transcendent idealism
that "America was the New Eden" and that "all of man’s efforts must be
d 7 rected toward the ideal of a transcendent unity.""” Therefore, the
temptations of the world (the Puritan view of the rich and unexplored
Ta r»d of the new continent) existed only "to divert and seduce man from
h 3= true goal." So, "the New World" with its vast stretches of
wi T derness became the "very antithesis of their ultimate hopes, the very
abo die of the Devil himself, and sure to be the source of all their
temp tations." The challenge to the Puritans was to set up a "Theocracy,
A Ho 1y Commonweal of the elect" in this alien territory, "to be defended
and protected by means of the realistic appraisal of an alien
€NV i ronment and an eternal vigilance in fighting fire with fire." But,
on the flip side, this alien ground that was considered as the fighting
round for gaining entry into the Puritans’ ideal transcendent land,

Proved too alluring to hold back the settlers’ wishes for worldly
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16
success and self-sufficiency. The alien territory "came to be for many
men something which might be accepted and sought in its own right.""
Struggling to assert themselves against the authority and
oppression of the old world, the Puritans, inspired by a religious
individualism and classical political philosophy, which maintained
peoples’ right to govern themselves, prepared to settle in the new
country, based on the "voluntary participation of individuals." But what
the Puritans did not forsee was that this individual autonomy, which was

based "in a context of moral and religious obligations that in some
"* would have to contend

context justified obedience as well as freedom,
w i th the fact that America’s lack of social density, its high
geographical mobility, and its apparent geographical and physical
b o undlessness could easily spur in the minds of the more independent the
a s s ertion of "one’s own sense of space," thereby pushing them out of the
cormmune to lead independent lives. Therefore, once the Puritans learned
to domesticate the land, fight the Indians, and learned to trade, "the
O T cohesiveness went limp." The abundance of land in the colony, and
the wealth of natural resources became too tempting a force that worked
"aga st cohesiveness and for the individual.™® After all, many of the
SeTt t Ters came from the old world to escape the oppressive climate of the
E“"‘Opean aristocracies and overcrowded lands. No matter how religious
the settlers might have been, the love of equality and liberty that they
iNher jted from their fathers in England, added fire to their prospects
of a personal independence and freedom in a new land, "a limitless
Cont inent,” which "gave them the means of long remaining equal and

free. " he riches of the land were too seductive a commodity to
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17
ignore. Timber and trees for ships’ masts, "beaver and other furs, pot
and pearl ashes," fish, rice, wheat, tobacco, maize, and other cash
crops were far more tempting than a life in a religious commune. This
temptation from the treasure house of the new world’s abundance induced
in them a "strong bent of their spirits for change," and many of the
settlers decided to move out to the frontiers. The men who had once been
rallying behind one transcendent ideal, "self-reliant in matters of
religion, could [now] be equally self-reliant in the exercise of their
powers of worldly achievement."™
In fact, land-based individualism or the hunger for land, in
addition to a desire for adventure, for freedom of religious worship and
freedom from other sundry frustrations at home, became the prime mover
for later generations of emigrants for their leaving their homes in
Europe and coming to America, since owning land would enable them to
fulfil the "dream... of becoming a landed proprietor."” The
dispossessed, territoriless man of the old world now had a sure footing
upon the territory which gave him the pride and dignity of ownership
that he never had in his life. But the emigrants’ possession of land in
the new world meant much more than a sure footing; it meant the new
man’s equality with others in a land where one is a free agent. Although
this land would become a scarce commodity in the next few centuries, the
excitement of exploring and owning land in the vast American frontier
became a passion among the people who came over from Europe. A restless
urge to own unclaimed territory as one’s right, coupled with a

fearlessness of the Indians or the wild animals, induced in the American
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character a love for freedom, adventure, and conquest (possessiveness)
as constituent marks of his distinctive character to this day.”
Moreover, the conflict between communal living and personal
independence in the Puritan colonies energized an adventurous
individualism in yet another group of people, who survived in the early
settlements by living at the margins of society. William Byrd, a rich
landowner, took note of this phenomenon while on his travels to North
Carolina, and although he detested this "waste of man and land," the
"squatters" living in the fringes of society, these "frontiersmen,"
someone who "doffs his coonskin cap to no man and who asks society for
no handouts,"” were the precursors of the new independent free American
man that so many of the writers and poets came to extol and document as
the "new man" in their works.? If this was the kind of person who grew
out of the ill-effects of European aristocracy and class consciousness,
then he was also an alter image of the Puritan "religious self-reliance"
since, by living solitarily on the fringes of the settlements, he too
"exercised self-reliance in all phases of his activity, and developed a
sense of impatience at restriction," as well as "a sense of independence
and power." While the Puritans considered the allure of the world as an
evil, a distracting force, disrupting one’s attention to God, one’s
alterego, the frontiersman "found human possibilities in the world, and
saw worldly effects as important and good."” This emergence of the new
man of the frontier was possible because of the abundance of unsettled
land, a land so rich that it not only assisted in the independent
existence of the non-conformist but it also allowed him to extend

himself into the land, thereby diffusing any form of dissension within a
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community.” In other words, the independent man was free to pursue his
own interests, while the community was left undisturbed.

This character and style of life of the new man in the frontiers
gave the writers of the new world an opportunity to investigate the new
nature of man in the new continent. It caught the attention of John
Filson, one of the first writers to consider in his fiction Daniel
Boone’s "freedom from society" as "freedom from the vicious
artificialities that impede man’s realization of a life based on his
noblest instincts." Wild nature was now considered the "best of all
possible schoolmistresses" as living among nature’s wildness meant
developing "a love of liberty and sensitivity to the rhythms of primal
life."™ In D. H. Lawrence’s words, the frontier environment in the new
world provided the frontiersman an opportunity "to get away from
everything that they are and have been," to be "masterless," to remove
themselves "from any control of any sort" to a "new more absolute
unrestrainedness.” The "spirit of place is a great reality," and the new
world’s "spirit" was to allow that freedom to take expression in the
heart of the new man.”

The new man’s position in the wilderness and his association with
"the noble savage," the Indians, and with bears and other beasts was
assessed in a new and positive light, in that he was as pure as the
Indians in his "separation from the artifices of civilization,"
conducting a life in "response to the rhythms of nature." This new man
became a staple for writers from William Bartram in the 1770’s to Cooper
in the 1840’s, who saw in nature its redeeming influences, and who in

their praise of the wilderness gave it a sort of tame quality, thereby
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validating and justifying man’s presence in its surroundings. Writers
such as Filson and Cooper talked about wild nature’s literary function
in aesthetic terms--the sublime, and the picturesque. Audubon’s
wilderness portraits of birds and Thomas Cole’s and George Bingham’s
romantic art were inspired by the wilderness. Yet at the same time they
hinted at the impending end of the wilderness with its replacement by
natural and civil Taw.” Subtly but surely, the fact that the new man
was dominating his surroundings, thereby establishing a new identity for

himself is evident from the works of these writers.

b) Taming the Wilderness Within: Individualism and Aesthetic Ideal

There were other writers in this period who took a different view
of nature’s influence on the new man. Charles Brockden Brown in Edgar
Huntly (1799) showed the release of man’s violent self as an effect of
his contact with wild nature, suggesting the wilderness’s influence in
awakening the violent streak in man that he had so long kept under wraps
in society. But this violence was justified as it served to protect the
white man from the Indians’ savagery. But in Robert Bird’s Nick of the
Moods, white savagery eclipsed Indian behavior in the name of
"advancement of civilization." In these writers’ works, the wilderness
allegorized "the drama of the psyche." It awakened the repressed
wildness of the American character. But more specifically, by
overemphasizing the "wildness" of the wilderness the wild white men’s
act of clearing the way for settlement was justified. These wild men
served propitiously the later generations as they "remove[d] the

difficulties which might discourage the attempts of better and more



Wie
unde
perm

#sta

fol;

pers

ton’
55y
(o
e
of
poe
ter
Neg

0



21
quiet men."? The previously unclaimed frontier was slowly giving way
under the "new man’s" urge to tame it in his ultimate quest for
permanence, comfort, and his sense of identity as a landowner was being
established. The "wildness" of his nature that was once able to secure
for him a place in the wilderness was now enabling him and the others
following him into it to turn the wild land into farm land for their
personal benefit and possession.

The American writers found in the adventurous frontiersmen a sharp
contrast with the people of the Atlantic coast, who were individuals but
essentially commercial and less colorful than their European
counterparts. Besides, the frontiersmen were one of a kind, a uniquely
American phenomenon. The settlers on the coast still aped the cultures
of their European ancestors, and built neo-classical monuments. Their
poets wrote according to the style prescribed by English Augustan
tenets, and their painters emulated the style of Reynolds. Those who
needed a closer contact with culture moved to London. The frontiersmen,
on the other hand, were close to the land, the abundance of which made
America a rural colony, enabling the adventurous to embark on a life of
prosperity and freedom that none of the European countries made
accessible. Moreover, the wildness of the frontiersman reminded the
writers of the essentially untamed quality of the freedom-loving spirit
that enthused the new nation, where inherited institutions and high
culture were absent but the opportunity existed for self-assertion and
the growth of individual personality that was an alien concept in the
European motherland. The frontiersmen led a fuller, closer life in

nature if not a culturally richer life in the crowded European cities.
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The frontiersmen’s free lives highlighted the sense of enjoyment of
space and physical expansiveness, and the forging of a new destiny for
oneself that were so coveted by the rest of the old world. Thus the
freedom and the individualism of the frontiersmen’s lives served to
inspire literary works from Cooper’s Deerslayer, to Twain’s Huck Finn,
and Owen Wister’s Virginian, to Faulkner’s stories of bear hunters and
the cowboys of Hollywood. "Hand in hand with this figure’s right to
self-determination, marches his right to settle matters with the gun."”

To a large extent, the period starting at the colonial American
experience of settlements on the new land, leading to the adventurous
man’s foraging into the frontiers and his taming it into farmland,
demonstrated the individual’s resourcefulness and capacity to improvise
solutions to the problems that obstructed his chances of survival. His
subsistence farming methods placed him in a number of situations where
he could rely on no one but himself. The pressures of survival during
this time stamped on the new man’s asocial character a strong sense of
self-reliance. And while this frontier experience encouraged writers and
artists to explore a sense of the new man’s character, others saw in
this experience "the development of an American political and economic
character." But the common impetus behind an attraction towards
documenting and analyzing this experience was "an explicit rejection of
things foreign... as well as a clear affirmation of cultural

independence."”
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c) Liberty versus Equality

Thomas Jefferson was the person who saw in the life of the
independent farmer, who tilled his own land and gained sustenance by his
own produce, the possibilities of fulfillment of the ideal American
character. His belief in the tenets of liberty and equality was suited
to growth only in the kind of society where the white Americans’ ability
to own land gave them an equality of status and made the ideals of self
government, rather than old world aristocratic authoritative rule, a
possibility. "The model American was a plain, straightforward agrarian
democrat, an individualist in his desire for freedom for himself, and an
idealist in his desire for equality for all men."* But Jefferson’s
purpose in envisioning a republican form of government sprang from his
strongly held conviction of the universal principal of political
equality, as he saw in the structure of closely knit small republics,
contributing to Common government, a check in preventing people from
becoming solely interested in making money, for he feared that people’s
forgetting themselves in the pursuit of wealth could create a bleak and
tyrannous republic.” Jefferson’s conception of the new man, independent
both in his values and mode of life, was the basis for the true
American.

Apart from the experience of the agrarian democrats, the frontier
experience had also shaped the American consciousness. Frederick Jackson
Turner, in his influential 1893 essay, "The Significance of the Frontier
In American History," explained the important influence of the frontier
on the formation of the American character in these words: "...to the

frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. That
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coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness;
that practical inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that
masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful
to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant
individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy
and exuberance that comes with freedom--these are traits of the
frontier, or traits called out elsewhere because of the existence of the
frontier."*

Turner’s argument about the frontier experience’s indelible
influence on the American character arose from his understanding of the
conditions of the environment that the frontiersmen had to confront,
which necessitated the development of certain obvious traits for his
survival. Turner argued that the large availability of land at
inexpensive costs made the possibility of everyone’s becoming a land
owner, thus enabling equalitarianism in society. The scarcity of bonded
labor, also made it imperative for every man to work for himself, and
the struggle against the elemental forces of nature and the wilderness
also strengthened the frontiersmen’s sense of self-reliance. The
unstratified society of the frontiers enabled the frontiersmen to
develop an independence from institutional pressure of stratifed
society. All these things, Turner argued, gave the new man a certain
equality of status. While Turner never forgets to mention the unsavory
aspects of the frontier life: the frontiersman’s lack of the social
grace and polish of civilized society, and the aspect of a certain
coarse and brutal nature as part of his make up, he readily forgave

these drawbacks as minor compensations for the essentially egalitarian
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life in the frontiers. In fact, both Jefferson’s agrarian man and
Turner’s frontiersman are shown to share the same qualities of
democratic, freedom-loving, self-reliant, and individualistic
backgrounds, and both Jefferson and Turner believed that "the love of
liberty and equality go together."”

What we have to realize at this point is that the principles of
equality and liberty that both Jefferson and Turner idealized in the
agrarian’s and the frontiersmen’s lives did not exist harmoniously.
Jefferson’s agrarian society was composed of people who tilled their own
land and sustained themselves through the produce of their own lands.
Their independence and equality rested on the fact that each family
could afford its own land and attain a certain amount of self
sufficiency through hard work as opposed to being subjects under a
turopean aristocrat. In the new world, the virtue of being able to own
land gave men an equality of status. They were equal citizens as they
achieved this equality through their landholding privileges. The
frontiersmen too enjoyed a certain amount of freedom and independence
because they were not subject to institutional supervision. But the
individualism and liberty of these people were different only in degrees
from the freedom and equality afforded to people in the aristocratic
cultures, as even in this new society, a deep tension existed among the
people, who tended to value equality more than liberty.

Land based individualism, founded on the principle of equality,
was an important and cherished ideal, and in many ways Crevecoeur’s
Letters from an American Farmer is still considered as the definitive

statement of the American dream. But possession of land did not
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necessarily mean that an individual could be politically or naturally
free to choose and exercise his own opinions about politics and life.
The European immigrants’ transformation into self-sufficient Americans
is succinctly summed up in Crevecoeur’s words: "From nothing to start
into being; from a servant to the rank of a master; from being the slave
to some despotic prince, to become a free man, invested with lands, to
which every municipal blessing is annexed! What a change indeed! It is
in consequence of that change that he becomes an American."* But this
expansive and relaxed depiction of the life of a second generation
American farmer in all of his letters, does not prepare one for his last
letter, where he begins: "I wish for a change of place; the hour has
come at last that I must fly from my house and abandon my farm." These
words throw the reader into confusion.* In fact, Crevecoeur’s loyalty
to the British put him at odds with the majority’s or community’s
revolutionary feelings, and so his sudden, nightmarish conclusion to his
mostly cheerful letters highlights that, while one could make the most
of one’s opportunities in America and create oneself as a person of
substance and authority, thereby achieving a social equality with
others, the liberty to exercise one’s personal feelings in the form of
political dissension or disagreement with the majority could be
catastrophic for the thinking individual’s or dissenter’s survival.”
One is reminded of de Tocqueville’s comment about the dangers or
hostilities that a dissenter might incur if he chose to oppose the
majority’s views.

You are free not to think as I do; you can keep your life and

property and all; but from this day you are a stranger among us.

You can keep your privileges in the township, but they will be
useless to you, for if you solicit your fellow citizens’ votes,
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they will not give them to you, and if you only ask for their

esteem, they will make excuses for refusing that. You will remain

among men, but you will lose your rights to count as one. When you
approach your fellows, they will shun you as an impure being, and
even those who believe in your innocence will abandon you too,
lest they in turn be shunned. Go in peace. I have given you your
life, but it is a life worse than death.”

While the Jeffersonian edict in The Declaration of Independence
states that "all men are created equal" and are "entitled to [and could
look forward to] life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,"” implying
that the principle of equality afforded man an opportunity to exercise
and demand his rights, neither the Jeffersonian society nor the frontier
society was ready for radical changes, where people could afford an
unlimited personal liberty. The people in these societies were far more
concerned with equality than with liberty or true individual freedom.
Jefferson’s ideal, that by virtue of being equal man could demand a
certain personal liberty through an assertion of his personal rights,
was too advanced a concept for the people of these societies. In
Jefferson’s time, the option of demanding one’s rights was farthest from
people’s minds. The American society was still too "traditional" for
such radical upheaval. In fact, Alexis de Tocqueville observed that
while a democratic spirit infused the lives of the people, society was
not operating on the principles of Jeffersonian democracy. Liberty or
"Freedom," de Tocqueville said, "is not the chief and continual object
of their desires; it is equality for which they feel an eternal love;
they rush on freedom [liberty] with quick and sudden impulses, but if
they miss their mark, they resign themselves to their disappointment;

but nothing will satisfy them without equality, and they would rather
die than lose it."*
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While de Tocqueville did not totally rule out the possibility that
the principles of equality and liberty might "meet and blend," he did
observe that "conformity" rather than individualism would result from
the adherence to equality. He reasoned that:

The citizen of a democracy comparing himself with the others feels

proud of his equality with each. But when he compares himself with

all his fellows and measures himself against this vast entity, he
is overwhelmed by his sense of insignificance and weakness. The
same equality which makes him independent of each separate citizen
leaves him isolated and defenseless in the face of the majority.

So in democracies public opinion has a strange power of which

aristocratic nations can form no conception. It uses no persuasion

to forward its beliefs, but by some mighty pressure of the mind of
all upon the intelligence of each it imposes its ideas and makes
them penetrate men’s very souls.”

De Tocqueville claimed that the element of conformity in the
American character, as a result of the rule of the majority, threatened
the existence of not only individualism but even the concept of freedom.
In fact, so pervasive is the power of the majority, he declared, that
"the majority in the United States takes over the business of supplying
the individual with a quantity of ready-made opinions and so relieves
him of the necessity of forming his own," and so the person in the
minority not only "mistrusts his own strength, but even comes to doubt
his own judgement, and he is brought very near to recognizing that he
must be wrong when the majority hold the opposite view. There is no need
for the majority to compel him; it convinces him." De Tocqueville
continues, that the predilection for "equality" induces "him [the
minority individual] freely to give up thinking at all," and "there is
no freedom of spirit in America." The principle of equality on which

America operates, de Tocqueville says, undermines liberty, as peoples’

only concern for equality breeds in them "a tendency to despise
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individual rights and take 1ittle account of them." Thus, de Tocqueville
fears that an emphasis on equality not only curbs individualism and
breeds a certain conformism in people, but it contributes to fears of

néo

"despotism... in democracy.

d) Selfishness and Introversion versus Expressive Individualism

De Tocqueville also thought the equalitarian aspect of American
democracy promoted a materialist attitude in the American character: "A
passion for well being is... the most lively of all the emotions aroused
or inflamed by equality, and it is a passion shared by all. So this
taste for well-being is the most striking and unalterable characteristic
of democratic ages."* And de Tocqueville was not alone in this opinion
about the American’s materialism. In 1805, Richard Parkinson observed in

his A Tour in America in 1779-1800 that "all men there make money their

pursuit,” and another traveller, William Faux concurred, saying in his
Memorable Days in America, that "two selfish gods, pleasure and gain,
enslave the Americans." While the American individual’s material craving
and the materialist culture that was developing in America was
succinctly summed up by Washington Irving: "the almighty dollar, that
great object of devotion throughout the land."“

However, it is important to mention at this point, that the word
"individualism," which came into use in Europe during de Tocqueville’s
time, was applied critically against the tenets of the Enlightenment
that was sweeping through Europe.” The term in the 01d World "was
almost synonymous with selfishness, social anarchy, and individual self-
assertion," but in the American context, the term’s "value content

changed completely,”" and came to be associated with "self-determination,
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moral freedom, the rule of liberty, and the dignity of man." De
Tocqueville’s doubts and fears about the primacy of the individual and
society’s growth based on the principles of equality and liberty were
the farthest notions from the American consciousness. In the years that
followed, the term’s popularity grew in America as it stood for "a
rationalization of its [America’s] characteristic attitudes, behavior
patterns, and aspirations.” Thus, in 1888 James Bryce remarked that
everything associated with the American experience "went to intensify
individualism, the love of enterprise, [and] the pride in personal
freedom. "*

Since equality was an important part of life in democratic
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